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Author's Note




If you’ve picked up this book, you’re here for horror. That means grief, fear, violence, and trauma—sometimes seen, sometimes only felt. 
I don’t offer a traditional trigger warning, because horror works best when it unfolds. But if you’re carrying fresh wounds, please read with care. The human monsters in this book are just as real as the viral ones.

Here there be dragons.

—Len M. Ruth
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Chapter 1
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Jamie





August 21, Destination, Idaho



Jamie strained for a glimpse of the approaching fires in the dusty orange sky to the west. The forest on the other side of the cornfields wasn’t visible through the kitchen window, but she could smell fire on the breeze that rustled the curtains. 

Ed’s footsteps creaked down the stairs. 

She swept aside a few of the coupons littering the kitchen table, set her coffee down, and sat gazing at them with a mix of disdain and resignation. 

“Sky’s a funny color,” she said as Ed shuffled past her.

“Smoke from the fires,” he mumbled.

She watched him take the Laetanol bottle down from atop the fridge and tap one into his calloused hand. He filled a red jelly glass from the tap, swallowed the pill, then stared out the window just as Jamie had moments before.

“Do you think those are working?” She clipped a coupon for cornflakes from the circular and laid it on the growing pile.

“Do you?”

“I suppose,” she paused, looking at his muscular arms and back silhouetted against the orange sky. “You don’t seem as sad.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I don’t feel as sad.”

“So that’s it. You gonna do it?” she asked, changing the subject. His depression was a rabbit hole she’d rather not go down this morning.

“Yeah.” Ed turned from the window and leaned against the counter. “Harvester’s fueled.” 

“It’s a lot of money to lose,” she said, returning her attention to her coupons.

“We talked about this.” Ed sighed. “I can still sell the early corn. We’ll lose about ten percent on that acreage. Better that than lose it to the fire. Forest Service says it’ll make a good fire break. After harvest, they’ll come burn the stalks. Ted’s doing the same with his fields.”

“How long will you be?”

“Midnight, I figure.” He picked up the thermos and lunch bag she’d prepared for him.

Jamie rose and stopped him at the door. “I love you.” She put her arms around his sunburned neck and felt the hard muscle of his shoulders under her slender fingers. She did love him. Didn’t she? Or was it the idea of him? The ghost of Ed, the one she’d married, was bright and full of promise. A young college student on the rise like herself. And she’d been swept away by their love like a solar wind. Swept years later to his parents’ farm in Destination, Idaho, clipping coupons and putting up with his drinking.

“I love you too.” He put his arms around her. 

The lunch bag and thermos pressed against her back.

“It’s going to be alright, Jamie.” He kissed her. 

Jamie accepted the kiss, tasting the familiar tang of vodka. She wondered as she kissed him back if he meant the crops, the farm, the fire, their marriage? So many things weren’t right.

“Ew,” came a small, playful voice, “can I go outside?” Aella stood in the dining room doorway. 

As Aella ran the back of her hand across her nose, her fingers brushed the tips of long brown ringlets that framed her face and set them jiggling.

“Go blow your nose. You’re twelve years old. You shouldn’t have to be told,” Jamie said. “You’re not getting sick, are you?”

“No.” Aella went off in search of a tissue.

“Probably all the smoke in the air,” Ed said.

“I hope that’s all. I don’t want her sick for the big trip tomorrow.” Jamie rested her head on Ed’s chest and slipped her hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “I wish I could go with her.”

“She’ll be in good hands,” Ed said. “She’s got who? Cheryl Thompson, plus three other chaperones from her troop. She sold a lot of cookies to get there. Can’t keep her home now.” 

“I know. I just wish I could share the wonder with her. I always wanted to see the Smithsonian and the Lincoln Memorial.”

“I wish I could earn enough money so you didn’t have to wait tables. Take us on a real vacation. Speaking of money, I’ve got to get that harvester rolling before we lose everything.”

“Okay,” Jamie said. She kissed his cheek. Her eyes followed him down the steps and around the side of the house.

“Can I go out now?” Aella tossed a tissue into the trash. 

“You sure you feel okay?” Jamie asked, looking her over.

“I’m sure.” Aella gave her mother a sweet smile.

Jamie let out a breath. “If you’re all packed?”

“Yup.”

“Stay around the yard. Don’t wander off. That fire’s too close.”

“It won’t come here. Dad said. Isn’t that where he went? To harvest near the woods?”

“Yes, yes. Okay, go on, and don’t get your new sneakers muddy before the trip.”

“Okay.” Aella crossed the kitchen. The screen door made a “graaanngg” sound as she opened it.

“And don’t let the—” CLACK “—screen door slam.” Jamie shook her head and went back to her coupons.

“Mom, the eclipse is happening!” Aella’s voice floated in through the screen door a few minutes later.

Jamie went to the window. “I totally forgot about it. Don’t stare at it.”

“I know.” 

“I’ll bring out those special glasses.”

Jamie fetched the cardboard-framed plastic lenses and joined Aella in the yard. After making sure Aella put them on, Jamie put on her own. Then stared up at the cosmic spectacle. 

Smoke wafted low out of the cornfields and swirled around them. It barely registered through their dark glasses, just a faint gray shadow, but from the corner of her eye, Jamie could see its faint pink color. The swirling vapor vanished as quickly as it came, leaving a chemical taste on her tongue. Strange smoke. What the hell burned to make that shit? She shrugged it off and turned her attention back to the eclipse. The moon slid perfectly across the sun, creating the fiery halo of totality.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Carl





August 21, Bethesda, Maryland, Beachwood Assisted Living Center

“Enjoying your dinner, Mr. S?” Carl asked from the doorway. 

Dr. Anthony Silva looked up from the polished dinner service on the lustrous wooden tray. The beam of sunlight through the window gave his smile a sinister quality. “Technically, it’s Dr. S., but I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore.” He touched the knot of his tie to make sure it was straight.

“Really, Mr. S.? I’ve been taking care of you for three years now. Two years ago, you told me it was Okay for me to drop the ‘doctor.’ Still, we go through this absurd verbal dance every time.”

“Oh, Dr. Parks, I didn’t see that it was you. Where are my glasses?”

“You could see the TV just fine.” As he entered the suite of rooms full of luminous wood furnishings, Carl wondered how much of his fortune Silva spent making these rooms look like the inside of an old English manor house.

“Aren’t you afraid I’m going to tell the administration of this facility how disrespectful you are, and they will fire you?”

“What? And miss the pleasure of collecting your stool samples? You’d be doing me a favor.”

“This is exactly what I’m talking about.” Silva looked over the tray. “Care to join me, Carl?”

“What’s in it for me?”

“You can have my meds.” Silva smiled.

“No deal. Those are just placebos; everyone knows you hide the meds in your cheek and spit them out when we’re not looking. We’ve been mixing them into your food for months.”

“I don’t believe you. This is the best facility on the East Coast. Senators reside here. It’s not some cut-rate nursing home for indigents. They’re not mixing meds into my foie gras.” Silva prodded his food suspiciously with a silver fork.

“Suit yourself, and that’s chicken, not foie gras,” Carl said, taking a seat on the bed. “Are you going to eat your brownie?”

“How on Earth do you stay fit eating all my desserts, and presumably the desserts of the other residents?” Silva held out the brownie.

Carl took it with a dark, delicate hand. “Well,” he began as he broke off a piece of brownie and popped it into his mouth, “it used to be that between this job and working at the clinic, I was always on the go, but since I quit the clinic, I guess it’s just vigorous sex with my boyfriend keeping the unwanted pounds at bay.” He swallowed and popped another chunk of brownie into his mouth. 

“I’m trying to eat here, Carl, don’t be vulgar. Is that your modus operandi—putting the old man off his dinner so you can pilfer my food?” Silva cut his chicken into meticulous squares that were precisely the same size.

“Actually, Mr. S., I have something to tell you.”

Silva stopped cutting and looked up at him. “Oh?”

Carl sighed. He had been dreading this conversation. Silva wasn’t like the other residents of Beachwood; he was sharp and a doctor, like Carl himself. “I put in my two weeks’ notice today,” he said. “I’m starting at A. L. Memorial, at the trauma center.”

Silva set his cutlery down on the tray. “Well.” He cleared his throat. “Good for you. That is an excellent facility, excellent staff. I have no doubt you’ll do well.”

“I’ll come see you when I can.”

“Don’t lie to an old man, Carl. It isn’t nice. You will be working long shifts. In your off time, you are going to be fighting to maintain any relationships you have outside of the hospital. It was a long time ago, but I remember how hard it was.”

“I’m still coming.” Carl put the last of the brownie in his mouth.

“You are a good man, Carl, but your naiveté concerns me.” Silva ate his chicken in the awkward silence, occasionally flipping the channel on the muted TV.

When Carl sensed that the old man had nothing more to say, he rose to go. “I’ll still be around for you to torment for a couple more weeks.”

“It’s not very English, you know, talking about one’s feelings,” Silva said, “but I will miss you, Carl.” He paused, looking up at Carl. His eyes grew soft with emotion for a moment, then hardened. “Now get the hell out. I’m trying to watch the bloody tele.”

Carl smiled. He took a step, paused, then turned back. “You know, for a stodgy old bastard, you really are very sweet.” He placed his brown hand over the older man’s white, liver-spotted one. 

Silva looked up at him with an odd expression. He looked sad and tired.

The sunlight waned a few degrees.

Silva set his fork down. “In your life as a doctor, you will, from time to time, find yourself in a situation where you have to choose between the rules and your heart. Between helping patients or helping yourself.” He held Carl’s eye. “In those moments, stay as close to the rules as you can, but follow your heart. Don’t wind up like me: old and too full of worry and regret to die.”

Carl frowned. “Why are you talking like this?”

“Because I wish someone had said that to me.”

The light coming in through the window dimmed further.

“Okay,” Carl said. He squeezed the old man’s hand. “I’ll be back after my rounds.”

“See if you can’t lay hands on another one of those brownies. That looked good, and I regret letting you talk me out of it,” Silva called after him.

Minutes later, Carl was down the hall with another patient when he heard Silva’s voice.

“I don’t need a goddamn nurse; I need an outside line. Now!”

As Carl stepped into the hall, he saw Jody, the nurse, rush into Silva’s room. 

“Jody, I’m not senile. I just need an outside line!” Silva shouted.

“Why are you yelling like that? You are disturbing the other residents.” Jody’s stern voice drifted down the hall.

“I need to place a call. It’s a matter of life and death! Am I not speaking the Queen’s English?”

“Don’t worry, Dr.. Silva, everything will be alright. You are here at home in Beachwood. I’m just going to give you a little something to help you relax,” Jody said.

“Don’t patronize me, Jody, and don’t you come near me with that needle! I’m not losing my mind. I’m just trying to make a call!”

“Of course,” Jody said. “Just lower your voice and have a seat, then we’ll make a call.” Jody’s voice was softer now.

“I said it’s a matter of life and death! Are you listening to me, Jody?”

Carl ran into the room. “What’s going on here?”

“Carl, will you tell this patronizing—HEY!” Silva jerked back too late. Jody used the distraction to jam the needle into Silva’s arm and push the plunger down.

“Carl, Carl, will you tell Jod… Jo… Judas that I need to speak to… to… someone at the…”

Carl rushed in and caught Silva just as he crumpled and, with Jody’s help, eased him onto the bed.

The sunlight grew faint.

Silva wasn’t giving up consciousness without a fight. He grabbed Carl’s arm and looked at him, wide-eyed, “Carl, please, Carl… the call.” Then Silva slumped back, eyes closed, mumbling.

“Why did you dose him?” Carl asked, his face tight and drawn, his nostrils wide enough to vent steam from a locomotive.

“He was screaming, hysterical.”

“You didn’t even try to calm him down.”

“I did, actually, but he wasn’t lucid. He wasn’t rational.”

“Oh, bullshit.” Carl looked down at Silva. Even with his eyes closed, the man looked worried. Carl thought about what Silva said about being ‘too worried to die.’ Silva’s hands were still clenched. Livid brown spots stood out against the pallid skin.

“Your friendship skews your judgment,” she said.

The room grew darker still.

“Yours is skewed by your lack of compassion. Why are you even working here?”

“Twenty bucks an hour plus an amazing benefits package,” she said. Then she picked up the needle, and left. 

Carl uncurled the old man’s fists. He went to the cabinet, withdrew a soft blanket, and covered Silva. The sunlight coming in through the window all but vanished, leaving the once warm wood tones of the room’s furnishings cold and dark. “Anthony,” he whispered after he pulled the blanket up. “I don’t know what this is all about, but I’m going to help you.”

The sun went out completely.

“The Pentagon…” Silva murmured.  








  
  

Chapter 3
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Erica





August 21, Washington, DC, offices of The Washington Voice

Erica sat with her elbows on her dented metal behemoth of a desk, head in her hands. Auburn curls spilled out between her short, chubby fingers. A cacophony of ringing phones, conversations, and clicking keyboards surrounded her. 

Mary Washington sat down at the desk, facing Erica. “You missed the eclipse. A bunch of us went up on the roof.”

Erica raised her head, gave Mary a withering look, then lowered it again. A cell phone buzzed and vibrated on her desk. She ignored it.

“Bad meeting?” Mary asked.

Erica didn’t look up. “They’re all bad meetings.” Her cell phone buzzed again.

“You gonna get that?”

“Does it look like I am?”

“So, what happened? More dog and pony stories?” Mary asked sympathetically.

“I got a piece on the flu.”

“That’s great! A real story!”

“No.”

“What? Why not?”

Erica raised her head. “Because I’ve shoveled shit at this paper for five years doing, as you put it, ‘dog and pony stories,’ trying to prove that a woman can break into the boy’s club. And now that I got one, I need to call in a favor from a man. And not just any man, a man who might not even talk to me.”

Mary leaned in closer, resting her elbows on the desk. “Who? What man?”

“Tom.”

“Your ex?” Mary pressed.

“Yes.”

“The one who left you for the CDC job?”

“Yes, that’s the one. God, for a reporter you’re really insensitive.” 

“For a reporter you’ve got thin skin.”

Erica’s landline rang.

“You gonna get that?” Mary asked.

Erica flashed her a chainsaw look.

Mary picked up the phone. “Mary Washington, Washington Voice, Washington desk, Washington, DC… Did you say, Karl Marx… Okay then, I’ll see if she’s available.” She stabbed the hold button. “There’s some smart-ass named Carl Parks on the line for you,” she said, balancing the handset on the tip of her outstretched index finger.

“Thanks, Mary,” Erica said, taking the receiver. She reached across to Mary’s desk and tapped the hold button with the end of her pen. “Hi, Carl. Long time. How are you?”

“I’m well, Erica. How are you doing?”

“Slogging away at the boy’s club, same as always.” Erica paused, waiting for Carl to get to the point. He didn’t. “Is this a social call? I don’t mean to be rude. I’ve got something I need to be working on. Maybe we can get together for a drink soon?”

“No, Erica, not a social call exactly, although I’d love to take you up on that drink.”

“What’s up, Carl?”

“I had something happen today, and I can’t really explain it on the phone.” Carl paused again. 

Erica waited. As a reporter, she’d learned that the best way to get to the good stuff, sometimes, was to shut up and listen. Wait out the silences.

“Um, I think it might be important. I can’t explain why. Might be a story in it for you.”

“Oh, reluctance, mystery, and a gut feeling? Color me intrigued. I can meet you for a drink at the 21st Amendment tonight, say, eleven o’clock?”

“Okay, it’s a little late for me, though.”

“That’s the life of a reporter.” The editor’s secretary put a small pile of papers on Erica’s desk. Erica smiled at her, waved a hand in thanks, then set the papers aside.

“Okay then. The thing involves a man named Dr. Anthony Silva, so anything you can find out about him might help shed some light on it.”

“Okay, Carl, I’ll poke around a little.” She wrote the name on a sticky note and added it to the collection on the bottom of her monitor. “See you at eleven.”

“Thanks Erica, see you then.”

Erica hung up and let out a breath. The papers the editor’s secretary had just brought over were a bulletin from the CDC about this year’s flu season.

“Who’s Karl Marx?” Mary asked.

“Um, communist, wrote a manifesto,” Erica said without looking up.

“Your call, you know, meeting for drinks tonight?”

“Oh, Carl. He’s a friend.” Erica said, frowning at the memo.

“A special friend?”

“Try to get a grip on your hormones, Mary. He’s gay.”

“Someone has to be in touch with their hormones around here. You certainly aren’t. Have you even been on a date since Tom? That was what, two years ago?”

“If you want to make me feel like an emotional cripple, could we do that later? I have to jump on this flu story.” Erica said.

“What is it? What’s got you so engrossed?”

“CDC press release. It’s dry as toast, normal for the CDC, I guess, but it suggests the sky might be about to fall. No, suggests isn’t right. It implies that the sky could fall. Listen to this: The H20N13 flu virus is both very mild and very contagious. The virus has a long incubation period. It survives outside the body on surfaces for up to two months. The virus is so mild that many infected may believe they have a common cold. Many of the infected will choose to continue normal activity. Given these factors, it is estimated that infection rates will be the highest on record. The CDC urges frequent hand washing, good hygiene, and fastidious housekeeping. Do not touch your face while out in public and wash your hands immediately when you arrive home. The CDC also urges people feeling ill to stay at home and avoid contact with others.” 

Erica shifted her eyes to Mary. “What do you make of that?”

Mary shrugged. “Sounds like the bulletins we get from the CDC every year, except this flu doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Yeah, but the high infection rate and urging people to stay home doesn’t seem to match up to a really mild virus.”

“You gonna call Tom?”

“Yeah, I’m going to need a drink first.”

“Don’t put it off, Erica. If your spider sense is tingling, make the call. Drink after. Besides, if you’re half in the bag, will he even talk to you?”

“Yeah,” Erica said, “I guess.” The call went straight to voicemail. Erica left a message asking Tom to call about an important matter. While she waited for her phone to ring, Erica started looking into Dr. Anthony Silva. 


      [image: ]The Twenty-First Amendment wasn’t particularly dark, smoky, or loud, which made it one of Erica’s favorite places to meet people she wanted to lube with booze to get them talking. She scanned the oak and brass-adorned room and spotted Carl at a two-top table against the wall, drinking wine by himself. He rose as she approached, standing head and shoulders above Erica. As he hugged her, she felt her hair catch in his five o’clock shadow. 

“It’s so good to see you,” she said into his chest. He was a little thinner than she remembered, which made her feel self-conscious about the extra twenty pounds she wore. Her gaze lifted to his dark, perfect face. “You look great!”

“So do you,” Carl said, “If I was straight, I’d—”

“Yeah, yeah, spare me, Carl. I look like crap. I’m going to get a white zin.

Carl motioned to the glasses of wine on the table. “I took the liberty.”

“You remember.” She smiled. She really did miss him.

“Do you know how many empty bottles of white zinfandel I had to lug to the curb when you stayed with Brian and me? How could I forget?”

“You make me sound like a lush.”

“If the shoe fits…” He grinned.

“Shut up, Carl. I’m sorry I haven’t kept in touch. I don’t want to be the friend that only calls when she needs something.”

He waved her away. No. Besides, I called you. I need something from you this time. Maybe. I guess I’m that friend.

She frowned. “What do you mean ‘maybe?” 

“I’ve been having second thoughts about involving you. It’s probably nothing.”

“Uh-uh, Mr., I put a bunch of time in on this. I’ve got the start of a decent dossier on Silva already, so spill. There must be something to it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t meet me in the middle of the night. Let’s have it.”

Carl sighed, sipped his wine, and began. He told Erica about his relationship with Silva. “So today I told him I was quitting. I’m going to work at the trauma center at Abraham Lincoln Memorial—”

“Hey, congratulations!”

“Thanks. Anyway, when I told Silva, he starts giving me this weird speech about following my heart in medicine more than the rules.”

“Sounds like good advice.”

“Yeah. But he ended it with this line about being too old and full of regret to die. It was weird.”

“Okay?” What the hell was he getting at?

“I know that doesn’t sound like anything, but then a few minutes later, he’s screaming hysterically for someone to ‘get him an outside line.’ You have to understand this is a very sharp, very sedate Englishman. Anyway, he’s so hysterical that a nurse came in and gave him a shot.”

“How is he?”

“He’s fine, probably still out cold from the sedative. Anyway, right before he passed out, he said something about the Pentagon.”

“What was he doing when all this started?”

“Just watching TV.” 

“And there was no one in the room talking to him?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then something on TV probably set him off.”

“That makes sense,” Carl admitted.

“Is he a Fox or CNN kind of guy?”

“He’s a doctor from England.”

“Okay,” Erica smiled, “CNN then. Let’s see what CNN was showing today.” Erica poked and swiped at her phone for a minute. “Okay, here’s what CNN has for top stories: there’s a push for legal pot in Texas—”

“Won’t pass,” Carl said.

“No shit. They have the CDC bulletin about the flu—”

“What CDC bulletin?”

“Later. Focus. Let’s see… healthcare is dead on The Hill again, wildfire threatening Fort Johnson, a dead sports star, and the eclipse…” she trailed off.

“What? The sports star?”

Erica went digging through her shoulder bag and came out with a notepad. “That fire thing might tie into something I found. Let’s see, there was a picture with Dr. Silva published in Stars and Stripes…” she flipped pages. “Yes, taken at Fort Johnson. The caption read, “Dr. Silva works to help soldiers in Vietnam, Fort Johnson, Idaho.” She looked at Carl. “Got any idea what he did at Fort Johnson? He ever talks about it?”

“No, not a word. Never heard of Fort Johnson.”

“The article attached to the picture ran in Stars and Stripes in ‘73. That’s the last year we were in Vietnam, isn’t it?”

“I’ve never been to Vietnam.” Carl smiled.

“Don’t be an ass, Carl, you know what I mean.” She looked at her notepad. “The article is no help, really. It just says he was working on a special project, but it does connect him with Fort Johnson, which is burning to the ground as we speak.” Erica sipped her wine. “Question is: why did Silva flip out when he saw the Fort Johnson story?”

“No idea.” Carl sipped his wine. “What else did you find out about him?”

“I didn’t do an exhaustive background check, mind you. I just looked around for news stories. The only other thing I found was a story from 2002. Silva was the leader of a team at World Drug that developed Laetanol, a revolutionary anti-depressant.” She didn’t mention that she took Laetanol.

“Do you think there is a connection?”

“I doubt it. They are thirty years apart, military versus civilian.” She took a big swallow of wine. “I think your instincts were right. Might be a story here. I need to talk to Silva.”

“I’ll talk to him as soon as I can. I’ll see if he is ready or willing to talk to you.”

“Tell him no one at the Pentagon is going to talk to him. A retired doctor that worked for them forty years ago? They’re just not. His best bet, and this is the truth, is to let me help him bring whatever it is to light.”

“I guess,” Carl said, but he didn’t sound so sure.

“Trust me. I do this for a living. You have my word that I’ll leave his name out of it if that’s what he wants.”

“Okay,” Carl said, though his expression left the impression he wasn’t convinced.

“Carl,” she took his hand across the table, “I’m not so ambitious that I would screw over a friend for a story, especially not you.” 

“Okay, Erica, I’ll talk to him as soon as he’s up to it.”

“I’ll poke around some more, see if I can find anything else.”

“Thank you, Erica. It really is good to see you.”

“Cheers,” she said. They clinked wine glasses, then drained them.








  
  

Chapter 4
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Sarah





August 22, Bitter Butte, Montana

Sarah Sampson grunted and pushed her lithe middle-aged body through another series of jumps, tumbles, kicks, and punches. She paused to towel her face, then grabbed a practice sword from its holder on the wall of her dining room turned dojo. She went through her routine, swinging the sword in controlled arcs. Sarah practiced alone. No one else in Bitter Butte practiced the art of Wushu, or what most people (especially denizens of Bitter Butte) called Kung Fu. 

Sarah finished with the sword and toweled again. When the towel came away from her eyes, Laura leaned on the practice room archway.

“Where’d you learn all that karate stuff?” Laura asked, tucking her corn-colored hair behind her ear.

“When did you come in?” Sarah asked, annoyed at the intrusion.

“Couple minutes ago.”

“Koontz! Dickens!” At this command, Koontz, her German Shepherd watchdog, and Dickens, Sarah’s black lab, appeared in the archway next to Laura. “You two are fired! Who else will you let in without barking? Fired! Now go on!” 

They went.

“So, where’d you learn it?” Laura asked.

“Long story.”

“You always say that about everything. It looks cool. I’d like to try.”

“I used to go into Billings on the weekends.” Sarah replaced the towel in its holder. “A friend of a friend had a dojo there.”

“Oh, maybe you could teach me?”

“I’m not a teacher.”

“You’re a great teacher!” Laura spread her hands. “Look at all the stuff you’ve taught me around here!”

“We’ll see. How was your trip to Idaho?”

“Boring, except for stopping to see the eclipse. That was cool. Last trip as a family before I graduate, then I’m out of here.” Laura motioned with her thumb.

“I want you to go to college. Though, a selfish part of me wants you to stay and work for me. Speaking of work, did you get the proposal submitted?” 

“Yes, your grant proposal is on its way. It should do well. There’s lots of money out there for no-kill shelters. I also got all the new arrivals posted on the adoption page of the website. I was going to go out to clean the bird barn. Unless you’ve got something else?”

“No. Thanks for doing the paperwork. You know how much I hate that stuff.”

“Yeah,” Laura grinned, “you’re crappy at it too. I mean, really, how did you stay in business before you hired me?”

“Hey!” Sarah tried to put on a hurt face, but she couldn’t help smiling. The girl was right. They both knew it. “Okay, head out to the bird barn. I’ll come to help you in a few minutes.”

“Teach me karate!”

“This again?” Sarah turned and mopped her face without taking the towel from the rack.

“I’m not letting you off the hook with ‘we’ll see,’” Laura said.

“First of all, it’s Wushu, and second, just because I can do it doesn’t mean I can teach it. I might not be any good.”

“You must be pretty good. You broke Mr. Sterling’s arm.”

Sarah’s finger shot out. “That guy is a dick—”

“His first name is Dick,” Laura giggled.

“Second, how do you know about that?”

“Everyone knows. The whole town is talking about it.”

“Terrific. Look, Laura, that was a stupid mistake. I shouldn’t have done that. I lost my temper, and that’s a big no-no in any martial art, and it’s exactly why I have no business teaching you.”

Laura gave her an appraising look she wasn’t at all comfortable with. “How come you dye your hair black and cut it so short? I bet you have beautiful blond hair.”

“Okay, this is getting awfully personal. Why are you asking?”

Laura looked down. “My mom says you are a lesbian. She says she doesn’t want me to work here anymore.”

“I don’t know what to say. I would really miss you around here. You do an amazing job, and I don’t know how I would ever replace you. Do you still want to work here?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Are you uncomfortable working with me?”

“No.”

“Then tell your mama it’s none of her business.”

“She’ll say, ‘As long as I’m under her roof—’”

“Ah, an oldie, but a goodie. I heard that a lot when I was your age. Let’s sit down and talk.” Sarah got a beer for herself and a coke for Laura. In the living room, she handed Laura a coke over the second-hand store coffee table with buckled veneer. The beat-up easy chair with seventies avocado green upholstery creaked as Sarah sat. She sipped her beer, stalling. Handling people was not her forte. Nor was talking about herself. Or talking at all, really. This was why she worked with animals and lived on an isolated ranch in East Nowhere, Montana. 

Laura sat bolt upright; her unopened coke sweated a ring of condensation into the collection of similar rings on the coffee table. 

Sarah wiped her brow, still sweating from her workout and the summer heat trapped by the old farmhouse. “Well…” She wasn’t sure how she was going to do this. “I guess I should start by saying I’m not a lesbian. There’s nothing wrong with being a lesbian. I’m just not one. As for my hair, I cut it and dye it because I want people to look at me and think, ‘I’ll just leave that one alone.’”

“So, if you’re not a lesbian, what’s your deal? I’ve never seen you with a boyfriend.”

“My deal?” 

Dickens, sensing her stress, put his soft black head on the thigh of her jeans. King, Sarah’s hundred-pound pit bull, heard the note in Sarah’s voice, entered the room, and sat staring at Laura. Koontz followed him and sat with his tan and black flank touching the side of Sarah’s leg.

“Yeah, your deal,” Laura replied, “Straight, bi, transgender—”

“Whoa-whoa-whoa Laura, this is very personal stuff. You’re charging around like a bull at a rodeo. This might be how you talk about it with your friends, but it isn’t the way you should talk to anyone else. Since you ask, though, and I consider you a friend, I’ll tell you. I don’t really have a deal. I’ve got no use for romance.”

“Okay. I’m sorry if I was rude. It’s just that I’ve never met anyone who is different like you.”

Sarah sipped her beer and petted Dickens. “No, I suppose you haven’t,” she said, smiling despite her awkwardness. 

“So, you never met anyone you wanted to fool around with?” 

“Jesus, Laura…”

“Sorry. I just can’t imagine getting old and being alone—” Laura stopped.

The kid—though she was seventeen, Sarah thought of her as a kid—was so cute in her embarrassment Sarah couldn’t help but soften. “Old? Old!”

“Sorry.” Laura cringed.

“Let me tell you something, kid: fifty is the new thirty.”

“Which is still old.”

Sarah shot the girl a look of mock anger. “As for alone: I have three of the best friends a girl could ask for.” She scratched Dickens between the ears.

“Four,” Laura said, cracking open her coke and raising it to Sarah.

“Four of the best friends.” Sarah agreed and raised her beer to the girl.

“So, I’m your only human friend?”

“I said best friends, not only friends; I have Sheriff MacFarlane and Nancy.”

“Yeah, but they are like your mom and dad, so it doesn’t count.”

“Yeah, but they’re not, so it does.”

“You need to get out more. Maybe you’ll even meet a someone you like.”

“I’m just fine.”

“Animal friends aren’t as good as human friends.”

“No, Laura, they’re better. People will always let you down. No matter what they say or how hard they try, they always do.”

“Wow, that’s dark. People are good. They help each other when times are hard. They take care of each other.”

“Yeah, when it’s convenient. Take your philosophy and try to get a starving man to share a sandwich. Everyone thinks they are the good guy. Let me ask you this: if any animals here could talk, would they say about people? Parrots that live to be one hundred get dumped here because ‘my new apartment doesn’t allow pets,’ or dogs who have bonded with the children in a family, dumped here because they keep getting into the trash. What about the ones we take because other shelters are going to kill them? What do you think they’d say about people?”

“I bet they’d say: ‘I’m glad there are people like Sarah and Laura to take care of us and help us find new homes.’” Laura took a victory sip of her coke.

Sarah snorted.

“Why are you so down on people, anyway? Did your mom drop you on your head when you were a baby or something?”

“My mom was amazing. When my dad died in Vietnam, her heart broke. She broke.” Sarah hadn’t thought about it in a long time. Hadn’t let herself think about it. The awkward subject of her ambiguous sexuality and now talk about her parents soured Sarah’s post-workout endorphin rush. Long-suppressed emotion strained against her hard veneer. 

“See, she didn’t let you down.”

“Yes, she did.”

“How?”

“She died.”

Laura looked away.

The words tumbled out. Sarah couldn’t stop herself; somehow, this girl got to her. “I won’t tell you what happens to a pretty blond girl in the foster care system in the Florida swamps, but I will tell you it makes you not want to be pretty and blond… ever. I will tell you it makes you change the way you think about people.” Sarah looked at the urn of her mother’s ashes with her father’s dog tags draped over it. She could see it through the doorway to the hall. Its brass surface shone in the sunlight coming through the screen door. 

Laura shifted awkwardly on the couch. 

“I’ve been thinking about taking a trip to see my father’s name on the Vietnam wall.” Sarah realized she was talking more to herself than Laura. Time to wrap this up. “So,” she spoke so suddenly that Laura jerked to attention, “Did you get your answers? Figure out what to tell your mom?” Sarah’s voice came out a little harder than she meant it to. She tried to smile warmly at Laura. This was the longest conversation she’d had with a person in years—and it wasn’t about animals. Sarah wasn’t sure she’d ever shared all this. And as much as she hated to admit it, it felt good.

“I guess I’ll say you’re not a lesbian. Just someone who’s had a hard life and wants to be left alone.”

“Sounds good,” Sarah smiled.

Laura looked down.

“Laura, look at me. It’s okay. You’re my friend.”

“I won’t let you down,” Laura said.

“Don’t worry about me. Just don’t let them down.” Sarah pointed to the animal barns. “Now, let’s forget all this and go clean some bird shit.” Sarah gulped the rest of her beer and set it down hard on the coffee table. Dickens jumped to his feet, tail wagging.

Laura sneezed.

“Are you getting sick?” Sarah asked.

“I’ve got a scratchy throat. I might be getting a cold.”

“Terrific,” Sarah said.








  
  

Chapter 5
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Jamie





August 22, Destination, Idaho

Jamie Hargrave sat behind the wheel of the family’s old blue Chevy pickup with a lump in her throat. She glanced at Aella, and wished she was going on the trip, too. Aella’s runny nose and sneezing seemed a little worse today. Not good. Jamie felt the telltale tickle in her throat. She was  not getting sick. The family just couldn’t afford for her to miss a shift waiting tables at the truck stop. 

Aella sneezed and lifted her arm to wipe her nose on her sleeve.

“Use a tissue! For goodness’ sake, Aella, we stuffed every one of your pockets with them.”

“Okay, Mom, sorry.” Aella pulled a crumpled tissue from the pocket of her sweatshirt and blew her nose. 

Jamie pulled the pickup into the church parking lot and stopped near the fifteen-passenger van. She hauled Aella’s suitcase from the truck, then bent down to say goodbye. “You be good. Do everything Mrs. Thompson and the other chaperones tell you. Remember to say please and thank you, and remember to use your tissues.”

“I will, Mom.” Aella squeezed her mother.

“Have a lot of fun,” Jamie said as the lump in her throat reasserted its presence.

“I will.”

“And remember, I love you very much.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

Jamie walked over to the troop leader. The two women talked about the itinerary: once they landed in Washington and checked into the hotel, the girls would call their parents, then tomorrow, a White House tour and a bus tour around the city. Next day: Lincoln Memorial and so on. Jamie told Mrs. Thompson that Aella had the sniffles. Probably from all the wild fire smoke in the air. 

Afterward, Jamie called Aella over from where she was playing tag with the other girls and hugged her one last time before she got in her truck. She both felt the urge to cry and felt silly about it. Lots of mothers spent a lot less time with their kids than she did, and they were good parents, weren’t they? Aella was only going for a week. The entire train of thought was ridiculous. Jamie turned on the radio to lose herself in the music, but the radio gods conspired against her. First, the Dixie Chicks sang about a girl leaving home in Wide Open Spaces, then, of course, they just had to play “In My Daughter’s Eyes.” The bastards. Then the waterworks started. The tears lasted until she changed the station to classic rock. She felt better by the time she reached her driveway. Better still when she saw Joe Collins pulling off the dirt track with two fully loaded trailers of corn. Joe threw her a wave, and she returned it, dumbstruck. When she pulled up to the house, Ed was sitting on the porch drinking coffee and smiling a big old confident smile she hadn’t seen in years, the one she fell in love with. 

“What was Joe Collins haulin’?” She asked as she walked up to the porch.

“Corn.” Ed grinned, just a bit too wide. Jamie could tell it wasn’t just coffee in his cup.

She put a hand on her hip and tilted her head. “No shit, Ed.”

Ed’s grin broadened a bit. “He was haulin’ last night’s harvest.”

“Last night’s harvest?” She walked over to him.

“Bobby called this morning. He heard we were harvesting early because of the fire. He had a rush order from some gourmet restaurant chain. We agreed on a price, then Bobby came over and loaded up.”

“And the price?”

“Top dollar,” Ed said, his grin rounding the corner from wide and progressing to shit-eating. “But that’s not the best news.”

She waited. Ed was deliberately waiting for her to ask, partly to draw out the suspense, partly just to irritate her. She knew the game well. If she played her part, she would get what she wanted. “What?”

“I got up early and walked out to the edge of the forest. The buffer zone held. Forest Service was out there putting out a few hotspots. They said to leave the irrigation on for a day or two, but the danger’s over.”

“Yes!” She placed her hand over his on the coffee cup and guided it to the table. Then she straddled him. As they kissed, long-dormant things stirred—warm, wet, remembered.

“You know,” she murmured, “I’ve got an hour before work. If the farm’s saved, the corn’s sold, and the house is empty…” She smiled, voice dipping into a mock-pleading drawl, “but you were up late, and up early… probably too tired.”

“The hell I am!” he barked, nearly tossing her from his lap as he jumped up. “Last one upstairs makes lunch!” he called, already halfway to the stairs. His shirt was over his head before the screen door slammed behind him.

Ed left a trail of clothes going up. Jamie followed, peeling off layers—until a sudden sneeze caught her mid-shirt.
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The day started cool, but warmed considerably. Aella took off her sweatshirt, tissues bulging from its pockets, and draped it over her suitcase in the back of the van. As she ran with her friends in the parking lot, so did her nose. She alternated between snuffing the mucus back in and wiping her nose on her hand. Once in the van, Aella sneezed, sending an invisible cloud drifting around the vehicle in the air conditioning current. 

At the airport, the girls sprinted back and forth on the moving walkways, running their hands along the black rubber handrails. They played musical chairs at the gate. As they boarded the plane, Aella tapped the armrest of each seat on either side as she followed Mrs. Thompson down the aisle. For the first part of the flight, the girls talked and laughed. Each, including Aella, used the restroom. Eventually, Aella, worn out from the excitement and the day’s early start, fell asleep. Mucus dripped from her nose into the seat-back. 

She woke as the plane landed in Washington. Aella sneezed, then rooted around in the pocket of her sweatshirt for a tissue. She blew her nose and stuck the dirty tissue back into her pocket. As the plane taxied to the jetway, she looked out the window, wide-eyed. Mrs. Thompson and the other chaperones had difficulty controlling the rambunctious girls once they were free from the aircraft. Aella ran up and down the escalators, her germy hands sliding along the handrails. Another sneeze on the shuttle to the hotel, sending another invisible cloud floating among the international travelers. She touched the push bar on the hotel’s revolving door, which the girls played in, laughing and yelling, until Mrs. Thompson scolded them and made them sit in the overstuffed lobby chairs. Aella couldn’t stop smiling. This was the best day ever.
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Jamie Hargrave woke from her brief post-sex nap. She eased out of bed carefully so as not to wake Ed. She wanted him to get extra rest after the stress of the last twenty-four hours. The only sounds were the rustling of her uniform and the old farmhouse creaking. She worked her long brown hair into a dowdy bun and put on a touch of makeup. Just enough to hide the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, but not enough, she hoped, to encourage the horny truckers she served.

As she left, she leaned over and kissed Ed’s cheek. “I love you, Ed. Things will get better. I just know it.”

Ed stirred, said, “I love you too,” then rolled over onto his stomach and fell back to sleep.

Jamie admired his sleeping body for a moment. His lightly haired, muscled legs ended in an ass that Jamie thought was pretty good for a middle-aged guy. He didn’t have the paunch that so many men gained at his age. His back dipped in at the waist and broadened out into muscled shoulders. He had a farmer’s tan, which started in the middle of his biceps and extended down to cover his large, powerful hands. She smiled. For all his faults, Ed was a good man. A handsome man. And he was hers. 

She drove the eight miles to the interstate truck stop. During her shift, a sneezing fit came so suddenly Jamie barely had time to turn her head and sequester them into her shoulder. She was pretty sure she had missed the plates of food lined up on the stainless-steel counter.

The rest of Jamie’s shift was a losing battle with an increasingly runny nose. Jamie did her best to keep clean. She washed her hands every time she blew her nose, leaving them dry, raw, and red. More than one hundred interstate travelers ate from the plates she served during her shift.
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Erica





August 23, Bethesda, Maryland

Erica’s impatience got the better of her. Instead of waiting for Carl to tell her Dr. Silva agreed to see her, she drove to the Beachwood Assisted Living Center. The old Toyota Camry’s air conditioning strained to keep her cool as she worked on the CDC story in the parking lot and waited for the phone to ring. She needed Tom to call back soon, or the article would fall flat. 

One thing that intrigued her about the Silva story was that he developed Laetanol, the drug she took for depression. After her breakup with Tom, she had nowhere to go and slept on Carl’s couch. The self-esteem crushing one-two punches sent her to the therapist who prescribed the drug. It helped a lot. Laetanol gave her the strength to keep going, so she kept taking it. Now she wanted to dig up the dark bones its creator buried somewhere in Idaho. 

The phone rang. Tom’s old picture lit up the screen, opening a fresh wound in Erica’s scarred heart. She hit the ‘accept’ button. 

“Hi, Tom.”

“Hi Erica,” he said, then after an uncomfortable pause, “I’m… returning your call.”

“Right,” she said, shelving her feelings and slipping into reporter mode. She racked her brain. How to even begin this conversation? Nothing.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Not really, Tom.” She decided that honesty, and maybe Tom’s sympathy, would be her best bet. “Things aren’t going so well at the paper. I honestly haven’t been able to get a decent assignment.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Then another awkward pause. “How’s Jinx?”

“I had to put her to sleep six months ago; feline leukemia.”

“I’m sorry, Erica, really.” Then another long pause, “I’m sure you didn’t call specifically to depress me, so…”

Jesus Christ, he always made it about himself. She did her best to ignore his last statement, at least outwardly, and dug in. “Tom, I was hoping you could shed some light on this CDC bulletin about the flu.”

“What specifically about it, don’t you understand? It’s pretty self-explanatory.”

Oh my god, you condescending, effete, jackass! “Well, the bulletin said the virus has a long incubation period and low virulence. That’s a good thing, right?”

“Well, actually, the incubation period can be up to two weeks. It can also be as short as two days. However, a long incubation period is less desirable. Infected people can carry and spread the virus for a long time without knowing it. The host organism—people—are most contagious the day before symptoms manifest. When you combine that with low virulence, you have a recipe for a massive global pandemic.”

“I see. The low virulence means people won’t get that sick, right?”

“Well,” Tom said, “it means that people won’t feel very ill, but it also means that they won’t stay home. Instead, they will most likely continue their normal routines, exposing a much larger number of people to the virus.”

“But if it’s not that bad, what’s the big deal?” Erica did her best to skirt the fine line between playing dumb to get his ego to explain and having him realize she was manipulating him.

“The big deal,” he said as if he were talking to a child, “is the more infections there are, the greater the chance the virus will mutate into something worse. Flu viruses aren’t static or stable things; they change all the time.”

“The release had a bit of an alarmist tone. Are there other concerns?”

“Are we on the record?”

Damn. She knew he would ask, eventually. “Tom, I really need this story.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Erica.”

“Yes, we are on the record,” she sighed.

“I am done talking about this.”

“Come on, Tom, I won’t use your name.”

“I could lose my job if someone connects us.”

“Tom, the public has a right to know. You’d be saving lives.”

“Don’t give me that ‘for the public good’ crap, Erica. When the CDC feels it’s time to release further information, it’ll do so. That’s our job. We’re here to save lives.”

“I’m not trying to play you, Tom. I’m trying to get a story.” 

“Those two things are the same. You are playing me like an old record. That’s a crappy thing to do with love, Erica.”

“I hoped we could still be friends. I called a friend because I need a little help.”

“Friends don’t throw love away, Erica. They don’t estrange themselves for years, then call out of the blue for a favor. You called because you know I still carry a torch for you, and you wanted to use that to advance your career.”

“I… Tom, I didn’t know that. I thought you’d moved on. You never called after you left. How would I know?”

“I didn’t call because you broke my heart,” he said, almost in a whisper.

Another call beeped in on Erica’s phone. She ignored it. “I’m sorry. When you left, I still loved you. But long distance relationships don’t work. And my career is just as important as yours. I didn’t want to follow yours around the country.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

The irony of her having to call Tom for help with her stalled career brought Erica close to tears. Tom’s biting sarcasm crushed that sentiment. “If I say a source inside the CDC, will you speak on the record?” Erica asked, in one last attempt to make the call worth more than an à la mode helping of heartbreak revisited. 

“No.”

“An unnamed source?”

“Okay, fine, but no CDC.”

Erica sighed. An unnamed source with no credentials wouldn’t cut it. She’d need someone official to comment on what Tom had told her.

“Okay, what’s different about this year’s flu—besides incubation time and mild symptoms? What’s got the CDC spooked?”

“The CDC isn’t spooked. The CDC is concerned. This strain hasn’t shown up in over forty years. So anyone under forty has no antibodies. People over forty who had it back then might have some protection—but this version’s slightly different. Even those with antibodies to the old strain could be at risk.”

“The bigger concern,” he continued, “is that this virus mutates more easily than typical flu strains. One genetic shift, and we’re talking global pandemic. It could make 1918 Spanish flu look like a chickenpox party.”

“Obviously, there are a lot of ifs and unanswerable questions. That’s why the CDC hasn’t released more information. We don’t want a global panic. Erica, I want you to think very carefully about what you print. Even if you can find a source that will confirm it. Seriously, you could be responsible for starting a panic that will cost a lot of lives.”

Or for saving a lot of lives. “Okay, one last question. You said the virus hadn’t been around for over forty years. When exactly?”

“Nineteen seventy-three,” Tom said. “I have to get back to work.”

“Thank you so much, Tom. I really appreciate it.”

“One more thing, Erica.”

“Yes?”

“Wash your hands a lot and don’t touch your face.”

“Okay, Tom.” The way he said it sent a shiver up her spine. His tone suggested that he was giving advice to a death row inmate, yet there was a loving quality to his words too. Despite the contentious nature of the call, she remembered all the reasons she loved and missed him. “We should have a drink with you if you are ever in DC.”

“I’m never in DC.” He hung up.

Erica sat for several minutes, trying to get the genie of her emotions back in its bottle. When the lump in her throat was gone, she remembered the call that had beeped in while she got her heart knocked around. There was a voicemail from Carl: Silva agreed to speak to her. She thought about calling, but the old Camry’s air conditioning was losing the battle with the DC heatwave. Best to just show up and hope for the best. She gathered her things into her shoulder bag and headed across the parking lot to Beachwood. Her shoes clicked on the hot blacktop, and her wide-legged slacks swished, creating a breeze on her legs. A blast of cool air hit Erica as she pushed open the many-windowed double doors and stepped up to the reception desk. “Erica Goldman to see Dr. Silva,” she said before the receptionist could speak.

“Are you expected?” The woman checked something on the computer.

“I believe so,” Erica said through her most pleasant smile. 

The receptionist plucked her glasses from a chain of black beads around her neck and forced the ends through the tight bun above her ears. “Please have a seat, Miss Goldman,” she said, motioning with her now magnified gray eyes toward the little waiting area to Erica’s left.

“Sure,” Erica said. She sat on the elegant and comfortable sofa. This was a nice place. No smell of stale flowery perfume, mothballs, or antiseptic; the only thing Erica smelled was money. The table in front of her was solid wood, not laminate. The burgundy carpet was plush and free of stains.  

After a minute or two, Carl rounded the corner. “Miss Goldman,” he said with a wink.

“Yes,” she said, following his cue not to betray that they knew each other.

“Right this way.” He led her down the hall to the right of the reception desk. The carpet gave way to polished hardwood floors, not the linoleum one would expect. There were widely spaced doors on either side of the hall, all heavy wood, all immaculate. Carl knocked on the third door to the right. A muffled “come in,” filtered through the oak. 

Carl entered, then held the door for Erica. 

She hesitated. The old man sat on the edge of the bed, well, but hastily dressed. His expensive dress shirt was misbuttoned by one hole, and the waist of the likewise posh suit pants was twisted far to the right, causing the leg creases to veer hard to starboard. The man noticed her hesitation at the door and said, “come in, please, Miss — is it Miss or Mrs.?” He had a cultured British accent Erica found instantly charming.

“Miss,” she said.

“Close the door, Miss Goldman, if you would be so kind, and have a seat.” He indicated the chair by the bed that faced the TV. “Can I offer you a beverage? I’m afraid it will have to be something benign, like water or iced tea. They won’t let me keep anything stronger in here, I’m afraid.”

“I’m fine,” she said, though she was dying for some water.

“Come, come, Miss Goldman, it’s a hot day, and you look a bit flushed. I believe I could use a drink myself, so it’s no trouble.”

“If it’s no trouble, I would love a water.” 

Silva smiled. “No trouble at all.” As he rose slowly off the bed, he said, “Carl, I’d like you to stay too if you can arrange it.”

“Of course, Dr. Silva.”

“I see,” he said to Carl, smiling, “that it takes the presence of a lovely lady caller to get you to show me the proper respect.”

Carl smiled back. “Don’t start,” 

“Now that’s the Carl I’m more familiar with.” 

Silva shuffled slowly to a heavy wooden wall unit filled with bookshelves, a built-in desk, and several cabinets. He opened one of these to reveal a half-sized refrigerator filled with bottles of water, tea, and ginger ale. He plucked a tea and water from the fridge, shuffled back, and handed Erica the bottle. 

Erica wished she had offered to get the drinks as she watched the man slowly ease himself back into a sitting position on the bed. 

The sentiment must have shown on her face. 

Silva frowned. “Now, now, my dear, none of that. Use it or lose it, or the use of it, at any rate. That’s what Dr. Parks tells me. Of course, I know that, but sometimes one must be reminded of what one already knows in order for it to sink in.”

“Are you sure you are up to this, Dr. Silva?” Erica asked. “I understand you had a… difficult day yesterday.”

“Well, normally, I would deny it, but since we both know better, let me reassure you I’m fine.

“There,” Silva said once they were all seated. “Now that we are all comfortable and refreshed, down to business.” He smiled. “How shall we do this, Miss Goldman? Shall I tell you a tale, or shall we work by Socratic method?”

“How about a little of both, Doctor? If you wouldn’t mind answering a few burning questions, then I’d like to hear your story.”

“Splendid, Miss Goldman.”

“Please call me Erica.”

“Very well, Erica, one last bit of housekeeping. Everything I am about to say is off the record. If at a later time we decide there is a story, I will decide what to say on the record.” His affable demeanor diminished. “I hope you understand that much of what we talk about, and all of what we don’t, is, uh, shall we say, sensitive information.”

“Of course, Doctor Silva,” Erica said, trying to hide her disappointment.

“Please call me Anthony.”

“Anthony, then. I’m not on a story. I’m here because Carl suggested that we talk, and after doing a little homework, I became intrigued by this…”

“Affair?” Silva smiled.

“Affair will do, I guess, considering I don’t know what we are talking about yet.” Erica opened her water and sipped.

“Alright then, what are your burning questions?”

“Well, first, I want to ask you what has changed since yesterday? Yesterday, you were upset to the point of having to be sedated. Today you seem totally relaxed.”

“Very astute, Miss, uh, Erica. However, I’d like to point out that I didn’t need to be sedated. Nurse Ratched has an itchy trigger finger, to use an American expression.”

Carl laughed.

Silva smiled appreciatively at Carl, then continued. “Three things have changed, or happened at any rate, since yesterday. The first is: whatever was going to happen either has happened or is now happening, and there’s nothing I can do about that. The second thing is: Carl has convinced me, quite rightly, that no one at the Pentagon is going to take the call of an old doctor with a Chicken Little story.”

“Is the sky falling, Doctor?”

“Probably not, but that remains to be seen.”

“And the third thing?”

“A visit from a beautiful young woman,” he smiled.

Erica blushed and sipped her water. “What did you see on TV yesterday that got you so upset? Did it have something to do with the fire at Fort Johnson?”

“That is an impressive supposition. Carl tells me you made the connection between myself and Fort Johnson. I imagine it was quite an obscure find, that old photograph. It caused quite an uproar in its time. Though the accompanying article in Stars and Stripes was vague, the work at Fort Johnson and my part in it were supposed to be quite secret. It was a terrible mistake on the part of the editor of Stars and Stripes. I imagine he is still cleaning latrines in Antarctica.”

“What was the nature of your work at Fort Johnson, Dr. Silva?” Erica asked. Though he asked her to call him Anthony, something about the conversation made her feel that using his title was more appropriate, and he wasn’t protesting her use of the honorific.

“We have arrived at the crux of the problem. I wanted to speak to someone at the Pentagon because, strictly speaking, my work there was, and I have no reason to doubt, still is, classified. So let me lead you on a little narrative journey. We’ll see in the end if I have supplied you with the information you need to go forward.”

“One question first, Dr. Silva?”

“Yes, my dear?”

“If what you feared has already happened, and calling the Pentagon won’t help, why are we doing this?” 

“Simple, really. If this forty-year-old chicken comes home to roost, and even if it doesn’t, someone needs to know and take steps accordingly. I tried to get the Army to do the right thing forty years ago. They wouldn’t listen.”

“But if we aren’t on the record, what good will telling us do anyone?”

“Because, my dear, if something happens to me, and the unthinkable occurs, you will know the truth. Maybe you can stop it.”

Erica thought about this. Silva was making her some kind of crypt keeper, responsible for guarding or releasing a crusty old military mistake. She didn’t like being dragooned into this, but she smelled a story. If the old man gave her one, maybe she could publish it. “Okay, go ahead, Doctor.” 

“As a young man in England, I saw a great deal of misery. Not the abject misery written about in Dickens, mind you, but the everyday kind—the sort that leads to alcoholism, drug use, and other escapist behaviors. So I wondered how people could find happiness in whatever situation they found themselves. This, of course, led to the question: what is happiness? 

“I will skip all the boring details and get down to it. I ended up doing research at university on the chemical process of happiness in the brain. The research was slow going. This was the sixties, you understand. The tools we had were blunt at best. The university decided to terminate the project in favor of curing some disease or another—after all, people can’t be happy if they’re dead. It was inarguable. 

“It was at that time I got an offer to continue my work in America, so I crossed the pond, as they say, and continued at an independent research institute. There, I isolated a particular protein responsible for pleasure at the cellular level. It was a significant triumph, well-publicized.” Silva paused for a sip of tea. “That publicity brought me to the attention of the US Army. You must be clear on that point. “What brought me to the Army’s attention—do you understand?—what they were interested in… that is the key here. I dare not say more. They made me a very attractive offer, so naturally, I went to work for them.” Silva paused, sipped his tea, and then paused again. “Where were we?”

“The Army,” Erica said.

“Yessss…” Silva seemed to flounder, “uh, Miss, uh, Erica, things with the Army didn’t go as planned. There were certain… problems. Problems with a hefty cost, a cost I am still paying, I’m afraid. I can’t elaborate, of course, but I’m trusting you to put enough of the pieces together to get at least a murky picture.”

Erica frowned. Murky was an understatement. “I hope I won’t disappoint you.”

“I hope so too, but my dear.” He raised a finger. “I have faith in your intellect, and Carl’s. Carl was smart enough to take me seriously and to bring you and I together. You were smart enough to make the Fort Johnson connection,” he smiled. “I, um, I’m afraid I’ve lost my train of thought.”

Erica sighed. “You were avoiding elaborating on the costs of your work with the military.”

“Yes,” Silva pushed his glasses up on his nose with his index finger. “I’m afraid there is more than one kind of cost, and I continue to pay more than one kind of cost.

“I had some fundamental differences of opinion with the Army after problems arose with the work. It became rather contentious, and they showed me the door. I then took a job with World Drug, and with an excellent team, I developed Laetanol. Unfortunately, I had to retire before it came to market, but it was still quite lucrative. Most importantly, Laetanol was the culmination of my life’s work: making people happy. The working poor I wanted to help as a boy now have a chance at happiness. It’s not a cure for misery, but I am satisfied with my contribution to happiness.”

Erica rubbed her temple. “I’m not sure I have enough pieces of the puzzle to solve it.”

“Perhaps not. Let me try to get you a little closer. The most important things to remember are these: I have worked toward the same goal all my life, and I’m still paying the cost.”

“I still can’t see what use your work would be to the military.”

Silva’s thin lips twitched into a condescending smile. “Let me ask you a question: how does one win a war?”

“Superior arms, numbers, and tactics?” Carl postulated.

“That’s how you win a battle. So how do you win a war?”

“I really don’t know.” Erica sighed. This wasn’t her area at all. “By killing the enemy?”

“My dear, you are smarter than that. History almost always proves that answer wrong.”

“I’m stumped,” Erica said.

“Find out, my dear. It will lead you down the right path. Please understand once again why I can’t just tell you. It’s treason, but in my mind, it’s also a crime not to tell the world. There is one thing more, this thing I fear I must divulge. It may cross the line into treason, though I don’t think so. The problem is that I don’t think the puzzle is solvable without it. I must trust your discretion in this matter. Be very careful as you search for it, or him. Perhaps you might consider a cover story: someone coming to you for help in finding him, that would be best.”

“Finding who?” Erica asked, pen poised.

“Sergeant Mike Sampson.”

“Can you tell me anything else about him? Or why I’m looking for him?”

“I’m afraid not. All I dare to say is that he’s important to this tale.”

Ugh. This guy. Circles and obfuscations. “Earlier, you said that a thing at Fort Johnson was either happening or had happened. But during our conversation, you implied that a bad thing could still happen. Is there a timeline? A moment when the danger will pass?”

“I have no idea.”
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