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​ISAIAH 41:10


[image: ]


Do not fear, for I am with you; do not anxiously look about you, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, surely I will help you. Surely I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.
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To my loving wife Cindy,

who loved me enough to make me go to the doctor

even when I swore I wasn’t “all that sick.”

––––––––
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THIS IS ALSO DEDICATED to the memory of 

my paternal grandmother, Tinnie Setzer (1922-1996),

for her tireless warnings against “pneumonia weather”

and her endless supply of home remedies.
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“Are you sure you won’t reconsider, Mr. Marak?” the voice on the telephone prodded. “You fit the profile of our research perfectly, and I can assure you that we will make it well worth your effort.”

“I’m quite sure you’d try, Mr. Toth,” Peter Marak answered, as he stared out the bay window of his house. He held a coffee mug in his other hand, and his grip on it tightened as his body involuntarily tensed. Surely they didn’t expect him to take the risk of going out there! With just a little bit of imagination, he could almost see the germs darting through the air beyond his house. “But I’m afraid there’s not much you could do to make me reconsider.”

“Actually, it’s Dr. Toth, Mr. Marak,” the other man corrected, sounding slightly miffed. “But come now. Other mysophobes leave their houses on occasion. Look at Howie Mandel. He’s scared to death of germs, but that doesn’t stop him from going to the studio to do his TV show, does it? Surely you work, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I work, but my company lets me do it online from home. Telecommuting, direct deposit, online bill pay—modern technology is a beautiful thing. I never have to expose myself to....”

There came a knock on the door, causing Peter to stiffen again as he looked at the clock on the kitchen wall.  It was 2:44 PM, so it was probably Russ, the delivery boy from the grocery store. He’s running late today, Peter thought. “Dr. Toth, I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you run,” he said quickly, breaking off the call before the other man had time to protest. He then stood still, waiting to see the delivery boy walk back to his vehicle. Only then, after he and his germs were long gone, would Peter hurry out to the carport to hustle in the week’s groceries.

However, this time the delivery boy didn’t walk away.  Instead, he knocked on the door again. “Is anybody home?” he called. Peter had only spoken to Russ a few times—always from behind the closed door—but he could still tell that this was someone else’s voice. 

“Yeah, I’m in here,” Peter answered. Whoever it was obviously didn’t know the procedure, didn’t know that Peter always included the tip in his online payment. This new guy was probably standing out there with his hand out, expecting cash....

“Look, I got a flat tire—no telling what I hit, driving on this dirt road. Anyway, I was changing it out, but I wound up gashing my hand pretty good. If you could let me come in there and clean this up, maybe get a bandage, I’d really appreciate it.”

Peter heard every word that was said, but the only ones that mattered were come in there. They made his throat tighten in terror. Opening the door to anyone was a frightening enough prospect by itself; bringing in the groceries every week after Russ left took all the courage he could muster. Knowing that this was someone with an open wound and hands dirtied from changing a tire was too much. “I...I’m sorry. You can’t come in here.”

“Look, this isn’t just some little cut.  It’s pretty bad, and....”

“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to go somewhere else.” Peter closed his eyes tightly, tried not to imagine the germs circling around like vultures over a dying animal, waiting eagerly to descend upon him.

“You’re the only house on this road! I’d have to drive for miles to get to the closest house!”

“I’m sorry. Please, go away,” Peter replied, cringing. He hated himself for it, but the fear was too great.

At last, the delivery man left, cussing under his breath. Peter watched for him to drive away and then scrambled out the door. Grabbing the box, he raced back inside, hoping that he hadn’t exposed himself for too long. He was in the midst of putting away the frozen food when his phone rang.

“Mr. Marak, this is Dr. Toth again. Do you really mean that there is nothing that would make you reconsider leaving the safety of your home to help us in our immune system research here at Talbot Labs? Nothing that might make you take a chance on being disease-free forever? We would pay you, provide sterilized transportation if you insist. I’m willing to do anything to have you participate in our research.”

Peter rolled his eyes. “I’ll tell you what. You guys perfect whatever it is you’re working on, and then you call me back.” He then hit the end button on his phone before Toth could launch into another argument. A broken connection was probably the only language he understood anyway; he didn’t seem capable of taking no for an answer.

He released a forlorn sigh and took a long look around. Sometimes this old house felt like a prison, but a single look at the door was usually enough to fix that. After all, the world beyond was a dangerous, deadly place. Viruses, germs, and bacteria swarmed all of God’s creation like invisible marauders, just itching to invade his body with their weapons of contamination. Just like they did to Holly....

Pictures of his late wife lined the walls, making the house both a shrine to her memory and a grim reminder of the threat outside. Holly had been the sunshine in his sky, the greatest blessing imaginable, making him happier than he ever would have dreamed possible. As always, he studied the pictures in succession, his eyes thirstily drinking in every detail as the memories assailed his soul. Regardless of the picture, she always appeared so radiant, so vivacious, so alive....

...Until the germs got her and made her sick. Until the flu turned into pneumonia and she still wouldn’t take a sick day or go to a doctor until it was too late and her lungs were too full for her to breathe and....

With a savage cry, he hurled his cup against the wall, where it exploded into a million pieces, splattering coffee everywhere. The little microscopic devils had stolen her away from him and wrecked his life, but they wouldn’t get a shot at him. After Holly’s funeral, he decided to dig in his heels, to wall himself in to resist the siege. Two years had passed now, and his home was still under siege, but he wasn’t backing down, no matter what Toth or anyone else had to say.
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AFTER ALL THIS TIME, the nightmare never changed. Even though he knew it was a dream, he once again found himself powerless to stop it. There was Holly Marak, lying on her hospital bed, her skin so sickly pale that she could almost use bed sheets as camouflage. She had always been petite, but now she was horribly emaciated and frail. Her body rocked violently with each successive cough, and the death rattle was now coming into play. Peter and her parents were at her bedside, but he could see what they could not. He could see the germs swarming all over her, doing their victory dance as they broke her body down. Then, as always, the legions of germs that only he could
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