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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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This story is modified from a 2021 release in “Danse Macabre.” It is a novel prequel introducing two key public health supervisors, Nancy Bingham and Fred Grinwold. “El Chinche” received an award in 2020 from the Arizona Mystery Writers.
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Nogales, Mexico—Tuesday October 12, 1993 

Feathery feet and a crepitus body slide across my left eyelid. My palm scrapes blue eyeshadow to the creamy pillowcase, plus an inch-long black-and-gold psychedelic bug which scurries away on jointed legs. A Halloween horror, two weeks early.

Blurry vision of the arresting creature is a clue my debauched night was a disaster. Its larger cousin creeps along my left thigh—while thrusting my leg in the air to dislodge it, I bump the naked backside of the man next to me. 

He’s pudgy, white, with hairy limbs and a smooth back. A sledgehammer pounds from my eyes to the nape of my neck. Trapped against the copper-hued wall, I slither across him, bare skin rubbing, as my stomach lurches. After tripping over the rug, I crawl into the mosaic bathroom and lose all those glorious salt-rimmed margaritas. Guaymas shrimp—I taste those coming back up, too.

As I crouch on the blue-and-white flowered tiles, fingers stroke my short hair. My head arches up, and I recognize him. 

“You okay?” His bulging brown eyes are concerned, but meander in his typical distracted and disinterested way. Under the dark hair, too much minutiae dances through his prodigious brain. I’m sure he really cares.

“Fred, can you help me up?” After he reaches to grip my arm, I lean over the terracotta sink and rinse the yellow-green bile away.

“Get yourself together.” The deep voice barks from the bed as he tugs on blue boxers and rumpled tan pants. “We’re late for the lead poisoning talk.” 

For him, the Tuesday morning session of the regional border health meeting is more urgent than washing up. We’ll learn about maquiladoras, Mexican factories with insufficient pollution control. But I’m not showing up without a shower.

He’s gone when I towel off from the tepid but reviving spray. I step into a satin skirt and pull on a matching blazer. Stand out in a crowd—that’s my modus operandi. Although we didn’t make the best decisions last night, I was smart enough to have our reunion sex in my hotel room, not his.

A quick blast from the hair dryer on my mousy, brown locks and I’m ready. After riding the creaky elevator to the first floor, at the front desk I call out, “Buenos días, ¿cómo estás?” to la chica bonita, her head crowned by glossy black braids woven with white silk ribbon. As I smile, the wrinkles around my eyes reflect almost thirty years of hot Texas sun. She replies, “Muy bien, ¿y tú?” She has a decade before men start seeing right through her.

I’m not late. Dr. Gonzalez, the Arizona State Epidemiologist, hobnobs in the ballroom with his Sonoran counterpart. My position as a public health physician started three months ago when I finished the Baylor family medicine residency. It’s an inspiring time—President Clinton appointed the first African-American director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The annual neighbor-state gathering is on the Mexican side this year. Until the difficult dawn, I embraced my first visit to Nogales, Sonora. The temperature hit eighty yesterday, and music spilled out of las cantinas when we strolled for lunch and dinner. Our hosts are relaxed, gregarious, and gracious. The schedule allows time to shop for artesanías—I’ve a yen for Huichol yarn paintings.

Last month, a highlight of the Puerto Vallarta rabies meeting was the night excursion to capture vampires as they darted in to suck blood from the legs of cattle. Jalisco veterinarians pried the bats out of fence nets and wiped warfarin on their backs. In the roosts, bats rub the paste on their relatives and they bleed out, dying before they can spread rabies. Sounds barbaric, but it reduces vampires feeding on the toes of sleeping people who suffer horrific foaming-at-the-mouth death.

By the time translators don their headsets and everyone settles down, Fred plops on the empty seat beside me. He’s in his Public Health Service dress blues—went to his room to change. At the midmorning break, he seizes my forearm, steering me away from the snacks and posters.

“Nancy, I don’t regret getting carried away after the banquet. Seven years since we were together, but I never stopped thinking about you.”

“We’re not going to speak here.” I slap his hand aside. Dr. Gonzalez frowns when he sees me—am I that hungover? He might suspect my dalliance, due to our raucous toasting and laughing and singing with the mariachis. Staying glued to the boss’s side throughout the remaining presentations is the right decision. Fred can do whatever he needs to, by himself, to slake his thirst.
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Nogales, Mexico—Friday, October 15, 1993

Measles. Dr. Fred Grinwold, CDC Epidemic Intelligence Service Officer. Final listing on the Friday schedule. After his presentation and questions, he corners me, and I lead him to the elevator. He’s taller and heavier—I can’t force him to come, but he follows like a pining puppy. Probably shouldn’t boss around an officer, but I’m not ceding control again.

Inside the antiquated hotel room, I perch on one of the equipale chairs and gesture for him to do the same. No evidence remains of our carnal tryst. A reviving breeze ruffles white lace curtains and the enticing, warm aroma of corn tortillas floats in.

“We were infatuated—nuts about each other—during your last semester in Texas,” I acknowledge with a faint smile. 

Then I take charge—rigid posture, tanned face mask, toneless voice. “But you graduated and headed to Albuquerque for med school. You didn’t contact me. Now you’re the EIS Officer assigned to the New Mexico Health Department.”

Putting a coda to the recollection, I salute. “Congratulations.”

He bobs his head, vibrating the double chin. Although he’s gained weight since we were lovers at Baylor, his IQ, and a few other talents, still attract me.

“Medical training was important to both of us.” He pushes the black-framed glasses higher on his bulbous nose. “We’re working close by. Can we repeat Monday night, sometime?”

Only a when-it’s-convenient sort of thing—my faith says no way, Jose. I already need to take Confession, and won’t rewrite my life for him. Phoenix is fabulous, including Saturday Camelback Mountain climbs at dawn. As a native Texan, Arizona’s dry heat doesn’t faze me.

I shift position while changing the topic. “When we woke up Tuesday, I found ginormous, gross insects on my eyelid and thigh. Both areas itch and I’m woozy, even with cooler temps today.”

His full lips twist. “My residency was preventive medicine, not clinical practice.” 

Thick, short fingers trace my eyelids. “Your left one is inflamed. Want an assessment of your leg?”

“Not necessary—checking that myself.” No touching there, now that I’m sober, in my right mind.

Another vivid insect scampers across the floor, heading for a crack in the whitewashed bathroom wall. “Hey, that’s it—”

He drops a plastic cup over the bug.

“My hero.”

He acknowledges the compliment with a thin smile, and stuffs tissues over the insect. “Is this what you saw before?” After my nod, he stomps for the door. “The manager needs to hear about this.”

“Triatomino—el chinche.” The forty-something male summoned by the receptionist ducks his head. “Lo siento, doctora.”

Fred rubs his pale, balding forehead. “‘Chinche’ is used for bedbugs, which are much smaller. This might be similar—sucks blood while you sleep.”

Like a vampire bat. But I’m lucky—insects don’t transmit rabies. My skin starts to tingle. “Creepy to envision it biting me, especially on my eyelid.”

“Tape this up, so it won’t escape,” Fred directs the manager. I’m not used to him being so organized. When the bug is secure, he turns on me. “Meeting’s over—you’re riding with me to Phoenix.”

Darned if he’ll order me around like the hired help. “I came with the boss, and will go back that way.”

His skin blazes—he pretends to be taciturn but his emotions are clear. The manager’s and the receptionist’s inky eyes dart between us. Probably wondering who will win out in this gringo battle. After achieving simultaneous agreement not to be hotel entertainment, we migrate toward the ballroom.

“You’re on my route to Santa Fe.” He lifts his glasses and scrubs his eyes. “I can’t remember if bites from this bug carry any health risk.”

I’m embarrassed, too. “Guess we’re both green—let’s ask Dr. Gonzalez.” But everyone’s disappeared to the farewell brunch. The blood-sucking insect skittering in the cup kills our appetites.

“Leave him a message,” Fred tells me, “and you’re going home.”
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A white vintage Corvair idles near the sliding door when I check out and leave a note summarizing the change of plans. Despite the brisk draft through the lobby, hot flashes prickle my skin while I whisper a sentimental adiós to dozens of rustic whiskey barrels overflowing with spectacular, multicolored annuals. 

I toss my luggage into Fred’s back seat and needle him about the car. “Unsafe at any speed.”

“Ralph Nader be damned—this is my baby. Named her Ethyl.”

At the border, an American officer glances at Fred’s license and waves us through. Crossing south on Monday morning, the Mexican guard hesitated until my boss pulled out a twenty to cover both of us. La Mordida—the bite. Price to avoid a delaying inspection.

“Any guess when we’ll get to Tucson?” The interstate isn’t finished and travel is slow in spots. I’m flushed and faint. Nobody on the planet gets more car sick as a passenger—that’s all it is. As I doze off, I discern an answer, but it doesn’t register.

Fists of hail strike the front windshield and rock me out of my reverie. Fred swerves over to an ocotillo-thatched ramada protecting a concrete picnic table. Wind whips the thin green palo verde branches and the thicker dark mesquites. 

“We’re close to Tubac and Presidio ruins, but today’s not ideal for sightseeing. How are you doing?”

Although tucked off the road, the Corvair frame is light, like Nader warned, twitching with every gale gust. Through the car vents, bursts of chilly air waft my favorite bouquet of desert-after-a-rain, but my epidermis breaks out with goosebumps and my limbs shake. 

Fred reaches back and unhooks the latches on the sparkly pink hard-covered suitcase. He rumples through everything, including underwear, until he discovers my bulky Irish wool sweater. Before pulling it over my head, he caresses my neck and forehead.

“You’ve got a fever and the inflammation of your left eyelid is expanding.” 

No joke—my vision is narrowed. So I don’t catch him reaching for my skirt before he yanks it up. “Hell of a rash.”

I glance down at my baby’s-flesh upper thigh. The discolored area is extensive, round, and pearlescent red. “Guess I need to brush up on bug-borne diseases.” My pronouncement slips out, barely audible.

He twists the ignition key and burns rubber back to the highway. “We’re stopping at the University of Arizona Hospital.”
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As he carries me into the ER, my eye is swollen shut and my head vibrates like our morning after. I’m short of breath when adjusting my position on the gurney. And my heart’s racing—I hate being out of the loop while Fred pulls out el chinche and discusses it with the lab attendant. After they take blood and urine specimens, and run an EKG, a compact Native American stops by.

“Dr. Bingham? I’m Louis Lopez, chief resident. Dr. Grinwold gave us the triatomine from your hotel. People call them kissing bugs, because they bite faces. Arizona Poison Control gets more calls about them than anywhere in the country. Pima County is the hotspot—about forty percent of the bugs here have Trypanosoma cruzi, which causes Chagas Disease.”

Fred’s voice is tentative. “Wouldn’t you feel the bite? We were, um, together when Nancy found them on her.”

Lopez is professional and doesn’t remark on the personal reveal. “They suck blood for half an hour if someone is a heavy sleeper or somehow impaired.”

Yeah, somehow impaired.

“Human cases are a mystery in the US. You’ll be the first I’ve diagnosed, if confirmed.”

My synapses kick in. “Protozoan parasite, squiggly little worm. Sorry, not you Fred. The parasite.” 

From the grim expressions, I notice neither is amused. “Anyone looking at my blood smear?”

Lopez nods. “Eye swelling is called Romaña sign. Can happen from the bug bite, without T. cruzi transmission.” 

His fingers rub my neck below the ear, and I flinch. Doctors shouldn’t show pain. 

“Left superficial cervical lymph node is enlarged.” 

He must be afraid I’m not sufficiently worried because his voice turns harsh. “Ten to forty percent of cases develop cardiovascular and gastrointestinal complications. Repeat bites can kill instantly from anaphylaxis.”

Fred plonks down, clutching my hands. Basset hound eyes—comforting. I tilt in his direction, easing the left-sided discomfort. My right eye closes to match the other one, and I drift away.
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Tucson, Arizona—Saturday, October 16, 1993

Lopez reappears with a gray-haired woman trailing. “I hate to start off your weekend with such bad news,” he says. “Your bug has the parasite and you have Chagas.”

Fred’s massive dome jerks up. Huddled at the bedside all night—what a sweetheart. 

I locate Lopez with my operational eye. “Transmitted through the bite?”  

“Grosser than that—the bug contaminates bite wounds, or conjunctivae of the eyes, with its feces.” 

The older lady steps forward. “I’m Edith Nichols with the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. We want to compare with Sonora our Pima County insects and animal hosts, like armadillos, opossums, or wood rats. Did you spy any of those species on the hotel grounds?”

“Your point.” Fred is rude and impatient—what else is new?

“Our bugs are springtime—warmer temps, drier—but the weather’s been similar this month, unusually hot. We research climate change on species, and want to be in synch with President Clinton’s Climate Change Action Plan.” 

Fred’s weight shifts—he emanates intimidating vibes. Ms. Nichols glances at her watch and reaches out to him. “Here’s my card.”

After her exit, Lopez reviews my chart. “You’re a big deal—scientists are fascinated.”

“I’ll handle the Museum.” Despite the disheveled uniform, Fred maintains his no-nonsense CDC persona. “What’s the treatment plan?”

“Dr. Bingham has some early anomalies including sinus tachycardia. A cardiologist is coming to consult. We’ll start nifurtimox for ninety days—not FDA-approved, but we have no risk-free options.” 

He hands me a xerox. “Medication side effects include depression, insomnia, and memory loss. Take this seriously—chronic neurologic and cardiac complications could show up in twenty years, and be fatal. Ten thousand deaths a year worldwide—that’s the estimate.”

He scrutinizes Fred. “One more thing.” 

Then the black eyes pin me. “I could order a pregnancy test—fetal transmission can cause microencephaly or death.”

Shit. 

If Chinche isn’t a Spanish swear word, it should be. I’m a semi-good Catholic girl and responsible doc—we used protection, didn’t we?
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This is another Nancy Bingham/Fred Grinwold prequel for the alphabetical novels, never previously released.
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Prologue: Spillover
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Leaps from animals to humans—a zoonotic spillover. Coronaviruses used to stick to their own kind, their animal reservoirs. Invading the cells, taking control, making the host do its bidding by churning out virus replicas. 

But corona is restless, ever mutating, seeking any evolutionary advantage. Humans and their airplanes—a felicitous target.
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Chapter One
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Glenwood, New Mexico—Sunday, March 23, 2003

The dark metal railing pressed into Nancy’s lower back, cushioned by the fluorescent pink daypack, as Fred leaned down for the kiss. In one hand, she held his black-framed glasses, and the other encircled his weightlifter neck. Cool spring air under the cliff overhang counteracted the heat of their ardor as tumbling waterfalls eclipsed most other sounds. 

He grabbed back his glasses and scrambled for the Blackberry in the holster on his waist. “Not me, must be you.”

“Surprised you could hear anything over the din of Whitewater Creek.” She reached around to tug her pack forward and unzipped the small front pocket covered with souvenir patches from trips to Mexico, Alaska, and Hawaii. “Amazing that a signal got through this deep in the canyon.”

But the attempt to return the phone call on her own Blackberry didn’t work. She pressed the small, raised buttons below the black-and-white screen to open up emails, then read aloud. “Suspect SARS. Can you consult with Safford Hospital?” 

Fred frowned and arched his neck to read over her shoulder. “Severe acute respiratory syndrome? I saw the CDC report of eleven US cases, but this would be the first from our area.”

As a family of three joined them, Fred guided Nancy closer to the rough rock wall. The woman pulled the young girl back from red-and-white boulders scattered in the creek’s tumbling foam like giant toy blocks.

“Dr. Gonzalez should handle something this high profile,” Fred said in Nancy’s ear. “I’d take care of it myself if the case was here in New Mexico.”

She swatted an annoying horsefly and headed down the trail. “Don’t be dissing my boss. Safford’s on my way back to Phoenix. The patient’s a young Mormon missionary in critical condition.” 

The view of rushing water below the hanging bridge didn’t deter her step. She trusted in the wire mesh despite Fred’s heavy weight. For the return mile, alternating rocky dirt path, cement paved sections, and metal catwalks, she led the way. Overhanging maples provided brief breaks from late March sunrays piercing the narrow slot canyon at noon.

As they approached giant Arizona sycamores that shaded the picnic area near the parking lot, massive bolts dotted the canyon wall to keep it from disintegrating onto the trail in a rock fall. With the temperature in the seventies, children screamed and splashed through the gurgling brook under a cottonwood canopy. The canyon walls opened up, speckled with low piñons and junipers. 

Nancy stopped in front of Fred’s dusty white Corvair. “Thanks for sharing New Mexico mining history.” She glanced around the parking lot empty of people and lowered her hand to the front of his pants. “And last night at Glenwood Inn.” 

He groaned as he stroked the yellow fabric of her short jumper, now dusted with artsy red spots. “So why aren’t we staying one more night? Gonzalez never gets off his lazy ass to take care of anything himself.” 

Her fingers drifted past the Zia sun symbol belt buckle to his denim front pocket and removed his car key. “You’re jealous he beat you out two years ago to become CSTE President.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you? It’s the Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists. No mention of cities. So why is that NYC vet Faye Simpson his successor? She’s just a dog catcher.”

Nancy shouldered him aside to open his driver’s side door. “I don’t like your beef with vets in public health, especially women. Your fellow State Epidemiologists elected her, so she must be a dynamo.”

He kissed her nose as he flashed a conciliatory smile. “If the Big Apple needs a vet to handle their animal bites, more power to them. But how in hell will she manage our interests when she takes over CSTE?”

“You’ll be preoccupied planning the huge fortieth birthday party you promised me in the fall.” She patted him on the rear of his relaxed-fit pants. “Meanwhile you can gloat that you won’t hit that milestone for a whole nuther year.”

He held her tight in a farewell bear hug. “Never going to let me forget your superior maturity, are you?”

Nancy broke his grip and headed for her F-150 pickup. “In your dreams. Duty calls—I’ll check in later. Luv ya!” She rolled down the window, slid into the hot seat, and slipped Lyle Lovett’s Pontiac into the CD player to blare “She’s No Lady” as her tires kicked up dirt.
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Within an hour, the two-lane highway crossed into Arizona through small hills punctuated by carpet swatches of evergreen junipers and piñons. East of Safford, the terrain flattened into dusty fields. Soon, they’d be dotted with monster green trucks trailing multiple rakes to plant cotton seed. Nancy sighed in contentment, brushing bangs out of her eyes. She never tired of the view from the high seat of the Ford truck during her field trips throughout the expansive state of Arizona, or the decade of jaunts to reconnoiter with Fred in New Mexico.

Inside the one-story cement block hospital, she was greeted by the director, a stooped octogenarian who introduced himself as Bruce Oswald. 

“Nancy Bingham?” He fiddled with his hearing aids. “Dr. Gonzalez said you were on your way. I’ve lived and worked here for fifty years without a puzzle like this.”

Beaming a broad smile, she shook his hand. “Dr. Oswald, I admire your dedication on a Sunday. Not sure I’ll be able to keep all this up when I’m your age.”

He winked a heavily creased eyelid. “Someone young and energetic like you can do anything she wants. I’m glad Alejandro asked you to stop by in person.”

Self-conscious of her hours hiking, she glanced to her dusty calves and pink tennis shoes. “I’ve been to the Glenwood Catwalk. Can I clean up before we see your patient?” 

The doctor’s voice was throaty and cheerful, despite his perplexing case. “Of course, my dear. A changing room is around the corner. Meet you inside when you’re ready.”

Nancy showered for less than two minutes and donned a surgical gown, then finished with paper coverings for her head and feet, adding a mask, gloves and goggles. In the ICU room, the blond patient was pale and unconscious, his breathing assisted by a ventilator. Short in stature but well-muscled, he could have been a teen gymnast. But despite his youth, the hands on the sheet looked like her father’s, calloused from ranch work.

“Ammon Musser, age twenty,” Dr. Oswald said. “He’s been on a Mormon mission to Hong Kong, which has been a SARS hotspot. He assisted with hotel religious services for Latter-day Saints women from other countries who are nannies, cooks, or housecleaners.” 

Nancy pulled her Blackberry from her pocket. “Are you familiar with CDC’s Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report? The MMWRs are always released on Friday
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