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“Millicent Eidson's unparalleled talent shines through in this remarkable work, ensuring a thrilling reading experience. I confidently predict that this offering will be warmly embraced by the literary world, solidifying Millicent Eidson's place among the most esteemed authors of our time.”—Midwest Book Review, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“Dr. Eidson's medical thriller serves up unique and carefully drawn characters, fascinating and chillingly realistic threats, and enough Happily For Now resolutions to satisfy any women's fiction or romantic suspense fan. You won't want to miss this new entrant into the genre. I hope the author is busy writing the next book in this engaging series.”—Reviewer, Anthracis: A Microbial Mystery
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“This 2nd book in the Maya Maguire series follows the intrepid CDC veterinary detective as she tries to track down the mysterious tick microbes causing Borrelia infections. Her travels lead her from her home in New Mexico to the European sites of other outbreaks. Meanwhile, Maya is dealing with her own professional and romantic issues. This is a fascinating insider's look at the increasingly menacing diseases arising from animal microbes worldwide.”—Reviewer, Borrelia: A Microbial Mystery
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“The author's background as a scientist working for the CDC gives you an insider's view of this public-health agency at a time of crisis. I recommend Corona to all fans of medical mysteries.”—Reviewer, Corona: A Microbial Mystery
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“The mystery, the characters, the setting, and the uncanny timing of this book make it a compelling read. I would recommend it to anyone who loves medical thrillers, mysteries set in Hawaii, mysteries with diverse characters, books with a strong female protagonist, and fictional tales related to climate change.”—A.M. Reade, USA Today Bestselling Author, Dengue: A Microbial Mystery
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“The Maya Maguire series shows an insider view of CDC and WHO veterinarians, physicians, and conservationists racing to track down the origin of diseases before they can burst into full-scale pandemics...For an edge-of-your-seat read by a former CDC scientist, be sure to read the latest in this series.” Reviewer, Ebola: A Microbial Mystery
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author Note


[image: ]


“Corona: A Microbial Mystery” may be the most challenging novel in the alphabetical MayaVerse series because readers experienced the pandemic along with Maya Maguire. This story is unique with its emphasis on the mystifying and exciting coronavirus animal connections.

Authenticity requires that Maya’s timeline coincides with our own. The scientific information about zoonotic diseases (those from animals) is accurate, and most settings and organizations are real. 

However, the characters and specific plot incidents are fictional. Anything a MayaVerse character does when working for a real agency represents an alternate world. Character actions are scientifically based but do not necessarily reflect what an agency did do or would do in specific situations. The MayaVerse is a world of imagination, but still provides insights into the science and practice of public health related to zoonoses.

Two stories about the previous SARS and MERS coronavirus outbreaks are included in the shorter works of “Microbial Mysteries: A Story Collection.” 

To keep updated, join the MayaVerse Reader List at https://drmayamaguire.com/. For a universal link to all MayaVerse formats and distributors, see Books2Read. 

Readers who would like to consult on future MayaVerse stories or provide feedback on “Corona” are encouraged to email me at mayaverse@drmayamaguire.com. Ratings and reviews are critically important to help others discover the MayaVerse. Share impressions of “Corona” at your favorite bookseller and at BookBub.
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ZOMBIES
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Reanimated corpses, once dead, now alive. Moving automatically, without thought. Thrashing through the environment, destroying all in their wake.
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But at least you can see them coming, unlike their tinier cousins. Viruses are almost invisible, a threat revealed only by the destruction wrought by their invasion. 
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Tongling, People’s Republic of China—Saturday, November 30, 2019

Li Huiping, wheezing and fighting for every breath, boosted herself out of bed to peer through the open whorls of the carved wooden panel. Neither Māma nor Bàba stirred in the central courtyard of their hundred-year-old home. With her own parents massacred in the Chinese Cultural Revolution, Li Huiping revered her husband’s relatives, especially after his death in the copper mine.

By this time of day, the elderly couple typically brewed Qimen, Anhui Province’s popular black tea, to counteract the brisk winter wind off the Yangtze tributary. Hearing another series of raps on the main door, Li Huiping realized what had awoken her. Normally fit and energetic at fifty-six, she was shocked by legs that suddenly felt like rice noodles, barely supporting her weight. She grabbed her surgical mask and stumbled through the unroofed courtyard to answer the incessant pounding. After opening the door a crack, she had a brief, terse exchange. She apologized for having none of the aromatic ginger to sell. 

The corpulent man shuffled his feet in the dirt, raising a small brown cloud. He’d driven five hundred kilometers to purchase one of the esteemed eight treasures of Tongling. Li Huiping turned away for an uncontrolled spasm of coughing. Then she bowed again and pointed to a neighbor farm, which might have more of the root crop. After displacing millions to cities like Wuhan, the Three Gorges Dam did not protect their downstream farms from flood damage as promised. 

Li Huiping shut the door and kept the mask on, wobbling through the courtyard between the ground floor rooms like a Yangtze giant softshell turtle. The unaccustomed frailty made her wonder if she should contact her beloved twenty-two-year-old son, Mu Jian. He had completed university and started a job managing Yangtze aquatic life, including programs to rescue rare river dolphins and alligators. Last week when she became too infirm to work her shift at the Wuhan hospital where she had cleaned the intensive care unit for twenty years, she advised Mu Jian to keep himself safe in the small flat he rented in Hefei, the provincial capital. After all, she had seen him not long ago as they celebrated the National Day Golden Week holiday in early October. 

This respiratory infection had her spooked. Her mind filled with images of dying patients in 2003 from the SARS coronavirus. Her supervisor joked it was the one that wears a crown, and would kill you just like the ancient emperors. Similar to other pneumonia cases hospitalized in the past couple of weeks, Li Huiping tested negative for bacteria. The boss insisted that Li Huiping not stay alone in her studio apartment close to the hospital. So it was back to Tongling, always wearing a mask outside her room.

She called out one more time to her elders and received no answer, then collapsed back into her bed, pulling the blanket tighter to smother the chills. Were they deathly ill upstairs, incapable of responding to a daughter-in-law too weak to check on their health? She couldn’t bear the shame if she’d brought this sickness home.

But they couldn’t be far. When shifting to her side after another coughing fit, her fingers contacted a cool wet cloth in the basin next to the bed. She draped it over her eyes and focused on the sweltering day last summer when Mu Jian was awarded his diploma. Then the happy image of the graduates was shoved aside by wails more distant in time. In Shaoyang, her first māma was raped and buried alive with her bàba while Li Huiping hovered in the shadows, too young at four to help them. Why did her self-control suddenly fail, allowing these ancient phantoms to creep back in?

Clearly her trouble breathing and mental fog meant she should be hospitalized. As soon as someone appeared, she’d ask them to drive her. 

Drifting in and out of sleep, or perhaps brain function, she jerked awake with the warm touch of strong fingers on her arm. 

“The past is horror; the present, joy,” she whispered. “My son, how did you know I needed help?”

In the background, her in-laws honked at each other like a pair of old knob geese. “You forgot to charge the mobile.” 

“We should not have left Li Huiping alone.” 

“But I used Neighbor Hwang’s phone before you found Neighbor Deng.”

Mu Jian shoved them into the courtyard. “Please give my mother peace. You did well to reach me in time. I’m taking her to the hospital.”

Her son, her greatest blessing. The only child she was allowed to keep, after her husband vanished both her daughters within minutes of their births. As she had forced them out between her legs, the pain of delivery was pushed aside. Mewling cries triggered a wave of warmth and her arms clawed for their small bodies. But they were whisked away, never to be cuddled or kissed. 1993 and 1995—the years were seared in her memory. Mu Jian came in 1997 in a final reward for her prayers, and her husband forced her to be surgically sterilized, all in accordance with the One-Child Policy. Unfathomably cruel, cruel, cruel. 

The old ones tossed the blanket over her and held the door. Mu Jian cradled her like a baby. The motion focused her mind back on reality and the dark, dank confines of the old bedroom. Then her eyelids drooped, stitched shut to all of life’s unbearable burdens as she slipped into final unconsciousness.
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Santa Fe, New Mexico—Monday, December 2, 2019

Psy’s warm tongue slobbered her left hand before his nose sniffed her upper thigh. As a veterinarian, Maya appreciated the emotional comfort the Irish Setter could bring. But nestled on the psychiatrist’s couch, she flinched away from the therapy dog. Less than a month since the November 8 flash-bang grenade exploded during the Atlanta Lyme disease demonstration, both the leg burn and the suture area closing the gap for her missing baby finger radiated hot like an electric stove. At least the skull wound on her forehead at hairline was superficial, and she had discarded the white mummy head wrap.

“Psy, get back here.” Dr. Kim’s imperious tone directed the dog to his crate but she left the door ajar as he curled up, head on his paws, mournful eyes drooping. “Sorry, Maya, he was just trying to help.” The psychiatrist clicked through her computer records to open the file titled Maya Maguire, DVM, MPH. “Catch me up on what we discussed on the phone.”

Maya broke out in a body-wide shiver, feet wet from forgetting snow boots on the first slushy day back to work at the New Mexico Department of Health. Or were the shudders related to the mind-blowing subject she needed to discuss?

When Maya twisted on the couch to tug her down jacket over her shoulders, Dr. Kim pulled open a drawer from the credenza and handed her a purple blanket emblazoned with pink dahlias. As Maya’s discarded loafers created a puddle on the Saltillo tile, she wiggled her toes and draped the fleece over them. The vibrant fabric cocooned her in comfort.

Dr. Kim’s severe face creased with a rare toothy smile. “Isn’t it spectacular? I shipped it home when I visited my omma in Seoul during the Korean New Year.”

Maya had joked with her friend Erika that Dr. Kim was a clone of Morticia, matriarch of the Addams family. When Maya noted the dearth of others who shared her Asian heritage in northern New Mexico, Erika had recommended Dr. Kim so the therapist could address Maya’s fish-out-of-water isolation. 

“Feeling warmed up?” Dr. Kim asked. “More people come to me with depression in November than any other month. Some dread the upcoming holidays but others love them. Which camp are you in?”

“I have good memories with my family, and now Manolo.” The ground-hugging wood smoke from neighborhood kiva fireplaces clung to Maya’s hair and tickled her nose. Last Christmas, the odor of ponderosa pines in the Chaco campfire had sweetened her first overnight with him. 

“How’s Dr. Miranda doing? That’s a gorgeous diamond.”

“Thank you. We got engaged.” On her right hand, Maya twirled the small square jewel embedded in a platinum band. “Manolo’s back to work as an infectious disease specialist for the Indian Health Service in Arizona. His recovery from anthrax has been remarkable.”

Maya recalled the times she’d gotten crosswise with Dr. Kim about her anxiety meds since Manolo became ill. Friends suggested she seek a more soothing counselor. But they’d achieved a sufficient level of familiarity that Maya could broach the primary purpose of her visit. There were others she should have discussed it with, but the phone call to Dr. Kim had confirmed her decision to wait.

The psychiatrist tapped her computer screen. “When we talked a couple weeks ago, you asked about the definition of sexual assault. ‘He said, she said,’ and not an on-going threat.”

With her right hand, Maya fingered the good luck silver-and-turquoise bear claw earrings Manolo had gifted a year earlier when they started dating. She needed the bravado of a bear to talk about this. Once she said what happened out loud, there was no going back. 

“Everything we talk about is confidential, right?”

Dr. Kim dipped her chin. “I would never discuss or share your records.”

The reassurance didn’t fully quell the stabs of anxiety. No longer on meds, Maya focused on deep breathing techniques and purposeful positive thinking to slow her heart rate. The room turning gauzy didn’t mean imminent death, only a panic attack programmed into her nervous system by a childhood car accident. 

Sweat beading on her forehead, she pushed aside the blanket. At the bottom rung of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention shock troops in the Epidemic Intelligence Service, she was still feeling her way on CDC and EIS protocols. 

“My work’s complicated by multiple bosses.” She wasn’t sure which one would be most accepting and effective in handling her complaint. Dr. Jaworski provided CDC oversight from Atlanta. Dr. Grinwold as the New Mexico State Epidemiologist was her local supervisor. And Dr. Bingham directed her temporary assignments in Arizona.

Dr. Kim leaned forward, arms on the desk reaching closer to Maya. “You said the sexual assault was work-related. Does this supervisory arrangement confuse reporting the incident?”

Maya got up from the couch and bent down to rub Psy’s ears, then turned to stare out the double-hung window to the street illuminated with a ghostlike glow. “Nancy Bingham asked me to mentor her new Arizona EIS Officer, Enzo Russo.”

Maya moved back to the couch and wrapped herself in the fleece again, chilled by the cold air filtering through the single panes. “Nancy’s hinted at health problems and retirement. Smaller states have a shortage of public health physicians, so designating Enzo as her successor is reasonable.” 

She raked the fingers on her good hand through her hair and turned away, unable to meet Dr. Kim’s piercing dark gaze. 

“Is he the one associated with the sexual assault?”

Maya paused a full minute before answering. First step on the path of upending both their lives. The only sounds were a snuffle from Psy as he curled back into the crate and the quiet tick-tock of an intricately carved grandfather clock in the corner. “He’s an internal med doc from Harvard, very personable and confident. Too confident.”

“And what exactly did he do?”

Maya’s chest rose and fell with a deep sigh. It was almost too much to remember and yet so little, depending on how one looked at it. “I didn’t like him right off. He asked me a difficult question at a conference. Then on his Phoenix apartment hunt, his appearance and movements reminded me of an actor in a horror movie, Bill Skarsgård in It.” 

A frown formed on the psychiatrist’s face and Maya winced. “I know, those reactions are stupid and unfair.”

Dr. Kim shook her head, clearly impatient. “But what did he do?”

Maya waved a hand in exasperation. “I’m getting there—it’s just that my interpretation of him started out unreasonably prejudiced.” With apprehension, she gripped her jiggling right leg.

“During the July training in Atlanta, he rubbed my arms after dinner. The next week, he removed bee stingers when I disturbed a swarm, and his touch made me uncomfortable. Then on a scheduled FaceTime call, he answered from the shower and dropped the phone for a full frontal private view.”

“Not likely to be accidental.”

“I gave him the benefit of the doubt, but no, I think it was deliberate. Then in September, they assigned us to investigate a new Borrelia strain in the Grand Canyon. The second night camping, not sharing a tent, he pinned me in my sleeping bag for a kiss.”

Dr. Kim typed on her keyboard. “I can see why you’re upset. Any chance of miscommunication and misreading of interpersonal signals?” 

Dr. Kim’s cool reserve once again triggered Maya’s defenses. Why were some psychiatrists better at analysis and drug dispensation than counseling? “That’s his story—I hope you’re not accepting it. Enzo guessed my relationship with Manolo was at a rocky point when he picked me up for the trip.” Her shoulders cramped with the memories of Enzo’s weight. 

She grabbed one of the water bottles on the lampstand and cracked it open. With several swigs, she soothed the strictures in her throat. “His pursuit escalated last month in Atlanta. A few days before my injuries at the protest against CDC, Enzo forced me down on my hotel room bed. He reached under my skirt and touched me.” Her muscles tightened with the memory and her knees crossed tighter. Why had she opened the door to him? 

Dr. Kim stretched her sweatered arm to close the drapes against the burgeoning storm and shifted her chair forward. “Was there penetration? I’m sorry, Maya, but I have to ask.”

“His hand went beneath my underwear and he groped me, clearly hoping to turn me on.” The words unrolled the scene like a movie, except more immersive with Enzo’s strong cologne, his lips on her neck, his Boston accent and overweening tone. My need for you has grown.

“I persuaded him to stop before any penetration, fingers or otherwise. It wasn’t easy; I had to threaten to yell or call the police. But he gave up and left.”

“On the phone, you told me the threat was no longer imminent. So he hasn’t contacted you after that incident?”

Maya’s shoulders shrugged forward in a slow arch, then relaxed. “He visited me in the Atlanta hospital when I was unconscious from the flash-bang. Since then, he called on the phone to check on me and sent a couple of emails on the Borrelia outbreak.”

“Maya, it’s good you’re considering how to handle this before it goes any further.” 

“You can’t imagine how relieved I am to talk about this. Am I making too much of his advances?”

Dr. Kim closed her laptop and stood up. “No, I’m glad you discussed it with me. I’ll help you determine the future steps that are best for you. Let’s keep up our sessions, although I need to finish for today.” Then she turned for her scheduling book. “Group therapy on Wednesday. It’s your decision whether to share this, but you might find you’re not alone. Also, you were insistent this summer about getting off the anxiety meds. Do you want to reconsider?”

When Maya shook her head, Dr. Kim checked her watch and guided her to the door. “You haven’t reported this to anyone else?”

“In Atlanta, I was on my way to talk with my CDC supervisor when the bomb went off. Since then, I’ve focused on recovery and decided to sound you out first.”

“All right, you should consult our Solace Crisis Treatment Center which has a specialized team. They’re wonderful, including a support group of other women in similar situations.”

The idea of broaching this with strangers threatened to knock Maya off the tiny step of confidence she’d gained by revealing it to Dr. Kim. How would they react to a whiny government employee who was groped and not raped? Compared to what other women went through, this was nothing. “Uh, thanks, I’ll consider it. But I’m mostly focused on the next legal steps, if any.”

“No problem. We’re required to report assaults on anyone who’s young or impaired, which isn’t you. At our next appointment, let’s talk more about how you’re coping and your plans to handle this issue.”

At the door, the storm outside whistled and shrieked like La Llorona, the vengeful mother of southwestern ghost stories. Dr. Kim wiped the glaze from the window and warned, “Please consult your attorney. Your administrative situation is complex and we need to talk through how I can support you if you decide on a workplace complaint.”

Sleet pummeled Maya’s face as she pulled the down coat and hood tighter when exiting the adobe strip mall. Her feet turned to blocks of ice when she stepped into a puddle at the Prius door. With the heater cranked to high once safely inside the car, she rested her hands on the steering wheel. Exposing Enzo’s actions would open legal floodgates at the CDC and two state health departments. The process ahead loomed long and fraught with hazard. 

For one more time as she weighed the pros and cons of outing Enzo, she cursed her hesitant, over-thinking nature. Should she blame her cautious personality on her unknown biological parents in China or her bureaucratic by-the-book adoptive family? 

Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead and she turned down the heater. In earlier decades, women sometimes waited years to report sexual assault, even rape. But in the #MeToo era, other young women would carpet bomb Enzo. Despite her fear, she should too.
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Phoenix, Arizona—Tuesday, December 31, 2019

Maya used her engagement ring, still on the right hand, to trace Manolo’s spine. A perennial late sleeper, he didn’t respond. She stroked his soft dark hair and slipped her fingers to his chin, missing the goatee shaved off when he went back to work. When she feathered his full lips with her fingertips, his breathing accelerated but he still didn’t open his eyes. She pulled back the sheet and took a more intimate approach. 

That worked—he rotated to face her, flashing his Lin-Manuel Miranda grin. “I remember doing this a year ago right here in my bed.”

“Sorry, señor, your anthrax brain is clouded.” She was ecstatic he had recovered enough for her to tease him. “Last year we were at the Livestock Show press conference about new infections.”

“Okay, querida, I stand corrected, we made love on New Year’s Day.” He traced the arch of her waist from ribs to hip. “How about this time we go for both days?”

“Cállate.” She leaned over to capture his lips with her own and forced his roaming hands lower. “Show me you mean it.”

––––––––
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“I wish we were spending the holiday canoodling instead of going to a work party,” Manolo grumbled as he donned a pale-yellow shirt, navy suit, and blue-striped tie.

Maya tugged on a full-length silk slip, then a sleeveless flowy aqua dress. “We never talked about your New Year’s traditions.”

“Sometimes my family would go back to Puerto Rico. At midnight we said goodbye to Año Viejo by sprinkling sugar outside the house and eating twelve grapes for good luck. And lots of fireworks.”

“I hope you don’t mind Nancy’s invitation to celebrate our recoveries. Dr. Grinwold’s flying in from Albuquerque. My first time to see them as a couple—might be weird.”

“Maintaining office relations is important.” From the back of a chair, he lifted her high-collared red silk jacket embroidered with peacocks. “This is gorgeous, where did you get it?”

Maya’s fingers traced the intricate pattern. “My parents bought it on our China orphanage visit when I was twelve. Fits perfectly now. I could wait until Chinese New Year’s at the end of January, but I’m impatient to show it off.”  

Manolo unlocked the red Corvette parked on the street and opened her door. “Your chariot awaits, mi amor. With this warm weather, I’m tempted to put the top down.” Then he lowered into the driver’s seat and reached out to caress her hair, skimming her shoulders. “But we’ll stay neat and presentable for your big bosses.”

“I’m sorry to cancel our plans for Chaco camping. Missing three weeks of work for my injuries, I couldn’t ask for more time off. Thank God the tinnitus stopped—it was unbearable.” As she leaned over to peck his cheek, her lips lingered and she breathed softly into his ear. “And now I can hear your passionate whispers.”

He pulled away from the curb with its palm trees encircled by white lights, and she tugged the decorative jacket out from under the lap belt to avoid it wrinkling. “Work’s been hectic. Dr. Grinwold assigned me to a diarrheal outbreak. The family left the Thanksgiving turkey out too long and Clostridium perfringens spores formed that were resistant to reheating.”

He wrinkled his nose, then turned at the red light. “I hope you’re not going to swap foodborne outbreak stories at the New Year’s Eve party.”

“First of all, it’s not really a party. Nancy only mentioned Dr. Grinwold. And you’ve shared some pretty scary work stories too, like violence against Native American women.”

“Let’s make a deal,” he said while entering the highway. “Just happy talk unrelated to our jobs as we welcome in 2020. After all, we’ve got a June wedding.”

––––––––
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Maya struggled to pick out Nancy’s home from the other fake adobe single-stories. But as she searched the numbered tiles embedded next to front doors, Nancy stepped out in a white satin pantsuit with a braided gold necklace replacing the reading glasses hanging from a chain. 

When Maya and Manolo joined Nancy on the porch, their host’s brown eyes popped with blue eyeshadow, azure sea glass dangled from her ears, and her mousy hair was puffed and curled.  If Maya had passed her on the street, she might not have recognized the plump, reserved Arizona State Epidemiologist.

“Welcome, Maya.” Nancy vibrated like a wind-up toy. “I’m so excited to have you here on a happier occasion.” She swung her head from side to side and grimaced. “What a horrible memory—FBI parked out here monitoring you as a suspect for spreading anthrax.” Then she pumped Manolo’s arm. “Dr. Miranda, you still look like a Broadway star, or so your fiancée tells me.”

Maya blushed at Nancy’s comment but Manolo bowed over Nancy’s hand and gave it a kiss. “You were so generous with your visits to my rehab facility, and Dad appreciated your guidance on the medical decisions.”

Nancy appeared almost giddy over Manolo’s smoldering Latin charm. “Well, my clinical training was in family medicine, not neurology. But it can help to have a doctor in your corner when you’re sick and can’t fend for yourself.”

She stepped aside to let them enter, and Dr. Grinwold’s bulk filled the frame. Unlike Nancy, he looked exactly like he did in the office, plaid jacket and all. No dressing special for the occasion. Same wisps of brown hair stretched over a balding head with eyes of a similar nondescript brown, made more prominent by thick lenses in his wire rim glasses. But his unusual broad smile might have been influenced by the empty martini glass he sported in his left hand, as he reached out his right hand in greeting. 

Tinkling birdsong of an unfamiliar female voice floated from a distance behind him. Maya gasped at the male voice responding, “You’re right, doll, I need another drink.” 

It was Enzo. Like a robot, Maya pivoted for the door. “Nancy, I got the impression it would be the four of us.”

The older woman’s thinning eyebrows arched. “I’m sorry dear, I’ve been distracted, must have slipped my mind.” 

Dr. Grinwold’s meaty hand held Nancy’s arm. “Not to worry, chérie. Maya and Enzo worked together before, and I only recall one disagreement about rodent collection.” He smiled and turned for the crystal pitcher on the table.

Maya had never seen Nancy and Dr. Grinwold in the same room, let alone touching. Perhaps that was the reason for her legs frozen in place. But Dr. Grinwold’s shift for a drink exposed Enzo, the real source of her discomfort.

Like an invading fungus with its mycelia extending into every orifice, he’d dominated her focus in the past few weeks. Dr. Kim said sexual battery in Georgia was defined as physical contact with intimate parts without consent. Seemed like a case, but only a misdemeanor. 

Allegations of assault against a doctor could ruin a professional reputation even if they didn’t lead to conviction or medical license revocation. And she had no proof. At the time it happened, she recounted the incident to no one, until Dr. Kim several weeks later. Her attorney would be next when he returned from a Hawaii vacation.

Disciplinary actions might be in process if she hadn’t been injured walking across the street to sound out her CDC supervisor within a few days of the hotel groping. 

Maya stood straighter and locked on Enzo’s amber eyes. Her muscles tensed with rigid courage. Soon enough, she’d have it out with him. And it wouldn’t entirely be his word against hers. Although she bottled up the canyon and hotel assaults, she’d discussed some earlier concerns with others, which might support a pattern of behavior. 

He looked surprised by her assertive stance and turned for the martini pitcher. On his other side, the source of the female cooing came into view. Almost as tall as him, at least six feet, she had the body of an athlete. Her hair was California blonde cascading to her waist, framing a fine-boned face and blue-gray eyes. 

Nancy tugged Maya’s right hand. “Let me see that rock—it’s a beauty.”

With his arm around Maya’s shoulders, Manolo guided them in two more steps from the door. “Thank you, it was my mother’s.”

“Where are my manners?” Nancy gushed. “Let me introduce you to Astrid Buckingham. I don’t think you’ve met. She’s been our vector control specialist for three years.”

Based on the tiny lines around Astrid’s eyes, Maya guessed she was a bit older, closer to Enzo’s age of thirty.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Maguire,” she said. “Enzo told me about your September expedition to Havasupai. We got down there before Thanksgiving on a rodent sampling trip and the waterfalls were spectacular.” She beamed at him and smoothed his jacket. 

Enzo reached a hand out to Manolo. “Dr. Miranda, we meet again.” His eyes went to Maya’s ring. “Looks like you two have mended fences. Does that mean what I think it does?”

You’re a prick flashed in Maya’s mind at Enzo’s reminder about her estrangement from Manolo. But Manolo answered first, expression cautious as he glanced between them. “We’ve set the date, June 20, 2020, when Maya finishes her EIS training.”

A spoon clinking a glass interrupted the awkward greetings as Dr. Grinwold invited them to join him for dinner. When all were seated, Maya faced Enzo across the rectangular wooden table. Their hosts at either end, Dr. Grinwold made a toast. “To new beginnings, including the engagement of our M and M couple, Maya Maguire and Manolo Miranda.”

Enzo’s arm jerked as he swigged his martini in one gulp and Nancy continued. “We’re so happy Enzo and Astrid have hit it off.” She winked to their side of the table. “I’m even more confident he’ll stay in Arizona.”

“Yes, the Grand Canyon State will have to do without Nancy soon,” Dr. Grinwold said. “She’s retiring in April to join me in the City Different.”

“Santa Fe,” Maya blurted. “You’re moving to Santa Fe?”

Nancy nodded. “My replacement is up to the health department director, but if I have any influence, Enzo will receive my vote.”

Maya wasn’t the only one in shock as Enzo’s complexion darkened and he downed another drink. He had alluded to an eventual career with the World Health Organization, but he was only a few months into his two-year CDC training program. It was too soon to become a big fish in a small pond. However, with Astrid on the side, it might be too tempting to pass up. 

Maya’s toes curled and she poured another glass of water. She should have warned Nancy earlier. All her dithering over the right steps allowed the succession planning to go too far. The sudden advancement of Nancy’s retirement by over a year was unexpected when Enzo was still so green.

Then she remembered Manolo, munching his salad and taking the news in silence. Did he sense her extreme unease related to Enzo? In Sedona, he’d expressed relief not to know of all the men who came onto her. And if she’d told him about Enzo, Manolo would have flattened him to the floor, despite Enzo’s advantage in height and fitness. Manolo was still frail—she couldn’t chance his getting hurt. 

Nancy and Dr. Grinwold donned matching green aprons imprinted with Canyon De Chelly, and he opened the oven to remove the baked ham. With a flourish, she deposited an apple pie, cinnamon and nutmeg wafting, on a cactus-themed trivet. As he provided slices of the main dish to each plate, she chatted with their guests.

“Do you follow ProMED, the online alerts from the International Society for Infectious Diseases? Last night’s notice described hospitals in Wuhan, China with an increase in acute respiratory distress syndrome. We see ARDS here with hantavirus. This latest outbreak is linked to a market selling live animals for food.”

Maya recalled that wild flavor was a new fad in the US but a long cultural tradition in China.

“There was an update today,” Enzo said. “They isolated the market to prevent any zoonotic spread from the critters.” His chest enlarged as he leaned back with a smug smile. “It’s rumored to be the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome from 2003.” 

Maya ducked her eyes. While Enzo was on top of outbreaks worldwide, she’d been lolling in bed with Manolo. 

Enzo bent forward as if to continue, but Dr. Grinwold’s gruff voice interrupted. “You young’uns may not be aware that Nancy was in charge of controlling the previous SARS outbreak here in Arizona.”

Nancy passed Maya the sweet potatoes mixed with marshmallows and honey. “You didn’t want me to do it.”

“And I was right. You wore yourself out handling it—had me scared there for a while.”

Maya ate quickly and begged for the dessert to go. Enzo’s pale penetrating eyes, too similar to the Arizona anthrax bioterrorist, were doing her in. He no longer acted afraid of her outing him—his posture dared her to do it. His final insult was rubbing his foot against hers under the table, then studying her to see how she’d react.

As she jerked her leg back and stiffened, her foot and arm bumped Manolo. He placed his hand on her sleeve. “Are you okay?” 

“Sorry everyone, some residual vertigo from the flash-bang. I really should head out.” From the other side of the table, Enzo grinned. 

––––––––
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Finally home, safe in Manolo’s bed, they lay entwined under the covers. “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked with the TV turned to the New York City celebration. 

“The party was just more than I expected. I want to share this night with you.”

But he was right, she wasn’t okay. The first time seeing Enzo in two months had a stronger impact than she anticipated. Relief that she wasn’t his sole focus warred with his continued arrogance about crossing boundaries. She couldn’t stay on the fence—she had to figure out her next steps. The choices weighted her eyelids and shut down her brain.

A foot nudged hers and crowds screamed as the NYC Waterford Crystal ball descended. For a moment, the stroking leg transported Enzo’s image to the bed and she twisted away, repelled. With eyes half open, she realized her mistake with Manolo’s gentle smile and whispered words. “Feliz Año Nuevo, mi corazon.” 

My heart. In answer, she created her own fireworks by sliding on top and grinding until he was aroused and entered her. She directed their sexual intercourse with force and speed, stamping out all visions of a looming, leering predator stealing her sense of control.
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FOUR
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Phoenix, Arizona—Wednesday, January 1, 2020

Manolo’s fingers stroked the two scars on Maya’s brow, from the Atlanta flash-bang and a bad fall during an unusual reaction to stopping anti-anxiety meds. His lips followed, then brushed her eyes until she opened them.

“Am I damaged goods?” she whispered.

“Not hardly. These make you a relatable woman who’s suffered, not some beautiful biological computer who’s only good with numbers.”

She nestled into his chest and wrapped her legs around his. “I’m not the same person you were hot for more than a year ago.”

“Same here, still struggling to get back my strength, but you never abandoned me.”

She shivered and pulled the blanket higher. “There will never be anyone else for me.”

He massaged the small of her back, then lower. “This sexually assertive Maya is a wonderful new wrinkle, first in Sedona after Thanksgiving and then last night.”

“Coming into my power. You like it?”

“Feel free to continue the surprises.”

Her hand slipped over her eyes. “Microbes invade my worklife, and I never know when we can be together.” She refocused back to Manolo and moved her fingers to his chin. “I need to make the most of our sporadic moments.” 

“Your bosses seem supportive of a work-life balance, but you sure were tense at their party.”

“I’m surprised that Nancy wants to move Enzo up in responsibility so quickly. As you might have noticed, he’s rather obnoxious.” She uncurled from Manolo’s embrace and rolled out of bed. “Can I lure you into a sexy shower? I need to swing by Nancy’s to find out more what she’s thinking.” 

He acquiesced to her tugging him into the bathroom. Kneeling in front of him as the warm rainshower sprinkled, she tried to concentrate on his pleasure but found herself rushing. She didn’t allow him to do the same for her, and they dressed quickly.

When Manolo parked at the curb opposite Nancy’s home, Maya asked him to wait in the Corvette. “Nancy might be more open about her plans if it’s just me.”

Nancy greeted her soon after the bell rang. “Back again, my dear? You didn’t call—is Manolo coming in?”

“He’s waiting to take me to the airport. I’m sorry to interrupt your New Year’s.” Maya settled next to her host on the fading velour couch and fingered the long sleeve of Nancy’s satin robe painted with red candy canes. “This is gorgeous—I’m happy you’re still celebrating. Is Dr. Grinwold here?”

“No, he’s driving home by way of the Very Large Array Radio telescope west of Socorro. He’s an astronomy buff.”

He probably spent the night, but their personal relationship was none of Maya’s business, and not the boundary crossing she stopped by to discuss.

Familiar with Nancy’s kitchen, Maya offered to heat water for tea, then brought two green teabags back to the coffee table. “Your retirement announcement caught me off guard. What’s going on?”

Nancy sighed as she mussed her gray-streaked hair. “At a meeting in Nogales, Mexico twenty-five years ago, I was bitten by a triatomine, one of those psychedelic kissing bugs.” 

Maya searched her memory banks. “Chagas disease.”

“Yes, the Trypanosoma cruzi parasite nailed me. With some residual side effects, I’ve really slowed down. Can’t do field work like I used to.” She smiled and patted Maya’s hand. “I’ve got you and Enzo to back me up.”

So Nancy might be ill enough to retire a decade early. Her decision wasn’t fun-in-the-sun while still in her fifties. That needed consideration when deciding what to confess about Enzo. The original game plan was best—work out the options with Dr. Kim and her attorney before increasing Nancy’s burdens. 

But Maya had Nancy’s rapt attention, no interruptions from a busy office. Perhaps with tentative toes in the pond, she could feel out Nancy’s openness to disturbing news about her protégé.

“You’re so dedicated to Arizona.” Maya stirred the hot water and her tea bag. “Bad timing for a transition when Enzo’s so early in his training. And now SARS-like illness has poked up in China.”

“No one remembers our local SARS cases. If it hits again, I can rely on my experience and Enzo’s extraordinary talent. When you’re in Phoenix, you can focus on your fiancé.”

“All we’ve figured out is the June date for the wedding. Nothing about where to live, our future jobs, or starting a family.”

“You have time. Thank you for mentoring Enzo since July. He seems to have settled in personally and professionally.”

Maya studied Nancy’s benevolent round face, summer tan faded with the shorter days of winter. She didn’t seem to have a clue that Enzo could be problematic. And that was all Maya’s fault for sitting on her concerns.

“I hope he’s getting along with the vector program in Fort Collins and their new EIS officer, Keegan Williams,” Maya said. “Is CDC involved in Enzo and Astrid’s rodent study in Hualapai Canyon?”

Hand shaking, Nancy wiped her forehead with a paper napkin. “No, but they’re processing the specimens Enzo collected.”

How much could Nancy handle? Maya resolved to keep going. Baby steps toward transparency. “Enzo got crosswise with Keegan in Atlanta. They were teammates on the Salmonella survey, with some differences of opinion.”

“He doesn’t hesitate to express himself.” Nancy ambled to the kitchen and brought back a tray of red- and green-sprinkled Christmas cookies. “Just like me in my younger days, full of energy and confidence.”

“As long as he’s sensitive to others.” Maya chewed the cookie, sugar high zapping her brain. “I thought he’d get more seasoning before becoming top dog.”

Nancy set down her cup, missing the coaster on the wooden table. Her face was wide open in shock. “You’re looking for a new job in July and Manolo is here. Do you want to be Arizona State Epidemiologist?”

The pressure of that level of responsibility sent hot blood coursing. Slow breaths—the question should flatter, not scare. “Well . . . Lila Becker, the California EIS officer . . . she said that in her state no recent EIS Officer would be considered.”

Maya’s iPhone tweeted with an unwelcome text. “It’s Manolo reminding me of my flight. Again, thank you for the party to celebrate our engagement, and I’m sorry I left so abruptly. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
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Santa Fe, New Mexico—Friday, January 10, 2020

Maya checked the clock one more time as she washed her breakfast bowl.  She was haunted by her decision not to tell Nancy about Enzo, justified by compassion for Nancy’s health. But it might have been a lack of courage, she wasn’t sure. She wouldn’t make the same mistake with her lawyer. 

She took the bus to avoid finding a place to park in the narrow warrens of downtown Santa Fe. The attorney’s adobe building, like most in the area, was unprepossessing from the outside. As snowflakes swirled, she ducked under the protective portal of hand-scraped pine vigas, connected by a diagonal grid of thin unpeeled latillas. The sky-blue door matched the hue of a small sign hung by two strands of barbwire. Mark Zielinski, Attorney at Law. No clues that he headed a multi-attorney firm covering two states.

In the lobby, she waited only a few minutes, swallowed up by the deep leather couch. Mr. Zielinski wheeled out of his office. “Maya, one of my favorite clients. When did we last touch base, the end of August? That’s right, I let you know that the Jicarillas had dropped any plans for civil charges after your car accident.”

The Jicarilla war veteran died from alcohol and exposure, so the memory of sideswiping his body was unwelcome. But she peeled herself away from the leather and stooped to shake Mr. Zielinski’s gloved hand. “On more than one occasion, you’ve been my savior. I’m sorry to see you had a setback.”

Like the nimble cowboy he used to be, he easily pivoted the wheelchair on the red Saltillo clay tiles and led the way into the cave-like setting, walls lined with bookshelves and western paintings. “That fuckin’ rattler not only killed my horse but is taking me down too. Should lose weight if I want to switch to crutches again.” His eyes sank to her hands. “Like my damaged spine, your fingers tell quite the story.”

“Yeah, good news . . .” She rotated the diamond on her right hand. “And bad.” She cradled to her chest the left one, missing a digit.

“Your mother gave me a heads up about the Atlanta explosion, in case your family needs to pursue civil litigation to cover any long-term medical expenses.”

Maya grimaced at the reminder of her mom’s helicopter parenting. “We still don’t know who tossed the flash-bang and my body has healed, with adjustments for typing and piano. No one gets through life unscathed.”

“Well, I’m lucky this wheelchair didn’t keep me from two weeks on Maui.” 

After lowering to another couch that shouted cost and comfort, Maya pulled out a water bottle from her cloth bag imprinted with kokopellis, the traveling salesmen of Native American lore, bringing genetic diversity to distant villages through seeds and semen. Was Enzo’s impulse to mate hardwired into male DNA? 

She took a slow drink, uncertain where to start. Despite limited discussions with multiple female friends and the full story with Dr. Kim, she couldn’t recall even hinting at the Enzo problem with a man. But like a well-trained captive grizzly, Mr. Zielinski always made her feel warm and protected—threatening when necessary, but on her side at all times.

With his wheelchair pulled close, she lost herself in the dark pools of his eyes. “Should I call in Maria with her laptop?” he asked.

Talking about it with a stranger recording her every word could be uncomfortable, and make it more official. “I, ah, I’m not sure this is anything formal yet.”

“All right, but I’ll jot down a few reminders for myself.” He turned to grab a notebook from the top of his carved pine desk.

“I’ve been discussing a workplace problem with my psychiatrist. She’s helping me sort out my feelings on what to do. The consequences have me scared as a bobcat in a leghold trap.”

He responded to her attempt at humor with a wary smile. “Whoa, that’s alarming. Lay it on me.”

Leap right in—he charged by the minute, no matter how kindly. “An Arizona co-worker inflicted some unwelcome physical contact in Arizona and Georgia, off-hours but during work-related trips. He claimed to be expressing sexual attraction, encouraged by me.”

“Often sexual attraction is a component, but it’s really about power. Is that how you see it?”

Maya’s mouth dropped open. “That’s it, exactly. It started when I tried to direct his work at a July training conference. He constantly shifted from flirting to challenging.” 

She tried to be charitable. He probably was nervous being new on the job, and given his personality, unable to admit it.

Mr. Zielinski tapped his pen and dropped his eyes to the notebook. “What are your legal concerns?” Maybe he guessed it would be easier for her to talk if he wasn’t staring at her.

“In September, he pinned me in my sleeping bag on a field investigation, and forced a kiss. Then in November, he swung by my Atlanta hotel room to discuss our workshop, and I didn’t stop him coming in.” 

She squirmed on the squeaky leather and crossed one boot over the other. “He shoved me to the bed, reached under my skirt, and . . . touched me beneath my underwear, skin to skin. But he left when I threatened him.”

“Criminal sexual contact in New Mexico. A misdemeanor when perpetrated with force or coercion means a year in county jail, a fine of a thousand dollars, or both. I’d have to check with a Georgia colleague, but it might be similar.  You should consider talking to the police who will determine next steps with the district attorney.”

The couch seemed to swallow her body into its depths as her limbs lost all feeling. “I can’t imagine what it would do to my career, my organization—him going to jail. We’re supposed to be the good guys . . . and there’s no evidence, my word against his.”

Mr. Zielinski took a sip of coffee and ran one hand through his thick dark hair. “I understand why so many women wait years to file ‘me too’ cases, and they sometimes lose in court. But Bill Cosby was finally sentenced and jailed. Justice still rules.” 

Maya vigorously shook her head. “There were no drugs, no rape.” Resolute on her direction, she leapt to her feet with legs like California redwoods. “I can’t bring this into the criminal system, and I don’t want a civil lawsuit either. If I take any action, it should be through my workplace. I need to decide how to inform his supervisors.”

He looked up, wrinkles crevassing his leathered skin. “I understand—the whole thing is daunting. And I’m guessing he would fight back, possibly
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