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OVERVIEW OF THIS NOVEL

So Much For That, by Lionel Shriver, was published in the same
year that President Obama signed The Affordable Care Act,
although Shriver did not think the law would do enough to ease
the problem of "underinsurance" described in this novel.

Shriver's main characters include Shepherd (Shep) Knacker,
who is a "handyman" in a home repair business in Brooklyn,
and his wife Glynis, who has just been diagnosed with
mesothelioma when this book begins. Shep had hoped to retire
early to an inexpensive island on the coast of Africa, but that
plan must be abandoned because his wife need's medical
treatment and her husband's health insurance policy to pay for
it.

Jackson and Glynis have a son in high school and a daughter
recently graduated from college. Shep and Glynis's best friends
are the couple, Jackson and Carol Burdina. Jackson is Shep's co-
worker and a deeply cynical observer of politics and
government in the United States, including dissatisfaction with
the way that the health system operates. Some of the book's
harshest attacks on American medicine come from him.

Two other significant characters in this book are Shep's father, a
retired minister whose health is also declining sharply, and
Shep's boss, Randy Pogatchnik, who bought the repair business
from Shep some years earlier and has been antagonistic toward
him ever since.

What follows is a series of (relatively) brief excerpts from So
Much For That, each of which is preceded by a brief
introduction that gives context for what is currently happening
in the story.

There are seven excerpts in all that are
located on the following pages:

First: pp. 45-54
Second: pp. 62-71
Third: pp. 187-201
Fourth: pp. 2011-2016
Fifth: pp. 245-259
Sixth: pp. 342-345

Seventh: pp. 376-384

Excerpt 1 - A note on the context (pp. 45-54)

In this first excerpt, Shep meets with Glynis's
oncologist for the first time.
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rays, a CAT scan, and an MRIL Memories fell into place. On two
mornings in December she had declined not only breakfast but even
coffee, which for Glynis was unheard of. He couldr’t recall the excuse,
but it mustn’t have been persuasive, because the refusal of coffee in
particular had injured him; she had spurned one of the sacred rituals
of their day. On two evenings, she had kept rising for another drink
of wates, and yet another. S0 she’d not been quenching a powerful
thirst, bur rinsing contrast medium from her veins. Likewise one odd,
floating memory £nally lodged into an orderly narrative: of walking
into the bathroom before she had a chance to flush, and noticing that
che bow! was red. It had been awfully early in her cycle, but she was
fifty, perhaps getting irregular; aware that she was touchy about the
approach of menopause, he hadn’t passed comment. Now he realized:
that was not her period. He also realized that she had started to wear
a nightgown o bed not, as she had claimed, because she was cold;
it was to hide the laparoscopy scar on her belly, which he had now
seen. Though only an inch long, it alarmed him: 2 first violation, and
not the last. The nightgown had injured him, teo. They had slept for
twenty-six years skin to skin.

Since that signal Friday eveninga week ago, she had shared only bits
and pieces about the tests. So her mention that weekend of one small
technicality had szood out. Before the MRI, for which all jewelry must
be removed, they had to do an extra X ray before sliding his wife into
the tube. “Because they learned I was a metalsmith,” she’d said. “The
imaging is magnetic. Metal screws it up. You can’t have any fragments
ot filings stuck o your body.”

He should have recognized why she had told him this: because she
was proud. He shouldn’t have asked her, “So did they find any?” An
effective but infuriating gambit increasing in frequency, she hadn'’t re-
sponded to his question at all, which in this case meant ao. They found
no fragments or filings. She had worleed so lirele in her studio for months

chat she could have taken the MRI just like anyone else. Even at such a
juncture, he'd had to rub it in.
Your own litile world. Het subterfuge would never have succeeded
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without his corresponding neglect. If he had noticed that despite the recent
fullness around her stomach she’d grown thinner, he had made little of th
wvmmnﬁmo:u which was as good as not having noticed. He thoughe, I'd =M
idea that our marriage was in such disrepair, and then he nanEranm h
until last Friday evening he was planning to leave her. .
“Thar night,” he said. “You didn’t have to let me go on like th
about Pemba. You could have stopped me.” "
“T was interested.”
“Tt wasn’t nice.”
“I haven't been feeling,” she said, “nice.”

", How do you feel?” Shep was ashamed. In the last week he’d been so-
icitous, perhaps annoyingly so. Yet in the months beforehand he could
not remember the last time he had asked her how she felt
She took a moment. “Frigh o
s it o rightened. For some reason it was easier when
mMrmﬁ.w because you can give yourself permission, now, to be fright-
ened.” He pressed her hand, just. “I will take care of you.” It was a big

promise, one he would fail. But he would fail vali
. aliantly,
promise he made to himself. oy snd shasvs he

—U_.. Edward Knox extended a hand to Shep, his clasp firm and gener-
ous. The oncologist gave off the astringent tang of antiseptic, as if he
were one of those rare physicians who really did wash his rmnmw It w
a smell Shep associated with anxiety. “Mr. Knacker, 'm so _nmm. d 7mm
you could finally arrange to join us.” . prseE
. In this phrasing Shep detected reproof, and his wife’s outrageous
misrepresentations. In other circumstances, he would have taken her 1o
task for them. Since now he would not, he sensed that taking her to task
for anything was now pretty much a thing of the past. )
The .nmam:pn air with which Glynis took a chair indicated that she
had been in this office before. These two had a history together, and
.nro:mr Shep was “finally” here he felt excluded. He got the nmc:m
impression that for Glynis this office was a seat of power. ’ _,




46 . LIONEL SHRIVER

As the doctor assumed his swivel chair, Shep adjudged that the oncol-
ogist may have been in his latter thirties, although he’'d grown ever .less
certain about ages. While he could still tell the difference becween sixey

is juni i jated category .
and sixty-five, lately his juniors all entered 2n undifferentia gory

of Younger Than Me, which was odd, since he had been that age before,
knew what it felt like and how it appeared in the mirror. But from the
perspective of a greater age it always turned out that you hadrf’t, at the
time, understood being thirty-seven at all, what it was, what it looked
like. Unfortunately for current circumstances, younger people alj.vays
seemed callow to Shep now, their confidence, which Dr. Kncfx.radlatc?d
in pulses, hollow and unjustified——thar is, enviably self—decm'vmg.‘ Suill
Shep wanted to believe in this man, and rather hoI‘)cd that w1t‘h fr‘i‘end’s’
he went by “Edward” and not by the flip, less rchablc—soundmg. Ed.
Fit and trim, Knox probably chose fruit for dessert in the cafeteria and
made time for the treadmill in the hospital gym; he practiced wha‘t 'he
preached. Personally Shep always had a soft spot for medical praf:tmo-
nets who carried twenty surplus pounds and sneaked cigarettes in the
staff parking lot. The hypocrisy was reassuring. From doctors, Shep had
always sought less authority than forgiveness. o N
“I apologize that it’s taken us so long to arrive ata posx_twe d{agnosm ,
Dr. Knox began, addressing himself to Shep. “Mesothelioma is notori-
ously difficult to identify, and we had to rule out a host of other n}orei
commonplace explanations for your wife’s fever, tenderness, abdomx;a
swelling, and gastric dysmoility” Shep didnt know what dysmoti zt:y
meant, but he didn’t ask, because then the doctor would know that this
was one more of his wife’s symptoms that he hadn't known about, or
cared about, or noticed.

“After all, as I'm sure your wife has told you, peritoneal mesothe:
lioma is very rare,” Dr. Knox continued. “And I won't mislead you. It's
also very serious. Because the peritoneum is a very fine merr}branc mfr—
rounding the abdominal organs, almost like Saran Wrap, _dlseascd tis-
sue can be ticked into corners that are difficult or impossible to get at
surgically.” Shep admired the doctor’s locution, which ac least pretended
that of course Shep knew what the peritoneum was; Knox was loath
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to imply that his patient’s husband paid so little heed to his own wife's
grave medical distress that he wouldn’t bother to look up her diagnosis
in a dictionary. “And P sorry to say thac symptoms of mesothelioma
don’t generally make themselves felt until the cancer is fairly advanced.
Nevercheless, we have a range of therapies ar our disposal. New treat-
ments, new approaches, and new drugs are being developed all the time.
The survival rate has done nothing buc improve.”

Shep knew all of this from the Interner, but felt it would appear im-
pertinent for him to say so. Besides, it scemed important to allow the on-
cologist this formal introduction. Shep had already read enough to have
registered that most of the nostrums in Knox’s grab bag of tricks were poi-
sons. In the face of being able to do so little, it must have been comfort
ing to the doctor to seem 1o be useful in this discursive way. His manner
methodical but warm—he smiled encouragingly and looked Shep in the
eye—Edward Knox had struck Shep from the start as very kind,

Bur even when doctors zcted kind, the extent of their capacity to be
kind was often out of their hands. However gently put, many a message
thar physicians were forced to deliver was cruel, and if it did not feel cruel
it was a lie and thus was even crueler. Personally Shep didr’t understand
why anyone would want to be one, Oh, certainly the rasks of stenting an
artery and clearing a bathtub drain were technically akin. Yer a doctor

was like a handyman who, some appreciable percentage of the time, had
to knock on your door and say, I'm sorry, but I cannor clear your drain.
That's all the acting kind was good for: the I'm sorry part. And then
he walks away and maybe he waves, leaving you with scummy standing
water in your bath. Why would anyone want a job like that.

“And I do have some good news,” Knox continued. “First, as I as-
sured you last week, Mrs. Knacker, the MRI did not reveal any anoma-
lies in the pleural—in the lungs. Even more critically, I now have the
lab report from the laparoscopy. Mesothelioma comes in two favors, if
you will—two types of malignant cells. The epithelioid are less aggres-
sive, the sarcomaroid much more so. In the samples we extracted, only

epithelioid cells were detected. That makes the prognosis considerably
more optimistic.”

e
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Glynis gave a schoolgirl nod, as if she had done something right.
Shep was about to ask, so what prognosis is that? He opened his mouth
and it was dry. He closed i, and swallowed. Instead he said, wanting to
be grateful, to play his part, to enter into the spirit of gung ho that was
clearly expected here, “Yes. That sounds like very good news.”

At once, he could not help but reflect that only a week ago “good
news” comprised the value of his Merill Lynch portfolio increasing by
$23.400 without his lifting a finger. Their son finally passing second-
year algebra. Randy Pogatchnik playing hooky at some golf resort, so
that for three days working at Knack would be, if not quite the same
as the olden days, at least collegial. Glynis being in a playful, indolent
mood he could barely remember now, and up for watching an old epi-
sode of The Sopranes. Now on a dime he was expected to entera world in
which “good news” comprised his wife’s abdomen coursing with vicious
“epithelioid” cells racher than the even more vicious “sarcomatoid” kind
and this information was meant to cheer him.”

“As for where we go from here,” said the doctor, “you may want to
commission a second opinion. It's always possible that other specialists
will recommend an alternative approach, but I thought I'd prepare you
for the standard course of treatment for epithelioid mesothelioma. As-
suming the diagnosis is confirmed, Mis. Knacker, you'll probably be
scheduled for debulking surgery as soon as possible. This is to remove as

rmuch of the cancer as can be reached. We've located three patches of dis-
eased tissue in the peritoncum, P'm afraid that the surgeons I have con-
sulted concur that one of those patches is inaccessible. Both to shrink the
lictle bit we can’t reach and to discourage further malignant cell growth,
chemotherapy will almost certainly have o follow once yotl've recovered
from the operation. To that purpose, a thoracic surgeon will install two
ports in your abdomen. This way we can deliver intraperitoneal infusions
of heated cisplatin that will wash over your organs, rather than adminis-
tering chemotherapy through your bloodstream. Unpleasant side effects
with this direct application should be markedly less pronounced.”

“Dyoes that mean I won't lose my hair?” asked Glynis, reflexively
touching her crown, as if to make sure her hair was still there.
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A shadow crossed the oncologist’s face, a sadness, a pitying, inro
which Shep could read that such a small damage to his patient’s \:anity
was bound to be the least of Glynis’s problems. “Patients react differ-
ently to treacments,” he said gently. “There’s no way to predict.”

“Besides, it grows back, doesn’t it?” said Shep. This was the role. He
was supposed to be upbeat.

) A second shadow, and this time one that Shep could not decode.

Yes,.once treatments are completed, it certainly does,” said Dr. Knox
seeming 1o rouse himself. “Some patients find it grows back in ever;
more thickly than before.”

Shep had the sudden impression that this visit, if not the whole son

and dance from the X rays and the CAT scan to all the scalpels ancgi
“abdominal ports” and vile medicacions to come, was a farce, 2 macabre
charade. As helpful and soothing as this doctor was trying to be, She
fele distinctly humored. In turn, he also felt co-opted into a col’lusioz
with the doctor, whereby together they were humoring his wife. The
joke was on Glynis. It was a wicked joke, 2 despicable joke, for which she
would pay with every fiber of her being. He did not want to be a part of
it. He would be a part of it.

“Bur before we go any furcher?” the oncologist continued. “Be-
cause this is such an unusual cancer, I have limited experience with
the disease. Phelps Memorial has seen only two cases in the last twenty
years. However, there’s 2 specialist in internal medicine at Columbia-
Presbyterian, who works in tandem with a skillful surgeon, They both
have extensive clinical experience with mesothelioma, and have a ter-
rific reputation.”

“Are you trying to get rid of us?” said Shep with a strained smile.

Dr. Knox smiled back. “You could say thar. Mesothelioma patients
come to Philip Goldman from all over the world. You're lucky, because
for you two he’s effectively right next door. Now, he doesn’t come cheap
It’s likely as well that he'ill be out-of-network for your insurance. You’ci
need to get permission from your insurer if you want them to fully cover
an out-of-network physician, and you'd certainly have a good case. But
even if your provider declined, I'd urge you to consider Dr. Goldman.
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Your insurer would still pick up most of che bill; I don’t know the specif-
ics of your health plan, but you mighe just be levied a higher percentage
of co-insurance. And given the stakes . . . Well, I assume that money is
no object.” ‘

“Of course it isn’t,” Shep found himself saying “We'll pay whatever
it takes to get Glynis well again.” Given his wife’s milk-money income
from a chocolatier, the we was more farce. Thart the well again might also
qualify as farce Shep was not yet prepared to contemplate.

Nevertheless, as Knox wrote out the contact details of this famously
expensive shaman of the black arts, Shep considered this quantity now
officially of “no object.” Of course it had no value by itself. Money was
a means. But to ends not readily dismissed as “no object.” Food, shelter,
clathing, Safety, insofar as there was such a thing, and thus also the
capacity for rescue. Efficacy, power, sway. Ease, freedom, choice. Gen-
erosity, charity; if not love, for his children, wife, sister, and father, the
palpable evidence of love. Education; if not wisdom, its prerequisite of
accurate information. If not happiness, comfort, which could stand in for
happiness in a pinch. Airplane tickets—expetience, beauty, and escape.
From the description of their apparent savior in Columbia-Presbyterian,
raw, animal survival. For in the face of a virulent cancer, they would not
simply follow directions, and marshal their forces of will; they would
buy life. They would buy Glynis’s life, day by costly day, and in the end
you would be able to affix a price tag to every one.

“So far, do either of you have any questions?” asked Dr. Knox.

“The side effects . . said Glynis. Of course, there was nothing “side”
about them. They were effects—big, brutal, and anything but ancillary.

“Bach drug and each patient is different. Your'll be alerted what to
be prepared for, 1 promise. Let’s get through the surgery first. Not get
ahead of ourselves.”

In the proceeding silence, Shep looked to his wife, then to the on-
cologist, beginning to panic. He did not want to shake hands and find
himselfin the car and have the omission, the elision, the craven evasion,
steeping the inside of the vehicle like toxic emission fumes. But he also
did not understand why he had to be the one to ask. Glynis might have
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raised this obvi i
ous matter before, buc if so she hadn’t shared with him

the upshot of such a discussion, and that scemed impossible

When trying to get up to speed about a disease he’d never heard of

before last Friday, through the following weekend Shep had spent hours
at the computer. Know thy enemy, he figured. Yet on one medical Web
page, well into its patient, hand-holding explanations of every test and
tfeatment that mesothelioma patients might expect, he had finally ar-
rived at a section headed “Survival Rates.” He had nearly memorized the
first paragraph, having stared it down for so long:

Following on this page is quite detailed information about the
survival rates of different stages of mesothelioma. We have in-
cluded it because many people have asked us for this. Bur not
everyone who is diagnosed with a cancer wishes to read this type
of information. If you are not sure whether you want 1 know

ar the moment or not, then perhaps you mighe like to skip this
page for now. You can always come back to it.

It was his initial impression thar the authors of the text were bein
patronizing, His first impulse was to scroll down. He had always faccg
difficulty squarely. But this was different, if only because it was not his
difficulty. It was bound, at points, to seem like his difficulty, bur he
would have to be mindful about that. Still, there was no q_uestio;l thatas
that paragraph burned on the screen, what bloomed in his gut was ter-
ror. He reached for the mouse. He withdrew his hand from the mouse
He did no scroll down. Taking the page’s advice, skip this page, he haci
returned to the same point on the same website three other ti;nes. He
had never scrolled down. He wasn’t ready. In this office, with a fellow

human being who could speak with all that useless kindness, it was time
to scroll down,

. “Whar are her chances,” said Shep, so leadenly that he was unable to
lift the end of the sentence to imply the interrogative. “How long” This

:vas no junceure at which to be unclear. He formed the question fully.
How long has my wife got to live.” '
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But it was Glynis who spoke. “There’s no way to sa).r. Every patie;t is
different, you heard the doctor. Every patient reacts cFiH"ef;ently, and, as
he said, new drugs are coming on the market all the time. -

His glance darting between them, Dr. Knox. se.en.md 150 ap?raus‘le3 the
couple carefully. “I’s important to remain optlr?lsnc. Tve ()I ten’ ieﬁ
pressed for a specific prognosis, and even when [ve ,relented‘ c;n ; e
you how often I've been wrong. How many times I've predicted ¢ abt a
patient had such-and-such an amount of time left, a'nd then yca:ls ,e-
yond the point at which I'd have expected to be sending flowers they're

i ir best friends at squash.”
thra:;il;‘:igithlfgpz, you said,” saﬁl Glynis, “that I'm .in very good ht.aalt};
to begin with. I'm not overweight, my cholcs,teroi is good, I exercxf:”
dor’t have any complicating conditions, and I m.bare!y fifey ).h:arcsl old.
“Absolutely,” Dr. Knex chimed in. “Committing to a.spcaic dooms—
day date is like going to war and choosing ahead of time I: e a}.ft;:
which you plan to lose. In medicine just as in the military, it's a posi
i results.” -
attlt;lli;t\i:rzts %:rt:\iliar with this talk of illness as armed f:onfron‘t;at;jn;: tll:c
“battle” with cancer, whose patients are invariably classd'ied as’ Ie fd t
ers.” with “an arsenal” of treatments at their disposal with which .tO Tl
feat” an invasion of wayward cells. Bu the anaiogyfelt wrong, Hlsd sma
experience so far was more one of bad weather. So it was as if the 'ozsor
had declared they would “go to war” with a snowstorm, or 2 gale wmb.
“Yes, well, I didn't mean to sound pessimistic, :cmd there must- eda
huge variation . . > Shep dutifully backed down. Still, he was ;urpms; r
Given her ferocity, her defiance, her darkness—of th.e t'wo, e w:; a
more’ constitutionally inclined toward the very optimism ;hat nox
was promoting—he would have classed Glynis as the scroll-down cy[i):-z;
Doubiless there were more things he would find ou.t about her zs thi
proceeded. Maybe you never really knew anyone uncil t}:ey were yn::gc.l
Thus blocked from “getting ahead of themselves,” Shep worke
bad‘{‘:::;itos,” he said. He found it odd that they }fad sp(.)ken 50‘L0n§
without anyone mentioning the word. “Mesothelioma is associate
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almost exclusively with asbestos. How could my wife have been ex-
posed to thar?”

“She and I have discussed this, and I'm afraid we didn't solve the mys-
tery. She tells me thar, 1o her know!edge, she’s never worked with the
material. Nor, T gather, have you ever had the insulation replaced in your
home. But it was once so pervasive . . . and it only takes a single inhaled or
ingested fiber . . . The gestation period for mesothelioma is anywhere from
twenty to fifty years. That makes it incredibly difficult to identify a par-
ticular product as the provenance of the disease. Does jt really matter?”

“It marters to me,” said Glynis hotly. Her demeanor thus far had
been so meek; finally in the flash of anger, she sounded like herself
“If some stranger on the street stabbed you in the belly with a butcher
knife, wouldn’t you want to know who it was?”

“Maybe . . ” said Dr. Knox. “But I'd be much more concerned with
getting to 2 hospital to be patched up. If the misfortune was the result of
‘wrong place, wrong time,’ who—or in this case what—was the culprit
would mostly be a matter of idle curiosity.”

“There’s nothing idle about my curiosity,” said Glynis. “Since I'm
about to be slit open and gutced like a fish, then pumped full of drugs
that make me throw up and go bald and sleep all day—sleep if I'm
lucky—TI would razher like to know who did this to me.”

The oncologist chewed on his inside cheek. This office must have
seen its fair share of impotent fury. “Maybe I should have asked before.
What do you do for a living, Mr. Knacker?”

“T run~—1I work for a company that does household repairs. We send
out handymen, basically. Provide the marerials . . *

The eyes of the physician sharpened. “Do you, or have you done, any
of this kind of work yourself?”

Handyman sounded down-macket—it had always had a low-class ring
to his father, and Jackson had invented all sorts of clunky euphemisms
to avoid using the word—but Shep refused to regard the occuparion as
shameful. If Glynis, too, preferred to describe his more executive capac-
ity ar dinner parties, he saw nothing ignoble about physical labor. He was
more likely to find ignoble lolling for years at a desk. “Sure, of course.”
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“And would you have worked with insulation, or cement products . . .
fireproofing, soundproofing, roofing matcriali. . . gutters, rainwater
pipes . . . vinyl flooring, plaster . . . water tanks? . -

Shep felt a flicker of wariness, an intuition that this was the 'pomt
at which savvy criminals in police interviews took the fifth. '.Il'fe 1.nno-
cent, by contrast, believed that they had nothing to hide, and idiotically
blabbed their hearts out. Little wonder that innocent had two connota-
tions: without sin, and ignorant. “All of the above, at one time or an-

other. Why? I never took Glynis out on the job. If any of those materials

had asbestos in them, wouldn’t I be the one who got sick?”

“You might have brought fibers home on your clothes. In. fact,- I
came across a story recently about a woman with mesothelioma in B.rxt-
ain, who's suing their Ministry of Defence. Her father was an insulation
engineer at a naval dockyard, and she’s cerrain thar she was exposed to
asbestos from hugging her facher as a child.”

As a grown man, Shep rarely blushed, but now his cheeks stung,
“That seems far-fecched.” ‘

“Mmm,” said Dr. Knox. “A single fiber, on the hand, touched to the
mouth? Unfortunate, but not far-fetched.”

The wave of heat was followed by 2 wave of cold, as Glynis tume.d
to him and her expression was accusatory. First he’s so caught up in his
«own little world” that his wife doesn't confide that she’s being tested for

a deadly disease, and now he gave it to her,

hep finally broke their silence as he unlocked the car in the parking
garage on Ft. Washington, T thought asbestos was banned a long

time ago.” .

“It's s¢ll not banned,” said Glynis, bundling furiously into che PflS-
senger seat. “The EPA finally banned the shitin 1989, blf,t i.n 1991_ the in-
dustry got the ban overturned in court. You can’t use it in msui:atxon anil
some other whathaveyou anymore, that’s all, or building anything new.

Shep was immediately struck by the homework Glynis'had done on
this subject—there was no way thae chis regulatory timeline had been
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long lodged in her head as general knowledge—when she had conspicu-
ously refrained from availing herself of the copious information at her
fingertips about her illness. She was hazy on the side effects of drugs
whose names and downsides were meticulously listed on a host of web-
sites; she would not scroll down. Yet her searches on their home com-
puter had apparently regarded not what was happening to her or what
would happen to her next, but who was to blame. The misdirection of
her energies was painfully typical.

“I'm not quite sure how I could have known.” He didn’t start the
car, though he stared intently out the windshield as if he were driving.
“The materials T used to work with were the same ones everyone used.
Licensed plumbers, professional roofers . . . I never cut corners, or used a
material that I knew other repairmen were careful o avoid.”

“You could easily have known, and you should have! Evidence about
the dangers of asbestos goes back to 7918. The evidence was really be-
ginning o accumulate by the 1930s, bur the industry had the research
suppressed. The specific link between asbestos and mesothelioma was
magde in 1964. That was before you even started Knack! By the 1970s,
that asbestos could kill you was basically a known fact, I grew up sur-
rounded by these stories, and so did you!”

“Glynis, try to think back,” said Shep, keeping his voice calm, rea-
soning, quiet. “During the early years I was putting in twelve-, some-
times fourteen-hour days getting Knack off the ground. I didn’t have
time to read the papers front to back. Much less to bury my nose in a
microscopic list of ingredients every time I opened a can.”

“We're not talking about your not having time to follow every twist
and turn of peace talks in the Middle East. You had an obligation to
keep up with health and safety issues that bore directly on your work.
And to do whatever modest research might have been required to choose
safe products over lethal ones. Never mind just you—or, by the way,
your wife and children. What about your employees?”

“T no longer have employees,” he said quietly. “Glynis, why are you
doing this? Are you getting back at me for Pemba?”

She was not to be sidetracked. “All these companies being sued up




Second Excerpt - A note on the context (pp. 62-71)

In this second excerpt, Shep and his friend Jackson
take a walk together during over their lunch break,
and they end up talking about Shep's problems
navigating the health system while trying to
arrange and pay for his wife's care. Please note,
also, that Jackson's daughter, Flicka, has been
struggling with a serious chronic illness for a
number of years.



Chapter Four

i

t Randy Handy—a salacious staff sobriquet so obvious that you'd think
APogatchnﬂc would have headed it off with a comparly narm? less vu-lner—
able to perversion—Jackson had adopted a new perspective. He d Fet“hjs co-
workers make all the sarcastic remarks about Shep and his pathetic “escape
fantasy” they liked. Eventually they were bound to find 01:1t why the former
owner was still yes-massahing Pogatchnik, and then they'd feel bad. Really
fucking bad. Jackson was looking forward to it. .

He'd concede that in the friendship he’d long played something
of a sidekick, but starting with the god-awfully stupid sale of I'(nack,
which demoted Shep from boss to fellow schmo, and now with the

plain god-awful business of Glynis and the Fall of Pemba, that dy-
namic had subely flipped. These days he was Shep’s protector. The role
came at a price. He couldn’t ask for anything, When Shep’ had been
the stoic stalwart, he could lean on the guy. No, he hadn’t f:ver put
his hand out (like everybody else in the schmuck’s life). Still, what
with Flicka, an on-again-off-again predilection for gambling, and a
not-unrelated little difficulty with credit card debt, he’d always been
the one with the problems who needed advice. Now he had to keep
his mouth shut, and for Jackson keeping his mouth shut, ever, about

anything, was unnatural.

$0 MUCH FOR THAT . 63

‘That said, there was one subject he’d been tempted to raise for some
time, and at least on this poin he was relieved to have a better reason to
put it off than the usual cowardice. It wasn’t the sort of thing you talked
abouc with other men, even if it should have been, since you sure weren’t
going to ralk abour it with women. Besides, there was something to be
said for the restoration of the concept of privacy in a country where at
the average bus stop you were as likely to be regaled with the story of
some stranger's abortion as asked for a light. He'd set the date anyway,
so there was nothing, really, to discuss.

When they left at 1:00 p.m. for their stingy forty-minute lunch
break, Shep asked if maybe they could walk instead of eat; intent on get-
ting straight home to Glynis after work, he could no longer make time
for their wi-weekly weighelifting sessions ar the Fifth Avenue Gym.
(Jackson was a little relieved to get out of the team workouts; Shep al-
ways showed him up.) Though forgoing his sandwich made him petu-
lant, Jackson had to say no problem. Basically in the face of cancer, even
of cancer once removed, you had no rights.

“You know, Glynis would never have been able to keep her secrer much
longer even if she'd tried,” said Shep as they hustled down Seventh Avenue;
it was too damned cold for a casual stroll. “The bills have started to arrive.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” said Jackson. “Let me guess: it’s not one bill,
it’s dozens, right? Going on for fiftcen pages, from every little radiologist
and every lirtle lab. And that ‘EOB’ thing!”

“Explanation of Benefits—or lack of benefits, more like it. I¢s byz-
antine.”

“Carol does the paperwork for Flicka, and I'm so grateful I could cry.”

“What kills me is how near-impossible it is to figure out whar you
owe. Before I brought in an accountant, I used to do the books at Knack
myself, and I'm no slouch in that department. But it took me hours to
sort out what to send in and where,”

“Fucking hell, you'd think they’d make it easy to give them money,”
said Jackson. “Still, I think it’s deliberate. The blizzard of paper, all the
numbers and codes. It’s a smoke screen. Behind which you gee charged
three hundred dollars for a Band-Aid and you don’t notice.”
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Jackson shot a ritually despairing glance down the avenue. He missed
the old Park Slope—a few failing pizza joints, coffee shops thar didn’t charge
four bucks a pop, hardware stores with barrels of screws instead of fitcle
packets of four all wrapped in plastic. “Gentrified”—though he was hard
pressed to see how an army of whiny Barnard grads plowing them into the
gutter wich strollers the size of troop transporters qualified as “gentry™—it
was all yoga patlors, organic smoothie bars, and pet therapists.

“And, you know, what Carol mentioned?” said Shep. “Buc I didn't
understand at the time. This World Wellness Group. They cover pro-
cedures according to prices that are ‘reasonable and customary’ in your
area. In other words, what the fee should be, and not what it actually is.”

“This stuff is news to you, pal?” Jackson felt a surge of pirying con-
descension.

“I did some digging online. The outfit that generares this ‘reasonable
and customary’ figure? Its another unit of the same company. They're
under no legal obligation to tell you how they arrived at it. And it's in
both outfits’ interests for that figure to be as low as possible. As far as I
can tell, they couild be making it up.”

“Here’s how it works,” Jackson explained benevolently. “We're going
on a trip, and it’s your car, so I've agreed to pay for gas. We stop at a sta-
tion, you fill up the rank, tell me the gas was fifty bucks, hold out your
hand. With an expression on my face like I'm doing you a big favor, 1
hand you a twenty. You say, what's this? [ say, but that’s what a tank of
gas should cost—since that’s what it cost when I was twelve. Basically, the
insurers live in a fantasy world, and we Mugs are stuck in the real one.”

Shep shook his head. “Glynis and I have always kept to a tight bud-
get. Trying to build that nest egg for The Afterlife. We've waited for the
cwo-for-one offer on shampoo. Bought toilet paper in the economy size of
twelve solls, single ply. Got the special on turkey burgers even if we were
more in the mood for steak. Now it’s five hundred for this, five thousand
for that . . . And they never tell you in advance what it costs. It’s like going
on a spree, piling all this shit on the countes, and none of it has any price
tags. We only pick up twenty percent in co-insurance, but that’s after the
five-K deductible. One single lab bill—that’s a hell of a lot of toilet paper.”
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“Double-ply,” said Jackson.

“Tm thinking, why did we ever eat turkey burgers? And then 1 re-
member that I'm not supposed to care. Ultimately, I don’t care, All that
matters is Glynis.”

“Thar’s what they’re counting on, bud. Thats the whole scam in a
nushell. Same with Flicka. It's your kid, right? So what are you gonna
say, no we're not going to treat her pneumonia—again—cause we want
the kind of DVD that records? And, friend . . . I hate to say it, but for
you this is just the beginning.”

“I know,” said Shep quietly, as they hung a left on Ninch Street and
headed for Prospect Park. “Even to cover the last stack of bills . . . Well,
you know I've kept this other account, where I put the proceeds of the
sale of Knack once I paid off the feds. It’s earmarked for The Afterlife,
and I've never touched it. Bur there wasn’t enough in our joint checking,

so I had to tap the Merrill Lynch. I'd never written a single check on it.
Number 101 went for the CAT scan”

“My guess is you're already on 115. Take my advice, and order an-
other checkbook pronto.”

“Signing that first one was strangely emotional. Even if it’s ‘only’
money, as my father would say.”

“Yeah, ‘only’ the proceeds from over twenty yeats building your own
business. ‘Only’ eight years of humiliation with Randy Pogatchnik.”

113 3 - a .+ .
It doesn’t marter. T just didn’t realize at the time whar I was really
saving for.”

“You ever think about it? Pemba?”

“No,” said Shep, and changed the subject. “I guess we're lucky, though.
We live in the States. Hey, we ger the best medical care in the world.”

“Think again, pal, In comparison to all the other rich countries like
England, Australia . .. Canada. .. I don’t remember the rest. Look at all
the statistics that matter—infanc mortality, cancer survival, you name
it? We come in last. And we pay twice as much.”

“Yeah, well. Ar least we don’t have socialized medicine.”

Jackson guffawed. Shep wasn’t stupid, but he could be painfully co-
operative. ‘That “socfalized medicine” bogyman went all the way back
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to the 1940s, when Harry Truman had wanted to bring in 2 national
health service, just like the Brits. Nervous that doctors wouldn't keep
raking it in, the American Medical Association concocted this inspired
cold war buzz phrase, which had struck terror in the hearts of their
countrymen ever since. A genius stroke of labeling. Like when super-
markets came out with that “no frills” line, packaging a perfectly stan-
dard, decent product in stark, ugly-ass black-and-white, thus ensuring
that no one with any class would buy it, at half the brand-name price.
It worked. Even Jackson’s cash-strapped mother hadn’t wanted to be
caught dead with no-frills tissues in her cart.

“You realize fortysomething percent of this country is either on
Medicaid or Medicare?” said Jackson; history lessons always put Shep to
sleep. “All this oob-00h about how we don’t want ‘socialized medicine.
Well, we got socialized medicine, for nearly half the population. So thf:
other half is paying twice. Your Mugs are paying for your Mooches
CAT scans with confiscatory taxes”——confiscatory was a wonderful
word Jackson had learned only about a year ago, and he used it at every
opportunity—"and a second time for their own damn scans.”

“You sound so down on Medicare and Medicaid. But you're not say-
ing that you wish old and poor people didn’t have access to health care.”

Jackson sighed. That line was so predictable. Shep was a class-A
Mug,. For the ranks of complacent dupes o which, alas, Jackson also
belonged, Shep Knacker could be the mascot. “No, I'm not saying tha.t.
My point is, guys with health benefits don’t think they’re paying their
own medical bills. They cling to their precious employee health insur-
ance as if it’s this great freebie. I’s not free! They don't understand they'd

be getring, like, fifteen grand more in salary if it weren't for the damned
health benefit! It’s fucking sad, man.”

“Money’s gotta come from somewhere, Jacks. Some big national
thing would send taxes through the roof. There goes your fifteen grand.
Wotse, if you earn a decent living.”

“It seems like it’s all the same dough, bur if’s not. Think about it.
Every picce of paper that just landed in your mailbox cost money. Some
officious twit was paid to fill in all those codes, and tick the boxes, and
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fire off copies to five other places. Thirty percens of the money spent
on medical care in this country goes to so-called ‘administrarion. Fact
is, there’s a wholly fatty layer of for-profit insurance companies larded
between Glynis and her doctors, a bunch of bloodsucking greedy fucks
making money off her being sick. And not one of them knows how to
set a broken arm. Kick those assholes out of the picture, and for the
same cost the whole country would be covered, withour fifty different
bills a week arriving in your mailbox.”

“You of all people want the government to take over health care?”
said Shep, shaking his head with a lopsided smile. “Jacks, you hate gov-
ernment. You're an anarchist.”

“These companies are so in bed with government thar they might as
well be the government,” Jackson charged back, itked by Shep’s superior
bemusement; yeah, maybe he wasn' totally consistenc, but at least he read
stuff, he thoughr about things, unlike some people, who took everything
they were told as gospel. “Why else do you figure that no halfway credible
presidential candidate, Democrats included, ever dares suggest eliminat-
ing the bloodsuckers altogether? Besides, if the feds wouldn’t do it much
better, they couldn’t do it worse. And the whole concept of insurance is to
spread the risk, right? To pool the healthy people and the likes of Flicka to-
gether so it all evens out in the end. Well, what could be a fairer ‘risk pool’
than the whole damned country? Health care is abour the only thing the
fucking government should be good for. And maybe, just maybe, if you

could at least go to a doctor without having to rake out a second mort-
gage, people would figure that, okay, they pay taxes but at least they get
something back. Right now, you get dick. Oh, sorry”—Jackson kicked a
rim of raised concrete—"you get sidewalks. I always forget.”

He'd promised himself w shut up, to focus on Shep’s problems
for once. Still, none of this stuff was off-point. “Hey,” he said, as Shep
stared dully into the blanched, glaucous vista of the park, which in win-
ter looked like a drawing that had been erased. “This isn’t an off-in-the-
clouds rant, bud. This is about you and Glynis, right now, what you're
going through, and you're not even paying atrention.”

“Sorry. It’s just . . . well, we got our second opinion. From this pair
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of hotshots at Columbia-Presbyterian. They work as a team, an internist
and a surgeon, And don’t get me wrong; they were great. Inaway.”

“In a way,” said Jackson, forcing himself to listen. Tt wasn't his strong
suit.

“I wanted them to say something different,” Shep said glumly. “This
mesothelioma thing, it's incredibly rare. Nobody gets this disease. 1
didn’t realize how much I was counting on their saying it was all 2 mis-
take. When they confirmed the diagnosis, I thought I was going to be
sick. Honest, my vision went blurry and black around the edges, as if
I was going to faint. Like a gitl. Glynis was the one who took it like a
man. She’d already resigned herself.”

“This is some hard shit, pal”

“It’s mainly hard for Glynis. She’s weak, and exhausted, and scared.
Alone most of the day, too, so when I come home all I want to do, and
should do, is keep her company. No such luck. Like, you think other
people will take care of at least the paper-shuffling side, but they don't.
Just to get the second opinion, I had ro request the pathology slides. The
radiology reports. The ‘tissue blocks.” The results of every frigging test
from each separate hospiral departmene—all in writing. 1 had to fill out
forms giving Glynis's medical history a dozen separate times. I was up
til two a.m. every night. Meanwhile [ have to cook. Shop. Show up at
work and at least look like I'm doing my job.”

“Yeah, | meant to warn you. I overheard Pogarchnik grumbling
about how many personal days you been using up. You're gonna have to
watch the absenteeism.”

“J haven’t had any choice. I lost two solid days wrangling with the
World Weliness Group. The hotshots at Columbia are out-of-network,
just like that Dr. Knox warned me. So I had 1o beg these HMO people
to agree to cover Glynis going to the dream team, which meant talk-
ing to a human being. You know, ten different automated menus. Then
youre on hold for forty-five minutes, listening to ‘Greensleeves’ several
hundred times. I can’t get it ouc of my head; it's driving me crazy. Finally

get connected, turns out it’s the wrong department. Back to ‘Go.” With
that open-plan office, I can't sit on the phone for hours at work unless
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P'm ralking about the fact that, thanks to our expert services, some lady’s
boiler just exploded.” ’

Shep was usually so cool-headed, and Jackson had rarely heard the
guy talk so much.

“Anyway,” Shep went on, “I can appeal, but. This provider Pogatchnik
has signed onto, they're real assholes, 2nd so far they’re not budging. Ed-
ward Knox has treated one case of mesothelioma in his whole career. As
far as World Wellness is concerned, that makes him a mesothelioma wiliz
If we go to Columbia, we'll have to eat forty percent co-insurance.” -

“Forty percent of whar?”

“Forty percent of a blank check.”

:‘Jesus. Can you really not use this Knox guy?”

“This isn’c a question of purting up with single-ply toiler paper., If
these doctors at Columbia know what they’re doing, then I'll spring for
them. We're talking about Glynis’s life—" g

Jim!” Shep would usually have found the allusion to Dr. McCoy's
sanctimonious refrain. in Star Trek funny (We're talking about human
life, Jim!), but he didn’t even crack a smile.

“I'm not going to buy turkey-burger medical care.”
“At least you're lucky you got a cushion. Most suckers in your shoes
would be putting this crap on their credit cards.”

“It’s a pretty weird version of lucky. But yeah, I am lucky. Shit, ’'m
rich.” ’

“Not these days—"

“I'm rich,” Shep cut him off, and Jackson knew this preacher’s son
well enough to know that he wasn’t bragging. He felt guilty. Shep may
have been a lapsed Presbyterian, bur with this deep-down stuff there
was only so lapsed you ever got. “You haven't traveled enough.”

“Well, excuuuse me. I plumb forgot to put in my ten years with the
Peace Corps in Malawi.”

“I shouldn’t be talking about money at all. Maybe I'm just getting
this out of my system, because in comparison to Glynis . . . I have no
business complaining. You should always remind me of chat.”

“I hardly ever heard you complain about anything, I'd recommend
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you get more practice. It’s not good for a man to take every lump of shit
life throws at him lying down.” . .
“We both take it lying down, Jacks. You just lie down with a
mouth.” o
“Speaking of which, I came up with a new title for my book,” said Jack-
son, hoping to lighten the tone. “Ready? FLEECED: How Shrewd Spongers
from Vagrants to Vice-Presidents Are Living Off Us Poor Spunkless Sheep.
A half-smile. “Not bad.”
“T liked the fleeced and sheep thing. You know, keeps up the meta-
phor.” .,
“But the ‘spongers’ doesn’t quite fit in. Do you sponge sheep?
“I'll work on it.” .
“That ‘spunkless.’ Ever notice how almost all your titles have some-
thing to do with dicks?” . .
Jackson shor an uneasy glance at his friend. “As in, having mine cut
off? Like, every day? Obviously the experience is central to my thesis.
“The castration thing is . . . well used. My favorite of yours is

cleaner.”

“Which is?”

“Democracy Is a_joke” .

“Yup. Nice and punchy,” said Jackson with satisfaction. “Good the-
sis, too. It’s theoretically possible for fifey-one percent of the popula-
tion to soak the other forty-nine percent for everything they’re wort}:.
This guy in Venezuela, who's it’s, Howard Chavez or somethlng..'[hats
how he does it. Really, he just sends the underclass checks. You give the
Mooches other people’s money, and then they vote for you.”

“Think you'll ever write i?” ‘

“Maybe.” Jackson was noncommittal. “Bur the key is the t1tle: Get
that right, and it doesn’t matter whart's inside. You could sell 2 pile of
blank paper called How the Irish Saved Civilization. All those micks are
so flartered they’ll pay twenty-five bucks to put it on their coffee tables

even if they never read past the copyright page.” )
“Maybe that’s the trouble wich your titles. PENISES AND PRICKS,

Shep remembered. “How We Gutless Weenies Are Being Bilked Dry While
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the Other Half of the Country Is on the Tit. You couldn’t call that com-
plimentary.” )

“The idea is you make your book buyer feel like a lictle less of 2 sap
because he knows he’s a sap, unlike everybody else, who're such incred-
ible saps that they don’t even know it '

“I bet they’d prefer to save civilization.”

“Not my book buyers. They’d rather light it on fire”

On the way back, Shep put his collar up and huddled into his scarf
“Anyway. Glynis is scheduled for surgery in just under two weeks.”

Jackson grunted. “Been there. Flicka’s operation for scoliosis was ter-
rifying. Personally, I dido’t want a knife within a mile of my kid’s spinal
cord.” He would have to watch himself, always claiming seniority in the
medical nightmare department.

“Actually, I've been meaning to apologize,” said Shep.

“What the hell for?”

“All you've been through with Flicka. I don’t think I've been sympa-
thetic enough. I didn’t have a feel for what it must have been like for you
guys until I sank up to the neck in the same shit myself. I should have
been a lot more understanding,”

“Balls, my buddy. You been plenty sympathetic. And how you sup-
posed to be ‘understanding’ til you understand it?” Still, the exchange was
gratifying, Shep hadn’t had any idea, and the truth was he still didn’.

“Anyway, I've heard about people ‘going in for surgery’ my whole
life. I never thought about it. Now it scems medieval. Like taking your
wife to a slaughterhouse.”

“It really wipes you out. You think the hard part’s going under the
knife, but the real hard part’s after. Takes forever. Flicka said she’d lie
atound and have to think for, like, an hour about whether it's really
worth the trouble to ask her mother to hand her a magazine from the
dresser. Not to go get it herself; just to 454 for it. It’s like you been taken
out back of some bar and had the crap beat our of you.”

“Thanks,” said Shep sourly. “That really helps.”

“Look, whadda you want, I should tell you fairy stories? Glynis is




Third Excerpt - A note on the context (pp. 187 - 201)

In this excerpt, Shep and Glynis talk about the early
stages of her illness and treatment, including the high
costs of care.
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