
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The deadliest enemies attack from within ...

A global epidemic has doctors and health-care workers panicked, but life continues on as usual for college sophomore Kennedy Stern, who's not about to let a little virus interrupt her premed studies or dampen her spring break.

When she finds herself isolated in a hospital lockdown, Kennedy and all those quarantined with her can only guess who will survive and who will succumb to the deadly threat confronting them.
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“Praise the Lord, my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name. Praise the Lord, my soul, and forget not all his benefits—who forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases.”

Psalm 103:1-3
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So I sing because I’m happy,

And I sing because I’m free.

His eye is on the sparrow,

And I know he watches me.

Kennedy groaned when her phone screeched at her. She knew who was calling, and she knew exactly what he’d have to say.

“Hey, Dad.”

“You’ve been following this thing on Channel 2?” His voice was breathless. Panicked.

Just like she expected.

“Yeah, I’ve been keeping track.” She hadn’t logged onto any news outlets since breakfast that morning. Checking in with reality once a day was enough for her.

“Ok, because this isn’t just something you can ignore, Kensie girl. That’s what you like to do. But this is too serious.”

“I know, Dad.” Did he forget they’d had this exact same conversation twenty-four hours ago?

“So tell me what precautions you’re taking. What will you be doing for spring break?”

She rolled her eyes, certain he could sense the gesture all the way from his printing office overseas. What time was it now in China anyway? Wasn’t it the middle of the night? “I’m staying at the Lindgrens’.” She’d told him her plans at least a dozen times by now. For someone who knew the name and origin of every little virus that reared its head in the developing world, her dad could be ridiculously forgetful.

“So Carl and Sandy are still taking that anniversary trip, are they?”

Kennedy moved the phone slightly away from her face to try to mask her annoyed sigh. “They’re just driving a few hours away. And it’s only for a night.”

“They’ve already gone?”

“No, they’re getting packed right now.” 

Even with the guest room door shut, Carl and Sandy’s good-humored bickering hummed in Kennedy’s one ear while her dad’s fretting echoed in her other.

“I really don’t get why they decided to go.”

“Because it’s their anniversary.” At least now that she was a college student and thousands of miles away in Massachusetts, she wouldn’t get grounded for letting so much exasperation lace her voice. “Some folks do that sort of romantic stuff, you know.”

“Not in the middle of an epidemic, they don’t.”

Kennedy glanced at her phone. They’d only been talking two minutes, and she was already sick of this conversation. What did her dad expect? For Carl and Sandy to put their entire life on hold because some people had come down with a bad infection? He might not know it from his little office in Yanji, but life was going on in spite of the fearmongering media. Passengers were still flying on planes. Children attending schools. Adults going to work, shopping for groceries, living their regular day-to-day lives. Maybe things were scarier for her dad way out there in Jilin Province, but here in the Boston area, there really wasn’t anything to worry about. This was just the kind of news story that her dad loved to fixate on. Another way he tried to control her life from the other side of the world.

“Ok, so tell me what kind of safety measures you’re taking. How are you going to make sure you’re not exposing yourself to anyone who’s possibly contaminated?”

Well, I’m not living in Bangladesh or near a herd of pigs, for one thing. Of course, that wasn’t the answer her dad was looking for. He didn’t need a geography lesson about the virus’s origins. He’d tracked the spread of the disease for weeks before the first confirmed cases arrived in the US, before the American public ever heard the words Nipah virus. But he was waiting for her answer, and unless she wanted him to find some germ-proof convent to lock her away in for the rest of her life, she had to appease his paranoia.

“I’m not going to shopping malls, airports, or any other places with crowds. I’m not eating out in any restaurants. I’ve got my Germ-X, and I’m using it regularly.” Even without her dad’s constant reminding, when did Kennedy ever forget her Germ-X? She was the most germophobic premed student at Harvard, an idiosyncrasy that her roommate loved to tease her about.

“So you’ll be staying inside all day then? That’s good. What about Carl and Sandy’s son? Is he old enough to wash his hands on his own yet?”

“Yeah, Dad. He’s in the third grade.”

“Well, you should probably still do it for him. Especially before you eat any meals together. And don’t cuddle much. Best to keep a safe distance.”

“All right.” She was only halfway listening now as she unpacked her clothes into the top drawer in the Lindgrens’ guest room.

“What about social get-togethers? Do you have anyone you’re planning to invite over while you’re babysitting?”

Kennedy suspected her dad was subtly referring to her boyfriend Dominic. The only thing more annoying than listening in while her dad’s crisis training kicked into high gear was talking to him about her love life, with all his awkward half-questions and insinuations. Last January, just two weeks after she’d officially started dating him, her dad actually asked about Dominic’s opinion on birth control.

“How in the world should I know?” Kennedy had shouted.

Apparently, her reaction pleased her father.

It was funny to think of her dad worrying about her and her boyfriend. Dominic had told Kennedy very early on in their relationship that he and his deceased wife hadn’t kissed until their wedding day. And he’d told her time and time again since then that he planned to take the same slow and steady approach in any future relationships he entered.

That was fine with Kennedy, at least mostly. No, it was totally fine. She didn’t have time to be worried about that sort of stuff anyway. She and Dominic spent time together once a week on Sundays. He’d pick her up and take her to his cousin’s home church. They’d go out for lunch after that, walk around Boston Common if the weather was nice, then say good-bye. They talked every couple nights on the phone, sometimes quick check-in calls but sometimes deep conversations where Dominic would allude to the stress he was under at work or Kennedy would ask him some of the Bible questions she’d been storing up.

They didn’t have a lot of time together, but it’s not like she could have offered Dominic a lot more anyway. Kennedy was taking double science courses this year, organic chemistry as well as biology, each with their own lectures and weekly labs. To top it off, she’d enrolled in an MCAT prep course that met two nights a week. Part of her early acceptance into Harvard Med School was contingent on her passing the entrance exam. After all the time and energy she’d put into her first two years of undergrad studies, she wasn’t about to fail.

She shook her head and remembered her dad was waiting for her response. “No, nobody’s coming over. At least nothing’s planned.” Should she mention that there was no way Dominic would come over to the Lindgrens’ house, regardless of the time of day or night, without the assurance of at least two other adults present? Kennedy appreciated his commitment to purity, but sometimes she wondered what he was so afraid of. Did he think she’d turn into some sort of sex-crazed fiend and molest him the minute she found herself alone in a room with him?

“Ok, that’s good. So basically, you’re staying home all day then? Not going anywhere?”

“Well, I have to take Woong to school tomorrow morning and pick him up again at three. But other than that, there’s nowhere else I have to be.” She was glad Carl and Sandy would only be gone for one night. She still wasn’t sure what she’d do to keep Woong entertained two afternoons by herself, but she’d come up with something. Woong had gotten a Wii for his birthday (a random date Carl and Sandy picked out of a calendar since the South Korean orphanage had no records of his birth), but Sandy was adamant that he couldn’t play more than half an hour on school days, and then only once he’d finished his homework, his quiet reading time, and his afternoon chores.

Kennedy just hoped that when Sandy came home, she wouldn’t be disappointed if she found the house a complete disaster. Kennedy had a hard time keeping her itty-bitty dorm room tidy. She had no idea how she’d keep up an entire house with a boy as rambunctious as Woong.

“So he’s still going to school this week?” her dad asked, and Kennedy couldn’t tell if his incredulous tone meant he wondered why all schools weren’t on the same spring break schedule as Harvard’s or why anyone would keep a Medford, Massachusetts elementary school open when a few unfortunate individuals across the state had found themselves fighting for their lives against some hitherto obscure Nipah virus.

“Yeah, there’s still school.”

Her dad whispered something under his breath. If Kennedy had to guess, it sounded most like unbelievable. She glanced at the time. Carl and Sandy were late.

“And what about groceries?” he asked. “Is there enough there or are you going to have to go shopping at all?”

Kennedy had only arrived at the Lindgrens’ an hour earlier. How did he expect her to have the entire next thirty-six hours planned out? 

“Sandy cooked a whole bunch of casseroles and stuff for us to heat up. There’s enough food here to last a month,” she told her dad.

He let out his breath. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that.” 
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“All right, pumpkin, I showed you where the lasagna is, didn’t I?” Sandy opened the fridge door absently and shut it again.

“Only about half a dozen times,” Carl replied. He had two overnight bags strapped over his shoulders and kept trying to make his way to the door that led to the garage.

“Well, you know we’re only going to be a few hours away. I gave you our schedule, right?”

“You printed it up and put a copy on the fridge, a copy in the bathroom, and a copy in the den. Don’t you remember?” Carl tried to adjust his pants while carrying so much luggage.

“I just want to make sure I’ve covered it all. I’m certain I’m forgetting something.”

“Like we need to check into the B&B in an hour and a half, and it’s going to take us twice that long to get there?”

Sandy shook her head and frowned. “No, that’s not it. I gave you the number for Woong’s pediatrician, didn’t I?”

Kennedy nodded, certain she’d find the number taped to the emergency contact list above the microwave if it weren’t already on the three-page handwritten note Sandy had penned in her flowing cursive that sat folded in Kennedy’s pocket.

“And I showed you where the car keys are hanging up by the garage door. Oh, that’s something I should have mentioned. Nick might stop by to borrow the Honda. Since we’re taking the van, I told him he could use the car whenever he needs.”

“Yeah, no problem.” Kennedy was just glad she wouldn’t be the one driving the church’s clunky, painted, hipster bus all over Massachusetts.

“Oh, that’s another thing,” Sandy went on. “Woong went to a birthday party last weekend, and he watched Princess Bride. It’s put all kinds of fancy ideas in his head, but the rules are no sword fighting in the house. And you’ve got to watch him because I think he learned a bad word. I’m not entirely sure. So you listen out for that and tell me if you run into any problems.”

Kennedy wondered how long ago it was that her own parents had worried about her picking up a bad word or two from a movie.

Sandy stared around the room. “So you know we won’t be home until late tomorrow night, right, love? Carl’s taking me out to a fancy dinner on the Isabella. It’s going to be so romantic.”

“If we ever make it there,” Carl grumbled.

“We’re almost ready, honey, just you wait.” She offered Kennedy an apologetic smile. “He’s upset because I’m taking him to see the opera tonight. It was the deal we made. Tonight the opera, tomorrow the new action movie with that famous guy playing in it. You know the one I mean. He’s in the movie with the lady, you know. The blonde one.”

Carl rolled his eyes. “Can we go now?” He nudged their bags a little closer to the door. “Otherwise I’ll have to stop and use the bathroom again.”

“Already? I’m serious, honey, you really need to stop drinking so much water. It can’t be good for your kidneys.”

“Actually ...” Carl began, but Sandy cut him off.

“Hold on, let me remember. There’s something I’ve got to tell Kennedy. Now what was it? You know Woong starts getting ready for bed at eight, right? It takes him quite a long time to settle down.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Kennedy said, not feeling nearly as certain as she tried to sound.

Sandy took a step toward the door then spun around on her heel. “Oh! That’s what it was.” She bustled past and pulled a piece of paper off the top of the microwave. “This is a letter from Woong’s school. I forgot to send it with him today. It’s already signed. It needs to go back with his things tomorrow. They just want to make sure we’re all going to be careful about not sending our kids to school sick. You know how it is with that virus scare.” She turned to her husband. “What’s it called again? Napa? Something like that?”

“Napa’s wine country.” Carl opened the door to the garage. “You’re talking about Nipah. The Nipah virus.”

“No, you’re thinking about where the Dalai Lama lives, aren’t you?”

“Not Nepal, woman! Nipah. It’s the Nipah virus.” Beads of sweat coalesced on Carl’s forehead.

“Oh, that’s right. Well, that’s why the school needs the letter, hon. Be sure Woong takes that form to school tomorrow or they might send him home.”

Carl shook his head. “Government overreach,” he mumbled.

“It’s an epidemic, darling. People have been dying.” Sandy’s voice was patient, her southern drawl even more pronounced than normal.

“People die all the time,” Carl inserted. “The way I see it, when it’s my time to go, nothing here’s gonna dare hold me back, and that’s true whether it’s old age or a freak accident or Nipah virus that shoots me off to glory. Now, I’m all for basic precautions. What I’m not for is fear and paranoia. The way the media’s slanting this, I guarantee you there’ll be riots before the week’s out. And then they’ll start rounding up carriers, enforcing quarantines, it’ll be 1984. It begins when the government steps in and denies parents their basic rights. Just like that little boy whose family refused chemo, remember him? Courts get a whiff of it and ...”

“I don’t think Kennedy needs to worry about chemotherapy today. She just needs to remember to get Woong’s form to school.” She turned to Carl with a smile. “Ok, babe. You ready?”

Carl sighed, dejected. “All right. I’m off my soap box.” He looked back once at Kennedy. “You be sure to call if you have any problems, you hear? Especially if your problems start in the hour to half-hour before the curtains rise at the opera. Got that?” He winked.

“Oh, you silly thing.” Sandy swatted him playfully and followed him into the garage, where the St. Margaret youth group’s tie-dyed Volkswagon bus waited for them. Kennedy had to chuckle at the thought of the Lindgrens actually driving that thing to dinner at Isabella’s and then the opera. Since she’d never learned how to handle a stick shift, she lucked out and would keep the much more respectable Honda to take Woong to and from school. 

“Have fun,” she called out after them. “And happy anniversary.”
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“Hey, there. How was your day?” Kennedy asked as Woong flung his backpack onto the seat next to her. Kennedy wasn’t sure which surprised her more, how quickly he had learned English or how fast he’d put on weight. Last summer when the Lindgrens brought all forty-two pounds of him home from South Korea, the pediatrician had said she’d guess he was only five or six, except the orphanage workers had pieced together enough of his personal history to know he had to be at least ten, probably even a little older. 

Woong sulked, and Kennedy had to remind him three times to buckle his seatbelt before they could start driving. She had no idea what an ordeal it was to pick up a child from Medford Academy. The line of cars stretched two blocks down the road. If Kennedy had been even a minute later, she would have had to wait all the way across the street or else the tail of the Honda would stick out into the intersection.

“How did school go?” Kennedy asked when she finally found an opening where she could pull out into the congested traffic. 

“Ok.”

“Anything interesting happen?” she pressed, remembering how much she hated these interrogation sessions with her own mother when she was Woong’s age.

“We got a sub.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Uh-huh.” He opened the glove compartment and pulled out one of the granola bars his mom kept perpetually stashed there. Kennedy thought about having him use some Germ-X first, but he was halfway through with his first bite, and she had to pay attention to the road. Who would have thought carpool moms could be so aggressive? 

“Where was your teacher?” she asked after turning onto a side street and finally escaping the minivan gridlock.

“Went home sick.”

“Oh.” Kennedy glanced at Woong, who was busy peeling his second granola bar. “Hey, why don’t you grab the little bottle of lotion from my backpack, ok? It’s in the front zipper. Right there. Just squirt a little on your hands and rub together. It helps.”

“Helps what?”

“Helps you not get sick.”

“Why?”

“It kills all the germs.”

“Yeah? How’s it do that?”

“It breaks down the fat layer surrounding the cell walls.”

“Huh?” 

“Never mind. Just clean your hands before you eat any more.”

After a few minutes of silence while he finished chewing, Woong asked, “Are my parents gone already?” He reached into a compartment beneath the car stereo and pulled out a baggie of goldfish crackers.

“Yeah, they left a little bit after lunch time.”

“When are they getting back?”

“Tomorrow night, but you’ll probably be asleep by the time they come home.”

“Does that mean I get to stay up late?”

“No, you still have school the next morning.”

He sighed dramatically. “I don’t like school.”

“Really? Why not?”

He shrugged. “Not enough snacks.” He shoved some crackers into his mouth and asked, “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in school, too? Don’t you go to Hogwarts or something like that?”

She smiled. “No, not Hogwarts. It’s called Harvard.”

“Oh. Then what’s Hogwarts?”

“Something else.”

“Ok. So why aren’t you there now?”

“It’s my spring break. We get a whole week off.”

Woong kicked the heel of his sneaker against the metal bar by his feet. “Medford Academy doesn’t get spring break until next week. My dad’s gonna take me to a Red Sox game next Monday. That’s a week from today, right?”

“Right. You know how many days that is?”

She could smell the cheddar cheese flavoring on his breath when he opened up his stuffed mouth. “Eight.”

“Close. It’s seven.”

“No, eight.”

“Seven,” she repeated and rattled off the days of the week. “See? That’s seven.”

He shook his head. “No, ’cause today’s Monday, and the game is Monday.” He held up his hands to count on his fingers. “It goes Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, then another Monday. That’s eight.” He shoved another handful of goldfish crackers into his mouth, and Kennedy wondered if Sandy had to vacuum out the car every single day to keep it free of crumbs.

“I guess you’re right.” Kennedy turned on Sandy’s praise and worship CD before the discussion could digress any further. What had she gotten herself into? When Sandy first asked her to stay with Woong for the night, Kennedy hadn’t thought that much about it. She didn’t have any major plans for spring break. Her roommate Willow would be out with her theater friends running around New York City. If Kennedy weren’t at the Lindgrens’, she’d probably just be relaxing in the Harvard library. It’d been such a busy semester, she hadn’t picked up a book for pleasure since Martin Luther King Day. Her entire reading list that semester was for the film as literature class she was taking. When she signed up for the course, she was expecting some Toni Morrison books, maybe a few foreign pieces, the sorts of flicks her dad didn’t like (“too artsy-fartsy”) and her mom didn’t care for (“too many subtitles”). She didn’t realize her professor was something of a Michael Crichton fanboy who apparently considered the time period between the release of Top Gun and the advent of The Matrix to be the golden age of cinematography. Oh, well. It was an easy A and a chance to get back into reading some thrillers, a genre she’d avoided when her PTSD was at its worst. The reading list, albeit unoriginal, was so extensive she found herself wishing she had time for the classics she’d grown to love. Now that the next day and a half stretched out before her, she thought of how relaxing it would be to spend the whole day reading and wondered if she was really the type who was cut out to babysit. At least Woong would be at school tomorrow. But what would they do with the rest of the day?

One hour at a time, she reminded herself.

Or maybe more like one minute.

Kennedy liked the melody of Sandy’s worship song, the haunting tune, but she wasn’t so sure about the lyrics. Healed by the grace of my precious Savior. What did that healing mean, exactly? She was still trying to figure it out. Dominic, chaplain for the Boston Police Department, said God could deliver her from her PTSD, that through the power of the Holy Spirit she could be completely free. It sounded nice. No, it sounded glorious. To be released from those talons of fear that would grip her heart at any hour of the day or night. To walk around campus without being afraid, to no longer find herself enslaved to panic, paralyzed and shaking from fear. Most of the time, she couldn’t even recall what spooked her out in the first place.

As encouraging as her boyfriend tried to be, she couldn’t shake the feeling this was all her fault. That if she were more spiritual, she could overcome these demons, whether they were real or figurative. Dominic had never said so, but his steadfast, unwavering faith made her feel ashamed that she still hadn’t found her perfect healing. Then there were people like Sandy, people who assured her that God could heal her completely if he wanted to, but if he chose to let her PTSD remain, it was so that through her weakness, the cross of Christ would be lifted up for all to see. Kennedy was all for God getting the glory, but wouldn’t he receive that much more glory and praise if he just snapped his fingers and took her trauma away?

Healed by the blood of the Lamb of God.

Woong reached out his small finger, grubby even after his liberal application of sanitizer, and punched off the music. “What’re we gonna do today?”

Kennedy took a deep breath. Back on campus, she was used to waking up at six in the morning to get an early start on her fetal pig dissection before meeting her organic chemistry study group in the student union for breakfast. She could sit in a lecture hall for four hours and take practice test after practice test to prepare for the MCATs and still keep up with her Bible study and almost daily quiet time. She’d survived a kidnapping, a car chase, a skyjacking. She could handle two days with Carl and Sandy’s son, couldn’t she?

“Well, what do you usually do when you get home from school?” 

Sandy had taken two and half hours that morning going over Woong’s schedule, but Kennedy had her suspicions that he might try to cheat the system. What kid his age wouldn’t? She expected he might try to convince her his mom let him play Wii until dinner or something like that, but he shrugged and grabbed another handful of goldfish. “We go home and have a snack.”

“Really?”

Sandy had warned her about Woong’s appetite. Now Kennedy wondered if she’d been too flippant when she told her dad there was a whole month’s worth of food stashed in the Lindgrens’ home. The way Woong ate, they’d be lucky to make it last until tomorrow night. 

She replayed her conversation with her overly harried father. She hated the way he always tried to make her even more afraid. As if her PTSD didn’t give her enough anxiety already. Kennedy wasn’t worried about this Nipah virus strain. Sure, some people were dying, but that was mostly in Bangladesh where the epidemic originated and other regions in Asia. It was different here in the States, with the decent sanitation systems and top-of-the-line healthcare system. Her dad was simply caught up in the media frenzy. This would be exactly like other epidemics in the past. People got sick, and then the researchers found a vaccine. That was their job.
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