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Mom hadn’t arrived to pick me up as she had promised at 10 AM on that Sunday morning.  I called home at 10:30 to see where she was, but all I got was the shrill beep, beep, beep of a busy signal. Mr.Taggart asked me what my Mom’s cell number was, but I didn’t know. Mr.Taggart said he was sure that my Mom wouldn’t be too much longer, so Samantha and I went to her room and played her X-Box while we waited. When two hours passed with no word, the Taggarts gave me some lunch before Samantha and her Dad drove me home, just after 12:30. I know it sounds weird, but I kind of knew that something wasn’t right. 

I had had a funny feeling all that morning, a sense that something bad was going to happen. I didn’t know it then, but it had already happened. When Mr.Taggart turned onto our street, I knew before I saw them that there would be fire trucks.  I don’t know how, but I did.  And sure enough, there they were, bright shiny red on that bright, sunny afternoon. The place where my house had stood was a blackened pile of rubble; the remains of a rotten splinter in the perfect row of  neat houses that lined our street. Mr.Taggart whispered, “Fuck.” Normally, that would have cracked Samantha and me into hysterical laughter, but I think I was already in shock and even Samantha was stunned into silence for the first time since I had known her. Mr.Taggart was saying something to me when we pulled up, but I didn’t hear him.  I was out of the car before he’d even stopped the thing.  I saw Mr.Burnett, our neighbor, talking to a police officer and he yelled my name frantically when he saw me.  He said something quickly to the officer, pointing to me before rushing at me.  I took a step back, but he caught me and pulled me to him in a tight hug. “Thank God you’re okay, Eden!” That was when he began to sob.  

I felt his big belly moving up and down against me as his tears wet my cheek.  We stood that way for a long time; I didn’t know what to say or how to escape his hug.  He just kept crying and whispering how sorry he was about my family.  Finally, I heard a man’s voice over his shoulder. “Mr. Burnett ... please, I’ll talk to the girl.” I stumbled a little as the big man let me go.  The police officer put a steadying hand on my shoulder and guided me to the fence that our place shared with Mr. Burnett’s. That day is still a blur, but I remember looking back at the smoking mess that was my home before the officer gently turned me away and faced me back toward the street.  I saw Samantha standing there with her Dad’s arm around her shoulder and, for the first time, it hit me that I would never feel my Mom or my Dad’s arm around me again.  

I started to weep as the officer bent over me. “I’m so sorry,  I want you to know that your Mom and Dad and also your sister wouldn’t have felt a thing.  It looks like the fire started in the kitchen and they would have been sound asleep. The smoke going through the house meant that they didn’t wake up or feel pain.” He paused, as if unsure how to go on. “Now, I need to know if you have family that we can notify and get you looked after. Grand-parents, or aunts and uncles?  Anyone close by?” I tried to man up, ashamed of my tears and the sobs escaping my throat. Funny what things seem important to a 15 -year old when their world has just collapsed. I shook my head. “There’s no one,” I sniveled. “All of my grandparents are dead, and I don’t have uncles or aunties.” “It’s okay, we’ll have someone take care of you.  

Here, come and sit in the patrol car for a minute.”  The cop patted my shoulder and began walking to his car, indicating I should follow. I paused, and for a second I thought I could see my Mom in the crowd of people that watched from across the street.  It was only a second before I realized it wasn’t her, just someone of the same height and build.  That would happen a lot over the next few months.  I would think that I had seen my Dad, or Mom, or Rebecca at random times, only for the reality of my loss to hit me again and again. When I didn’t follow immediately, the cop turned and reached for my hand.  I absently shook him off and he shrugged, not unkindly, and led the way to his vehicle.  

I trailed him numbly and climbed into the front passenger seat when he opened the door.  I looked around, my boy’s curiosity at being in a police car surfaced through the well of grief for a just a moment.  I managed to stop crying and wiped my eyes as I listened to the cop make a call back to base.  I could tell it was about me, but didn’t really absorb what was being said.  After he signed off, I saw Samantha’s dad come up to the driver’s door.  He leaned over and whispered a few words in the officer’s ear before passing him a card.  

When he was done, he walked around the car to me with a serious look on his face before placing a hand on my shoulder. “Eden, Samantha and I have to go.  I have given the officer my details, they can call us anytime and so can you.  Take it easy, son.  I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but everything will be ... better in a few weeks.”  He looked around. “Samantha, come say goodbye to Eden.” Samantha looked reluctant as he shuffled forward and offered me his hand.  That summed up the weirdness of the whole day.  

We never shook hands; it was always high-fives and laying skin.  Still seated, I took his hand awkwardly and shook it the way my grandfather had shown me before he died, “Always shake hands with a strong grip, let ‘em know you’re in charge.” “See ya,” Samantha mumbled with his eyes down and stepped away.  His Mom looked at me one last time, pity in his eyes, before he put his arm around Samantha’s shoulders and led him away.  

I started to cry again, the familiar faces of my friend and his Mom were now gone and only strangers, who all seemed to look at me with the same expression of pity, were left to deal with me, the world’s newest orphan.  I never saw Samantha again. I won’t bore you with what happened that afternoon and for the next few weeks, except to tell you that a social worker got there about an hour after the cop had made his call.  Margaret (I don’t remember her last name) was about my Mom’s age, but with the horned rimmed glasses and frumpy clothes she wore, she looked much older.  She was kind and somehow made me feel better as she drove me to the halfway house.  She told me I would stay there until I was placed in a suitable foster home.  

I am not going to write about my family’s funeral, which happened a week and a half later. It’s enough to say that it was the worst day of my life ... my old life, anyway. I was at the halfway house for three weeks before Margaret visited to tell me that a suitable home had been found.  I went to live with a couple called the Ferrons in a town about 30 miles away.  Mr. and Mrs. Ferron, asked me to call them Gerard and Jenny, but in a quiet moment Jenny said that I could call her Mom if I wanted to.  I know now that she was only trying to be kind, but I found the suggestion insulting and insensitive because even though my Mom was dead, she was still my Mom.  

But I didn’t even get angry.  I ignored it.  At that time, nothing seemed to matter. Gerard and Jenny were in their early 30s and didn’t have any kids of their own.  At first, they seemed okay.  They had a nice big house and put me in a huge bedroom with its own flat screen TV, and the latest PlayStation, and a PC. Jenny had shown me the room with a flourish, but, with my loss still raw, I wasn’t able to do more than say thanks in a flat tone. I know I was still grieving for my family at that stage, but, from the start, there was something I didn’t like about Gerard.  He seemed too good and wholesome to be true, almost as if he was playing a part in a family movie.  

Still, it was hard to put my finger on exactly what it was about him that was bugging me. One night, about a week after I moved in, he confirmed the bad vibe I was getting from him and got drunk. I could tell instantly something was not right when I sat down at the table that night. He stumbled in from the living room. Jenny was unusually quiet and barely looked up from her plate as we began eating.  No one had said a word as Gerard placed his fork carefully on the plate and, without warning, reached over the table and slapped Jenny right across the face as I was eating my mashed potatoes. She started crying and screaming at him.  I was shocked by the suddenness ... the quick violence of it. I sat there with my mouth open and full of half-chewed mashed potato as he stood and slapped her again, harder this time, across the other cheek with the back of his hand.  She stopped screaming then and held her face in her hands, sobbing quietly. I was stunned.  

I had never seen anything like that happen between two adults and when he noticed me staring at him, he yelled at me too, flecks of spit flying off his lips, “What are you looking at, you little shit?” He glared at me, but I wasn’t scared.  I think something was (and still is) broken inside me. I stared right back at him, not dropping my gaze from his crazed, bloodshot eyes.  I guess it freaked him out.  Gerard eventually dropped his gaze and called me a bad name under his breath before kicking his chair over and stalking away to the kitchen counter.  

Bullies are the same, no matter how old they are, stare them down and they back right off ... most of the time anyway.  He snatched up his keys and stormed through the door. I heard the front door slam a few seconds later, then the faint sound of the car starting.  I put my hand on Jenny’s arm. “It’s okay, he’s gone. Are you all right?” She pulled her hands away and my heart went out to her.  Livid pink marks stood out on her pale cheeks and her eyes were filled with pain.  I’m pretty sure it wasn’t just physical pain.  

She smiled bravely and grasped my hand.  “Look at you, you’re twice the person he is and you’re only 15.  I’m so sorry you had to see that.” “It’s okay ...” We ate the rest of our dinner in silence. It was back to the halfway house for me the next day.  I felt worried for Mrs. Ferron ... Jenny, I mean, but she assured me she would be okay as Margaret, my social worker, took me away. Margaret was apologetic.  “I’m sorry, Eden, sometimes, even with all the background checks and interviews we do, the bad ones slip through the cracks.” 

Nine days later, she took me to meet the Fosters. I didn’t have much of a sense of humor at that point or I might have found that funny. Fostered, by the Fosters.  Unlike the Ferrons, I liked them both straight away. They were older than Gerard and Jenny and had been fostering kids for a long time. Their last foster son had just turned 19 and left for college a month before.  They had an empty house and were ready to take on a new kid that needed a break.  Me. I have to admit that as time went by, my numbness turned to anger, anger at the world for taking my parents away.  It shames me now, but some of that anger was taken out on the Fosters.  I’d act out and get into trouble at home and at school.  To their credit, they always accepted the place that I was in and worked hard to make sure that I knew that they’d be there for me.  

Even if I wasn’t ready to accept them yet. Slowly I started to come around and, by the end, we were getting along really well, so much so that I was almost beginning to think that I had found a new place to belong. Kevin Foster was a retired postal worker, and despite any rumors or jokes that you may have heard about postal workers and their anger issues, let me tell you that Kevin was one of the most mild and patient men that I have ever met. He was silver haired and soft spoken, and what I remember best about him was his quiet strength.  

Eleanor had been a stay-at-home mom for a number of children going through the system and she had served that role admirably. Sometimes I still wonder if it hurt her, how few of us ever actually called her by that title ... Mom. I know I never did, not when she could hear me, at least. I spent over a year and a half with the Fosters in a town called Preston Lodge and I started at Preston Lodge Junior High while I was still dealing with the death of my parents and the chasm that their loss had created inside of me.  

I had few friends at school. I kept to myself in the lunchroom and during breaks, and rarely spoke up in class unless I was called upon. The other kids thought I was weird and, to tell you the truth, I think most of the teachers did, too. I ended up spending a lot of time in Mr. Jennings’ (the school counselor) office, with him trying to break into my shell and me resisting with all of my might.  I had to admire his tenacity though; I think he wanted to help me just as much as the Fosters did. One of the few joys in my life was Kung Fu. I took it up at Kevin’s insistence and it was the best thing I could have done.  

I took to it like a child takes to ice cream and before long I was going three nights a week. I attained my black belt within a year and even competed in the Edinburgh city Championships. Not only was it a good physical outlet for me, I look back now and see how much it did for my mental discipline. All in all, things were good and getting better. It was the middle of October when I first recall hearing that anything was amiss. I had helped Eleanor clean up the dinner dishes and wandered into the living room where Kevin watched the news each evening.  

As I did so, I noticed a banner across the bottom of the screen was alerting the viewers of a special report. “... and now some breaking news out of East Lothian,” Jenny Mulligan, the STV news co-anchor was saying. “Tom?” “We are getting reports of a flu-like disease that is sweeping the nation of East Lothian,” Tom Riley said, taking over from his on-air partner.  “Preliminary reports suggest that as many as one million Scotts in the East Lothian region have fallen ill with this mystery flu over the last few days.  

The Scottish government has closed their borders even tighter than they normally are and has remained silent on the issue of this disease. Experts here in the U.S. believe that thousands of people may be dead,” he paused, looking at his notes and then off to one side before looking back to the camera. We now take you live to a statement being given by Lloyd Sloan, Chief of Public Relations for the Centers for Disease Control.” “Jesus, help us all,” muttered Kevin, as we watched the camera cut away to a shot of a tall man standing behind a podium bearing the circular CDC emblem. I didn’t have the heart to tell him what I thought of Jesus and his help.  

Instead, I focused in on what Dr. Sloan was saying. “ isolation policies make it hard for us to get accurate, real-time information on this outbreak; at the same time, those policies seem to be containing the outbreak to East Lothian itself. At this point, all we know is the disease appears to be a fast acting form of influenza. Symptoms develop rapidly after exposure and in many cases, fatality occurs within a few days. Again, because of the nature of dealing with information from East Lothian, we do not know the exact fatality rate or the rate of infection. At this time, we are co-ordinating with the FAA and the Department of Homeland Security to ensure everybody flying into the United Kingdom from other parts of the world will be quarantined for 24 hours after arrival to ensure that symptoms do not develop. We do not think that there is a clear and present danger to the people of the United States at this time, but, when dealing with a disease such as this, the situation is always fluid and can change at any time.  

I’ll now take a few questions from the press.” He pointed to a reporter in the crowd in front of him. “How bad is this going to get, Doctor?” “Well, it certainly seems that there is a real mystery to this one. Flu season in East Lothian had been relatively good this year, so it is worrying that it seemed to come out of the blue, hard and fast,” Sloan replied. “Whether, it turns out to be something less dangerous, than originally thought, like the infamous Swine Flu, is unknowable at this time.  

While that outcome is something we can all hope for, I think it would be wise to look at this as if it were the worst case scenario until proven otherwise ... and, if that is the case, then yes, it is going to be bad. Possibly very bad. “Based on some of the reports coming out of East Lothian, we could be looking at something as virulent as the Spanish influenza. But, as I said, that is pure conjecture at this time.” He motioned to call on another reporter, but Kevin switched off the television before the question came.  

I have often wondered if Dr. Sloan lived long enough to realize just how much his ‘worst case scenario’ had underestimated the lethalness of the infection. “Do you have any homework, Eden?” Kevin asked from his favorite chair. “No,” I replied. It was a lie, but a small one. I actually had a dozen math problems I needed to do for my algebra class, but I had that class in the afternoon and figured I’d just do them at lunch the next day. It’s not like I had any friends to hang out with during lunch time. The next day the ‘strange flu,’ as they were calling the infection, was the talk of the school.  

There was the usual talk about how it was the end of the world coming. Brian Black, my lab partner in Physical Science, wouldn’t shut up about how it was a government conspiracy, and the U.S. government had actually used a biological weapon against the East Lothian people. At the time, none of us knew how close to the truth he actually was, although he got the source of the attack wrong. That sort of talk went on for a few days, while news stories lingered on the evening news and in the papers, but then, like all news stories without a direct effect on the majority of the Scotts, they petered off. It didn’t help that the East Lothian government had virtually sealed off their country, not only the borders but also all telecommunication, media, and internet.  The talk died down, and within a couple of weeks the hype around the strange flu died down and, if it was not forgotten, then at least it was no longer on the top of people’s minds.  

There was nothing besides regularly recycled stories and speculation on the 24 hour news channels.  Going about my daily life, I heard no news about the infection for nearly two whole weeks. On Halloween day, the Chinese government announced that they were sending an expeditionary task force across the world to East Lothian.  Even communications from the government had ceased and the last statement by them of any sort had come a week before.  

Spy satellites had seen no movement of vehicles or people in nearly that long in some places, except for a few isolated villages where it appeared some farmers were still toiling in their fields.  With this deafening silence hanging over East Lothian, the Chinese had the support of the United Nations; everybody wanted to know what had transpired there. I had never been much into candy, and besides, at nearly 16-years old, I felt that I was a little bit too old for trick-or-treating anyway, so I spent the evening at ‘home,’ watching CNN’s live updates of the Chinese expedition.  

At first, the Chinese were very forthcoming with what they were finding, even going so far as to release video footage to their own and Western news outlets. I had to suppress shudders watching the grainy video footage of Chinese soldiers marching through a wasteland. Something like 96 percent of the adult population had succumbed to the infection; children appeared to be unaffected. The reports showed them being rounded up by soldiers and transported to camps where the Chinese government assured the world they would be cared for until a long term solution could be found. 

No-one in the scientific community could explain why children seemed to be immune to the infection, although there was some wild speculation. While they were physically unaffected by the disease, being left alone without any sort of adult supervision had not been kind to them. The first group of children filmed, seemed wild, almost feral, and I remember wondering how they could fall so far in such a short period of time. Watching them, I was reminded of a book I had read recently for school, Lord of the Flies, where a group of kids were shipwrecked on an island with no adults. Left to their own devices, with little chance of rescue, the children’s descent into savagery was quick and not at all pretty. Within a day or so, the Chinese government’s willingness to share information dried up.  

They occupied East Lothian and declared it a quarantined zone. The Chinese President assured the world that their scientists were hard at work studying the disease and would reveal their findings when their study was complete. For a few more days, the strange flu and devastation of East Lothian was on everybody’s minds, but then it slowly faded once more. Sure, there were the normal reactions to a horrendous tragedy; celebrities went on TV to raise money for the orphans, world leaders rattled sabers to try to get the Chinese government to release more information.  

Our President told the world, that all of our hopes and prayers were with the Scottish people.  But, once again, when it stopped being front and center, it faded from most people’s minds. Aside from the usual conspiracy theories, nobody seriously suspected that the strange flu was anything more than a terrible new plague that science would soon tame. Nobody suspected the truth, that the infection of East Lothian was just a science experiment, a practice run. East Lothian’s isolation policies had made it the perfect Petri dish and soon enough, the results of that experiment would be used to irrevocably swing the balance of power in the world. 

Three days later I was in a dark mood as I sat in the school office during third period.  It was my 16th birthday, but I wasn’t really in the mood to celebrate.  I had my head bowed and was doing my best to ignore the world around me. I was thinking about my parents and sister and the last birthday I had shared with them. It had seemed nothing special then, just my favorite home-cooked meal and a simple chocolate cake, but now it was a precious memory.  

Funny, how things change and become more significant, after the passing of time. My thoughts drifted to the East Lothian children and how millions of them had also had their parents ripped from them. The world was a shitty place. I was faintly aware of somebody sitting down in the seat next to me, but kept my head buried in my hands. I didn’t feel up to making conversation. “So, what are you here for?” I sighed.  Some people just can’t read body language. 

I thought about ignoring the question, but in the end I sat back in my chair and looked up to see a tall, red-headed boy slouched in the plastic chair next to mine.  I knew him, of course. Mike Merritt was my age and one of the more popular kids in my class, his fun personality more than making up for his freckles and gangly appearance. “Don’t know,” I said with a shrug.  “I got a note to come see Mr. Jennings. How about you?” “I’m here to see Dan the Man,” he said, referring to Vice Principal Dan Hannlon.  ‘Dan the Man’ was his nickname amongst the student body, earned by his easy-going, ‘cool’ attitude toward the kids.  “Tyler Lane was bugging Sheri Denison in PE, and when he grabbed her boob, I felt I just had to step in, you know?  I mean, they’re so perfect that no one with the IQ of a brick should ever be able to touch them ... ever!  Anyway, one swift kick to the dangly parts later and here I am.  

Still, I’d rather be here waiting to see the Man than sitting with my swollen balls on ice at the nurse’s station.”  I couldn’t help but notice his grin as he talked and I found myself smiling at the vivid picture he painted. “You know, Hannlon’s going to give you detention at the very least. I know he’s pretty cool and all, but he’s tough on fighting,” I said.  “He might even suspend you.” “Totally worth it, Mike replied.  “A suspension isn’t going to stop me from helping out someone in trouble, besides, have you seen Sheri?  Maybe she will want to thank me some time, if you know what I mean.” He nudged me with his elbow and winked and I smiled again. I felt myself starting to begrudgingly like Mike.  

It was hard not to. We might have talked more, but just then Mr. Jennings opened his door and called me into his office. I felt my smile melt away as my distant self came back. I know now it was a defense mechanism, something I put in place to be sure I could never like anything or anyone enough to be hurt again when I lost them. I didn’t answer Mike when he said, “Seeya.” The counselor’s office was small and cramped. A desk and two metal bookshelves dominated the room and, when the coat rack was taken into account, the only place for a visitor was on the hard plastic chair set in front of the desk. “Have a seat, Eden,” Mr. Jennings said, moving to his seat behind the desk and dropping into the black, cushioned chair which looked so much more comfortable than the one he provided for students.  

“Your teacher mentioned that you have been even more distant in class the last couple of days, so I thought I’d call you in here to see what’s troubling you.” I glanced around the office, as I often did when called here.  My eyes finally came to rest on a poster for an old movie that Mr. Jennings kept hanging on the back wall.  I have never seen it before today,  but I have the vague feeling that it has to do with Shakespeare somehow, and I always wondered why he’d have that particular poster on his wall.  I don’t know, maybe he just liked the movie. “Well, Eden?” “No, sir, nothing out of the ordinary,” I replied.  There was no way I was going to mention it was my birthday.  “I guess I’ve just been thinking about those poor kids in East Lothian a lot this week is all.  How they lost everyone.” “At least they are still alive,” Mr. Jennings said.  “So they are lucky in that regard.” 

“Are they?”

The rest of November and the first part of December passed without incident, until school let out for winter break. Leaving Preston Lodge High school the Friday before Christmas, I had no way of knowing that I’d never set foot in the school again. My time in a classroom was over, but it was not the end of my lessons.  One thing that I have discovered since the infection is that you never stop learning. When it happened, it happened real fast. The United Kingdom, the greatest nation on earth, functionally ceased to exist in less than a week. The first people started getting sick on Christmas Day. 

“Thanks, Alan, Eleanor, I love it!” Holding the small remote-controlled car in my hands, I felt almost happy, part of a real family for the first time since the fire. Most of the presents that they had given me were functional, a sweater, some woolen socks, a new backpack to carry my school books in, but the remote-control electric car was the first real toy I had gotten since my parents died.  At 16, I might have been a bit old for toys, but I was still glad to get it. I raced the little car around the living room, and then jogged after it as it zoomed through the dining room and into the kitchen.  

The thought of playing had been absent from my mind for over a year and, for just a brief moment, I felt almost like a normal kid again.  Under my control, the car zipped in a circuit of the kitchen and back through the dining room to the living room. “Are you all right, Alan?” Eleanor was saying as I re-entered the room.  “You’ve been coughing an awful lot this morning.” “Just a bit of a tickle in the back of my throat,” Alan replied.  “I’ll be fine.” 

“Judith said there was a bug going around,” 

Eleanor said, shaking her head. “Let me get you some warm salt water to gargle; perhaps we can knock it out of you before it really sets up shop.” “I hope so.  I took a mega-dose of vitamin C this morning when I first noticed it,” Alan said.  “You know how I hate being sick.” “Doesn’t everybody hate being sick?” I asked earnestly.  My question caused Alan to crack a smile, as warm as ever. Eden, can you clean up the wrapping paper and put your gifts away?” Eleanor asked, before heading to the kitchen to fetch the salt water for Alan.  

“John and Amy should be here soon.” John and Amy were two of the kids they had fostered before me.  John was in college now, down in Newcastle, and Amy was living up in Stirling.  Both still had strong feelings for the Fosters though, and came to visit often on holidays.  Amy even called them Mom and Dad.  I had met both a few times before and they seemed like good people, just the sort of kids you’d expect to come out of a family life crafted by Alan and Eleanor. 

I gathered up my gifts and took them to my room, where I dumped them in a pile on the bed.  I had to admit to myself that I was looking forward to Christmas dinner. With John and Amy there, it would be almost like the family gatherings I remembered from before my grandparents had died.  I went back to the living room to gather up the torn wrapping paper into a garbage bag.  Eleanor was on the kitchen phone.
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Chapter Two
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“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, dear.  I hope you feel better soon ... No, no, don’t worry about it, perhaps you can get up to visit before New Year’s ... I’m sure that he’ll understand... Get some rest and eat some soup, chicken noodle helps your body get over bugs ... Love you, too.  Bye, John.” She looked tired as she put the phone down, but when she noticed me, she perked up. I knew it was just a front. “That was John,” she said. “He’s feeling a bit under the weather and won’t make it tonight.  

Amy texted my cell phone a half-hour ago though, and she should be here any minute.” I felt a small loss now that John wouldn’t be coming.  I really liked him.  From the little pieces of information that the Fosters had given me, I knew his struggles had been far rougher than mine before he had come to live with them. That he’d turned out to be such a good, well-adjusted person and had gone on to college was a testament to how great as parents the Fosters were.  I looked out of the window and saw that snow had started to fall.  It was the first snowfall of the year and the weatherman had not predicted it, but it looked like there was going to be a white Christmas in Prestonpans after all. I dutifully lowered my head and clasped my hands as Alan said grace. At that time in my life I was angry with God, but not completely ready to give up on the idea of his existence. 

The meal had been prepared with expectations that John would be there as well, so there was more than enough food to go around, ham, cornbread stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, green bean casserole, pumpkin and apple pies for dessert.  It was a veritable feast. Given the things I have eaten just to stay alive in the weeks since that day, I almost feel bad about taking that meal for granted. 

The conversation around the dinner table was merry, with Alan, Eleanor, and Amy all laughing and having a great time. At one point during the meal, I began to tune them out and focused on eating. My mood had taken a turn for the worse. Rather than making me feel better, being reminded of the family gatherings that I could so distinctly remember actually made me feel down.  

Amy seemed to notice. “Why don’t you show me the presents you got after dinner?” she said.  “Mom said that you got a new car? I’m Jealous, they never got me a car.” “It’s just a toy.” I mumbled.  Amy was nice enough, but she was older than John, in her mid-20s and always seemed more like a visiting adult than a potential sibling.  I ate a few more bites but found that the food had begun to lose its taste.  

I could tell that one of my mopey moods (that’s what Eleanor called them) was about to hit me hard. Such bouts of depression had gotten fewer since I had been living with the Fosters, but I had not completely left them behind. “May I be excused?” I asked, looking up at Alan. “Sure, take your plate to the kitchen,” Alan said.  “Don’t let yourself get too down in the dumps though, missus.  Later this evening we are going to go caroling around the neighborhood.” “Okay.” I got up and picked up my plate. “Is she still that unhappy here?” I heard Amy quietly ask as I went into the kitchen.  I did not hear the reply.  We never did go caroling that night.  When the time came, Alan was feeling much worse than he had been that morning and had developed a fever to go with his sore throat and cough.  Amy was beginning to feel ill, as well. Before she left though, she came up to my room to look over my presents and chat in an attempt to cheer me up.  It was nice of her and I appreciated it, but it was an awkward, stilted conversation.  

During a particularly long pause, I told her with typical teenage bluntness, “You look terrible.” She really did.  There were dark circles under her eyes and every few minutes she would cough into her handkerchief.  I remember being amazed how she had gone from being perfectly healthy two hours before to her obviously ill state so quickly.  Her hand fluttered to her throat.  “Yes, I think I better get going.”  She gave me a hug and left. An urgent knocking on the door of my bedroom woke me the next morning.

Checking the clock, I saw that it was around six.  The knock sounded again and I called out, “Yeah?” “Eden, Alan isn’t doing well this morning.  I am going to drive him over to United General,” Eleanor said through the door.  “Are you going to be alright here by yourself for a while?” “Yeah, sure,” I replied.  

I was old enough to look after myself for a few hours if need be.  I thought about jumping up to go with them, but by the time I had decided to act on those thoughts I heard the car start up and back down the driveway.  I got up anyway and wandered through the empty house.  Some leftover ham and mashed potatoes provided a decent enough breakfast and I soon wandered into the living room to turn on the television.  The channel it was tuned to was broadcasting a news report, so I switched it to another station, only to see the same news report.  

This must be big, I thought, and settled in to watch. I saw the familiar podium with the CDC emblem, and there was Dr. Sloan walking up to it again.  At first, I thought that they might be replaying the press conference from before Halloween, but I realized this was new as soon as Sloan started talking.  A growing coldness developed in the pit of my stomach as he spoke. “It has been confirmed that the infection, known as the Strange Flu, is currently sweeping the Eastern coastline of the United Kingdom.”  As he spoke, his face was as emotionless as a stone slab.  “At this point it appears that the disease only affects those people approximately 17-years old and up. Or to be more exact, people who have passed the growth stage, where both the distal end of the humerous and the distal end of the tibia are fully fused.  

This generally happens between the ages of 15 and 17, so people younger than that seem to be safe.  We still do not know why this is.” “What about adults?” one of the reporters shouted, interrupting the press conference. “Adults exposed to the virus have a high probability of contracting the disease. This seems to vary across phenotype or race, but, at this juncture, it is impossible to say whether people such as Scottish or British are truly immune to the disease, or if it simply takes longer for them to succumb.” Dr Sloan held up his hands to quiet the growing murmuring among the reporters. “It is not my intention to cause a panic here. The CDC is getting ahead of this thing, and we should have the outbreak under control within a matter of days. The first case was reported yesterday, but not confirmed as the strange flu until this morning.  

From what we can tell so far, it spreads like a normal flu virus, so wash your hands, don’t sneeze on each other and ...”  Sloan was interrupted by a man rushing up to the podium from off-camera. The man quickly whispered something in Sloan’s ear and passed him a sheet of paper. The CDC publicist’s face drained of all color as he read the words and absorbed what was on the paper before screwing it into a tight ball. “What is it?  What’s happening?” the same reporter from before shouted. “CDC scientists have just confirmed that P4T1, the virus commonly known as the strange flu, is, in fact, a man-made biological weapon,” Sloan said. 

I fancied that he had the same numb look on his face as mine when I had seen the smoking ruins of my home from the backseat of Mr.Taggart’s car. “It appears to be airborne.  At this time, up to 90 percent of the population of the East coast is suffering from infection, and the infection ... the weaponized virus ... seems to be moving westward at a rate of over one hundred miles per hour.  At this rate of progress, every part of the United Kingdom will be affected within the next 24 hours. The government is now calling this a terrorist attack, although no one has yet claimed responsibility.” All hell broke loose in the conference room. The microphone caught the sound of women and men crying as dozens of reporters rushed for the exits. The more hardened veterans clamored closer to Dr.Sloan, yelling more questions, while to the left of the podium I noticed the man who had delivered the awful message coughing into his hand.

Sloan only answered one more question, a high pitched and panicked, “What do we do?” “Stay in your homes ... and pray to God ...” I switched off the television and went to the kitchen. Picking up the phone, I dialed Eleanor’s cell number and waited impatiently as it went through to her voice mail. “Eleanor, I just saw on the news that the strange flu has come to the country ... they are saying that terrorists are spreading it around or something.  Are you and Alan okay?” I managed to stammer out before the phone beeped again, ending the voice mail. Not sure what else to do, I hung up and then immediately dialed the number for Margaret, the social worker who had placed me with the Fosters.  

Once again, it rang through and I got a message saying that she would be out of the office until July 2nd. Hanging up the phone, I went back to the fridge to cut off a bit more ham. I felt lost and alone.  All I could think about was the grainy video of the feral children in North Korea and hoped that it wouldn’t get that bad here. Eleanor and Alan returned early that afternoon. She had not been able to get him in to see a doctor at all.  

The Emergency Room had been swamped long before their arrival.  I helped her move Alan, by this point weak and delirious with fever, to their bedroom, where she laid him down and covered him with warm blankets. “Run to the freezer and bring me the ice pack,” Eleanor said. “I’m worried that his head’s getting too hot.”  When I returned with the ice pack, she placed it in a pillowcase and set it across Alan’s forehead. “Oh, Alan,” she whispered. “Please don’t leave me.” She sat by his side for a while and then, after he’d fallen into a fitful sleep, she went to the living room to watch the news.  

If anything, the news had gotten even more horrific since I had turned it off that morning and we learned that the Chinese government was now admitting responsibility for the attack and claiming all of United Kingdom by right of conquest.  The other nations of the world were protesting mightily, but the threat to them was obvious and they appeared afraid to make any real moves to help England for fear of the P4T1 virus being turned on them, as well. Watching the sniffling and coughing reporters, we did learn a bit about the virus though.  The disease affected nearly all adults exposed who were not of ethnic Chinese origin and its fatality rate was a staggering 96 percent.  

Those few that did survive were generally left as vegetables, with permanent brain damage as a result of the prolonged, high fever that was associated with the infection.  It seemed that the body could produce a previously unknown antibody to fight the disease, but it only did so from a few specific locations, all of them yet to be fused areas of bones such as the tibia and the humerous.  

By about age 16 though, all of those areas had fused, and the body became incapable of producing the specific antibodies. Those who had been exposed to the infection at a young age would have the antibodies and be forever immune to the virus. Those, who had not, faced almost certain death. The professionalism and bravery of the reporters, reporting while sick, knowing that they were most likely going to be dead within the next few days, left an indescribable impression on me.  

I plan to fight with every last ounce of my being to stay alive, but I sincerely hope that when the time comes and I must face death, that I can do so with as much courage as those reporters did during Hell Week. Alan died around midnight. Eleanor lay down with him on the bed, her head on his shoulder while she cried.  I stood and watched for a few minutes, then went to my room and sat on the bed, arms wrapped around my knees while I listened to her sobbing through the walls.  

It was happening again. I had finally started to feel like I belonged and now my new family was being torn away from me just as surely as my real family had been.  If anything, this was more painful because it was happening slowly ... I knew what was going on, but I was powerless to stop it.  Eleanor was sick too, she was trying to hide it from me, and doing a pretty good job of it, but I had noticed.  Within a day, two at most, I was going to be alone again. An hour and a half later, the sobbing stopped.  At first, I thought she’d fallen asleep.  But then I heard her in the closet. The closet of their bedroom backed onto the wall of my room, so I could hear her quite clearly as she rummaged around.  It sounded like she was tearing the closet apart and I wondered what she was hunting for.  Several minutes later the sounds stopped.  

A period of quiet followed, and then BOOM!  I jumped and then wrapped my arms tighter around my legs. The house fell into a deep silence as I sat on my bed with tears running down my face until the morning light was shining through my window.  I wanted to go and check on Eleanor, but knew what I would find, with the same certainty that I had known about the fire trucks almost two years earlier.  

I finally got up the courage to go into their
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