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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
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To all those whose health and safety are threatened by a changing climate, including the people of Lahaina, Maui

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author Note


[image: ]


Dengue is an important emerging public health threat. See What you need to know about the latest outbreak of dengue fever | PBS NewsHour and Dengue fever threatens the U.S. due to climate change, among other factors (nbcnews.com). This novel conveys accurate information about dengue virus and the tools to combat it for 2021, the time period of the novel.

Most locations and organizations are real. Plot incidents are inspired by actual outbreaks in various settings and time periods. However, the characters 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 the decisions of actual agency personnel. The MayaVerse is a world of imagination that provides insights into the science and practice of public health related to zoonoses, diseases from animals and insects.

Written and spoken Hawaiian words may include an ‘okina (glottal stop), as represented by a left single quotation mark. An example is Hawai‘i. A kahakō elongates vowel sounds and is represented as a macron over a vowel. Hawaiian agencies and tourist information vary on their use of these spellings, which impact pronunciation and meaning. Although inconsistencies may seem confusing, these words are spelled to reflect character pronunciations and written agency documents.

To keep updated on the MayaVerse, join the Reader List at https://drmayamaguire.com/. For a universal link to all MayaVerse story formats and distributors, see https://books2read.com/millicenteidson/. 

Readers who would like to consult on future MayaVerse stories or provide feedback are encouraged to email: mayaverse@drmayamaguire.com. Ratings and reviews are critically important to help others discover the MayaVerse. Share impressions of this novel at  https://www.bookbub.com/authors/millicent-eidson or your favorite bookseller.
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INCEPTION 
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Las Piedras, Puerto Rico—Monday, June 28, 2021

First-graders burst with glee out the summer school’s wooden door. Their hot carbon dioxide exhalations tempt the female Aedes aegypti mosquito, but a smaller male tracks her down through his bushy antennae and they adjust their wing beats in harmonic convergence.

His abdominal pincers seize her dark, white-spotted torso and he inserts his aedeagus to secrete sperm into her genital chamber. The seminal fluid triggers a passion for blood so she circles back to the playground. Too many targets entice, but high carboxylic acid wafts from the skin of a teacher, recumbent on a patio bench and wiping his brow with his handkerchief. A mosquito magnet—she’s bitten him several times starting last Tuesday. The teacher’s body is permeated with dengue virus that alters his microbiome to grow more Bacillus bacteria emitting acetophenone. Much more attractive than the uninfected children.

The mosquito lands on the back of the teacher’s bald head, then pierces his skin with her needle-like proboscis. She sucks up blood tainted with microscopic viral particles which will travel to her midgut for replication. He swats and misses.

Students scream with noisy rounds of tag. Aedes aegypti selects a girl whose cartwheels expose tanned legs under a pink skirt. The mosquito bites the back of the child’s knee, regurgitating dengue virus from her earlier meals of teacher blood. The multiple feedings provide enough energy to find the ideal location for egg laying.

Mold-encrusted tombs beckon from a cemetery at the end of the block. A cement flowerpot with a plastic lily and blocked drainage draws the mosquito close to an obelisk topped with a marble cross. The water-clogged crack in the mausoleum’s base looks perfect. She deposits more than a hundred white eggs which adhere to the edge, just above the liquid’s surface. During Puerto Rico’s rainy season, the drizzle will provide moisture for the eggs to hatch, then turn into wriggling larvae, pupae, and finally new adults, all within a week.

She hangs for a moment on a cherubic carving that honors a much-loved baby boy, then spots a discarded beer can for her next deposit. After a few more days guaranteeing life for her offspring, she’ll join the other dead in the graveyard.
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Santa Fe, New Mexico—Tuesday, July 6, 2021

At sunrise, the moon was on its way to dying. Only a sliver floated over the purpled mountains as Maya supervised her vacationing friend’s dog. In Erika’s backyard, Rojo orbited the fence line with puppy energy. Dog duty done and Rojo snoozing in the kitchen, Maya dragged herself into her Prius for a fifteen-minute drive to the New Mexico Department of Health. Braving a gauntlet of staff she hadn’t seen in almost ten months, she went through the motions of smiling during a barrage of greetings.

“Hey, Dr. Maguire, happy to have you back.”

“Didn’t recognize you with that new hairdo—like it!”

“How ya doing, kid, conquered that long COVID yet?”

She’d only restarted her Preventive Medicine Residency on July 1. Yesterday’s revisit to Harvey Cornell Rose Park, the site of her wedding, triggered a sob each time she touched a velvety flower petal. With the three-day holiday weekend, many in the office still knew little of the momentous last year since her marriage to Manolo. 

The cheerful office voices filtered down the hall and eased Maya’s heartache as she answered calls about dog bites. All routine, no monumental public health challenges, just what she needed. But the masks and staggered work schedules provided a stark reminder of the pandemic, even with its summer lull. 

All day, she rehearsed what to say if someone acknowledged her anniversary. Under COVID restrictions, only three local friends had attended the July 6 ceremony last year, with her family and her supervisors joining on Zoom. Dr. Grinwold and Stephanie, his secretary, would remember. But like Erika, they weren’t in the office. 

––––––––
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At five-thirty, Maya closed the office door and hurried back to Erika’s house, praying that the two-month-old Labradoodle hadn’t made a mess. As she released Rojo into the yard again, she cleaned up a puddle of urine on the kitchen tiles. He’d missed the puppy pad. 

When Erika was planning a camping trip to celebrate her son’s eighth birthday, she’d approached Maya for help. “You’re a vet, my ideal dog sitter.” Their campervan, a grandparent pandemic gift, was too small to include an untrained twelve-pound puppy.

The paper towel Maya swiped over the damp floor also collected strands of her red-streaked black hair. Like the dog breed, she shouldn’t be shedding, but extreme stress had multiple impacts. Preventive medicine—that was the intent in getting away from the apartment she had shared with Manolo until his COVID death. Without mentioning Manolo or the wedding anniversary, Erika had offered Maya a place to recuperate with a consoling animal.

Maya slid open the patio door and Rojo bounded in, then curled up with her on the couch. As her fingers caressed his silky red fur, bumps of his warm black nose on her arm soothed her soul. Rojo’s brown eyes darted toward and away from hers. She was always a sucker for dark eyes, and the dog’s expression appeared to mirror the pain in her own.

“Rojo, don’t worry.” Maya’s tone was soft—she wanted to calm both their nerves. “Kyle will be home Saturday, full of Smokey the Bear and Billy the Kid tales. If you work on bladder control, I bet you can join them next trip.” 

The abrupt musical note and flashing screen of her phone laid waste to her meditative state. Rojo leapt to the floor, headed for his cushion. “Hi, Mom, thanks for calling. I knew you guys wouldn’t forget.” 

She moved to the kitchen table and rested the phone on its adjustable case. Flagstaff’s San Francisco Peaks framed her mom’s head, crowned by flaming dyed hair. Then her dad’s balding pate poked into view. Her parents looked better in their early seventies than she felt at twenty-eight.

“I still can’t get used to your haircut,” her mom said. “You’ve never had it so short.” 

Maya plastered on a smile. “I tried to match your color—not easy for a Chinese American to look Irish.”

“Men like long hair on their women,” her mom answered.

Her dad cut off the awkward discussion begun two weeks earlier when Maya returned from China. “Barbara, Maya’s decision on hairstyle isn’t important. She made it home—they could have locked her up longer in that dangerous COVID hotel, or even worse, a Chinese prison.”

“If Manolo were alive, he’d never let her do something so stupid.” 

Her dad redirected the conversation. “We’ve been looking at the wedding pictures and video that your colleague Dr. Schwartz put together. We thank God for those enduring memories.”

“Me too,” Maya answered. After visiting the park yesterday, she’d gone through the electronic album on her laptop, the first time since Dave sent it. Manolo’s ebullient personality was reflected in his embroidered Guayabera shirt honoring his Puerto Rican heritage. His face was ecstatic and loving, goatee grown in for her personal preference even though he’d have to shave it later for the Public Health Service uniform requirements. Seeing his kisses on the video triggered sense memories of his persuasive lips and his earthy smell. Could she ever love or be loved so passionately again?

“I wish you had stopped here on your way home from China.” Her mom continued her chiding. “Hypatia misses you.” She rotated the phone to take in the black Persian cruising their legs.

Maya’s patience snapped. “Dammit, Mom, I needed time to prepare for my CDC training. I was lucky they let me postpone it after Manolo and the baby died.” 

She couldn’t remember cursing at her mother before. Adoptees were supposed to be forever grateful, her conscience chastised. But her mom was right—she should have squeezed in a quick visit to Arizona after her return from Hong Kong.  

“I’ll make you a solemn promise. The first vacation days I earn will be prioritized for you guys. Or if Dave and I go back to northern Arizona to investigate COVID-infected mink, we’ll stop by your place.”

“All right, dear.” Another first, her retired-astronomer mom backing down. “We just hate you being alone on such an important day. But Manolo’s with you in spirit.”

Maya felt his presence, too. She wasn’t spiritual but his light burned so bright in their two years of dating and the brief marriage, even death couldn’t extinguish it. Many people had been touched by his brand of confident caring. His friends at the Indian Health Service had started a scholarship in his name for public health physicians working in areas of scarce resources.

“I’ve been thinking,” she told her parents. “A good time to hold a memorial service for Manolo and the baby would be the anniversary of his death, Oct. 6. Maybe his family can travel here from New York.” 

The words were leaden, hard to form and share, but nine months after their deaths, she released them. She didn’t know the date of her miscarriage while in the COVID coma, or if the baby had been a boy or a girl. Not knowing allowed the short pregnancy to seem unreal, like a dream that happened to someone else.

“I love you, Mom and Dad. Rojo’s scratching to go outside again. Thanks for checking on me.”

––––––––
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Maya hooked a leash to Rojo’s collar and headed to the arroyo behind the neighborhood. Slanted light rays were colored by suspended particles of New Mexico dust. She’d never seen better sunsets during undergrad and vet school in Colorado or while working toward her public health degree in New York City. During her early years in Flagstaff, the ponderosa forests had blocked distant views. But on this clear, cool evening, mountain ranges to the south and west provided a rough bottom stroke to a Bierstadt landscape, with the closer peaks a darker hue.

Rojo sniffed at every plant while Maya kicked over some rocks, looking for the lizards Kyle loved. Erika had told Maya that caring for the dog would make her feel useful and calmer. Having her own pet might be a good idea, but with her demanding job and COVID recovery, Maya avoided any commitments. 

She rubbed her arms with the rapid drop in temperature. The shivers might be related to her prolonged depression, perhaps from the time on a respirator and coronaviral effects on the brain. But she focused on gratitude for regaining most of her strength.

Breaking into a slow jog, she guided Rojo back to Erika’s patio door. Once he nodded off on his dog bed, she opened her laptop and clicked on the Chinese wildlife biologist’s email, sent over his secure channel. 


<Glad to hear you’re back to work. I apologize for persuading you to cross into China as my pretend sister so we could capture bats. I am not allowed to work on COVID so I seek our giant salamander before it disappears with heat waves and Yangtze drying up.>


Maya was still furious with Mu Jian and Stefan Duda, her World Health Organization colleague, for the risks they took in organizing the expedition. Her birth in China and return visit at age twelve had lulled her into a sense of security and curiosity. Jian and Stefan counted on those good feelings to rope her into a trip that was too dangerous with the People’s Republic of China COVID-paranoia. Her mental processing wasn’t a hundred percent, and they took advantage. But the adventure had snapped her out of mourning and reoriented her brain to epidemiology. And they both appeared to be genuinely sorry, so she couldn’t hold a grudge.

She typed a reply. 


<So much in common—we’re science and medical detectives born in Tongling, Anhui Province. What are the odds? I have pictures from my 2005 visit—could you share some recent ones? My parents said in the twelve years between their trip to pick me up and our return, the provincial capital became unrecognizable. Hefei had no traffic lights the first time, then transformed into a bustling city a few years later.>


Maya was surprised to get an immediate response from Jian, until she remembered it was midmorning the next day in the PRC.


<I will send photos for both cities. My grandparents want to meet this lost daughter of Tongling. They miss my mother so much, another casualty of COVID like your husband. Take a picture with your mobile so I can share it.>


Jian had taken selfies of them on a tour boat before they got caught, but she took one more and texted it. With the weight loss and pixie haircut, the only thing she recognized in the photo was the small flat mole near her left eye. 

The headshot didn’t expose her body damaged by accidents and disease investigation misadventures. With Manolo’s love, she’d tried to move beyond embarrassment about the missing baby finger next to the wedding ring, and scars on her head, arms and legs. Some might be put off by a Chinese girl less exotic and perfect than their imaginations. Fortunately, any future commitments to another man were off the table.

As the sun vanished and gloom of night settled in, she reached down to give the sleeping Rojo a final pet. She envied the dog’s untroubled dreams. Hers about Manolo could be consolatory or fictional monstrosities. Black waves of his hair gleamed in the sunlight or twitched like tarantulas. Eyes invited her to swim in soothing cenote pools or swirling maelstroms. Lips puckered, supple with desire or obliterated by leprosy. She flung her tea cup into the sink and it shattered. 

“Fuck my fucked-up mind,” she exclaimed to the dog who cocked his head before falling back into his trance. All alone again, she cleaned up the mess. Memories to cherish, and memories to loathe.
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Queens, New York City—Wednesday, July 7, 2021

From the Citi Field seats in the upper right section, Faye Simpson checked her text message. Heart racing, she anticipated meeting up with one of her favorite hookups. She maneuvered her bulk to the aisle and down to the entrance, nostalgic for the gaudy blue-and-white Shea Stadium. A highlight had been the 1986 World Series championship during her early years as the City’s Public Health Veterinarian.

Scanning the crowd, she almost didn’t spot Taylor, a towering bronze goddess. After almost two years apart, the mask and shaved head threw Faye off.

“Dr. Lewis, you look wonderful.” Faye leaned on the irony of a formal greeting. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”

Taylor stretched out one bare arm, glistening with the ninety-degree heat. “You look marvelous too, dear, including your enhanced curves with pandemic pounds.”

Faye accepted the handshake, warmed by the memory of their barbed banter. She was certain Taylor was flirting, not offering an insult. With luck, the evening would advance to further contact. 

“It’s hotter than Hades,” Taylor said, “but I got in a practice run for the marathon.”

Faye smirked. “You’ve got more energy than me.”

As they headed to the stadium gate, Faye flushed with the realization of how much she didn’t know about Taylor even after eight years of intermittent interludes. An accomplished physician but an amateur athlete as well? She should have guessed by Taylor’s sculpted physique, although running might be a pandemic hobby. Her initial attraction to Taylor at the Village Halloween parade was Taylor’s resemblance to Robert, Faye’s veterinary externship mentor and long-lost love. 

The spectacular day when she congratulated Robert at the end of the 1984 marathon flooded her memory. Under crisp blue skies, his sandalwood cologne had mixed with sweat as he twirled her in joy, stirring up the orange and yellow leaves painting the fading grass. Faye’s favorite time of year.

Then Robert collapsed and died two weeks later from AIDS and a brain parasite, so she never got to see him in his late forties like Taylor. The crinkles around Taylor’s dark eyes made her wonder if Robert would have aged as gracefully.

Faye flashed her phone for the ticket taker. “I arrived before my guest. Can you still scan their ticket?” Taylor, as a trans woman, had requested the gender-neutral pronoun when they first met.

On the upper deck, Faye again shoved past fans wearing blue-striped Mets jerseys and blue caps. Heads jerked up as they passed—her roly-poly body with its sagging freckled skin contrasted with her statuesque Black companion. This was their first time out together in a social setting. Most previous encounters were in the Staten Island hospital where Taylor served as Chief of Staff, or in Taylor’s lower Manhattan apartment.

Once seated, Faye pulled out her beer from under the seat and offered it to Taylor. “When the guy comes around again, we can order a fresh one,” she said. Fingering her graying strawberry-blonde curls, she eyed her dimply thighs. The two of them didn’t look like a couple—she was old enough to be Taylor’s mother.

In the bottom of the inning when Dominic Smith hit a groundball to right field and took first base, Faye shouted to make herself heard over the roar of the crowd. “I’m sweltering. Let’s ditch these masks.”

“Governor Cuomo eliminated the mandates two weeks ago. This Flushing Bay breeze will waft away the cooties.”

Faye glanced at those nearby, uncertain if anyone would be offended by Taylor’s quip. In tense pandemic and political times, everyone was on a hair trigger. As they removed their N95s in solidarity with other beer-guzzling patrons, Taylor’s ambiguous gender with purple nail polish and matching lipstick drew quick glances. Faye’s conservative Colorado parents would be rolling over in their graves. But on her rare Thanksgiving visits to the ranch before their deaths, they’d given hints of suspecting Faye’s eclectic tastes.

Public health and medical small talk were kept to a minimum. Faye concentrated on the game rather than the palpable yearnings generated by their bare leg contact. After the Milwaukee Brewers scored two runs in the top of the second inning, she followed Taylor down to grab dinner. While standing together at one of the round metal tables, her chin dripped butter from her lobster roll. Taylor snaked a long finger to wipe it off, then took bites from Vegan City nachos with jackfruit.

“A far stretch from the Nathan’s hot dogs I used to get here,” Faye said. “I’m overwhelmed by the food choices, especially when I should cut back.”

“Is this our first official date?” Taylor lifted a Brooklyn Lager with two fingers.

Faye laughed. Their occasional hookups and work meetings didn’t qualify. “Maybe. We haven’t discussed any epidemics yet.”

Taylor set the bottle on the table and laced hands with Faye. “Will you forgive me if I consult about a single case?”

The energizing shock of Taylor’s caress sent Faye’s mind spinning. Three thousand touch receptors in each fingertip. To distract from the sensations, she grabbed her lobster roll and directed her brain to diseases from animals and insects. “Which zoonosis is it this time?”

Taylor leaned in close. “Dengue fever. The state texted me lab confirmation while I was on the train. It’s a little girl visiting from Puerto Rico.” 

Faye noted no one loitering nearby but lowered her voice. “It’s unlikely she caught it here—we don’t have Aedes aegypti mosquitoes. However, our Aedes albopictus can transmit it. That would be a first—we’ve never had local transmission.”

“She’s got mild cystic fibrosis which may complicate the prognosis. Dengue wasn’t on the initial rule-out list because her signs were nonspecific.”

“I bet you’re more attuned to dengue with your overseas work.”

A wide smile broke Taylor’s angular features. “The chance to volunteer in the Philippines dengue outbreak was life-changing.”

“Do you know I represent states and cities on the Dengue Vaccine Work Group?”

“Of course. I follow your career closely.”

Faye was surprised that anything made her blush at sixty-six. “I definitely want the details of your case, but this isn’t the best place.”

Taylor nodded. “You can visit the patient with me tomorrow.”

Faye’s mind went wild with dengue virus speculations, insufficiently distracted by a ball game with few runs. At game end, they joined the throngs of dejected Mets fans headed to the train. “I hate losing five to zip,” Faye said, “but we can get home early.”

Masks back on, Taylor draped an arm over Faye’s shoulders, keeping them close. 

An hour later, they had negotiated the subway to Faye’s one-bedroom condo at the border of Little Italy and Chinatown. Both of them had skin beaded with moisture, so she closed the drapes and turned on the A/C.

Taylor dropped to a shredded couch covered with a blue Mets throw blanket. 

Faye grimaced. “Sorry for the furniture. The cats had a field day before the last one died of renal failure.”

Taylor’s aquiline nose wrinkled for a sneeze. “Guess I should have expected a vet to have pets. This is only a slight allergy.”

A cat had slept in their bed during their first tryst in 2013 at an apartment belonging to Taylor’s friend, and all subsequent meetings had been catless. Taylor’s revelation of a problem only reinforced Faye’s decision to keep their assignations casual.

Taylor reached out to undo the button and zipper of Faye’s yellow shorts. “This ungodly heat—we’re stinky pigs.” Taylor’s lips twisted in a tentative grin. “Can we start with a shower?” 

Faye allowed Taylor to finish undressing her before she returned the favor with stroking fingers. 

Naked, their contrast in age, stature, and skin color was even more prominent, but Faye had dimmed the table lamp. She knew Taylor took female hormones which formed small breasts but had not started any surgical transformations. It just provided more love-making options.
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Staten Island, New York City—Thursday, July 8, 2021

They rode the Staten Island ferry the next morning. With Taylor at the railing of the open deck, Faye stretched like a cat in the filtered sunshine. An incoming text confirmed that her boss, Dr. Moskowitz, had approved her plans.

She glanced around. The area was uncrowded with most travelers going into Manhattan for work, not their direction. “Tell me more about your patient,” she said.

“Juana came into the ER on Monday with a high-grade fever, severe headache, vomiting, gum bleeding, and a rash. Tuesday, we moved her to the neuro ward.”

“I never heard of neurological problems with dengue.”

“She has diminished tone in both lower limbs, incontinence, and absent perianal sensations.”

The boat docked as summer storm clouds blocked the sun. “I often jog from here.” Taylor’s eyebrows were raised in a question.

Faye squirmed. Wearing tennis shoes, there was no reason she couldn’t join Taylor, except that she didn’t run.

“Have you ever seen me exercise?” she joked. “Well, except for what we do in bed.” 

Taylor dabbed a raindrop from Faye’s nose and hailed a cab. 

Thirty minutes later, they had gowned and huddled at the door to the ICU room. Faye looked in at the small child, dark hair fanned over the pillow and face marked with a diffuse rash. The girl opened her eyes and rubbed them, moaning in pain. Then she seemed to recognize Taylor and grinned, waving one hand.

“Juana, this is Dr. Simpson,” Taylor said.

“Hi. When can I see the Statue of Liberty?” Juana twisted to scratch at one knee. A strangled groan emanated from her lips and a nurse adjusted what Faye assumed was a pain drip.

Faye turned to Taylor and whispered. “Her discomfort is extreme. What got dengue on your radar before the lab results?”

“Routine tests for other diseases came up with nothing, and no place in the US is more dangerous for dengue than Puerto Rico.” Taylor turned to the centralized computer and opened the medical record. “Last night’s MRI found a spinal epidural hematoma. They plan to operate.”

Faye wracked her brain, realizing she was out of her league on some human disease complications. “How did her infection cause blood to compress the spinal cord?”

“The rash may reflect a bleeding disorder. Listen, I have to page the surgeon.”

“Of course. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“We need to rule out New York for her exposure. Can you nail down the family’s travel details?”

Faye blanched. With COVID’s impact on the public health and medical infrastructure, the last thing they needed was a swarm of blood-sucking mosquitoes spreading breakbone fever. 

“No problem, there must be a relative nearby.” She stepped closer to Juana. “Hang in there, kiddo. Dr. Lewis mentioned you want to be a gymnast—I can’t wait to see your moves.”

Juana reached out a hand toward Faye. “When I get out, I want hair highlights like yours.”

So someone appreciated her multitoned natural color—an advantage of not dying it. “I’ll pass that along to your parents.”

She asked the clerk to page the Lopez family to the cafeteria. Stepping into the elevator, she scratched at a mosquito bite on her arm. She’d been too excited about meeting with Taylor last night at the ballgame to remember bug repellent.
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Santa Fe, New Mexico—Friday, July 9, 2021

Water in Maya’s ears muffled other sounds as she pounded out the laps, alternating her strokes in the pool just a block from the health department. When her pace lagged, visions of loved ones stolen by COVID haunted like brief rainbows. Her grandmother, the baby, Manolo. Then she kicked it into gear and refocused on speed until she stood up at the shallow end, gasping from the intense thirty-minute workout.

After a quick shower, she munched a tuna salad sandwich as she walked across the park. She hesitated next to a massive black steam locomotive surrounded by a chain-link fence and hedges. Manolo had told her it was donated in 1959. If he and their child had lived, she could imagine a family outing with him expounding on every detail of its capacity.

A songbird’s sweet, clear notes counteracted traffic noise when she paused at the crosswalk. Her phone rang with a call from Dave Schwartz, her US Department of Agriculture colleague.

“I’m at the Rodeo de Santa Fe this afternoon on a USDA inspection. Any chance you can join me?”

Maya headed to her car. “I can’t pass up a chance to see you in person. Give me about fifteen minutes.”

When reaching the open-air fairgrounds on the south side, she spotted Dave leaning against one of the metal chutes, dirty brown cowboy hat low over his chiseled face. In his mid-thirties like Manolo, he was built like a lean rodeo cowboy, but she didn’t recall he’d ever tried it.

“Break any more government regulations?” Dave’s droll sense of humor came on strong. “Not that I should criticize your China debacle. I got a speeding ticket yesterday.”

“You’re such an outlaw.” She bumped his chest with her fist. “By the way, my parents are still gushing over the wedding photos. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Must be a hard time, with your anniversary and all.”

“Mixed feelings, but I’m okay.”

Dave led her over to hard metal seats in the grandstand. “The haircut and weight loss suit you.” He gestured to the young woman kicking her horse into high speed as she raced into the arena. “Maybe healthy enough to compete with these barrel racers.”

“I’ve been on a workout plan for COVID recovery, but I’m not ready to ride.” Dave’s personal remarks could have been intrusive but after three years of working together, she was tolerant of his good-old-boy ways. Nobody was more dedicated to his role as a family man and USDA veterinarian. 

“Why are you visiting Santa Fe?” she asked. “Need an infusion of culture and charm from the City Different?”

“Everyone’s getting in practice for the upcoming rodeo so I’m reviewing animal health.” The cowgirls and cowboys lining the fence whooped in encouragement as the horse and rider went into a steep lean, hugging the barrel through the turn. 

Dave turned back to Maya. “We haven’t connected in more than a month. How are you really doing?” 

“Peachy keen,” Maya said, unwilling to dump her mental health challenges on him. Then she switched to work. “I have a question about deer and COVID.”

“USDA is planning to release our study analyzing deer antibody levels in four states. Thirty-three percent were infected.”

The news triggered a rapid heartbeat—she hoped the China trip hadn’t amped up her fight-or-flight response. “How did it spill over to deer? We feared that mink would be the first natural reservoir here.”

“Don’t go batshit crazy—we’ve got no evidence of clinical illness in the deer, nor reason to think they’re spreading it to people. Probably the other way around, perhaps through wastewater or an intermediary species.”

She didn’t appreciate him insinuating that she was hysterical, but ignored his dig. “Like everyone, I’ve got pandemic fatigue.” 

He wrinkled his hat in his hand. “It’s not only deer we have to worry about. Remember those stray cats we saw at the Arizona mink farm?”

“I was distracted by the beefy guards throwing us out.”

“Well, a Utah mink farm was more cooperative, where we captured some free-roaming cats. GPS collars tracked them to neighborhoods where they could contact people, as well as other domestic and wild animals. A few of the cats were infected with corona, apparently from eating virus-contaminated mink feed.”

“When did you do all this?”

“While you were in COVID recovery—we’re still analyzing the results.”

With all the drama she could muster, Maya placed her palms together and raised her hands toward the metal roof of the grandstand. 

“God, please send me something different that’s scary and fatal to work on!”

“Gal, don’t go makin’ stupid wishes like that. I’m hearing the voice of my religious wife—she’d be appalled at your request.”

Maya knew he was right. It was just too tempting to joke around—no one else was able to get in that groove with her. Except Stefan Duda, but her resentment over his luring her to China still burbled like a hot spring. 

“Dave, tell Emilia she can drag me to church next time I visit. I have a whole lot of sins to confess.”

“Come stay with us soon. The kids will be happy to show off their latest horsemanship skills. Have you been to a real rodeo? Let’s plan on a family night here when the show’s scheduled.”

Maya shook her head. “Seeing people or animals get hurt isn’t my cup of tea.”

“Ah, but it’s the glory of athletic courage.” He pointed to the rider in a black cowboy hat and green-checked shirt taking her practice run around the barrel closest to them. “They use a cloverleaf pattern to circle the three barrels—not easy to pull off. One rider did it in 16.63 seconds last year.”

Maya grinned. “Anything with the Schwartz family is fun so I’ll consider your offer. Can you email that COVID deer report?”

“Of course.” 

The rider knocked over the final barrel and the spectators groaned as Dave led Maya toward the gate. He paused with arms wide in an invitation for a hug. “We skipped the masks—think we can take another risk?” He stooped for an embrace. 

It felt wonderful to have his arms around her. Not a sexual thrill, but comfort—she longed for Manolo’s exuberant, revitalizing hugs.
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By the time Maya arrived at the health department, she had the USDA report in her email. Dave’s attitude sometimes mimicked a lazy lion under a baobab tree but he was always on top of his game.

She forwarded the information to Dr. Grinwold, along with an invitation to meet whenever he returned. He poked his head in at two-thirty and led her to his office.

“I’ve got big news.” He settled into a large, cushioned chair. Perhaps it was a new purchase as he continued to add pounds. She knew he had diabetes and tried to control it with weightlifting, difficult with the gyms closed until recently.

He removed thick-lensed glasses and rubbed the expanding bald area on his head, only a few brown-gray strands remaining. “Nancy’s giving up the job and joining me in Santa Fe. The moving van picks up her things in Phoenix on Sunday—I’m flying there tonight to finish packing.”

The news was momentous—the culmination of a lifetime dream of being together after decades working in adjacent states. Maya was tempted to leap up and give him a congratulatory hug, but they never had that kind of relationship. 

“That’s fantastic! Who’s her replacement?” 

A wave of dizziness washed over her. Surely not Enzo? Her aggressive Arizona counterpart had accepted a federal position after his training ended in June. The further away he worked, the better. It was almost two years since his sexual assaults and his blackmail to keep his position.

“Your friend Lila Becker got the job. She finished her Preventive Medicine Residency in California and wants to stay in the Southwest.”

Maya stomped on a centipede of envy that Lila had completed her PMR while Maya was starting over, derailed by her COVID infection. And Lila had met another physician on the job, with the two women exchanging engagement rings on a TikTok video. Her fiancée appeared as sedate and serious as Lila was loud and proud.

“Arizona couldn’t be in better hands,” Maya said, “now that Nancy’s here with you.” She looked forward to working with Lila on cross-border outbreaks.

Dr. Grinwold smiled, something Maya didn’t see often. “Everything’s falling into place. We’re all thrilled you’re back working with us. I know it’s been rough for you lately.”

The classic poster of a kitten hanging on for dear life from a tree limb, that’s how Maya felt. “This place is a second family.”

“Good, and thanks for the deer update. Let me know when the mink/cat study has any official results. CDC reports you’re doing an excellent job managing the reportable disease database this week in Erika’s absence.”

Maya brushed her skirt, thrown off guard by the unfamiliar compliment. “Happy to take care of it.” She stood to leave. “I need to check on the latest reports.”

“Nancy and I will have you over to dinner once she’s settled in.”

That would be a first—Maya didn’t even know where he lived. Although COVID had spread its tentacles to multiple living creatures, US human cases had plummeted from more than a quarter million a day in January to only ten thousand a day in July. Many believed the pandemic was over. Things were looking up for all of them.
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Manhattan, New York City—Friday, July 9, 2021

Faye’s back was in agony from hours at her desk. Finally at home, she wondered why she killed herself working past typical retirement age. She placed the phone call, eager for a shower and bed.

“Maya, are you sitting down?” she asked.

“That sounds ominous. What is it?”

“Dengue virus, possibly in your state.” 

“One second.” Maya went silent and Faye heard clicking keys.

“New Mexico hasn’t had local transmission,” Maya said, “but there’s Aedes aegypti near the Rio Grande River.”

“We have confirmed infection in a child named Juana Lopez. She stopped in New Mexico on her way here from Puerto Rico.”

Maya sounded tentative. “Are you concerned that she became infected in New Mexico, or was a source for infecting other people while here?”

“Both. I’m sorry to dump this on you when you just started working full time again. Should I talk to Fred?”

“Dr. Grinwold’s helping Dr. Bingham move from Phoenix to Santa Fe this weekend, so I can take the lead. Where in New Mexico did the girl visit?”

An alarm blared and Faye looked down the street, slick with an evening rain shower. Beacons on an ambulance and firetruck flashed—her neighborhood was never quiet.

She turned her attention back to the phone call. “Juana’s dying grandmother lives in Corrales, which I understand is in the Albuquerque area. She was there June 29 to July 2.”

“My colleague Dave Schwartz lives in Bernalillo, next door to Corrales. He’s probably up on mosquito issues in that area. I’ll also check with Albuquerque Environmental Health.” 

Sirens finally silent, Faye moved back to her kitchen table. “Juana is in critical condition—she had surgery this morning to remove a blood clot pressing on her spine.”

She paused before continuing. Might as well be honest. 

“The rumor mill says that CDC wasn’t too happy about your China expedition. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

Maya sounded irritated. “CDC rehired me so we’re beyond that. I won’t let you down.”

––––––––
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As she wolfed down a chicken pot pie, Faye flipped through the Living Arts section of the New York Times. She felt guilty about the trees sacrificed to print it but she couldn’t adjust to reading it online. The sky outside the window was a gloomy gray with limited visibility at sunset. 

The emergency vehicles had left. With fifty-five apartments in the ornate former Police Building, populated by numerous senior citizens, there were plenty of candidates for getting sick.

The buzzer interrupted and she spoke into the old-fashioned wall speaker. “Geraldo, what is it?” 

“Dr. Simpson, there’s a Dr. Lewis here at the front desk.”

When Taylor stayed over Wednesday night after the Mets game, they’d gone straight up to Faye’s apartment and didn’t interact with the doorman. No love interests had ever shown up in her lobby uninvited. Maybe it was a major mistake to spend the night at her place rather than Taylor’s.

Geraldo cleared his throat. “Uh, for Dr. Lewis, do you want me to send him, er, her, up?”

“Yes, they know the way.” 

At the rap from the lion’s head knocker, she yanked the door open and fixed her fiercest scowl to dissuade such behavior.

Taylor was dressed in scrubs and wore a black wig of wavy hair. The color of the lilies in Taylor’s hand matched Faye’s pink pajama gown covered with white bunnies. 

“Dr. Lewis,” Faye said in an imperious tone. “You didn’t call or text to say you were dropping by.”

Her guest leaned a muscled arm on the door jamb and flashed a brilliant smile. Taylor’s magnetic charm likely worked wonders in hospital personnel disagreements.

“I thought you might enjoy a surprise.” Taylor proffered the flowers with a curtsy. “Guess I was wrong.”

Faye didn’t respond. How much should she torture Taylor for assuming their relationship was to the level of drop-ins? The two of them staring in silence on her doorstep wasn’t a discreet option, so she opened her door wider.

“Can I put these in water?” Taylor gestured at the kitchen door as Faye settled on her couch. 

Minutes later, Taylor returned with the flowers in a vase. “I apologize again. I’ll call and check with you in the future. Can I update you on Juana Lopez?”

Faye scooted over to make room. She vowed to let her displeasure go if Taylor didn’t show up like this again.

“How’s she doing after the procedure?”

“We removed the blood clot and she’s responsive, but still no improvement in her lower limbs. And she’s not breathing on her own, so she’s getting air through a tracheostomy.”

Taylor’s fingers interlaced with her own. “Thanks for the email about your interview with the Lopez family.”

Faye withdrew her hand, attempting to keep their exchange on a business level. “Maya Maguire will try to identify dengue-infected mosquitoes in New Mexico where Juana visited. I plan to do the same here. The number and type of mosquito traps, their locations—all that is yet to be determined.”

“Good. Has anyone contacted Puerto Rico?”

“I gave them a heads-up this afternoon. Would you like a cup of herbal tea?”

Taylor nodded and Faye headed to the kitchen for the chamomile. When she returned with the steaming mugs, she said, “I’m preparing an Epi-X report. That’s how CDC alerts other states.”

After a sip, Taylor reached out to play with Faye’s pale gray curls. “Did you recommend anything to the family members?”

Aroused, Faye tried to remain focused. “They’ll be checking temperatures twice a day and we’ll facilitate rapid lab testing if anyone develops signs or symptoms.”

Taylor’s fingers drifted down to Faye’s bare neck, making feathery circular strokes on her skin. “Glad to hear I only have one patient to worry about and you’re on top of everything else.”

With flames of fire from Taylor’s tender caresses, Faye eked out a minimal response. “No problem.”

Taylor glanced around the apartment. “I got a good look at this grand Baroque palace while cooling my heels in the lobby. Chandeliers gleaming in the tile floor, the building’s copper dome—it reminds me of Paris.”

“I lucked out with my purchase.” Faye leaned back and gave into the tactile sensations, forgetting her vow to throw Taylor out as soon as possible. “I’d make a killing if I sold it now.”

Taylor’s lips feathered the arch of Faye’s jaw. “Please don’t sell. I want to do this here for a long time.”

If Faye were a cat, she’d start to purr. “No commitments, except for tonight.” Her hands grabbed for the drawstring on Taylor’s pants.
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Santa Fe, New Mexico—Saturday, July 10, 2021

Rojo bounced up and down in Erika’s kitchen as if on a trampoline. His eight-year-old owner adopted a stern stare beneath the stiff-brim black hat. “I’m Sheriff Kyle. Is anyone acting up?”

Maya popped both of her hands into the air. “Oh, no, Sheriff, we’re all on our best behavior.” She smiled at the contrast between Kyle’s pose and his Only You Can Prevent Wildfires t-shirt. Smokey cuddled two baby bunnies, surrounded by a skunk, a fawn, fox cubs and baby ducks. Kyle tumbled to the floor when Rojo jumped at his legs.

“With all the souvenirs, it looks like you helped out New Mexico’s stagnant economy,” Maya teased his parents.

Erika put her arm around her shorter husband’s waist. “Billy the Kid made a big impression.”

“The reenactment with Sheriff Pat Garrett reinforced the ‘crime doesn’t pay’ message.” Rolf unloaded food from the cooler into the refrigerator. “So I don’t think we’ve created a little cattle rustler.”

After yanking her blonde hair back into a ponytail, Erika started separating the whites from the dark colors in the pile of dirty clothes she’d dumped on the kitchen table. Whiffs of campfire emanated with every toss of a sock. “Speaking of the international criminal in this room, did you ever discover who sprung you from your COVID jail in China?”

Maya shook her head, exhausted from trying to figure it out. If she had to
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