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Jodi Picoult

have happened by now if the wind hadn't changed direction. This is
quickly becoming an even greater disaster.

As the Chief of the Center for Emergency Preparedness and

Response at the Rhode Island Department of Health, I was among

the first to be notified about the crash. By the time I ran out the door

to get to the Emergency Operations Center at the airport, I was al-

ready texting my team. My deputy chief, Toby, had put out the initial
notification to all Rhode Island hospitals: A plane h.as crashed at TF
Creem. Estimatecl I68 souls on board. E1\,fS is assessimg. Please prodtle

yowr bed auailabilitl. The more time they had to determine their ca-

pacity, call in their trauma teams, clear beds in the emergencl, de-

partment, or prep the burn cart, the better.

A whip of wind blows some of ml,hair out of my braid. Bv the

time I brush it from my eyes, the ygll6$, tongue of the evacuation

slide has deploved.

Shit,

While we need to get the passengers safely cleared, having them

slide through an active blaze is a mistake. But the EN,lTs surge for-

u'ard, and pa-ssengers begin deplaning. The airport fire chief gri-

maces, then direcls his team to pirrot so they can create a phvsical

barrier between the slide and the flames.

Passengers reach the tarmac, sobbing. A flight attendant shep-

herds a woman witl-r a piece of metal protruding from her upper

arm. One middle-aged man sees the fire and panics, racing in the

opposite direction. Another stumbles torvard the firefighters, hands

clasped over his eyes, shlieking in parn.

r\ pumper truck arrives, along w,ith the first ambulances. The tri-
age coordinator an EN{T at the bottom of the evacuation slide

evaluates each passenqer. Those ll,ho can walk get directed to the
'femporan, Reception Center, a tent where a Southrvest rep rvill
check them in and make thern as comfortable as possible until lalv

enforcement can intervier,r, them. Passengers lr'ho can't move lie on

the ground, moaning, in silence. Paramedics pinballbe-
trveen victims, tagging them wjth triage tape-red, vellorv, and green.

Although I've been dr

feiik hke the first time. Thr

eons until the fire is suM
mac below. By then, an)'on

been evacuated, and firel
those who remain. Injured
bre quilt. An ambulance z
out with a backboard. Thr

unmoving, her head haloer

I find myself staring at

situations like this, its han

The Teams app on my l

ment who has been monit
nant u)oman on board. Arrx

A flurry of responses s
tion Center and the trans

her? Is she still on the plan

ing on a woman with her I

bums on her arns. When,
She lets out an unearthh'g

Before I can even tefi
He replaces her yellor*' su!
rurw," he shouts.

My phone rings----the c

is in," says Sue, a Southwq

and passengers. "Meet at t
The Emergency Opera

tenance building with uin<
jammed with people.

I take a seat beside Srx

as I pull up the patient nacli

been transported bv ambul

There are so many l"grl Ito
that best practice is to sit n
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8 Jodi Picoult

A gry from EMS who only started a month ago-Robert?
Roger?-blusters in. "Sorry I'm late," he apologizes. l'State police just

showed up." He clutches the third master list-the dossier of who is

or was sitting on the tarmac, and who has been cataloged at the Tem-

porary Reception Center. By cross-referencing the three documents,

we make sure that everyone has been accounted for.

Sometimes, it's how we figure out who is dead, too.

We start the reconciliation with Sue reading the names of the

crew. The pilot and copilot are on Roger's list with minor injuries

treated in the field. The flight attendants have all been accounted

for, one having been sent to South County Hospital and the rest still
in the Temporary Reception Center. i'Alice Kennedy," Sue reads, and

I scan my tracking system.

"Sent to Roger Williams Medical Center," I reply.

Roland G resharn. Chinara Ad.eb ay o. Alil<n Adeb ay o.

"Minh Nguyen?"

I scroll and scroll but cannot find that name.

Roger is flipping through a spreadsheet on his laptop. "Negative,"

he says finally.

From the background chatter behind us, the deputy chief of
EMS interrupts. "Sor4r, did you say Nguyen?" Paul asks. "We have a

Nguyen ID'd as a decedent."

Sue checks her manifest. "First name?"

He shakes his head. "Don't have it."
"This one is a twenty-six-year-old female?"

Paul hunches away, speaking into a radio before turning back to

us. "Mine's an elderly rnan," he replies.

Sue nods, moving down the manifest list and putting a check

mark next to another Nguyen.
"Ah, got her," Roger says. "Minh Nguyen. Her name was mis-

spelled. Uninjured and checked in at 2:24 p.x,t." r

We continue methodically for over an hour, tuning out the up-

dates from the field when the plane is fully evacuated and cleanup

of the firefighting foam has begun-it's been linked to PFOS in

groundwater, vvhich is a
'zlert comes in that R}rod

each scan our lists to mr

been checked.
"l only have one sir.tr-

And then: "There's a lap i

"Who was the child r,
"Elisabeth Abbott.- Sr

Foramomentrl-e are a

anything-about an infar
pital," I announce.

Roger's eyes are on hi
I dial Kent Hospital i

"Hi, this is Mollv Fizgen
sponse," I sa,v "Do vou lu

After a brief com€rsa

open-heart surgery but *
her. And no unaccomparr

My fingers start flri
countedfor 167 of tle 168

one pbase ch^eck for a 2-
trickle in:

No minnrs.

No chil^dren.

Negatfue.

Hasbro Childrens Hr
pital, responds uith t}e r

different last name and n
N,lv mind rer-s into o

small that the firemen su

dler safelv eracuated . . . i
think it.

I tum to the airpon
plane?"
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r0 Jodi Picoult

His radio crackles as he sends one of the firefighter EMTs onto

the plane.

Here's the most important thing I've learned about mv job: You

can't stop a disaster from occurring. no matter how much vou pre-

pare. But if you cannot keep everyone safe, vou can damn lr,ell rnake

sure thev are all accounted for.

The alternative-the not'l<mow, img-i s u ntenable.

I should knorv.

A burst of static bleeds through the radio. "Chief," I hear, "rve

found the child."
There's more information relayed-the final passenger was

tucked inside the cubby where the drinks cart is usually stowed.

Through the windows of the EOC I can just make out a firefighter in
full gear, standing in the open doonvay of the plane. He holds an

American Girl doll in his arms. The doll \ /ears a neon T:shirt identi-

f\'ing it as a character in our extensive training drill, the same neon

shirt r,vorn by the 167 adult actors hired to play the parts of airline

passengers in this simulation.
"This is the exercise director," I hear, over the radio. "We are call-

ing End Ex. The exercise has ended at 5:i7 p.r't. Hot rvashes will
begin at 6:30 p.r,r. in parking lot B."

And . . . rvhewr The drill that has taken three years to plan has

been successfully completed. AII the adrenaline rushes out of me,

leaving me shaky on the seat between Sue and Roger.

Rhode Island is a small state, so even-one in ni,v field knolvs me. But
rvhen people meel me for the first time, thev're alrvays surprised that
the head of the department is only trventy-five. As a kid I rvas a

brainrac, skipped a grade, and graduated from Columbia with a com-

bined B.S. and master's in public health at nineteen. In college, I

',i,orked summers at the R.l. Department of Health as a scholar, their
fancv term for an intern, studying horn'much time w'e'd actually have

to evacuate a nursing home that lost heat or air-conditioning. The

summer after my juniorr-e.

ifianagers locate residents

equipment. I graduated n
Center for Emergencr- P

2020.

I bet you can see r,r'her

If not for Covid, m\- ce

There wouldn't have beer

would likely not have bee

ment, frantically getting a

boss would not have retire

ago, I officially became t
who-with a staff of thir
Bhode Islanders.

When I say I w,ork in
they rarely know what tha

behind the scenes to keep

paint in your house. That r
you sick. That it's safe to :
accident, the best technol

vaccines, of course, are an

things and more: cornmul
ness, chronic disease prer

wrapped into one.

Preparedness is the c
enough training for that n
need it. My business is l

survival-because accept

public health isn't s'hats b
for the greatest number. Il
who gets one? The child sr
old epidemiologist s-ho mi

famous moral dilemma of r

Luckily, w,e don't do it
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