Kindred Souls
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

Thefirst time | noticed death's true power to make the ordinary into something extraordinary was my
junior year in high school. Therewasagirl in my English lit classwho had a self-done hair cut, wore the
samet-shirt and frayed jeans every day, and who spent more time giggling with her friends than listening
to Beowullf.

| can't remember her name now, but | can remember her position in the row of chairs (two down from
the door), her crooked smile, and the flat way her eyes assessed me every time | spoke up in class.

She died at an unmarked railroad crossing on aFriday night, sitting in the backseeat of arusted Ford
Fairlane, with three other friends, kids | had never met.

They weredl drunk.
And her chair remained empty therest of the year.

| know | wouldn't have remembered her if she hadn't died. By now, twenty yearslater, shewouldn't even
be ablip on the memory radar.

But she'sthere. Every time death showsup in my life.
And he shows up often.

* k * %

I'm an orderly in anurang home, afar cry from those days twenty years ago when my biggest worry was
whether | got into Princeton, Y ae, or the state university.

It'snot alack of skillsthat brought me here. Nor alack of brain power. It's actualy the availability of the
work. In every town, in every county, in every state, nursing homes need orderlies.

And they hire.
No questions asked.

Well, not true. Maybe afew questions asked. Y ou see, I'm 52" and petite in a ddlicate sort of way some
women never grow out of. Maost administrators take my word that | can bench press my own weight plus
(I show them my biceps and that helps) but here, in Seavy Village, Oregon, | actudly had to lift the
adminigrator.

Caught him by surprise, I'll tell you. I don't think that 200 pounds of walking depression had ever had a
woman heft him like asack of flour before.

He hired me and put me on the night shift so held never have to seeme again.
Let metdl you about the night shift. Y ou can actudly fed desth staking the halls.

This place, Seavy Village Senior Care Center, was built in the early 1970s, and sprawls, as so many
buildings from that erado, acrossafull city block. The gpartmentsin the front overlook the ocean. The
old folksthere| never see: they're salf-sufficient, most of them, and hedlthy enough to live on their own.



It'sthe nursaing home part, the part tucked in the back, where | spend my time.

People don't die at night. They die at dawn. One moment they're breathing, the next they're gone. I'm the
onewho getsto move them, usualy wheding their little hospital bedsto the serile room in the basement
that Senior Care uses as atemporary morgue.

But sometimes| haveto carry them -- like that 1920s football star who died Sumped over on the toilet
or the 95-year-old great-grandmother who never spoke but managed to get out of her wheelchair and
walk fifty feet before collapsing forever in the middle of the corridor.

| remember those, like | remember dozens of other deaths. After a cadaverous old guy died in apool of
vomit, one of the nurses said to me that death islike eating: you eat hundreds of thousands of meals over
your lifetime, but you only the remember the onesthat make you sick.

Wonderful place, this.
And thebitch of it isthat she'sright.

* * % %

Eloise Mortimer arrived on January 15, 1997. | remember the date because wed lost arecord fifteen
that night. Five of the deaths were normd -- the expected end to long and unhedlthy lives. Part of the
problem was aflu epidemic. Weld tried to keep the sick onesisolated, but the virus spread through the
firgt floor like something out of a Stephen King nove. And those deaths were not pretty. They took out
five popular resdents, and the entire staff wasin mourning.

Evenme.

Therésaroom at the end of Hall One-A that we called the Presidentia Suite. Not because anyone
important ever stayed there, but because it was big and private, and the long-term care resdent had to
be worth big bucksto even be considered for it. I'd never seen aroom likeit in any other nursing home,
and believe me, I'd worked at dozens. It was, one of the nursestold me, the old administrative office, but
something had happened there shortly after the home was built, and the office was moved to the back of
the building, asfar from the resdents as possible.

Eloise Mortimer got that room, and she decorated it with pieces from her house: two reclining lesther
chairs, dark green velvet curtainsthat blocked the sun, alarge stereo television with state-of-the-art VCR
and every cable channd Seavy Village could receive. We were even supposed to use her bedding, until
one of the nurses explained how the home smply didn't have time to care for something so expensive.

By now, everyone's heard of Eloise Mortimer. But even then she was famous, mostly for her publicity
stunts. It began shortly after her husband, Jay Mortimer the Third died. She held a benefit for the
Portland Actor's Guild and insisted on performing at it herself. She wasn't half bad, but her get-up was.
She dressed like Marilyn Monroe at the President’s birthday bash -- and Eloise didn't have the figure for
it.

That made the Portland papers, they tell me, but it was her later sunts that made the nationa news:
dropping fifty thousand dollarsin cash on the floor of the Senate in protest of budget cutsto the arts;
shredding abook in the Library of Congressto reved the trashing of hundreds of paperbacks dl over the
country; blocking traffic on every bridge in Portland to force highway money to be used for bridge
improvement -- and so on. For ten years, you couldn't watch television without seeing Eloise Mortimer
doing something wildly ingppropriate, gaining attention, and then making some sort of difference.



Obvioudy, she had turned her attention on nursing homes. And since she had avacation homein Seavy
Village, she picked on us.

Tobefair, shewasill. | never knew the details, but | guessed it was some form of cancer that was taking
away her strength. It could have been something else, though, too. She did have to use awheelchair from
the moment she arrived.

Y ou'd have thought she could have afforded her own live-in care, her own nursing home, for god's sake.
Any sensible person would have done just that, taken care of themsdlvesin the privacy of their own
home.

But not Eloise Mortimer. Her entire mission in life had been to improve the lot of the common people.
She wasn't going to abandon it as she approached death.

She held a press conference the morning she arrived. | saw it on my black-and-whitein my furnished
gpartment il rented, at that point, by the week.

She looked tiny in her wheelchair, wrapped in a cashmere coat, and a blanket that would have cost me
half ayear's sdary. She had thelook of the very old or the very ill: bones so prominent that the skin
seemed trand ucent, eyes wide, hands clawed with age or arthritis. There were severa handlers behind
her, afew nurses| recognized, and agaggle of reporters.

"One should never give up inthe face of termind illness" she said, her amplified voice thin but strong. "'l
am going to take this opportunity to investigate conditionsin nurang homes-- fromtheinsde. | am
choosing amid-range extended care facility smply because so many people will end up here. Weal
know about the cheagp ones, and the expensive ones, well, they may have their problems, but they won't
affect most people.”

She madeit sound asif her very presence would uplift the facility. It would change the facility, certainly.
All of the resources would be directed toward her.

| shut off the tube, thinking that she was making one of the strangest gestures I'd ever seen arich
so-called humanitarian make. But that was how | always felt about Eloise Mortimer. How, it seemed,
much of the country felt about her. Political cartoons made fun of her charity efforts, successful asthey
were, because Eloise was aways front and center. It seemed she benefited more from the publicity than
the charities did from the money.

It would have been better for all nursing homes, | thought, for her to donate her fortune to them. Or part
of her fortune. Or even designate apart of her fortune for nursing home regulation, improvement or

ingoection.
But no. She had to do this.

Eloise Mortimer's attempt to be one of the common people.

Or s0 | thought.

* k * %

She was awake that first night when | clocked in, propped up in bed, the expensive blanket still wrapped
around her. She had abook open on alapdesk, adesk lamp -- green and expensive -- on the end table,
and stylish half-rim glasses on the edge of her nose. If | hadn't known she had atermina illness, | would
have thought she wasfine,



"Lights out was severd hours ago, Mrs. Mortimer," | said, even though it wasn't my place. Orderlies
didn't instruct patients. Nurses did.

She smiled a me and pulled the glasses off her nose. They were attached by asmall gold chain that
shimmered in thelight. "'l had some paperwork to finish.”

"Other resdents don't have paperwork, Mrs. Mortimer,” | said and then flushed. Cdling attention to
myself was something | wanted to avoid, and yet here | was, dl for the chance of speaking to Eloise
Mortimer one on one.

"Y ou saw the press conference,” she said.

| nodded.

She sighed. "I suppose | came off asalittletoo arrogant. | usudly do."
"I don't think thisisthe way to experience nursing homelife" | sad.
"Do you have a better suggestion?"

"Regigter under an dias. Live with the furniture the home provides. Forgo the press conference. No one
else comes herewith that kind of fanfare.”

"Y ou do speak your mind, don't you?' she said.
"Not usudly,” | said. "Just when abit of foolishness crosses my path. Foolishness| can't ignore.”
"l just want to do some good in my last few weeks of life," she said.

"Then let someone € se have the room. Pay every patient's bills from now until they die. But don't come
here with your fancy furniture and your expensive clothes and say you're living the life the others have.
Y ou're not, Mrs. Mortimer, and no matter how many publicity stuntsyou pull, you never will."

She stared a me amoment, her eyes even bigger than they had seemed on my small televison set. Then
she dowly pulled her glasses over them, and bowed her head, making me fed as unimportant asthe
discarded dinner tray beside her bed.

| picked up thetray because it was my job, and carried it to acart in the hal. Then | stopped at the
nurse's station and made a note that someone had failed to remove the food from Mrs. Mortimer's room
before lights out. Then | went into the employee break room, bought myself a Coke, and leaned againgt
thewadll, trembling as | drank it.

It wasn't that she could get mefired. That didn't realy matter. | could move on. Get another name. Get
another job. But it was that arrogance, that so dismissive arrogance, that had me shaking.

Let'stake care of the little people, and do it in the way that best benefits me.
Me.
Me.

Her lightswent out at 3 am., and | didn't even open the door to her room, as| usualy would. | made my
rounds just before clocking out, partly to see how death would fare that night. | could dmost imagine
him, purusing the occupants of the room like aman would look at adesert tray, then carefully selecting
the right combination to finish off the evening meal. Sometimes he wanted alot, and sometimes nothing at



al. And frankly, given some of the people | saw, the diseases | saw, | wasn't sure which wasworse.

Death took out two more that night: one atiny old woman -- Hannah Dailey -- who'd been holding on
despite diabetes, blindness, and severe loneliness, and the other Biff Lonnen, aformer contractor who'd
been swindled out of hislife savings and was extremely bitter about it. I'd liked Hannah -- I'd dways
made a point of speaking to her about something every day -- but | wasn't sad to see Biff go. No one
deserved to be swindled, but the rest of usdidn't haveto pay for hisvictimization.

| clocked out, went home, dept afew hours, and then went to the beach.

* * % %

| dwaysworked near water. A product of my childhood, | guess, growing up near the Great Lakes. One
of the reasons | loved Seavy Village was the beach itsdlf -- seven miles of untouched beauty, in Oregon,
where the beaches couldn't be owned. | went there, winter, summer, sunshine or storm, to mourn my
people and to reflect, just alittle.

| didn't say aprayer for them -- | couldn't. It wasn't my place -- but | did asmall silent wish acrossthe
waves, awish for their spirits, awish for peace. Then | picked up ahandful of sand, and let it dip through

my fingers

Thewind blew the grains across the beach, where they mingled with the other grains, unrecognizable as
the ones| held only a second before. A reminder to mysdlf, how each lifeisinggnificant, likeagrain of
sand, and yet without each life, there would be no beautty, just aswithout the individud grains, there
would be no beach.

_You never know who you touch , said Father Flannery shortly after he had found me twenty-five years
ago. _Only that you move forward, you never give up, you never stop touching.

_Hetouched me. | touch others. Or try to. Which waswhy Eloise Mortimer angered me. She pretended
to touch others, when al sheredly did wastouch hersalf.

* k% k% %

Her light was on the following night, and the night after that. | ignored her, againgt the administrator's
orders. Let someone else pay attention to the roya Mrs. Mortimer. | would give attention to the people
who redlly needed it. Who didn't have cashmere coats or leather chairsfor their guests.

Who didn't have guests.

Or family.

Or pressfollowings.

On thefourth night, | found anote clipped to my timecard:
_Mrs. Mortimer would liketo seeyou._

It wasin the adminigirator's handwriting, and | knew | would receive on small reprimand in my file. Asif
it mattered. Too many of them and | would move on.

Agan.

Since the note said nothing about when Mrs. Mortimer wanted to see me, | went about my duties. |
moved trays, changed bed linens, helped residents to the restroom. | prepared three different roomsfor



new residents who would arrive during the day, and moved exercise equipment for the physica
therapist's sessions the following morning.

By threeam. | went by her room, hoping her light would be out.
It wasn't.

| pushed the door open. She was sitting in bed as she had the last time, blanket wrapped around her. The
book on her lapdesk was non-fiction, thick and heavy. Her papers were piled on a briefcase beside the
bed.

She brought her glasses down and let the gold chain hold them in the center of her chest.
"Linda," shesaid. "Youdon't look likeaLinda"

| dipped into theroom. | wasn't aLinda, even though that was the name | used here. But she didn't have
to know that. "How's a Linda supposed to look?"

"Tdl, willowy, blonde. Debutantish."

"Not mean and muscular.

She amiled. "Y ou're petite and strong,” she said. "MoreaJo or aPat."

"Moreboyish."

She shrugged.

"More butch?' | couldn't keep the edge out of my voice. "Y ou have many prejudices, Mrs. Mortimer.”
"Do 1?" she asked.

"I can think of only onewillowy Linda. Linda Evans. The othersare smdl and tough. Think Linda
Hamiltonin_Terminator 2_or LindaHunt in just about anything."

"| don't watch tdevison," shesad.

"Much," | said, looking at the expensive screen across the room. It was dark, but | had heard it earlier,
blaring the Headline News theme.

"Much," shesaid.
"I have other thingsto do,” | said. "Y ou wanted to see me. Make it quick.”
Her smile grew. She closed her book. "I likeyou," she said. "Y ou're direct.”

"| redly don't care what you like and don't like, Mrs. Mortimer,” | said. "l just want you to get to the
point so | can get out of thisroom.”

Shetook a deep breath, sighed, asif | wereimposing on her. "1 want you to show me what nursing home
lifeisredly like"

"Y ou want me to take you on atour?"'

She nodded.



"Make you see how the others are?’

She nodded again.

"Y ou can't whed yoursdf, peer into others misfortunes on your own?"

"Isthat what you think I'm doing?"

"Lady," | sad, "'l don't know what you're doing."

"I'm making adifference” shesad.

| snorted and pushed open the door. | wouldn't even dignify her comment with aresponse.
"| don't suppose you've been watching the news,” she said.

| froze. | shouldn't have, but | did. "I'm alittle busy,” | said. "I don't have dl day to lay on silk sheetsand
watch CNN."

"MSNBC isdoing ajoint on-line on-air investigation of the top nursing homesin the country. CNN is
investigating unreported violaions at nursing homes dl over America. CBS, NBC, and ABC are using
their news magazinesto investigate the plight of the poor, sick, and elderly who use dl the bedsin these
places. And CNBC isdoing along series on the efficacy of extended careinsurance. Not to mention the
Oregon stations. They're investigating each home one by one.”

"All because of you," | said.

"That'sright.” | had my back to her, but | could hear the smugnessin her tone. "1 brought the issue out;
now they'll cover it. | got acal from our senior US Senator today promising to set up hearingsto look at
the nursng homeissuesin this country.”

| pulled the door closed, stepped back in the room, and turned around, fists clenched. "What are the
nursng homeissues?' | asked her.

"Poor care, lack of funds, familia neglect -- "

"Over fifty percent of the peoplein this home have family visting them on aregular bass" | snapped.
"They don't bring leather furniture, but they stay aslong astheir somachs can stand. The other fifty
percent may not have families any more, or may have dienated them, or don't want them to come. And
surethereésalot of lonely dying people, people who can't afford better trestment, people who can't
afford a private room or their own wing or deserve a phone call from asenator. But they're not getting
poor care. Every nursein this place tries. And most of the orderliesdo to. Y ou come here and lock
yoursdlf inthis private suite and claim you're doing something for America, when al youredoing is
diverting time, diverting resources, and forcing people to concentrate on the wrong things."

"Then take me out there," she said. " Show me what you see.”
"Y ou don't need me, Mrs. Mortimer,” | said. "Y ou got eyes. Look for yoursdf."
And then | walked out of the room.

* * % %

Desgth took four more that night. The flu epidemic waswaning, but still present. Two men died from
flu-related causes, and one woman, Sue Lee Frank, apparently died of natura causes. The other, Alice



Andreeson, atiny birdlike woman whose anxiety was so papable that it seemed to infect her entirewing,
saved up her medications, took them in combination with her nightly pain pill, and died a horrible choking
vomitous degath.

There was nothing the nurses could do. By the time the ambulance arrived, she was so far gone that they
drove her, without lights, to the hospital.

| was embarrassed to be relieved that their morgue would guard her.
Stll, I cleaned up the sheets and disinfected the room, and stood, aone, with the presence of death.

| hadn't liked her. She had been too frightened, too insistent. | looked in her square londly face, and | had
seen mysdlf forty years hence. Alone. Terrified. Dying, but not fast enough.

"I did everything | could,” | whispered, and knew it to bealie.

* k% k% %

| did watch the newsthat day, and discovered that Eloise Mortimer hadn't been lying to me. Not only
was the broadcast media covering the story because of her presence, but so was the print media.
Investigations of unexplained deaths. Examinations of nursing home medicine. Philosophica discussions
of the cultura necessity of warehousing the old.

Discussonswe as aculture had been having since | wasagirl. | remembered going to nursng homesasa
pre-teen, performing with the Christmas pageant or on amission with the church. Those homes smelled
bad -- of urine and unwashed bodies -- and most of the elderly there had clearly given up hope. Things
changed in the late 70s and early 80s. Part of it, | think, was that the Boomers were growing older and
watching their parents and grandparents end up in those places, deciding to make changes before the
Boomersthemsalves had to go in. Theredlity was -- is-- that most of uswill not have the money that
Eloise Mortimer had. Most of our familieswill not have the resources or the timeto carefor us.

Most of uswill end up in ahome.
Not by choice, like Eloise Mortimer, but because there is nowhere else to go.
And no matter how much | explained that to her, she did not understand.

She did try though. The nursestold mewhen | arrived that she went to the dining room three times that
day and tried to engage othersin conversation. Most would not talk to her. Then she went from room to
room, using her motorized wheedlchair, trying to learn how the other patientsfelt. She caused so much
distressthat anurse, hearing shouting on the floor, brought Mrs. Mortimer back to her own room, and
gave her ingructionsto stay there.

Her light was on till four am. thistime, and | did not stop. There was something more going on here
besides simple curiosity and press entourages, and | didn't want to know what it was.

* k * %

| lead asolitary life. Even more so now, now that I'm away from Seavy Village. But there, | was solitary
too. | had my beach, and my job, and my gym.

The gym was state of the art, with new Nautilus equipment, and every single rowing/walking/climbing
machine known to man. But those didn't interest me. What interested me was the red gym, tucked in the
back, with its free weights and mirrors, mats and punching bags. It smelled of sweet, and there men, and



afew women, worked with a concentration not often found outside sports training camps.

| don't know why it existed in Seavy Village. | wasjust glad it did. | went there, lifted weights, punched a
few rounds, did my 200 sit-ups and 100 pushups. By thetime | was done, | was layered in swest, and
pleased to be dive.

It felt asif it washed the stink of my work off me, It aso alowed meto think of something esefor a
while, something that didn't involve desth and dying.

Andlondiness.

But that day -- the day after Alicekilled hersdlf -- | couldn't forget. | sweated and pushed so hard that
my spotter on the bench press threatened to report me to the management as an insurance risk if | didn't
dow down. | sparred with one of the guysin the makeshift rink, and | even played agame of handbal --
badly -- when one of the courts came open.

Nothing worked. | kept seeing Alice'sface, her birdlike eyes asthey had followed me through the room.
She was dways awake at night and we awaystaked, and by thetimel l€eft, shewas usudly camer.

She had no one. She had told me that, and in the six months she had been a Senior Care, no one had
come to see her. Her husband had died five years before, and she had lived aone, rarely leaving her
house, seeing only neighbors and the people from her church. The anxiety, dwaysafactor in her life, had
grown worse in those years, until she had become avirtua prisoner in her own home. But she hadn't
minded, she said. She had loved the place.

She minded Senior Care. The presence of other people. Thelack of privacy. Sometimes she screamed in
terror when we couldn't answer her call button quickly enough.

She never told me what shewas s0 afraid of, and | never asked. As| said, she made me nervous, and
often | would leave her room after those talks anxious mysdif.

Ironicaly, though, she wasn't afraid of degth. She welcomed it asa silence, acaming, along deep after a
particularly rough and horrible day. She welcomed it, and told me, expecting, somehow, that | would
take care of it.

| never did.
So she had to take care of it hersdf.

* * % %

That night Eloise Mortimer was waiting for me. She sat in her motorized whedlchair, wrapped in her
expensive blanket, arms crossed and glasses dangling from their chain around her neck.

"I have something to show you," she said.
"I have alot of work to do,” | said as| walked by.
"Thiswill only takeaminute.”

| stopped. | could have kept walking, but | didn't. | was dightly flattered by her interest, her attention,
and | was curious, too. "Why the obsession with me, Mrs. Mortimer?' | asked. "Isit because | don't
bow to your every whim like the others around here?"

"I'velived with naysayersdl my life" Shewheded her chair through the open door.



"Thenwhat isit?" | asked.

Shewaited inside. | got the message. | had to follow her in order to get the answer.
And | cared enough to do so.

| went in, and alowed her to push the door closed behind me.

She whedled her way to the leather chairs across the room. | think she expected meto St in one of them,
but I wouldn't. I would stand. Near the door. To show her that, | crossed my arms.

"l aminterested in you," she said, "because | believe you have more than a passing acquaintance with
death."

"l seeit every night, Mrs. Mortimer," | said.
"No," shesaid, and her voice was strong. "I believe you know Degth. | want you to introduce me."

| was so shocked by her statement that my mouth operated before my brain. "Why? So you can sic the
press on him too? Y ou know, they're pretty aware of the effects of desth on the culture.”

"Y ou make fun of me" shesad. "But I'm very serious.”

My heart was pounding. "I really don't know what you want," | said as| turned to the door, "and I'm not
sure | want to find out.”

A notebook sailed across the room and landed at my feet with asmack. Pages riffled open from the
force of the throw.

Articleswere pasted onto the plain white sheets, dmost like killer's notebooks out of the movies, or a
child's homemade picture book. Only the articlesweren't what | expected from a charitable society
maven.

*Ange of Death Kills Six in Cancer Ward*
*Kervorkian Supervises Fifth Suicide*
*Police Arrest Nurse in Petient's Death*

| turned pages with my shoe. The headlineswent on and on. Most | didn't recognize. Stories from local
papers about mercy killings, in and out of hospitals, nursaing homes, extended care centers.

"You think I'm doing that?" | asked.

"Someoneishere" she said. "There are too many deaths.”

"So you decided to check in here, alatter-day Miss Marple, to solve the crimes yoursdlf."
"No." Her voice was stronger than it had been before. "1 would like whoever it isto take me."
"Tointroduce you to death.”

"Yes"

"And you want meto get out the word."



"If that'swhat it takes" she said.

| picked up the notebook, closed it, and tossed it on her bed. "Do you know what that would do to this
nursing home?Y ou check in with dl the publicity aceebrity gets, with atermind disease, yes, but one
that gives you months, maybe years yet, and then you die. Y ou don't think that would be investigated?
Y ou don't think people would talk?Y ou don't think someone would find your damn notebook and Start
investigating every soul inthisplace?’

"That frightensyou, doesn'tit, _Linda . Because your references don't check out. And neither does your
name." Her eyeswere abit too bright. "That'sright. | checked. Or had one of my people check. And
that may seem Miss Marplish too you, but | wanted to know | wastaking to the right person. And | am,
aent1?'

"Do you aways make up conspiracies, Mrs. Mortimer?"

"Usudly,” shesaid asif | hadn't spoken aword, "theres atriggering event. What was yours, Linda? A
parent? A grandparent? Someone who died alingering death with no succor? Someone you couldn't
help, perhaps you were too young, perhaps unknowing, so you got ajob like this one, where you can
prevent such needless suffering?’

"How come you never wrote books?' | asked. ™Y ou're so good at making up scenarios.”
"Areyou saying I'm lying?' she asked.

| took adeep breath. "I'm saying that even if | could, asyou so quaintly put it, introduce you to degth, |
will not. Because that would be murder, Mrs. Mortimer, and | do not commit murder.”

"Then what do you call it when you put a pillow over the face of alittle old man who doesn't have the
grength to fight you? Orderly Assisted Suicide?"

"You'renot funny,” | said.

"I'm not trying to be funny,” she said. "I'm looking at along tunnel ahead. | redly don't want to go through
the pain and the agony. I'd liketo die.”

My eyes narrowed. | felt atightness around my heart. "Then do what | told you before, Mrs. Mortimer.
Take care of yoursdf."

"l can't," shesaid.

| didn't believe her. If frail, frightened Alice could orchestrate her own degth, Eloise Mortimer, with all
her resources could too.

"Hire Kervorkian," | said. "He specidizesin these things."
"But don't you find him rather ghoulish?" she asked.
| didn't answer her. | grabbed the door handle and yanked it down, and let mysdlf into the hallway.

It waslight, but shadowed, so that resdents could find their way if they needed to, but so that the light
wouldn't interrupt their deep.

| made mysdlf walk to the breskroom and sit down. | planned to stay there until | felt calmer. It wouldn't
be good to walk into patients rooms upset. They had enough to contend with, without asmple orderly
interrupting them or their deep.



| sat there and waited.

But the calm never came.

* k% k% %

The triggering event was not, as Mrs. Mortimer guessed, aparent or grandparent. It was someone much
more important.

It was Father Flannery.

| ran away at the age of 12. Not that there was much to run from. My mother had lost hersdlf in abottle
long before, and my stepfather, acharming man who'd been in prison three times, had never bothered to
learn my name. | doubt they noticed | was missing for days, maybe weeks, and | doubt even more
strongly that they reported my loss.

Father Hannery found me sitting under the viaduct with abunch of street peoplein early September. This
was in Northern Wisconsin, and thetinge of fall wasaready intheair. | didn't know then what faced me.
The winters there were so harsh that even hedthy street people died of exposure.

Hetook me by the hand and, with the promise of areal meal, drove meto thelocal orphanage. Thiswas
the early ‘ 70sin a conservative town. The orphanage hadn't yet been taken over by Adult and Family
Services, and the money that supported it dl came from the Church.

| had abed for thefirst timein weeks, and food, and | would have bolted if Father Hannery hadn't found
my weskness right away.

Books.
He gave me books.

That first night, he gave me acopy of _Love Story_, and when | snorted at him, and told him | didn't
read that sappy stuff, he hauled a paperback copy of _The Godfather _out of his pocket.

"Don' |et the nuns catch you with thisone," he whispered in his broad Norwegian accents. Hewas a
Minnesota native, and sounded likeit, despite hisIrish roots.

| hid the book successfully, and each time he visited, he would trade me the book | had finished for one|
had not yet read. He nourished my mind, and in doing so, he nourished my heart and my soul.

He never asked meto convert. He never even asked meto go to church, athough | did, for him. | aso
went to schoal, for him, and became amodd student, for him, and learned that God had given me abrain
so that | didn't haveto live like my mother had. He dso gave me the use of the gym, long before it was
fashionablefor girlsto sweat. He made me redlize there was more to life than struggle and surviva. He
made me realize that each one of us had a purpose -- we had only to find it.

Hewas my own persona savior, the kindest, gentlest person | had ever known.
Hedied of Alzhemer's.
By thetime | graduated from college, he didn't even know his own name.

* k% k% %

| should have left Seavy Village then and there, and | knew it. But | had roundsthat night, and promises



to keep. Some were spoken, others were unspoken, but they all amounted to the same thing:

A duty.
A sacred duty.

Father Flannery would have understood. He dways said God had aplan, even for the worst
occurrences. | used to think Father Flannery's Alzheimer's was a plan to bring me to these places, to
prevent such needless suffering.

But | redlly don't know.
None of usdo.

All I know isthat when it comesto death, the entire culturesin denid. We take our beloved petsto the
vet when they become incontinent or paralyzed, or demented with age, and ask that they get "put down.”
Then we stand there, and hold a paw, while the vet injects adrug, and the animal's spirit leavesits body,
and we are d| relieved that the suffering isover.

Alice Andreeson had begged meto help her. Over and over again, and | had refused. | did not think her
sick enough, and | couldn't get enough distance from her anxiety to see her clearly. | never saw the
resolve that made her spit out the pills day after day, hour after hour, saving them as best she could until
she made the choice the only way she could.

At least | would have arranged amerciful desth. She had died choking on her own vomit, in more terror
than anyone had aright to fedl.

Shewas 81.

Even in our compasson, sometimes, wefail.

* * % %

That night, desth took, without assistance, the last three flu victims. He dso took three more. He took
LanaEagle, aformer pillar of Seavy Village's community, who had emphysema so bad that each breath
made her cry. Then hetook Ira Rundin, who had rheumatoid arthritis, and fluid in hislungs. It was, the
nurses said, only amatter of time. And in these cases, sooner is aways better than later. And he took
Sam Conner, aonce robust old man who'd been the best card player on the floor. Sam weighed fifty-six
pounds, and no longer knew the difference between an ace and adog dish.

Hewasthelast to go, just before dawn.

Then | clocked out, and went home. It didn't take long to gather my things -- I'd done this a thousand
times before -- and to pack them into my truck. | went to the bank, and took a full withdrawal in cash. |
had plenty of time. Usually no one ever searched for me. And if they did, they wouldn't even start until 1'd
missed one shift. And that was over twenty-four hours away.

| wasthinking Austin thistime, or maybe Vancouver B.C. | suspected weather would dictate my fina
choice: Vancouver inthe summer, Austin in the winter.

And since wewerein the middle of spring, | headed north. Taking my time, using my cash sparingly,
trying to decide which identity to wear next.

| didn't fed free -- there were afew other folks, not yet ready, whom I'd been watching and whom | had



to abandon -- but | knew I'd find a place in Canada that would need me just as much.
But | never even had the chance to look.

| had promised myself an afternoon nap before making the drive inland to Interstate Five, and then north
to Vancouver.

North to see who needed me there.

North to do what most people wanted to do, and couldn't.

* * % %

They found me a aroadside motel with $20 per night rooms, and no ocean view. | was just south of
Seasde.

| had underestimated Eloise Mortimer. She'd been keeping track, shewould say later, of "legitimate’ and
"illegitimate”’ deaths. And she knew after three "illegitimate" deeths on the same night, that something was
going wrong. And when | didn't clock in the following evening, she had her Miss Marple Moment: the
highlight of her media career.

Shefingered akiller.

"Ascrimesgo,” shesaid at her first press conference related to my case, "thisis as closeto perfect as
they get. Take an dderly person with no family, and soill that she cannot fight back, and kill her. It
satisfies that sick urge to murder and does so in away that most people won't mind.”

It didn't matter to me that she misunderstood. It didn't even bother me that shewas using methistime as
her media springboard.

It bothered me that most of the culture agreed with her, and | was branded as amurderer right from the
dart.

Death's Handmaiden, they called me, and they portrayed me asthis Nazi-esque matron, thistough
woman who killed for pleasure in town after town after town.

No one talked about the real issues.

Not even Eloise Mortimer.

* k % %

Shedied, I'm told, peacefully. In her deep in her own bed. After the publicity surrounding my arrest and
trial, no one noticed that she had abandoned her post in Senior Care. Her duty was done. Her empathy
played out to millions. And she would be remembered forever for starting the Congressional Hearings
that led to the closure of fifty nursing homes nationwide (with none opening to take their place) and, of
course, for identifying me.

| had hoped that she would die in excruciating agony, begging someone -- God, her "people”, anurse --
anyoneto help her end it dl. But shewaslucky, eventothelast.

Most of her money went to distant cousins and in-laws. The rest to civic organizations where she hed
spent most of her life: the Portland Metropolitan Opera; the OM Sl Museum; Ashland's Shakespeare
Fedtival. She even gave money to theloca mediain the form of grantsto help "improve" loca reporting.



Not adime went to hospice foundations.
Or nursng homes.

Or relief organizations.

Not onethin dime.

* k * %

Even though it's summer, I'min Texas. | amin amaximum security facility with twenty yearsbefore I'm
eligiblefor parole. A lot of people die here, and they die, likethat girl in my high school class, in sensdess
ways after leading senselesslives.

| have introduced no oneto death, and | don't expect to. | work in the prison laundry because| am
forbidden to go near the sick, and | work out as much as| can, and | spend sometimein the yard.

Inthe evenings| read.

It'snot abad life, considering. But if it continues much longer, it'll be awasted life. My only hopeisto be
amode prisoner so that they'll let me out sooner, and | can start doing something worthwhile again.

| have spent alot of timetalking to the local priest. He dready knew of my work -- most of the country
did; it was one of the biggest news stories of the decade -- but he didn't know about Father Flannery.

This priest, Father Harralson, is gppalled that | have used Father Flannery as justification for what he
cals"mass murder." Thereisapoint to suffering, Father Harralson hastold me. Even Jesus, God's son,
suffered on the cross. Suffering ispart of life. It is, he says, anintegra part of desth.

| do not believe him, but | do not argue. Even if | could, he would not listen to my opinions. According to
Father Harralson, | am the worst kind of sinner: the kind that takes God's work into her own hands.

He says he praysfor me every night, praysthat God will forgive me.
Because he cannot.

Y et every day, after he leaves the prison, he makes his other rounds. He visits the sick, and comforts the
dying. He holds hands with people whose life is measured in hours and tries to give them some degree of
succor, to ease the pain of their last moments on Earth, to let them go gently into that good night.

His method isless effective than mine, but it has the same purpose.
Ease auffering.

Stop the pain.

Allow the dying to meet death easly and without struggle.

| said thisto him two days ago.

He has not been back.

He does not like seeing us as kindred souls.

But weare.



Weare.

And that is something the Eloise Mortimers of the world have never understood.



