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UNLOCKING THE SUSPENSE: A
DEEP DIVE INTO CODE ORANGE
BY CAROLINE B. COONEY

In the crowded landscape of young adult
thrillers,  few  novels  manage  to  blend
historical  gravity  with  pulse-pounding
contemporary suspense as effectively as
the  book  Code  Orange  Caroline  B
Cooney  authored.  Published  in  2005,
this  gripping  novel  has  remained  a
staple on school reading lists and library
shelves,  captivating  teenagers  and
adults  alike  with  its  chilling  premise:
what if a long-forgotten virus, one that
once decimated humanity, was brought
back  to  l i fe  in  a  modern  teenage
bedroom?  This  article  offers  a
comprehensive  exploration  of  Code
Orange  Carol ine  B  Cooney ' s
masterpiece,  examining  its  plot,
characters,  themes,  and  lasting
relevance  in  a  post-pandemic  world.
From its unique narrative structure to its
moral  underpinnings,  we  will  uncover
why this story continues to resonate.

What is Code
Orange by
Caroline B.

Cooney About?
At its core, Code Orange Caroline B
Cooney tells the story of Mitty Blake, a
somewhat lazy and underachieving high
school  senior  living  in  New York  City.
Mitty  is  not  the  typical  hero;  he  is
forgetfu l ,  pr iv i leged,  and  more
concerned with his girlfriend, Olivia, and
getting through his classes with minimal
effort  than  with  any  grand  ambitions.
However,  his  world  is  turned  upside
down  when  he  is  assigned  a  biology
research  paper  on  a  disease.  Lacking
motivation and procrastinating until the
last  minute,  Mitty  decides  to  use  a
collection  of  old  medical  books  his
mother, an antique dealer, has stored in
their apartment.
Thumbing  through  a  dusty,  leather-
bound volume of "A System of Practical
Medicine,"  Mitty  discovers  two  small,
crusty  scabs  pressed  between  the
pages. Written in the margins is a note
suggesting  these  scabs  came  from  a
smallpox patient in 1902. Intrigued and
suddenly  invested in  his  project,  Mitty
begins to research smallpox—a disease
officially  eradicated  from  the  wild  but
still held in two high-security laboratories
in  the  United  States  and  Russia.  His
research  spirals  into  a  terrifying
realization: if the scabs are truly infected
with  the  Variola  virus,  he  could  be
holding a biological weapon. Worse, he
might have already been exposed.
The narrative quickly escalates from an
academic  exercise  into  a  race  against
time.  Mitty  discovers  that  his  actions
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have  not  gone  unnoticed.  Terrorists,
believing he possesses a valuable strain
of  the  smallpox  virus  for  bioterrorism,
begin to track him. The story becomes a
taut  thriller,  swinging  between  Mitty's
personal  panic,  his  attempts  to  confirm
whether he is a carrier, and his efforts to
evade  the  dangerous  figures  who  want
t o  u s e  h i s  d i s c o v e r y  f o r  m a s s
destruction.  The  title  itself,  "Code
Orange," refers to the Department of
Homeland  Security  advisory  system,
where  Code  Orange  indicates  a  high
level of threat. Code Orange Caroline
B Cooney uses this systemic framework
to  underscore  the  real-world  fear  of
bioterrorism  prevalent  in  the  early
2000s.

Character
Analysis: Mitty
and His World
What makes Code Orange Caroline B
Cooney  standout  as a  YA novel  is  its
deeply  flawed  yet  relatable  protagonist.
Mi t ty  B lake  i s  not  a  hero  in  the
traditional  sense.  He  is  an  ordinary
slacker,  and his  terror  feels  authentic.
This choice by Cooney is masterful. We
see  the  crisis  through  the  eyes  of
someone who is entirely unprepared for
it.

Mitty Blake: The protagonist's
journey from apathy to action is
the core of the novel. His
transformation is not into a
superhero but into a young man
who must take responsibility for a
potential global catastrophe. His
fear is palpable, and his mistakes
make him human. He struggles

with the moral weight of his
discovery, constantly asking
himself if he should tell his
parents, call the CDC, or just run
away.
Olivia: As Mitty's girlfriend, Olivia
represents the personal
connections that ground us in
reality. She is smart, resourceful,
and becomes a crucial ally for
Mitty when he finally reveals the
truth. She provides an anchor of
reason and support in the storm of
Mitty's panic.
The Antagonists: Cooney does
not create one-dimensional
villains. The terrorists are shadowy
but purposeful, driven by a chilling
ideology. Their presence elevates
the stakes from a personal health
crisis to a matter of national
security. Mitty's eventual
confrontation with them is a high-
tension cat-and-mouse game
through the streets of New York.
Mitty's Parents: Notably, Mitty's
parents are often absent,
absorbed in their own lives and
careers. This typical YA trope
serves a purpose here: it isolates
Mitty, forcing him to face the
enormity of his situation alone,
which heightens the suspense.

Thematic Depth:
Smallpox,
Bioterrorism, and
Moral
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Responsibility
Code Orange Caroline B Cooney is far
more than a simple thriller. It is a novel
deeply embedded with complex themes
that invite readers to think critically.

THE FRAGILITY OF SAFETY

One of the most compelling themes in
Code Orange Caroline B Cooney  is
the  illusion  of  safety.  Mitty  starts  the
novel in the comfortable bubble of  his
Manhattan  apartment,  worrying  about
grades  and  dates.  By  the  end,  he
understands  that  global  threats  can
erupt from a forgotten book on a dusty
shelf.  This theme is particularly potent
for young readers who are beginning to
understand  the  complexities  of  the
world.  The  novel  demonstrates  that
knowledge  can  be  a  burden  and  that
ignorance is not always bliss.

BIOTERRORISM AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

The novel was published during a time of
he ightened  anx ie ty  regard ing
bioterrorism following the 9/11 attacks
and  the  subsequent  2001  anthrax
attacks.  Cooney expertly taps into this
cultural  fear.  She  doesn't  just  use
smallpox as a plot device; she educates
the reader on its history. The narrative
delves into the fact that smallpox killed
300 million people in the 20th century
alone.  Through  Mitty's  research,  the
reader  learns  about  Edward  Jenner's
discovery  of  the  vaccine,  the  global
eradication campaign by the WHO, and
the chilling decision to keep samples of
the  virus  for  research.  This  historical
grounding  makes  the  potential  threat
feel terrifyingly real. The book poses a
crucial ethical question: should humanity

have  completely  destroyed  the  last
samples of  the virus,  or  is  the risk  of
researchequivalent  to  the  risk  of  an
outbreak?

MORAL RESPONSIBILITY AND
CHOICE

What should Mitty do? This is the central
ethical  dilemma  of  Code  Orange
Caroline B Cooney. He is a teenager,
caught  between  the  desire  to  protect
h imse l f  and  h i s  fami ly  and  the
monumental responsibility of preventing
a  potential  pandemic.  Should  he  trust
the authorities? Will he be quarantined
for  life?  Will  he  be  blamed?  Cooney
guides Mitty—and the reader—through a
series  of  difficult  choices.  The  novel
argues that inaction is also a choice, and
that even ordinary people can be called
upon to do extraordinary things.

Narrative
Structure and
Writing Style
Caroline  B.  Cooney  is  a  master  of
suspense, and Code Orange showcases
her ability to build tension through text.
The narrative alternates between Mitty’s
internal  panic  and  the  slow,  creeping
dread  of  his  external  situation.  The
pacing is expertly controlled. The early
chapters are slower, establishing Mitty's
lethargy and the normalcy of his life. As
he  finds  the  scabs,  the  pace  quickens.
The middle of the book is a whirlwind of
research  and  paranoia,  while  the  final
act shifts into a high-octane thriller with
chases and confrontations.
Cooney  also  uses  a  unique  literary
device: the power of information. Mitty
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learns about smallpox through reading,
and the reader learns alongside him. The
book  is  filled  with  factual  medical
history, presented not as a lecture but as
integral  parts  of  the  plot.  This  makes
Code Orange Caroline B Cooney  an
excellent resource for STEM education,
as  it  combines  hard  science  with
narrative. The language is accessible yet
vivid, painting a clear picture of Mitty's
deteriorating  mental  state  and  the
ominous  atmosphere  of  a  city  on  alert.

Relevance in a
Post-Pandemic
World
It  is  impossible to read Code Orange
Caroline  B  Cooney  today  without
considering  the  COVID-19  pandemic.
When the novel was written, the concept
of  a  virus  shutting  down  the  world
seemed  like  speculative  fiction.  Now,
readers  can  relate  to  Mitty’s  fear  of
contagion, his concern for his family, and
the  overwhelming  uncertainty  of  the
future.  The  book’s  exploration  of  the
history of smallpox—its devastation and
eventual  eradication—offers  a  poignant
counterpoint to modern vaccine debates.
It serves as a historical reminder of what
humanity  has  overcome  through
scientific  cooperation.
The  psychological  impacts  depicted  in
t h e  n o v e l — t h e  a n x i e t y ,  t h e
c laustrophobia,  the  d ist rust  of
others—are  emotions  that  a  modern
audience  understands  intimately.
However,  unlike  the  slow  spread  of
COVID-19, the threat in Code Orange
Caroline  B  Cooney  is  instant  and
terrifyingly  specific.  The  novel  offers  a
safe  space  to  explore  these  anxieties

through  the  lens  of  fiction,  allowing
readers to process fear without the real-
world stakes.

Critical
Reception and
Educational
Value
Code Orange Caroline B Cooney was
praised  upon release  for  its  originality
and its ability to make science thrilling. It
won  several  awards,  including  being
named an American Library Association
Best  Book  for  Young  Adults.  Critics
lauded Cooney for creating a suspense
narrative that was both educational and
page-turning.  It  is  frequently  taught in
middle  and  high  schools  as  part  of
science and English curricula.

Science Integration: It is often1.
used to teach virology, the history
of medicine, and the ethics of
scientific research.
Literary Analysis: It is a strong2.
example of a suspense narrative,
focusing on characterization and
pacing.
Discussion Prompts: The book3.
generates excellent discussion on
ethics, responsibility, and the
balance between privacy and
public safety.

Some  reviewers  have  noted  that  the
novel relies slightly on the "convenient
parent" trope (with Mitty's parents being
conveniently  absent),  but  this  is
generally  accepted  as  a  necessary
convention  for  the  thriller  genre  to
function. The strength of the central idea
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and  Mitty's  relatable  voice  more  than
compensate  for  any  minor  narrative
conveniences.

Why You Should
Read Code
Orange by
Caroline B.
Cooney
In a world of complex fantasy series and
dystopian love triangles, Code Orange
Caroline  B  Cooney  stands  out  as  a
grounded,  intelligent,  and  genuinely
scary  thri l ler.  It  does  not  rely  on
monsters  or  magic.  Its  monster  is  a
virus, and its hero is an ordinary kid. This
realism  is  what  makes  the  book  so
compelling. It asks the unthinkable: what
if  you were patient  zero for  a disease
that could kill millions?
The book is short enough to be read in a
weekend but dense enough to leave a
lasting  impression.  It  teaches  history,
biology,  and the limits  of  fear.  It  is  a
perfect  recommendation  for  reluctant
readers, especially boys, who are often
drawn  to  the  high-stakes  action  and
scientific  jargon.  It  also  appeals  to  fans
of  medical  thrillers  like  Robin  Cook or

Michael  Crichton,  simplified  for  a
younger  audience  but  lacking  none  of
the intellectual rigor.

Conclusion
Code Orange by Caroline B. Cooney
remains  a  seminal  work  in  the  young
adult thriller genre. Its ability to merge a
gripping  narrative  with  profound
questions  about  science,  history,  and
human responsibility is  a testament to
Cooney’s  skill  as  a  writer.  The  novel
takes  a  fragile,  flawed  protagonist  and
places  him  at  the  center  of  a  global
crisis, forcing him to grow up in a matter
of days. It is a story about the weight of
knowledge and the courage it takes to
act.
Whether you are a student assigned to
read it, a teacher looking for a dynamic
teaching tool, or an adult rediscovering a
favorite book, Code Orange Caroline B
Cooney  crafted  offers  a  reading
experience  that  is  as  intellectually
stimulating as it is thrilling. It is a potent
reminder  that  the  most  dangerous
threats can come from the smallest of
artifacts—and that the most unlikely of
heroes  can  make  a  difference.  The
lesson of Mitty Blake is one of presence,
courage,  and  the  unending  search  for
truth, even when that truth is terrifying.
In the current climate of  global  health
awareness,  this  novel  has  never  felt
more urgent or more essential.


