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  One



SCOTT EBERMAN


FRIDAY, MAY 3, 2002


7:05 P.M.


TRINITY FALLS, NEW JERSEY



 

I DON’T BELIEVE IN OMENS. So when the rain fell in buckets against the living room window as I waited for our ride, I kept telling myself it wasn’t a shadow of things to come; I was not leaving Trinity Falls forever. I’d be back by fall. We were all coming back.

The limo pulled up to the curb a minute later, and I dashed out my front door. My head was soaked two steps later. A door at the far back of the endless car opened, and a girl’s hand beckoned like crazy. I dove through the door, and Rain Steckerman quickly tugged at one of my soaked sleeves so I could yank my arm out.

The driver slammed the car door, but through the glaze I noticed the door to my house was wide open and my two bags stood just inside. Nobody else was in there. This is what can happen when nine of the fifty-two pills you’re taking list memory loss as a side effect.


“Let the limo driver get them!” Rain said quickly, drowning my curses. “Be rich and famous—just for this forty-five-minute drive.”

I watched the driver run up the walk, grab the two swollen garbage bags, and shut the door. I don’t own luggage—that’s how rich I am. As for the famous part—I’m not a rock star or anything you’d want to be. I’m just a guy who lives in a small South Jersey town that found itself in a horror flick two months back.

Some unheard-of international terror cell decided our town of mostly professional, well-educated Americans would be a good place to conduct an experiment. They poisoned the water, hoping to kill every person within the five-block area off one main water vein. They only killed two, so some people like to say they failed miserably. I don’t agree with that. I was halfway through paramedic training this spring when my brother and I and Rain and Cora Holman were diagnosed as “Stage Four Toxic.” We never know whether we’ll wake up feeling okay or like we have some butt-kicking flu. Nearly a hundred Stage Twos and Threes were diagnosed in Trinity, and even the Stage Threes responded surprisingly well to antiviral medication. Stage Four is another term for “a real challenge to cure, though doctors on four continents are trying.” There is no Stage Five.

I slid my arms back into my soaked sleeves and intentionally waited until the driver got around to the trunk and popped it.

“He forgot to turn off the light.” I dashed from the limo, and the rainfall drowned out the end of Rain’s “Wait! My dad can take care of—”

I threw open the door, ran upstairs into the bathroom for a bath towel, and shoved it under my jacket as I took two stairs at a time down, hurrying. I reached for the living room light but stopped to survey the room before switching it off. Mom had moved us here from Las Vegas thirteen years ago, when I was six. So many kids had sat on this worn-out gray couch. We’d watched so many football games, baseball games, hockey games being won or lost here, over so many bags of Doritos and microwave popcorn. My paramedic squad had stood in the kitchen shooting the bull on so many non-busy nights. I had been in training, and my squad loved Mom’s mint iced tea.

Mom’s chair . . . I moved over to it, knew it still smelled like Mom because I’d stuck my nose to it a couple of times and caught my brother, Owen, doing it, too. My mom had drunk enough poisoned water to move beyond Stage Four. I banged the chair lightly with my fist instead of reaching for one last deep inhale. It’s a smell you don’t forget.

“Sorry!” I hollered as I raced back to the limo. The driver held the door for me again. His rain poncho didn’t cover his extra-polite smile, which reminded me of a melting wax face in a horror movie.

Rain didn’t look so thrilled with me now. She sidled up to Cora, whose mom died the day before mine did. Cora was wearing a sweater with a scarf around her neck, despite that it was seventy degrees outside. The limo was long, with most of the seating in one row from back to front, so Cora and Rain were facing sideways. My brother, Owen, sat sideways also, but up close to the front with his head on the backrest and his eyes shut, though I could see him shaking his head slowly back and forth over my actions.

The three of them had just been released from St. Ann’s ten minutes ago. I’d gotten permission to be released earlier, having had a symptom-free day. I had come home to close up the house, get some more pictures of Mom, and pick up whatever I’d missed during our eight weeks in St. Ann’s. The three of them were graduating seniors, and even though there was only two years’ difference in our ages, I was eons more mature. Mom always said I was born thirty. I’m not sure the nurses would have let them come home by themselves.

The driver pulled away as I unfolded the towel, and I made certain not to give my house a last, longing look. Instead, I watched Cora while I pulled off the soaked jacket and threw the towel over my neck. She was reading get-well cards. The four of us had gotten more than fifteen thousand cards from Americans who watched the news or read Time, Newsweek, or People magazines. We tried to read all the cards and letters, but Cora was way ahead of the rest of us. She’d give us a heads-up sometimes if it was a name we all knew, like John Mayer or former vice president Al Gore or Brittany Murphy. She’d wave the card, and we’d pass it around. We got telegrams from dignitaries of over a hundred countries. All of that kept us going.

But with no remarkable improvements in our conditions yet and being moved to a more permanent locale, our foursome was getting harder to buoy. Right now, Cora was reading tensely, waiting for Rain to explode on me so she could pretend not to notice.

“Hope your little campaign of refusing help from others is worth it,” Rain lectured on cue. In other words, her dad certainly would have noticed the lights being on in our house while on his way home tonight and would have turned them off and locked the door. “Now you’ll wake up with the Throat from Hell tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow is not important,” I stated, wiping off the back of my neck and my hair with the towel. “It’s always today, and today, I’m having a four-star day. Besides. Acting like an ass has therapeutic value once in a while.”

Rain slowly reached out her hand, and I gave her skin. That’s the good thing about Rain—she can sympathize with just about anyone. Four-star day meant it had been a symptom-free day, at least for me. I glanced at Cora again. She said nothing, but her sweater and scarf were telltale: four-star wasn’t for her.

Rain moved to a little refrigerator under the TV, saying, “What’s your pleasure? Coke? Diet Coke? Sprite? Or water?”

“Whatever.”

“C’mon, don’t be a party pooper. Club soda . . .” She made a big deal out of filling a plastic cup from a silver ice bucket and pouring Perrier over the top, though her eyes were glassy enough to reflect the little overhead light. Tears or fever? I figured tears. She seemed keyed up, like she was trying to distract herself from a horrible mood, which she’d had on a daily basis over the past three weeks. Rain was an extremist. It was always laughter or tears, with very little in between.

Still, she handed me both the cup and the bottle with both pinkies high in the air. The limo was compliments of Rain’s dad, Alan Steckerman. He had been an FBI director in southern Jersey for many years, but after the 9/11 terrorist attacks last September, he moved over to the newly formed United States Intelligence Coalition, joining with agents from the FBI, the CIA, and all branches of military intelligence. There are at least two USIC supervisors in every state, and they’re supposed to guard against, or in this case solve, acts of terror.

The limo is Mr. Steckerman’s way of saying, “We’re working on it. In the meantime, think positive.” They’d already made twelve arrests. All had been foot soldiers, but I tried to remind myself that the big guns could be caught any day.

I held up my cup, and Rain got the idea, throwing my bottle cap at Owen so he would open his eyes and raise his Coke can off his knee. Cora held up her cup, and they all looked at me. I’m supposed to be the strong one.

“Here’s to the future,” I said as my brain went into cliché autopilot. I knew the risks we faced better than they did. I wanted to keep it positive, but the words weren’t there.

“To the future,” they joined in, but their voices flickered.

I forced myself onward. “We all have mixed feelings about going out of town.” Rain quietly ducked her head.

We were being taken to a place about twenty miles up the coast from Trinity Falls, a dark corner of the Pine Barrens, where the nearest house would be a half mile inland from us. The Kellerton mansion was on the historical register. New Jersey, apparently, doesn’t like spending a lot of money on historic restoration of cool places, but they’ll spend it for far-out health care these days. The people in the Atlantic County Historic Society offered this old mansion to “house state residents physically traumatized by an act of terror,” probably realizing that it would be restored pretty fast if the state agreed.

The bottom line: Rain, Cora, Owen, and I will get to live in a beautiful mansion on fifty acres that ease up to Great Bay, like we’re rich, even if we’re not. The historical society wants to smooch us, not that I mind their little agenda. Everyone’s got an agenda. If I feel powerless to help myself, at least I can help the little old ladies of the Atlantic County Historic Society.


Rain, on the other hand, would be farther from her friends, which meant fewer visits, and the most beautiful place in the world couldn’t replace those daily gatherings—not in her mind.

I went on. “But we’ll make this work. We’re all coming out on the other side.”

“Hear, hear,” they cried.

“No more fights,” I said, eyes firmly on Rain.

Slowly, she turned her glass to Owen and muttered, “Sorry.”

“Me, too.” He clinked her cup but wouldn’t look her in the eyes.

I had no idea what she was apologizing for this time, or what he was forgiving her for. Between the two of them it had been a daily dropping of bombs over the past two weeks. Rain had lived kitty-corner to us for thirteen years, and they’d always been friends. At this point, she and Owen were just sick of each other.

“Listen, guys. We’re going to have to readjust to more quiet, more leisure time . . .” I cleared my throat. “All I’m saying is that the more you two fight, the more wear and tear you put on yourselves. Whatever it is, either talk it out or let it drop.”

Rain looked ready to explode. Finally, she kur-powed. It was about Owen again. “I just hope there’s an extra TV. I don’t mind that he tapes sports on his TV and then comes in to watch my TV so he doesn’t miss either game. I don’t mind that he takes up half my bed when I’m trying to take a nap because he’s freezing and wants part of my blanket. I don’t even mind that he goes from cold to hot and kicks off his smelly socks under my blanket—”


“My sweat socks do not smell,” he insisted.

She ignored him. “And I don’t even care that in the middle of the night, I’m kicking sweat socks out of my sheets, okay? All I want is that when our lives are upsetting me . . . I want him to understand, to . . . to be there for me.”

“Rain. I am so there,” he said in loud annoyance, gesturing at the roof. “What do you want me to do? Play the violin?”

“Something like that!” She sniffed.

“I don’t play the violin, Katherine!” That was Rain’s real name, which she hated, and nobody ever called her that. So my brother used it only to make his most worthy points.

Frankly, I sided more with my brother. Not that kicking your sweat socks off in someone else’s sheets smacks of diplomacy, but I figured Rain was asking the impossible with this “be there” line. She was laying the burden on Owen to gift-wrap her peace of mind and serve it up to her. You can only give yourself peace of mind.

Today, peace had been hard for me to grab hold of. I had left the hospital to visit my house and put together photos of my mom and Owen and me—from back when we thought a problem was Mom doing so many pro bono legal cases that the electric bill was late. Now I was catching the Throat from Hell again.

I swallowed a couple of cold gulps of my club soda, and my mouth went into let-it-rip mode. “Rain. One of these days, you have to stop crying. Find your maturity. I’ve heard lots of girls cry . . . I’ve probably made some girls cry. But I feel like I’ve been living for the past few weeks with the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra playing three different songs at once—”


“Leave her alone, Scott,” my brother kicked in. Great. I was standing up for him, and he took up for Rain. I think this is called a circle jerk.

My brother shut his eyes. I could see his lips moving, implying that he was praying again, his usual solution to our problems. You can see how well that had been working. Cora just kept reading a get-well card like mad. Rain was sniffing, sniffing, sniffing, which is a martyr’s version of crying, and even more annoying. I had heard girls say her line to me before, usually when they were crying about something. “Why can’t you just be there for me?” It was vague—intentionally so, I’d always thought—and nothing I did qualified as “being there.”


  We need to find a cure—for them. We need to find the terrorists who got away—for me.


I toasted the ceiling of the limo again, the raindrops falling in pellets against it, as I fought off a screechy feeling of helplessness.






  Two



CORA HOLMAN


FRIDAY, MAY 3, 2002


7:10 P.M.


ROUTE 9



 

WHILE MY EYES REMAINED FOCUSED on a stack of thirty-some get-well cards, my heart was focused on the growing distance between us and St. Ann’s. I could feel the tension rolling away from me with each mile that passed. I was being freed from yet another source of anxiety.

Two months back, I’d been freed from loneliness. At least three of Rain and Owen’s friends had visited every day since March, and they kept implying to me, in the nicest of ways, that I was now their friend, too. I’d been a loner in high school who’d masked my social inadequacies by being a joiner. I’d been in thirteen ECs (extracurriculars), was president of none, and worked nights at Acme. This illness had had an ironic effect; it sometimes seemed like I’d paid a price with my body to break free from my solitary confinement. I didn’t mind as much as the others.


My mother’s death in March helped me, too, I must confess. Aleese had shown up at our door penniless when I was twelve, and my grandmother, who’d raised me, died when I was fourteen. I spent my high school years hiding the fact that my only existing relative was a morphine addict who spoke to the walls in Middle Eastern languages, something to do with her journalism job overseas. She had refused to ever let me call her “mother.” She was the first victim of the water poisoning in Trinity, and I did not miss her much. I had loved sitting in the middle of Rain and Owen’s crowd at St. Ann’s, saying little yet never feeling unwelcome.

And yet I live with a bad memory of the place that Rain and Owen don’t have. I fell into a coma my first night there in early March, and when I came out of it, a man stood beside my bed. He was reciting beautiful poetry. Yet the man came into my cubicle with some sort of dark energy, and the only way I can describe it is that it could wake a person out of a coma. Stranger still is the memory of him pulling a hypodermic needle out of his suit pocket and telling me he was going to kill me. And suddenly my ICU pod was filled with people who wrestled the man to the wall while Scott Eberman pulled tubes from me.

Mr. Steckerman made light of the whole thing later, saying they caught a violent man out in the corridors and that he was now in jail and we have nothing to worry about. I wasn’t supposed to remember that he was in my room, I guess. I knew he was a member of ShadowStrike. His face and news of him were splattered on our TV screens for weeks.

Our drugs offer us as much confusion as relief, but I sense that if I speak of that man, an assassin named Richard Awali, I will bring more of his demons down on me. He’s like that bogeyman in your closet when you’re a child of whom you dare not speak. Because if you do, he will hear you, feed on your fear, and materialize.

I embraced the idea of a new home where any stranger coming up the road in a car could be heard a mile away. I felt glad to lose that constant exposure to strangers moving about the corridors. And yet I sympathize with Rain and Owen. It’s my job to try to bring them some happiness.

“Matt Damon.” I held the card up, shaking it slightly, my tradition. I had two interesting cards in my hand. “He says he wants to visit us when we’re feeling up to it. He wants to make a movie about what happened in Trinity.”

I passed the card to Rain, who opened it cautiously. Up until maybe two weeks ago, all the movie rights messages had thrilled her. She passed it to Scott.

“I knew about this. He called a couple of times,” she said.

“You spoke to him?” Scott asked. She ought to have told us that much.

“No, the nurses did. My dad was going to call him back, but I told him not to. Not yet. I haven’t . . . I just . . .” She stumbled for a thought. “I don’t know if I want our lives all blasted across a movie screen. People will feel sorry for us.”

Nobody argued.

“I think people who get this much attention should have won the Olympics or something,” she continued. “I feel like a cheat. I don’t want attention this way.”

So much for Matt Damon. My second note was a trump card I had set in my lap only seconds after they started bickering. I figured I would throw it down only if the first one didn’t work. It was personal.


“Jeremy Ireland.” I waved the card, and I could feel all eyes open and shift to me. Not a celebrity in the traditional sense, but Jeremy was interesting enough.

“What does he say?” Rain asked.

Mission accomplished. They were all watching me. But old habits die hard, and as usual when my mother became the topic of conversation, my mind went to dull gray and my voice trembled with anxiety.

“‘Dear Cora,’” I started.

 




Thank you for your very honest portrayal of your mother in your last e-mail. I know that was hard for you. I am still trying to piece together how the Aleese I knew became the Aleese you knew. As I said to you at the end of my visit, the accident that cost your mother her arm also cost her any ability to proceed as a photographer, and photojournalism had been her life. Before that accident, she was addicted to nothing except her own adrenaline. I do wish she hadn’t abused you verbally at every turn.

I do believe you. She abused all of us at times, but she was the Queen of Hearts during the years I traveled with her. We were all mesmerized by her courage, her willingness to risk her life constantly for the betterment of humanity, and we allowed for her sharp tongue, figuring she was entitled to that indulgence. This will sound like a very strange thing for me to say, but I am quite certain she loved you.



 


My hand floated to my throat—not that I was actually thinking of crying. My mother had done little for the four-plus years she lived with me except lie on the couch, take injections, hallucinate, and try to shock me with outspoken and vulgar comments. Even after my grandmother died, I had never spiraled into reflections on whether Aleese had loved me.

Hence, my throat was tightening over what I perceived as a lie from Jeremy Ireland. I had reached out to him two weeks ago in a blast of honesty that had left me bedridden for two complete days after I sent the e-mail.

My eyes were drawn to Scott’s, as his were piercing, while Rain and Owen merely looked enthralled.

He dropped his head back. “Jesus Christ, Cora. Don’t do this to yourself.”

The card fell limp in my lap. I’m certain he was thinking of a couple of our group therapy sessions, when I had been put to the test of talking about my mother honestly. Dr. Hollis and the three of them would sit patiently through what words I could come up with, little more than seizurelike prattle that seemed vague and disconnected. As much as I’d hated Aleese’s presence, I’d dreamed of her almost nightly at St. Ann’s. In her death she had become a great lecturer, invading my dreams and telling me how useless I was, and I’d hallucinated her once when we were on too strong a narcotic for joint pain. After that, I’d asked myself if I had been better off when she was alive.

Still, I’d kept Aleese’s drug addiction a secret from everyone until the day she died, and now I was reading a letter like this aloud. It made sense to say I’d made some headway. But still, when my head bumped to an honest thought, it would flutter away into some invisible mist before I could form the words. It was always torture, this business of being honest about my mother. It would have been easier, I suppose, to be honest about the terrorist beside my bed. But over the years, I’d learned to find my peace in secrets, not in blurting. I sensed I might have a better chance of breaking hard habits in the remote place where we were being sent.

Scott took the card from my hand, closed it, dropped it into his own lap, and gave me a look I often enjoyed. I called it his “knowing” look, a smirk laced with some vague affection, the look that saved me from having to form words and syllables and sense. I could visualize that smirk after some atrocious nightmare and lull myself back to sleep with the image.

His bottom lip was longer than his top lip and loped lazily on one side, whether he was smiling outright or smirking like this. Toss that smile in with unflinching brown eyes, a running back’s build, and endless charm and you could see why he’d been up to his ears in girls before he graduated. But he’d been miles out of my league, as well as an upperclassman. I was out of arm’s reach in this limo, or he would have followed up his look with what always satisfied me—a squeeze on the back of my neck or a swat on my hair. His feet were stretched out, reaching to my ankles, and he might have tapped me there, as a way of telling me, “You don’t have to say it.” I lay in wait for these moments on a daily basis. Sometimes I was rewarded; sometimes I wasn’t. This time I wasn’t.

But Rain reached into his lap for my card. “Let us see the rest of it!”

I felt vaguely victorious that she was distracted from her problems. Yet I ached to do my thinking in private, work on being open and honest when I had my thoughts in order and my words rehearsed.

Scott merely moved the card to his far side, out of Rain’s reach, his eyes shut.

“Why not?” she demanded. “She was doing fine!”

“No, she wasn’t,” he said.





  Three





OWEN EBERMAN


FRIDAY, MAY 3, 2002


7:15 P.M.


ROUTE 9



 



  GOD, I don’t know what we need. Just bring it.


I’m usually better at stating requests to the Father & Friends, which is my term for God and Mom and my favorite saints, St. Joan and St. Stephen. I imagine them constantly watching over us. But I knew my brother was staring at me, and it’s hard to think while waiting for him to bellow about how helpless I look. I wouldn’t say he was exactly mad at God. You have to decide that divinity is real before you can target it with your anger.

Cora should read her personal stuff to herself first—I agreed. Her mom could make her nuts. But I didn’t want Scott yanking Rain’s chain. I knew what was really upsetting her tonight, and he didn’t. He clumps all her upsets together, just because they look the same on the outside. She has been crying a lot lately. It can be exhausting, and that’s being overly polite. After three days of it, you can want to tape her mouth shut and yank all her hair out. But I really felt bad for her tonight, due to her take on some things our favorite nurse, Haley Gibbs, told us when we were packing up our belongings.

Miss Haley was actually packing for me, because I’d just come out of a Headache from Hell at four thirty, and you feel like a ball of hot melting wax after one. I was half asleep in the chair. Cora and Rain came in to see what they could do, so Miss Haley sat them down.

“I’ve been elected by Dr. Godfrey to give you the speeches,” she said with this huge smile that led us to believe it would all be good. She started with what we already knew. “We’ve found the means to level off this germ so that nobody is getting any worse. Hence, you’re getting out of here. What we really want is for you to start trying to lead as normal lives as possible out at the Kellerton House. On days when you’re not symptomatic, have your friends up. You’ll have a two-hour window twice a day where you don’t take any medication. Go out. Take walks. Go shopping. You can go anywhere you want in the car, but the nurse goes, too, if it exceeds that two hours.”

“Gee, that sounds ‘normal.’” Rain chuckled, though after living two months in two rooms in St. Ann’s, chronically visited by doctors and research representatives from four continents, it was a leap toward normalcy.

“You don’t have to wear gloves and masks anymore. You can hug your friends.” Miss Haley nudged Rain. We’d actually gotten the word last week that Q3 could not be passed through the air, though they weren’t sure about bodily fluids. Rain had demanded a minute-long hug from everyone who showed up.

“But keep all that to a minimum for your own sakes,” Miss Haley went on. “Your resistance is low. You could seriously compromise your health with a germ that someone else’s body is fighting quite well. Don’t let people sneeze on you. And don’t swap spit, and certainly don’t swap anything more personal—not with friends or among yourselves.”

Among yourselves. Even I admit that had an incestuous ring to it, and Rain didn’t want to dignify it with a response.

Rain moved past it quickly. “I just want my life back. How soon until they expect us to be back to normal?” She had asked that only yesterday. And the day before and the day before. The answer was always, “Soon, we hope!”

She didn’t expect the answer to be any different, I guess, and her cheerful face suddenly fell under the weight of some thought. The words “don’t swap spit” kind of hung in the air. I sensed it was related. You don’t usually have to wait long to hear what Rain is thinking. Out it came.

“Miss Haley. Are you . . . trying to say that what we have works sort of like an STD?”

Sexually transmitted disease. Ew. My mind doesn’t twist the way Rain’s does. We drank Q3 from faucets. We didn’t pick it up in the back seat of a car. But Miss Haley’s smile wandered around her face.

“Well, you can’t think of it that way,” she stumbled.

“Really? How am I supposed to think of it?” Rain’s tone was edgy.

“You’re supposed to think you have a germ. You’d be told the same thing if you had mono. Look, every major drug research company in the world is contributing to your cure. Whoever hits the jackpot will get major publicity, will rule the drug industry. Believe me, they’re working day and night.”

“But Miss Haley. Could we have this thing forever?” Rain asked.


The answer to that: Yes, yes, yes. We’d been told quite a few times: There may be no way to “cure” the germ; we might spend our lives trying to “control” the germ. It just had not been put in a sexual context before, though now that it was here, I thought, hel-lo?

Then I stood up. “I don’t even care right now. Except, I’m afraid I will start caring if Rain doesn’t give it a rest—”

Which got Rain started on how I can’t talk about anything, and in a flash, Miss Haley was between us, pushing me toward the elevator. “You go, and let me talk to her.”

Cora opted to follow me. She patted my arm while we waited for the elevator, radiating sympathy. Cora is a giant sympathy machine. She even said, “I’m sure you guys will be back to your normal lives very soon.”

The way Cora talked, you would almost think this whole adventure had everything to do with us and nothing to do with her. It melted my heart usually, but now I was distracted.

Okay, so we’re getting out, but we’re in Convent Land, can’t have sex, can’t even kiss, I thought, trying the concept on for size. Nothing had really changed for any of us, except Scott, because he’d been sort of a wild man. I tried to focus on that nothing-had-changed part, but even my mind was going, Five weeks? Five years? Twenty years?

So in the limo, I was pretty upset with Miss Haley and Dr. Godfrey. Some things are better left unsaid. And I knew Rain was feeling better than me physically and if I was doing the five-weeks-five-years-twenty-years thing, then surely she was, too.

Cora had set three stacks of cards on the seat between her and me. I knew her system: One stack was “opened,” the second was “unopened,” and the last was “addressed to one of us instead of all four of us.” Some people were nice enough to send four cards. I took a few from the “not addressed to all of us” pile. Three for me and one for Rain were right on top. I got more mail than the other three, though the reasons left me paralyzed. This first one was pretty typical.

 



Dear Owen,

 

I am fifteen and I live in Nebraska and I saw you in People mag and on the TV and Internet. I think you should be in movies. I can’t believe this happened to someone hot like yourself. When you recover I will go out with you, here is my phone number—



 


I tossed it beside me. The first month, I got several of these a day. At first I thought, That’s nice. People are trying to make us feel better, and every girl thought she was the only one to say that, I guess. But I was the only one of us who got a steady stream on this theme. They had started driving me batty, but especially right now. I dropped the other two addressed to me on top of it and picked from the “unopened/addressed to all of us” pile.

 



Dear Cora, Rain, Owen and Scott:



 


Then came the rhyming part. If we read all the Hallmark rhymes, we would never get to the bottom of our mail.

 



I hope they catch all the guys who did this to you. No lethal injections. They deserve to be hung. On television.



 


I laid that one aside, too. Quickly. If I saw a card that mentioned “the guys who did this” I almost always closed it really fast and forced my brain somewhere else. Rain and Cora and I decided we did better to think of ourselves as merely “under the weather” as opposed to “victimized.” Because sometimes I would start thinking of “those guys” and something like a violent earthquake would start, though it was inside me. I’m supposed to be the guy who can put myself in anyone’s shoes, including a terrorist’s. I’d like to keep it that way.

Rain, Miss Talk It Out, couldn’t stand her silent self any longer. Out her comment flew, like one of those squirrels that gets in your walls and shoots out from under the bed in the middle of the night, hissing at you.

“What was the point in Miss Haley saying all of that? What a bummer.”


  Hiss, scratch, hiss, hiss.


“All of what?” Scott murmured without opening his eyes.

“Ohhh . . .” she said snidely. “She basically said we’re in the Clap Club. The Gonorrhea Guild. Why was I so dumb for so many years? Now I’ll have no memories. I’m one of those girls who had, like, two sexual thoughts in high school. One sophomore year, and one junior year.”

I smiled. She was probably exaggerating, but not by much.

Scott probably smiled on the inside. “Keep it that way.”

“I think I was just getting around to my senior year thought when Danny Hall broke up with me. I was always thinking, ‘I’ll just . . . think of it after that next big game.’ When you’re on four sports that win like crazy, that doesn’t leave you much time. Now it’ll be like telling myself, ‘Don’t think of an elephant.’ What do you think of?”

“Are you thinking of getting laid tomorrow?” Scott asked drowsily.

“Ew.”

“Next week?”


“What, do I look like Jeanine?”

“Jeanine the Machine,” Scott droned, trying to smile, but he didn’t quite make it.

“You’re missing the point,” Rain said.

“No, we’re not. Nobody is missing any point. Except maybe Cora . . .” Scott opened one eye to gaze at Little Miss Reading Mail Like Crazy. To Cora, chickens don’t lay eggs. She ignored him nicely. “Live in the now, Rain.”

I agreed. “You’ve got your life. Worry about the rest later.”

I was glad Cora was sitting between us. I was suspicious Rain had wanted to hit me a few times recently, and her energy wafted into my space, making me pull farther back into the corner.

“This is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, doing that sniffing thing again.

Just. Shut. Up. I shut my eyes to fake asleep, but that didn’t silence her.

“Why is it lately that you can’t feel bad about something at the same time I feel bad about it? When I’m up, you’re down. When I’m down, all you can do is make really glib statements like ‘you’ve got your life.’ Why can’t you ever be on my wavelength?”


  Because whatever your opinion is, you suck up all the oxygen in the room. There’s nothing left to say and no air left to say it with.


“Well?” she kept going.

“I don’t think that is glib, Rain,” I argued, then stammered over what I’d planned to say next. It was that I went around all the time thinking of things that we had to be thankful for. I’d gotten the idea from my Young Life leader, Dan Hadley. Young Life is a church youth group that meets on Wednesdays. I’d been spiraling the day Dan came to visit me at St. Ann’s. Dan had survived three bouts of leukemia as a kid.

He suggested, “When you get like this, thank God for everything you can think of that’s good. Even things you might never have noticed otherwise, like that bird that just flew by your window. You’ll feel your energy shift. You won’t be so consumed by those negative what-ifs.”

To my amazement, it honestly worked . . . most of the time. It had since become a habit. But when I had tried to share this with Scott, I was accused of being “religious,” like that’s some sin. And Rain just wasn’t there yet, wasn’t thinking of God in any terms except that he had allowed her senior year to be train-wrecked.

In the past week, when Rain couldn’t get what she wanted out of me, she resorted to twisting the knife. “You never talk horny. Sometimes I think you’re gay.”

My eyes snapped open. Last November, Rain had called me from this party, all crying, saying Jeanine had single-handedly finished off a bottle of Boone’s Farm wine in fifteen minutes and had now been in the backyard “on her knees” for going on half an hour. In our neck of the woods, “on your knees” does not mean throwing up. Jeanine is one of those people who should not ever drink. So, I drove over there and pulled her away from these guys by the hair. Rain and I took her to Wawa for a cappuccino and an in-your-face fest. Some people went around school afterward saying I was gay. Sometimes I feel there is this “charming” idea in our “charming” American culture that there are no plain and simple good guys out there. If you don’t line up in the backyard for the Jeanine show, it’s because you’re gay.

Scott came to life, and I had to admire him for handling this so well. He used to get angry all the time. Now he couldn’t afford to. He had an aneurysm in his head that could blow under too much stress.

He simply said, “Rain. Stop calling names. Stop torturing my brother. I can get you a shrink tomorrow if you want to talk about this, but the fact is . . . nobody in this car wants to talk about it. If you can’t button it up, go sit in the front.”

He laid his head back, letting out a long breath of pent-up energy. He obviously had something on his mind, and this was all a big distraction.

My brother can be intense. Even his jokes have a kind of backhanded feel to them. But any subject change had to be a good one. “What’s up, bro?”
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ROUTE 9



 


“I NEED . . . A JOB,” I said.

Rain picked up her yearbook and stared at a page. Her friends had gotten everyone in the class of around six hundred kids to sign it, and the rule was, “You can’t put ‘get well soon.’ You have to be original.” Every page was literally covered with pen scrawl.

“You mean . . . a paycheck?” she asked impatiently, obviously still steaming. “You don’t need money, not until you get better.”

I ignored the limitations of her vision. “How can I talk your dad into letting me work for USIC? Whatever it is they’re doing, I bet it’s not all that hard. Making phone calls . . . checking up on leads about where those guys are hiding . . .”

She let the book drop down and stared at me, torn between her natural sympathy and her desire to get even for my pushing the pause button on her sore subject of we-may-never-have-sex, ever. Her tone wasn’t spiteful. “In all the years my dad was in the FBI, I never, ever heard him spill one work-related secret. How likely do you think it is that he’s going to spill USIC secrets about terrorists to you?”

That was putting it bluntly. “Thanks for your help and support.”

Score: Even. She broke into a smile. “Meagan Monahan wrote, ‘Thanks for always being the designated driver. When you come back, the whole hockey team is taking you out and being your designated driver!’ Dang. Why did I waste all of high school being the designated driver?”

“Must be nice to have nothing to think about except high school.” I shouldn’t have said it, but blurting had replaced yelling in my life by necessity.

I was reminded of one strange miracle: Having already had one aneurysm removed from my heart while another lived on in my head, I had fewer of our weird headaches than the other three. I believe the reason is that I’d found ways to be a fighter. I was proactive in the medication we were being given, and even did online research on drug cocktails that might better restore us to our former selves. But I had gone about as far as I could with all of that. A cocktail was being designed, but wouldn’t be ready until September—or that was the first promised date from any of the research teams.

I shut my eyes and lay my head back. I had not been in a limo before, ever. My girlfriend of the hour around my senior prom, Sandy Copeland, was the daughter of the fire chief. The two of us and Ronnie Dobbins and his date thought it would be a riot to go on the back of the fire truck. We were not the most elegant folks to arrive, but we’d been the loudest. So, the limo was cool. Under the circumstances. But while I tried to pretend we were rich, I’m not a great pretender.

The car turned, finally. I lowered the window a couple of inches, just to smell the reality. Branches swished against the car, flinging raindrops onto my face. My god, this is out in the sticks, my head echoed, and with each passing minute I felt a little more sorry for Rain. I had been out here once recently with Mr. Steckerman on a four-star day, but the drive itself was now gone from me. Meds.

Finally, the road opened up very wide, and beyond it was a pile of black boxes that reached up to the treetops, with little orange dots in the windows suggesting candles, though this was modern times and you had to infer they were the plug-in types of candles. It looked like a small city of candlelit windows in some sort of castle. It was to be home for god knows how long. Or how short.
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I LAY ON MY BED looking for the hundredth time at the cover of People magazine, the one from March featuring the four Trinity Falls victims. I imagine a lot of other kids stare at this picture, too. The reason? You look at them and think, “Could they really have this illness?”

You read this gag-inspiring list of autoimmune symptoms they live with, and you have to flip back to the cover again—and back and forth from the pictures to the writing. Their hair is so shiny. Their skin isn’t dinged up. They don’t naturally have a drop of ugly in them. But the universe has been known to play cruel jokes on people like that, and they stand as evidence.

There does appear to be something kind of wrong—but it’s hard to pinpoint. You have to look closely. They’re kind of pale and have what looks like a slight bruising at the corners of their mouths and around their eyes. You’d almost think it was shadows. Then, there’s some sort of translucent or fluorescent factor to their skin that you can’t help staring at. It’s not gross. If you’re a sci-fi head, you’d say they look a little radioactive. If you’re a goth, you might say they look like pretty vampires. It almost looks like a strength instead of a weakness, but that’s only if you’re using imagination.

Reality is that they live like early AIDS patients who haven’t hit the throes of it yet, only no magazine has had the audacity to make a comparison between their Q3 and the AIDS virus. Their drug protocol is very similar, and yet it’s politically correct to hope that the Trinity Four, as they’re called, will be cured relatively quickly. Q3 is a cruel virus, allowing them to feel normal on lots of days. But as soon as they get their hopes up that they’re improving, they get flu symptoms and slamming headaches. I’ve got the inside scoop on them. For a number of reasons, the Trinity Four is personal to me.

I laid the magazine down on my chest, feeling sleep coming on. I was almost asleep, because I’m pretty regulated. I lie down at 10:00 and almost never see my digital clock hit 10:05. Tonight, I heard Shahzad Hamdani’s keypad clattering from across the hall in my mom’s old room. Hamdani is not regulated at all—up, down, up, down, all night, since there hasn’t been a need for a schedule. In Pakistan, you’re allowed to quit school after eighth grade, so Hamdani hasn’t seen the inside of the Halls of Knowledge in three years, except for his first day of school in America, when he met me. Our hacking escapades got us in trouble immediately, and hence it was also his last day. He says that even in Karachi he did his best hacking and v-spying between two in the morning and sunrise. He generally knows to be quiet between 10:00 and 10:05, but once I’m out, I’m not an evil prick about his noise.


“Hel-lo?” I hollered across the hall to him. “My five minutes, please? Do I ask for a lot in this thing we call our life?”

“Yerklun un stivach,” he mumbled, or some such thing, which could mean anything from “one more minute” to “bite me” in one of the twenty or so languages he can converse in, not including dialects. It’s a gift. He jokes that he was born crying in three languages.

I fought my compulsive desire to blast him, stuffed the magazine under my pillow where it belonged, and headed across the hall. The clincher wasn’t what he was saying but the fact that he wasn’t speaking English. Hamdani only forgets what language he’s in when he’s totally absorbed.

He was now staring into the glow of his screen, his light off. His profile glowed blue, and his fist was pushed up against his mouth as he thought. His hand flopped down on the mouse, and he drummed his fingers on top.

I reached for the switch and turned on the overhead, which only caused him to flinch and lean closer to the screen. “Yerklun un stivach . . .”

“English, dude. You’re in America.”

“Sorry. I am wondering if I should send to USIC this dead-dog article.”

“I thought our interest was dead people.” I scanned the wall in front of him, where my mother used to have a mirror. It’s just a bare wall now, except that Hamdani has taped up hard copies of eight or nine recent news stories from MSNBC, most of them only a few paragraphs long. “Six Die as Mystery Illness Grips Cruise Line.” “Food Poisoning Suspected in 11 Deaths at Mardi Gras.” “Dengue Fever Claims 9 in Nepal Hotel District.” “Mystery Disease in Tripura Claims 14 on British Military Base.”

He finds the stories buried in worldwide news about dirty politicians, crimes, forest fires . . . He hard copies any that might be the work of a terror cell looking to kill fifty or so people without attracting attention to itself. He then sends them to Hodji Montu, a USIC agent we’re tight with.

I studied the picture of the skeleton in the middle of a dusty road. “What’s so great about a dog corpse?”

He reads Spanish easily and pointed to a line of text under the picture. “Outskirts of Mexico City. Several locals are hysterical. They say the dog fell down in the road sick, and several hours later, this is what it looked like.”

He enlarged the picture two hundred percent, and even in black-and-white I could see the bones lay in some sort of gloppy mound with a few hairs sticking out.

“Um . . . ew?” I plopped down beside him on my mom’s bed—now his bed—yawning. “You know that’s bullshit. Bodies don’t deteriorate that fast. Aren’t Mexican locals given to smoking homegrown marijuana?”

“They say it is the fourth such incident in as many days. They contacted a photographer from a Mexico City newspaper, who came for this one and photographed the deterioration.” He spun up a PDF page that had been off the screen and pointed to a similar picture, only in this one you could still see it had been a dog. Had a tail, had some hair, but some internal organs were already showing.

“This was shot at hour two.” He pointed.

Fat chance I would escape my usual nightmares tonight. The recurring one was my favorite: My mom reaches out to me through prison bars, crying, “Tyler, you rat, how could you?”

“Why can’t you find your weird stories at ten in the morning? How did you even capture this swill?”

“I surfed,” he said. Duh.

I said that the Trinity Four are personal to me. The first reason is that as self-proclaimed v-spies, Hamdani and I look for members of ShadowStrike online. We follow them into chat rooms and try to script their chatter, and we give it to USIC. But they’re not easy to find, and in the five weeks we’ve lived and worked here together, our search engines have coughed up nada. After ShadowStrike members were arrested in March for the Trinity Falls water poisoning, it seems that all chatter from extremists anywhere on the planet suddenly stifled itself. You’d think ShadowStrike was defunct, if you were an impatient type. But we know more operatives are out there, including two dangerous officers—one a scientist and the other a trained assassin—who escaped Trinity Falls by the hairs on their asses. OmarLoggi and VaporStrike were two log-ins we hunted constantly.

Our favorite game in the world is trying to find them online. But in the barren wasteland of online intelligence lately, Hamdani succumbs to surfing the news. ShadowStrike specializes in designer germs, hence Hamdani’s charming collection of suspected Weapons of Mass Destruction on the wall.

“Don’t be a smart-ass,” I begged him. “It’s late. How in the hell did you bump into dead dogs in your search for potential terror attacks?”

He slumped back in the chair, watching the edge of the keypad, blinking. It’s the first clue I had that “I surfed” might have been a stalling tactic and not smart-assery.


His gaze turned to me with those big Pakistani browns, and he said, “I decided I would surf for the germ ‘tularemia.’”

Ah. This is really personal. My eyes flew to the photo of the bones and glob pile, then looked down at my hand on the back of his chair. I knew how many scabbies were on that one hand, because I’d counted them a dozen times. Thirty-nine: four between my fingers, one under my pinkie fingernail, eleven on my fingers, thirteen on the back of my hand, and ten on my palm. The rest of our bodies were decorated, too. We have a little more in common with the Trinity Four than that we’d love to see the same guys caught. We had been struck, too, in a different way, though they have no idea.

“Obviously, this would be a far more stringent mutation of tularemia than what you and I were attacked with,” he said.

“They’re sure it’s tularemia?”

“So they say.”

“Who’s they?” I wished I’d paid attention in Spanish class so I could read it myself.

He rolled the mouse around again until the other picture came clear. “In Mexico, they still get away with ‘authorities say’ over something like this. They are not panic stricken about emerging infectious diseases and terrorists like the Americans.”

I wondered if “authorities’ would be the Mexican government or American Intelligence.

“Maybe USIC already knows about the dead dog,” I said. “But send it to Hodji anyway. Tularemia. That’s gotta be ShadowStrike.”

In the past two weeks, I could actually forget that Hamdani and I are infected with a strain of tularemia. The first day we were released from Beth Israel Hospital, I took down all the mirrors in the house or covered them with a towel. I am so used to looking at Shahzad’s face that I forget to notice the hundred dots covering it, and I can’t see my own face. We look more like chickenpox victims than tularemics, because we were struck with a waterborne mutation of the original that’s about twelve times as potent in what it does to skin tissue. But our hundreds of bumpy dots haven’t itched or burned in about ten days. They’re just crusty. We have to sit on a pillow and toss around a lot while sleeping, but you can actually fail to remember for minutes at a time.

He printed out the first page but hesitated after opening an e-mail to Hodji Montu. Hodji rarely responds to anything we send to him with more than a grunt or rolled eyes on his daily visits to check in on us and make sure we’re behaving. He’s the closest thing we’ve got to a father figure between the two of us. We’re not supposed to be v-spying. We’re underage. And we’re supposed to be recovering from our brush with death.

“Authorities found tularemia in tissue cells, according to this,” Hamdani said. “But it is another mutation, apparently far stronger than what Catalyst had when he scratched us in the face.”

“USIC has grown men who sit around all day and surf for people and animals turning up dead,” I reminded him. “I’m sure they know about it.”

“So, then, let us give them something they don’t know . . .” he mused, and I took it more as a prayer to his Allah than a comment to me. He surfed again, this time for “dead dogs,” “Mexico,” and “April 2002.”

I met Hamdani on a Thursday in early March when he showed up as a new student in my school, which he was supposed to start attending like a regular student. He’d just arrived from Pakistan. I’ve been an expert hacker for going on three years, and I can detect my own likeness with just a few lines of idle chitchat. That night, I captured his screen at this Internet café where USIC had set him up as a v-spy, scripting the chatter of a ShadowStrike guy seated twenty terminals away. I figured out what he was up to in a minute and a half. The next day I invited myself to the party by giving USIC track ‘n’ translate programs (TNTs) that they couldn’t refuse. Hamdani and I captured phone and Internet chatter like crazy from my house on Friday, and I got some idea that it would be an adrenaline rush to see the terrorists we’d been scripting.

We went to a ShadowStrike recruitment party near Trinity Falls Saturday and pretended to be recruits. But we were acting too nervous and got skunked out by the leaders. Fortunately, Hodji had followed us and had the place raided—hence a lot of arrests were made. Catalyst was one of two recruiters there, though he never even got handcuffed. He took six USIC bullets in the head but managed to scratch us first.

The Trinity Four, as we call Rain, Scott, Owen, and Cora, know of Hamdani only as the Kid. That’s his USIC nickname, which was alluded to in a Newsweek article in January. Hodji has been down to see them at St. Ann’s. He gives us updates on them, and once or twice he has told them stories about serving as a bodyguard to the Kid in Pakistan while the Kid scripted chatter of dangerous extremists who were seated three terminals away in his uncle’s Internet café.

The Trinity Four think he’s now working from Nigeria or something. They have no idea I even exist.

Hodji would joke to us, “You’d think I was telling them about Peter Pan.” He said it took their minds off their symptoms, hearing about a guy their age who could script chatter with the best of v-spies. They were told that the Kid had worked on Trinity Falls, but not that he and his new best friend took a hit while acting stupid down there.

Hamdani and I are USIC’s biggest kept secret at the moment. We can’t step outside. If one person saw us, they would think they had hallucinated. If two people saw us, it would create a national panic within about nine hours. Welcome to 2002.

“So, what’s your take?” I asked. “You think ShadowStrike is in Mexico, injecting dogs with a newer mutation of tularemia to see what happens to them?”

We scanned his Google returns. “Nothing in the news, but . . .” He clicked on the International Organization for Animal Rights news page, where “Tulum Couple Charged with Killing Stray Dogs” was the headline. Not exactly something you’d come up with while surfing for strains of known WMDs. Whatever we find is usually by thin threads.

“Look at this.” He breathed in awe. It was in English. I dove in.

“‘A Tulum couple was arrested yesterday after neighboring farmers discovered a shed filled with animal remains. A scorching odor had plagued the area for days, according to local police, who questioned Alvarez and Maria Vincente, suspecting the source was on their farm. Though the couple denied any knowledge of the odor, police discovered the corpses in a grain silo.

“‘At least one corpse was smoking and ‘making a strange crackling noise,’ while others were fully deteriorated, an officer said. It is not known why the Vincentes killed the animals or what method was used. Due to the mysterious disintegration factor, the corpses are being examined by the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta.’”

We exhaled in frustration. Hamdani stated the obvious: “If the CDC has been contacted, USIC knows.”

Our game is to find what they don’t know.

“But you think these might be tied to the dog corpse found in the road, which ‘authorities say’ was infected with some new strain of tularemia,” I laid out.

He shrugged. “That was near Mexico City, and these dog corpses are across the country, near Cancún . . .”

I pulled up a chair behind him and stuck my pillow under my butt. I had grabbed it off my bed without even thinking. I figured the hard chair would keep me awake while he opened his favorite new search engine. He had designed it, and it searched only chat rooms and chatter in twenty-some languages. I saw him plug in “Vincente,” “dogs,” “Mexico,” “Tulum,” a/o “Mexico City.” But I had seen him do stuff like this many times in the last five weeks. I needed to get to sleep. I put my chin on his shoulder, thinking this might annoy him enough to hurry it along and give me my measly five minutes.

However, many minutes later, he was shaking me awake. “Will you please get your scabs off my scabs and look at this?”

I blinked.

 



ALERT: OmarLoggi is Online: www.tijuanaprime.com/chat/hodgpoq-hall/%853.18.05%/ Enter9:59 pm



 


I raised my head slowly. “My god . . .”

Hamdani hacked into the chat room as an invisible guest. The chatter was just disappearing, but he hit CTRL-C and managed to capture it into Notepad and translate. It was only a few lines.

 



OmarLoggi: I had a runner go to pay the Vincentes’ bail. I thought it would be a thousand pesos, but the Tulum judge wanted upwards of nine thousand. We smelled the CDC immediately and left them to rot in the can. He knows nothing, and his wife knows less. They cannot hurt us.



 


We went off like an explosion, flying out of the chairs, whooping . . . I landed standing in the middle of the bed.

“Your face is bleeding,” Hamdani noted, sitting down quickly again. “Go! Script it!”

I flew across the hall to my own room, to my four terminals that I never shut down, in case of something like this. I ripped the towel off my favorite monitor—the towel kept the light down—and plopped my sorry butt into the chair too fast. I hardly felt it.

“Boys! What are you doing? The neighbors will hear!” Miss Alexa, our USIC live-in nurse, shouted up the stairs. That would be a bad thing. We kept the curtains drawn. I was supposed to be living somewhere else, and the house was supposed to be rented to an elderly couple while my mom sat in federal prison.

I didn’t bother answering Miss Alexa. OmarLoggi is online. Ho ho. Omar is a former professor of marine biology in Hamburg who designed the germ that infected Trinity Falls. VaporStrike is not a scientist but an officer of some sort. He’s a trained assassin.

There wasn’t a lot more chatter to catch. Omar was talking to a log-in named Pasco, not familiar to me, so I dog-leashed him to track later. Hamdani got the IP address of where Omar was chattering from. He came in my room to do the translation of their last two exchanges before they exited. He whipped the towel off the terminal next to me.
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