
 

Bad Bugs Book Club Meeting report: Unnatural exposure by Patricia Cornwell 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book.  

Unnatural Exposure by Patricia Cornwell was chosen for the Bookclub because it 

has a very obvious microbiological slant – the possible emergence of a new strain of 

smallpox virus. Patricia Cornwell’s novels about Kay Scarpetta, Chief Medical 

Examiner, follow her career for several years. The novels are best-sellers, focusing 

on murders, usually serial killers, and very sophisticated forensic science. Alongside 

the murder plots, the characters of Kay’s family, friends and colleagues develop 

through the years. 

The meeting 

This meeting marked the end of the first year of the Bad Bugs Bookclub, so included 

discussion on how we might go forward. The discussions regarding Unnatural 

Exposure were particularly interesting because the book tended to polarise opinion. 

Two club members did not enjoy the writing style, and did not like the characters – 

Scarpetta was seen as being full of self-importance. One felt that the details were 

gratuitously gory. Another found it easy to read but thought that the science was 

trivialised. Others enjoyed the book and had read more in the series. Perhaps these 

varied  views might be expected from a best-selling novel, which is clearly written for 

a particular readership, and for which there is almost a well-worn format. This was 

our first murder novel, and our first best-seller.  

The microbiology described in the novel was diverse and interesting, and enabled 

parallels to be drawn with some aspects facing the global village today (pandemics, 

bioterrorism etc), and with many issues being suitable for discussion: we touched on 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


eradication of smallpox, immunisation against chicken pox, the suitability of smallpox 

as a  bioterrorist weapon (it is very easy to identify). Some members were not aware 

that the Birmingham (UK) smallpox outbreak of 1978 was a real event.  

Bad Bugs USA! 

At the American Society for Microbiology Conference on Undergraduate 

Microbiology Education (San Diego, June 2010), the inaugural meeting of the US 

branch of the Bookclub was held. In this case, the participants were all 

microbiologists, and were fans/readers of Patricia Cornwell.  

The nature of the discussion varied considerably from that of the UK branch. 

Interesting differences between US and UK immunisation strategies arose: in the 

US, chicken pox vaccination is commonplace, introduced around 15 years ago. A 

shingles vaccine is offered to the over 60s. There is some disquiet about this vaccine 

in the US. There was discussion about various groups who were more susceptible to 

different infections. The virus lab in a caravan was commented on by both clubs. It is 

not as easy to grow virus as it is made to appear! In addition, some of the technology 

described was a little dated.  

The role of the media in pandemic situations was discussed. There is a significant 

responsibility for accurate reporting.  Interestingly the day after the meeting was 

held, a news story (USAToday) noted that ‘the US government had begun bolstering 

its smallpox vaccine stockpile with a new version designed to close a gap that left 

millions vulnerable to a bioterror attack’. The first shipments arrived within hours of a 

World Health Organisation ceremony marking eradication of the disease. 

We had a good discussion, and decided to have another meeting in 12 months time 

at the next conference! 

Joanna Verran 

 

 


