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PROLOGUE

I barrel down the street, a blur racing through the crowd. Arms and legs pumping as fast as they can.

Can’t be late—too much at stake.

Heart pounding. Gasping for breath. But no time to rest. Gotta get there before they do the unthinkable.

Before they kill him.

Out of nowhere they slam into me, knocking me to the ground. My head smashes into the pavement. Disoriented, I stumble to my feet and ready myself to fight.

But they’re already gone.

Head is throbbing and bloody. Legs wobbly, vision doubled. I press on, hoping I get there in time to save him.


Chapter 1 

Manhattan, June 2015 

 

Dr. Jerome Gorelick leers at the young Jamaican woman. “Join me in my office, Ms. St. James. We have a pressing matter to discuss.”

Kerline St. James smiles nervously, trying to mask the sensation of her skin crawling, as the anger flares inside her. Always de same; men dinking dey can take ’vantage a me. Gorelick started out pleasant, even fatherly when she joined the practice a few months earlier. But compliments on her hair and sense of fashion quickly morphed into crude, inappropriate remarks about her breasts and her ass. What will it be dis time? she wonders. How can she stop his advances and still keep her job?

She follows him down the long hallway, a tightness growing in her chest, dread building as each step brings her closer to his office. He waves her across the threshold and quickly closes the door behind her. Smiling, he extends a hand toward a chair opposite his desk. As he walks past the other side of the desk, the hand disappears from view. A chill runs down her spine as her eyes shoot toward the sound of the door locking. Her heart pounds as he makes his way across the tightly woven, gray carpet, to a small bar in the corner where he pours them both a drink. His back shields her view. Is he slipping something into one of the drinks? Anger and dread turn to fear and revulsion as he comes up to her and leans his fat ass against his desk. He extends one of the drinks to her. She takes it hesitantly, her mind racing, desperate to find a way out.

He offers a toast. “To one of the most sexually captivating women in the world.” As he rests a hand on her thigh, several inches above the hem of her skirt, a perverse smile fills his pockmarked, bearded face. He squeezes her thigh now. “Your future is as bright as you’re willing to make it, Ms. St. James.”

Kerline stares back at the vile creature before her. She wants to scream, to pull away, but she’s paralyzed.

Gorelick’s hand creeps farther up her thigh, the hideous smile twisting into a scowl. “Drink up, Ms. St. James. Your future depends on these next few minutes.” He downs half a glass of wine then places it on the desk. Leaning forward, his alcohol-infused breath upon her, he moves in for a kiss as his hand slides farther up her thigh. His lips are almost upon her. It’s now or never.

She chooses now.

She throws her wine in his face and with a swift kick to the groin, disables him, pushing him onto the floor as she races around the desk. Her hands grope for the button he must have used to lock them in. Her heart races as she sees him slowly rise from the floor. Where de ’ell is it?! He marches over to her.

“Playing hard to get, I see.” He slaps her across the face with the back of his hand, then grabs her by the throat. “Guess you know I like it rough.” In an instant he’s on top of her as they sprawl out on the floor. His right hand tightens around her throat as his left paws at the buttons on her blouse, tearing them open. Won’t be long now. He looks into her eyes, her fear arousing him even more. He smiles as her eyes begin to close. Just a few more seconds to go...

Kerline feels light-headed as his grip tightens around her throat. She feels him groping at her chest. Stop ’im somehow... so weak. It’s no use. Her eyes begin to close as her hands flutter under his grasp. In a moment it will be inevitable. Then a voice screams out from the deep, reptilian part of her brain. Nooo!!! Her arm flashes through the air, her nails drawing blood from his face. The scream is his now. His right hand lets go of her throat and jumps to his face, pawing at the blood as it streams through his fingers.

Kerline presses her advantage.

She batters and slashes at his face until it is the embodiment of a bloody battlefield. Gorelick shrieks in pain as she throws him off, his head slamming into the edge of the desk. She lands a barrage of kicks to his midsection and groin, inflicting pain on him, not just for her but for all women who have fallen prey to his kind. With time she comes to her senses, the reptilian brain receding, the onslaught coming to an end. She stands tall and looks down on him with disdain as she spits out, “Ruin me? I don’t dink so, man! I ruin you but good.” She smooths her skirt, finds the button to unlock the door, and leaves him a whimpering, cowardly mass.


Chapter 2 

Martha’s Vineyard, December 9, 2015

 

Six tiny flames pierce the darkness, illuminating Christine’s joyful face. Dad and I sing in tone-deaf unison, trying to make this happy moment last. “...Happy birthday, dear Christine. Happy birthday to you.”

My heart, ravaged by immeasurable turmoil and loss, aches with joy at the beauty unfolding before me. A vague pain creeps into my chest and spreads through my arms as I say a silent prayer that peace, an old friend all but absent in our lives, will find us again.

Little James, swept up in the excitement, giggles and bangs his hands on the sturdy, wooden table as his head bobs. My hand reflexively darts to my chest. The pain is crushing now, like a vise, but I try to shake it off. “Time to make your wish and blow out the candles, sweetie,” I say.

Christine, brow filled with furrows, exhales with all her might. Five of the candles, overcome by the gust, die out. Light-headed, I brace myself against the table as the last candle wavers in steadfast defiance while Christine struggles to sustain her assault.

So weak. Can’t hold on much longer.

Finally, mercifully, the candle relents, plunging us into the only state my soul knows of late utter and complete darkness. I tumble down, the side of my head banging against the edge of the table. My flailing arms send two plates flying. They shatter onto the floor as Dad yells, “Chris!” and lunges after me as my head slams into the floor. My eyes roll back in my head as I struggle to breathe.

Slivers of moonlight stream through the dining room window, offering me a glimpse of the last thing I remember before blacking out: Christine’s tear-filled, crimson face and her cries of “Daddy! Daddy!”

§

My eyes flutter open as images and sounds assault my senses. Bright white lights blare at me from overhead. Nurses scramble before me, administering oxygen and pushing meds into my IV.

“He’s awake, Doctor!”

“Excellent. Push the metoprolol. Got to get that heart rate under control. Have we got his doctor on the line yet?”

The monitors’ alarms scream as I lay here, weak and drenched in sweat.

A nurse thrusts a cell phone into the hands of the doctor hovering above me. “Doctor Jacobs for you.”

“We’ve got a patient of yours, Chris Ravello, in the ER at Martha’s Vineyard Hospital. Blood pressure and heart rate through the roof. Not sure what’s causing it... or how to get it under control. Afraid he’s going to stroke out.”

Jacobs’ voice is strained, intense. “He’s got pheochromocytoma. Must be in adrenergic crisis. You need to stabilize him ASAP, then transfer him to me. Here’s exactly what you need to do to pull him through, Doctor....”


Chapter 3

Doctor Jacobs leans back in his chair. Managing my disease from the get go, since he diagnosed me about six years ago, he’s never seen me in such bad shape.

“You gave us quite a scare yesterday, Chris. How are you feeling?”

“Like shit. Can’t keep living like this. The attacks are out of control.” I sigh and rub my neck as Jacobs nods.

“Tell me what’s been going on.”

“I had to resign from the police force a couple of weeks ago because of the pheo and retreat to the Vineyard with my tail between my legs, hoping that would settle things down.”

“Clearly it didn’t,” he says quietly.

I look to my left at Dad, seated a few feet away, then back to Jacobs. Annoyance slips out. “That’s the understatement of the year.”

“Chris, that’s no way to talk to—”

Jacobs puts a hand up. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Ravello. I understand, Chris. It’s frustrating.”

My eyes widen. Yeah, no kidding. I stare back at him. “I couldn’t even make it through Christine’s birthday without collapsing. Isn’t there something, anything, we can do?”

Jacobs twists his head side to side. His voice is laced with frustration. “Most cases of pheochromocytoma are amenable to surgery. But as you know—”

“—mine isn’t,” I say with intensity.

Jacobs nods his head. “And all the tried and true medical treatments have been ineffective. Beta blockers during an attack. Meditation and other stress reduction techniques to prevent attacks.” He hesitates. “The attacks are clearly getting worse, Chris. We were fortunate to pull you through this last one.” He looks at me with concern. “But I’m afraid there’s not much else we can do.”

I rock back and forth on the examining table. “But, there is something we can try?”

Jacobs removes his glasses, rubs the bridge of his nose, and exhales forcefully. “There’s one other approach... it’s promising, but risky.”

Dad perks up. I lean forward. “Life pretty much sucks as is, so what is it? How risky?”

Jacobs replaces his glasses and crosses his arms. “It’s an immunologic-based treatment.”

“A what?” Dad pipes in.

Jacobs continues, “It makes use of antigens, antibodies, it...” Dad’s blank stare stops Jacobs mid-sentence. “In Chris’ case the treatment would target the tumors in his adrenal glands so he no longer has these episodes of excess adrenaline production.”

Dad nods his head. “Makes sense. So what’s the catch?”

My eyes dart nervously from Dad to Jacobs. Remember me, guys, the patient? Over here….

“There’s little margin for error. Over-treat your son and he’ll suffer from adrenal insufficiency: constant fatigue, nausea, dizziness, fainting, and so forth. Under-treat him and we may incite the tumors to grow, worsening his condition.”

“Short of death, I can’t get much worse,” I half-heartedly reply.

“There’s a comforting thought,” Dad grumbles as he casts me a disapproving look.

Jacobs shifts in his chair, crosses and uncrosses his legs.

“Let’s bottom line it, Doctor. What’s your experience with these treatments?” I interject.

Jacobs nods. “I’ve worked with a scientist, a Doctor Harold Hyslop, in treating about a dozen patients. He’s a bit odd, unconventional, but absolutely brilliant.” Excitement creeps into Jacobs’ voice. “His research is eloquent and staggering in its breadth and depth.” Jacobs pauses, takes a deep breath. “He personally designs and formulates each treatment based on the specific patient’s disease and physiology. It’s labor intensive, proprietary, and thus shrouded in secrecy.” A look of admiration gives way to concern. “Given enough time and resources, Doctor Hyslop’s treatments will revolutionize medical care for hundreds of millions of people. But I caution you, Chris, the treatments are still in their infancy. Unpredictable outcomes are the norm.”

“How unpredictable?”

“Death and disability in some; miraculous cures in others.”

Dad puts out his hands and turns to me with a scared look. “Whoa, now let’s slow down here. Death and disability?” He shakes his head no. “Chris, there’s got to be another way. We just lost your mother and Michelle. We can’t take any chances....”

Steely eyed I return Dad’s gaze, shaking my head in frustration as I try to reign in my emotions. My voice cracks. “What else can I do?” I look back to Jacobs and take a deep breath. “This is it, right? No other options?”

Jacobs averts his gaze and runs a hand through his salt- and pepper-colored hair before making eye contact again. His reply is little more than a whisper. “I’m afraid so.”

A year and a half ago my life was filled with promise and prosperity. Anything was possible. Disgusted it has come to this, to relying on an unproven, possibly deadly treatment, I nod my head. Then listlessly, “It’s a lot to take in, Doctor. Thank you for being so forthright.” Dad and I lock eyes. Our sparring on this issue has just begun. “Looks like we’ve got a lot to talk about.”


Chapter 4

The dreary, starless night and cold, steady rain made following the doctor here unusually easy. The figure, dressed entirely in black, lurks in the shadows, alert, confident. He is less than twelve feet away now. Two empty hospital rooms lay just ahead, catty-corner to where the doctor is seated. Either would provide an ideal vantage point. He freezes as footsteps echo off the hallway walls behind him. His eyes dart to the right. A nurse approaches, moving directly toward him. “What do you want?” she says. His muscles tense as he readies to grab her. A few steps away she vanishes into a patient’s room. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about,” she continues. The figure exhales, then scans the hallway and ducks into the first of the empty rooms. Crouching just inside the entrance, he gazes at the scene that brought him here.

Harold Hyslop, tall, erudite, sits across from his brother Phil. Slumped in his hospital bed, Phil’s skin has an ashen hue, testament to his heart’s losing battle to perfuse him with oxygen.

“Rough day at the lab, Har?” Phil’s voice is tinged with concern and guilt over how hard his brother has worked these last few years.

“Huh? No, everything is fine,” Harold says with a shake of his head. “How are you feeling?”

Phil, ensconced amid a dizzying array of tubes and monitors, casts him a skeptical look as he clears his throat. “I’m hanging in there, brother. Any word on the transplant?”

Harold closes his eyes and takes a breath. “I’m afraid not, Phil.”

Phil turns away from his brother and stares out the window. The dreary, black sky and rain mirrors his dark mood. “That’s what I figured. Better not get my hopes up till they find me a heart, huh?”

Harold, unsure what to say, opts for silence.

“Look, I don’t wanna seem like a cry baby. When I landed here eight months ago, I thought I was a goner.” Phil rubs his bulbous nose, then re-adjusts the nasal cannula to improve its delivery of oxygen. “But, geez, how much longer do they expect me to hold on for?”

A deep-seated, familiar, and motivating anger wells up in Doctor Hyslop. “How long, indeed?” The doctor rises from his chair. “Two and a half years on the transplant list and there are still a dozen recipients ahead of you.” He shakes his head and spits out, “Politicians and philanthropists get the organs they need just fine.” Doctor Hyslop’s fist strikes at the air. “While people like you are told they haven’t found a good match just yet.” Hyslop clenches his teeth as his face and throat flush. “The system is rigged for the wealthy, and the science, well, it’s still in the dark ages as far as I’m concerned.”

“Hey, Har, uhh, don’t get yourself all worked up again.” Phil motions to Harold to slow things down. “It, it’s fine. I’m gonna hang in there till they find me a heart. You’ll see,” he says with hope.

Harold peers at his brother and squeezes his hand as his anger abates. “I know you will, Phil.” Harold’s eyes narrow. “And soon my breakthroughs will revolutionize transplant medicine, bringing an end to the abuses of the wealthy and the well-connected.”


Chapter 5

Dad skulks about my tiny kitchen, frustrated and impatient. “Chris, you heard what Doctor Jacobs said. The treatment could kill you!” He’s right of course. But with two young mouths to feed and a body too broken down to sustain steady employment, I’m desperate for a cure—and fast—before the next attack kills me.

I feel for Dad. In the past sixteen months he’s lost Ma and my wife, Michelle, and now his son faces a terrible choice regarding his own rapidly deteriorating health. I pull out a chair next to me as a peace offering, hoping to ratchet down the tension. “Why don’t we talk this through?” Déjà vu washes over me. Michelle sat here many a night and spoke those same words to me. Now she is gone, gunned down in front of me during an FBI sting operation gone terribly wrong. And no amount of self-loathing, guilt, or regret on my part can bring her back.

Like fingernails on a blackboard, the screech of Dad’s chair jars me from my thoughts. Arms folded in front of him, Dad settles in the chair as his lecture continues. “Son, with all this family’s been through, you can’t just sign up to be Doctor Hyslop’s next guinea pig, no matter how promising the treatment. We need to take a step back, consider our options.”

I raise a weary hand, then rest it on his shoulder. “Dad, you heard Jacobs. There really aren’t other treatment options.” I bow my head and take a moment, then steady my eyes on my father. “I thought quitting the police force and heading up to the Vineyard would clear my head, buy me some time to get better. We both know how that worked out,” I say with a derisive laugh.

He nods with resignation.

“I need something to believe in, some kinda hope to cling to.” A faint smile emerges from my frown. “I’m going to call Jacobs now, tell him I’m moving forward with the treatment.”

Dad starts to protest but reconsiders as the realization sinks in: united and hopeful may not be enough, but it’s all we have right now.


Chapter 6

Eight small test tubes filled with green-tinged fluid sit before the experimenter. Each solution is sequentially numbered and varies from its predecessor in small but meaningful ways. The researcher finishes taking notes and returns mouse number four to its cage, where it scampers about with seven of its companions.

Three times more the investigator extracts a mouse, injects it with the solution via a long, thin needle, and returns it to the cage unharmed. Three times more the worker makes entries in the notebook, outlining in detail the latest failed attempt.

The investigator reaches into the cage for the final rodent, mouse number eight. It slithers away several times before the hand snares it, then holds it steady for the injection. Two minutes go by, the mouse unaffected by the solution. The worker’s lips edge downward into a frown.

Then it happens.

The mouse’s body twitches uncontrollably for a few moments. It races around in a tight circle four times as if it can outrun its fate.

But it can’t.

Over the next minute, the mouse’s pace slows to a crawl as the chemical ravages its system.

At two minutes and forty-three seconds post injection, the mouse stumbles forward a few final steps and falls down.

Dead.

The experimenter dutifully makes a final entry in the notebook as the frown transforms into a smile.


Chapter 7

The early morning sun peers over the horizon, its rays stretching across the icy East River and the tangled, undulating mass of vegetation that overruns North Brother Island. On the west side of the isle sits a lone, ramshackle structure. In it, seated at a small workbench in the corner of his lab, Doctor Hyslop pores over the data on his most recent patients. He shakes his head in disgust as he scans the pages. The results are wildly inconsistent. Almost three-fourths of the patients he treated in the last eighteen months have made a full recovery. But it’s the other fourth that worries him. Three patients did not survive the second dose, and many who did saw their diseases run wild within hours of that treatment. The second dose is critical. Anyone in good health after that was cured by the third dose. Eyes glued to his work, he doesn’t even notice senior technician Todd Zigler’s entrance until the young man’s high-pitched voice pierces the air. “Another early start, Doctor Hyslop? Or were you up late again keeping Phil company?”

Hyslop looks up, his red eyes and baggy lids speaking for him. Zigler waves an accusatory, effeminate finger at him. “Oh gosh, you look terrible, Doc. You are not taking care of yourself at all.” He shakes his head with disapproval, then folds his arms lightly across his small chest. “Can I get you some coffee or something?”

Hyslop stares back impassively, nods, and returns to his work as Todd glides past him toward the break room. Along the way the lab technician runs his finely manicured fingers across the work bench, past a dizzying array of expensive, state-of-the-art equipment. Blood chemistry analyzers, interferometers, and spectrometers fill the bulk of the counter top. A venting hood, centrifuges, test tubes, and other sensitive, delicate instruments take up the remaining space.

A few minutes later Todd re-emerges, presenting a fresh cup of coffee to his boss. Hyslop masks his disdain over the young man’s French-manicured nails, sighs, and accepts the offering. Eccentricities aside, Todd has proven his most valuable asset, recruiting, assisting, and supervising a first-rate team of lab technicians despite the many drawbacks of their God-forsaken location.

“Made any breakthroughs this morning, boss, in our quest to outdo Grayson Limerock and company?”

Hyslop senses movement on the edge of his field of vision. He turns and spots his secretary, Kiki Aloni, moving furtively through the lab toward the coffee room. His voice booms, “A bit early for you, Kiki?”

She straightens up, her long black hair spilling off her shoulders. “Uh, yes, Doctor,” she replies self-consciously. “I caught a ride with Todd this morning.”

Hyslop nods, taking a sip of his coffee, then spits it on the floor in front of him. “What is this swill, Todd? Kiki!” She jumps to attention. “Make yourself useful.” He shakes his cup. “Fetch me a fresh cup right away, and then be gone.” Condescending, with a snicker he continues, “Todd and I have pressing matters to discuss that are well above your pay grade.”

Kiki nods her assent and scurries off to the coffee room.

Todd tries to get his point across in a playful manner, to avoid Hyslop’s wrath himself. “Hey boss. Maybe ease up on the Draconian approach, huh? The ladies can be kind of sensitive with that, you know?”

Hyslop, amused, looks Todd over, paying close attention to the young man’s nails. “Never thought of you as an expert when it comes to the ladies.”

Kiki dashes over, hands Hyslop his coffee, then hurries away. Hyslop yells after her, “Come back in about two hours. I’ll need you to deliver the treatment we’ve been working on to Doctor Gorelick.”

Kiki offers a quick nod, then disappears from the lab.

Hyslop holds up the cup. “Seems I have things well under control. Now, where were we?” Scratching his head, “Ah, yes. No breakthroughs this morning, Todd.” Hyslop rubs the bridge of his nose. “I can’t detect any patterns for the treatment failures. Can you pass me the calibration and quality assessment logs? Perhaps they’ll shed some light on our failings.”

Todd pats his chest. “I check on those daily and everything is always up to snuff.” Zigler arches his eyebrows and shakes his head. “I know you don’t want to hear it again, boss, but the prob is obvious in my opinion....”

“Yes, Todd, I know,” Hyslop replies wearily, “‘too many station chefs for you to keep track of’.”

“Exactly. Even the teensiest, tiniest error by any one of them and our formulations can be ruined.”

Hyslop stares at the ceiling and nods his head, his patience all but spent. “That’s why I personally trained each technician to be an expert in all areas of formulation and trained you to catch any rare errors along the way.”

A disapproving look fills Zigler’s face. “That was fine when I only had two techs to oversee. But seven, well, that’s really asking for trouble now, don’t you think?” Zigler’s eyes implore Hyslop. “We all want to plow ahead as fast as we can, but sometimes a breather’s not a bad thing.”

Hyslop’s death-stare says what no words ever could.

Zigler replies with a huff, “Okay, okay, I get it, boss. Keep our worker bees humming along and keep my opinions to myself.”

Hyslop’s stare morphs into a thin smile.

Todd stares back, intimidated and self-conscious. “Okay then... off to work.” He takes two hesitant steps away before coming to a stop and turning back. “Did you see the phone message I left on your desk last night from Doctor Jacobs?”

Hyslop’s brow arches. “No. What’s it about?”

“Apparently Detective Chris Ravello is in dire need of our services.”

“The same Ravello who just arrested that serial killer Durand?”

“One and the same. Ravello’s got a pheochromocytoma he badly needs our help with.”

He tries to contain it, but a smile spreads across Hyslop’s face. Turning away, in a soft voice he mutters, “Excellent. Just the case I need to test out two new theories.”


Chapter 8

Kiki winces in pain as she flexes and massages her right hand. This is getting harder and harder to keep under wraps. Leaning forward in bed, she shakes her hair off her shoulders and rummages through her purse, anxious to find the pills before Grayson emerges from the bathroom. She pushes her car keys, lipstick, and a small pack of tissues aside, taking care not to disturb the vial of medication Hyslop entrusted her to deliver to Doctor Gorelick. Finally, she finds them.

Introduced in the 1940s as an anti-malarial medication, the pills are Kiki’s last line of defense against the crippling effects of her rheumatoid arthritis. But the treatment has been failing her of late, the side effects growing more frequent and severe. Intense bouts of nausea, diarrhea, and blisters on the inside of her mouth leave her feeling weak, isolated, and vulnerable, a poor combination for a middle-aged widow of limited financial means.

Enter Grayson Limerock, the Chief Medical Officer/CEO of Immunogenetics Offerings. A tall, well-built, and charming Irishman, he and Kiki met at an industry conference six months earlier and mid-day liaisons away from her boss and his wife’s prying eyes have been the norm since. Kiki smiles inwardly. Soon one of the two, Hyslop or Grayson, will find out how to make her whole again. Until then, her relationship with Grayson must remain a delicate dance of stealth and ingenuity.

The shower stops. Kiki hears the curtain open and Grayson’s feet hit the bathroom floor as she struggles to free the pills from their container. Stabbing pain shoots through her fingers as she pushes and twists the bottle top. Damn it, why do they make these so hard? The cap finally begins to give. Come on, come on, she implores it. Suddenly, it flies open all at once, scattering pills onto the sheets and floor. Kiki grabs for the glass on the nightstand, knocking it over. Rivulets of water form, one stream threatening to douse the hotel room phone and clock. She grabs at the bed sheets, using them as a towel. Grayson hums as he dries himself off. She hurriedly gathers the pills in her hands and dumps them and the open bottle in her purse. Kiki jabs her mouth at a lone pill stuck to her wet hand. She swallows it just as the bathroom door handle turns and Grayson appears, towel wrapped around his waist.

“All yours, baby. What time is that asshole boss of yours expecting you back?” he says with a warm smile.

“He’s buried in the lab the rest of the day so I can get back when I please.” She sighs as she saunters over to him. “With any luck I won’t see the jerk again until morning.” She rubs a hand against Grayson’s hairy chest as she nibbles on his ear. “What do you have in the afternoon?”

Grayson’s smile hardens. “A couple of meetings about our newest biologics.” He takes her hand in his and brings it to his lips. “Two rheumatologics that promise to challenge Harold’s best creations.”

Kiki smiles at him, then brushes her lips against his cheek as she glides away. “Brilliant and sexy.” She winks at him and bats her lashes as she walks toward the bathroom door. “Leaves a girl weak in the knees,” she adds, blowing him a mischievous kiss. “Powerless to resist.”

Grayson smiles back as he watches the door close and hears the hiss of the shower. Reaching into her purse, he grabs hold of the vial and removes it. As he turns it over and over in his hands, his smile broadens. I’m counting on it, baby.


Chapter 9

“You have placed yourself in a very difficult situation, Doctor. My associates want to kill you, to set an example to others who are slow to pay.” Dmitri Korsakov leans back in the chair and takes a puff of his Montecristo cigar. Rings of smoke emanate from his mouth, dissipating as they rise toward the ceiling.

Jerome Gorelick sits behind his desk, a white-knuckled grip on his chair. A small stream of sweat runs down the left side of his stout, bearded face.

“Dmitri, we have been doing business for many years. You know I am good for the money.”

Korsakov shakes his head, his heavily accented voice a mixture of disappointment and disgust. “You have lost control, Jerome, and seventy-eight thousand dollars is a great deal of money.” Gorelick winces as Korsakov grinds the tip of his cigar into the oak desk, leaving a burn mark in its wake. “I have no choice but to let my associates have their way.” He rises and turns to go.

Gorelick springs from his chair and stretches a hand out. “Wait! There must be something I can do to clear my debt?”

A sinister smile spreads across Dmitri’s face as he wags his forefinger. “There is one thing. But I am not sure you have the stomach for it.”

“What is it?” the doctor asks with trepidation.

Korsakov’s smile broadens as he waves Gorelick back to his seat and sits down himself. “There are those in my organization who grow concerned about Irina. Estranged from me, her husband dead, her career in ruins, they fear she has little to lose and may betray us. My associates seek a permanent solution to this problem.”

The blood drains from Gorelick’s face. “Your own sister, Dmitri?” Gorelick wrings his hands as he whispers, “What would you have me do?”

“Kill her.”

The rheumatologist winces, then averts his eyes and traces the edge of the desk with his fingers. A long moment passes before his eyes find Dmitri’s again. “And who better than you, Doctor? Nobody would suspect.”

Gorelick slumps in his chair.

“My sister is desperate. She will undertake whatever treatment you prescribe, and that is how you will kill her.” Korsakov waves his hand through the air. “Do this and your debt is forgiven.”

Staring at the floor, Gorelick hangs his head as Korsakov trudges to the door. He turns to the physician and shouts, “Look at me! Forty-eight hours to save yourself, Doctor—not one minute more.” The door slams behind him. Gorelick flinches, the color draining from his face as he grapples with the ultimate lose-lose scenario; violate his sacred pledge to “do not harm” or face the mobster’s deadly wrath?

Dmitri nods to the receptionist on his way out, stepping aside so a beautiful, Asian woman can enter before he exits the office.

The receptionist smiles warmly. “Oh, hello, Kiki. We’ve been expecting you. Here, come this way.”


Chapter 10

Irina Malekoviec can hardly believe her good fortune as her fingers fly along the Steinway baby grand piano, bringing Rhapsody in Blue to life. True, the Gershwin composition is far easier to play than the Rachmaninoff Piano Concertos that propelled her to fame as a concert pianist. But, it’s progress. A long-time sufferer of a particularly aggressive form of rheumatoid arthritis, Irina’s career as a concert pianist is a dim memory. Four years ago she stood at the pinnacle of her career, but extensive joint damage to all her fingers and failed treatment after failed treatment have left her earning a meager living as a piano teacher. That is, until this latest treatment. The second dose of the injection was administered just a few hours ago after much counseling by her doctor on the risks of the procedure and its unpredictable results. Nothing much happened after the first dose, or in the first hour after the latest treatment. But as the day progressed, Irina’s miracle began to unfold.

Gone was the interminable pain in her fingers that dogged her waking hours. Indeed, her fingers look less swollen and are more mobile than they have been in years. Irina glances at the antique clock on her coffee table. A gift from her great-grandmother from the old country, it still keeps excellent time after all these years. Ten minutes until her next appointment. It’s just enough time to enjoy the rest of ‘Rhapsody.’

For the next nine minutes, Irina’s spirit soars as she glides along the piano, speeding up, slowing down, infusing the piece with her long pent-up emotion as she drives the music toward its climactic finish.

Then it happens.

The moment her killer longed for arrives.

Hemorrhages erupt on her arms and legs. The pain in her fingers and hands roars back. By the time Irina clutches her temples with the worst headache of her life, numbness has spread throughout her left side. She glances at the antique clock and the salvation that lies next to it. If she can only slide across the piano bench, reach her phone, there’s still hope.

But it is not to be. Irina’s head comes crashing down on the piano keys, playing the last and most dissonant notes of her life.


Chapter 11

NYPD Detective Kevin Kennedy carefully surveys the scene. Reminiscent of an early twentieth century music parlor, the Brighton Beach apartment shows no signs of forced entry nor damage to any of the vic’s possessions. Antique gas lamps, a couch, and a clock fill one side of the room, untouched. Built in shelves of classic Russian literature line the adjacent wall. An old phonograph and a few Tchaikovsky records sit undisturbed atop a dark, wooden table in front of the bookshelves.

Nothing calls out for him to be here. Nothing except the body that lies slumped on the Persian carpet in front of the piano. Ravaged in a way that leaves him speechless, dumbfounded, Irina Malekoviec’s face is frozen in a perpetual state of shock and anguish. Large blotchy areas of hemorrhaging cover her arms, neck, and face, yet not a drop of blood is anywhere to be seen.

Kennedy kneels down for a closer look. The whites of her eyes are clear and despite all the hemorrhages, her windpipe intact. That rules out strangulation. His eyes run down Irina’s body, cloaked in a classic burgundy dress few women wear today. No signs of an entrance or exit wound either. What the hell could cause so much damage without her spilling a drop? he wonders. Only a couple of weeks removed from losing his partner, Chris Ravello, Kennedy feels the loss acutely. This is the detective’s first new case since his partner’s resignation, and he intends to work it alone, no matter how bizarre the circumstances. The hemorrhages are what pulled the Division of Medical Crimes, DMC for short, onto this case. But ten plus years on the job do little to enlighten Detective Kennedy as to their cause.

Kennedy sighs. Chris would know what to make of this, but that ship has sailed. He has his own problems to deal with right now.

“First case you’re Acting Chief, right?” a junior Crime Scene Unit officer asks with a nod. “What do you make of it?”

Kennedy continues his survey of the body, then lifts the vic’s dress. The same damn blotchy bruising runs up and down both her legs. The burly detective looks around the living room, intent on finding the murder weapon.

“Not sure, Joe. How are you guys making out?”

“Just about done.” He holds up a plastic bag with Irina’s appointment book. “Just finished dusting this. Wanna look?”

Kennedy nods toward the CSU officer as he begins examining Irina’s mangled fingers. Without so much as a glance toward the officer, Kennedy extends his hand in frustration. “What the hell, seems like as good a place to start as any.”


Chapter 12

Kev and I sit at a corner table at Peekskill Brewery. During spring and summer this place is teeming with patrons anxious for their fill. But with the start of winter just around the corner, the crowd is sparse, making it a good place for us to grab a quick meal and catch up. In between bites of a burger, I pick at my sweet potato fries while Kennedy makes short work of his spicy buffalo chicken wings.

“So, Chief, how’s everything going at the DMC since my sudden and illustrious departure?” I say with a wry smile as I down a local brew.

Mouth stuffed with chicken meat, Kennedy spits the words out. “It’s a fuckin’ mess, Chris.”

“How so?” I ask, surprised.

“For starters, Kelly never even mentioned you leaving the force.” Kennedy finishes chewing and clears his throat. He raises a mammoth hand to his face and pours down the remnants of his beer. “Just waltzed in, anointed me Acting Chief, and took off. All the guys were looking at each other like ‘What the fuck?’”

I let out an involuntary laugh and shake my head. “Wish I could say I’m surprised, but we both know communication skills were never the commissioner’s strong suit.”

“Damn straight on that,” Kev grumbles. “Least he could have given me a heads up, so I didn’t look like a clueless moron.”

“Which, of course, you were at that point....” I say with a broad smile and a shrug of my shoulders.

Kev gives me a stone-cold, killer stare—then roars with laughter as he smacks my shoulder. “Why the hell should that day have been different than any other?”

“Why indeed?” I reply as I rub my shoulder and wonder if I’ll ever regain feeling in that arm.

Kev and I spend the next few minutes busting on each other. Epithets such as McMoron and Guinea Bastard fly back and forth, giving testament to just how mature and racially sensitive two grown men bonding over beers can be. Eventually, we corral our sideshow and get back on topic.

“Seriously, though, Chris,” Kennedy says with concern. “I’m in way over my head as chief.” Weariness, then playful optimism washes over Kev. “We sure as hell could use a chief with some medical know-how. It is the Division of Medical Crimes for Christ’s sake. Know anyone?”

An amused smile fills my face. “There is this one guy. Smart as a whip. But... not terribly reliable,” I laugh. “First, he bailed on a cush job as an NYC trauma surgeon, then he washed out of the detective biz after solving exactly one case.” I hold up my index finger. “One case! Pretty hopeless fuck-up, if you ask me.”

“Hmmm, sounds like our kinda guy. He’d fit right in with the DMC.”

I lean back and nod my head a few times, trying not to reflect on all that has gone wrong the last few weeks. “So... working any interesting cases these days?” I regret the words immediately.

Kev nods back as awkwardness fills the space between us. We’re no longer partners, no longer professional confidantes. Discussing an active investigation with me defies all police protocol.

We were never much on protocol.

“As a matter of fact, just caught a strange one earlier today....”

Kev fills me in on the details of the middle-aged, Russian piano teacher’s death. I nod as my mind churns through the details of the case. I would love to offer my friend guidance, but short of examining the body, it would be pointless speculation. “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full, but McGowan ought to point you in the right direction.”

Kev nods his head. “As long as she waters it down,” he replies with a sarcastic smile, “and doesn’t go all doctorly on me.” Kev’s voice fills with caution and concern. “Say, what’s going on with your situation?”

I shake my head. “Still a mess. Had a full-blown attack on Christine’s birthday that scared the shit out of all of us, so back to Jacobs.”

“What’d he say? Can he help?”

I sip my beer and stare out the window. An old, green Cadillac pulls into the parking lot across the street. A rueful smile fills my face as a middle-aged, African-American couple and their kids spill out, hurrying into Home Style bakery for some decadence. I take a quick, involuntary breath, letting it out slowly as I turn back to Kennedy.

“Guess I’ll find out tomorrow; he’s got an experimental treatment lined up for me.”

Kennedy’s face scrunches up like a Shar-Pei. “What? Wait... tomorrow? You’re kidding, right?”

I wince, realizing I hurt him by not sharing sooner. “Uh, yeah. But it’s no big deal, just—”

“Experimental is never ‘no big deal,’ bud.” Kev takes on a pensive pose. “You should’ve told me soon—aw forget it. What time’s the treatment? I wanna be there.”

I start to object but Kennedy’s dark, brooding eyes bore through me. Different eyes, same disapproving look. Michelle’s look. I shake my head. Seeing her everywhere is both agonizing and comforting.

I smile back at my dear friend as I rise from my chair and throw thirty bucks on the table. “Ten a.m. at Washington General in the minor procedure area. Jacob’s office can fill you in on the details.” Kennedy rises. We look at each other, then shake hands and exchange an awkward hug.

As I head out to the car, thoughts of Michelle and the kids swirl around in my head. Fate has been beyond cruel to all of us. Cold air gusts off the Hudson, stinging my face as I climb into the Firebird. Sitting in the car, I stare into the dark, gloomy night and face the sobering truth Kennedy and I left unspoken—tomorrow will either put my life back on track or finish me off for good.


Chapter 13

“Dat’s real fine ’is first treatment was so good, Shanny dear. But dat don’t give ’im a job or a college education for God’s sake...” Kerline shakes her head in frustration as she stirs the solution in the flask before her. “Yes, I know ’e’s trying real hard, lassie, but trying, it don’t pay the bills. You got your whole life stretched ’head of you, don’t be drowing it away on the likes of ’im.” Todd casts a sympathetic look Kerline’s way. She catches his eye, repeatedly firing a pretend gun at her pretty Jamaican head. “Look, sweetie, momma got to get back to work now. We talk it out over dinner. Just you and me, no Jamal. You ’ear me?”

Todd glides over to provide moral support as Kerline slides the phone into her purse. “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full, Kerline.”

Exasperated, she shakes her head and wipes tears from the corners of her eyes. “Like watching a slow motion replay of de worse damn dings I ever done, ’cept Shanteel is playing me part.”

Todd puts his hands on the sides of her shoulders and rests his head against hers. “It could always be worse. Hang in there, sister, it’ll get better.”

Kerline grunts dismissively, “Oh yay? You gonna get rid of dat boy for Kerline... ’fore me daughter finds out de ’ard way what being nineteen, wid child, and all alone is about?”

Todd scrunches his nose and stares straight ahead. Guess they don’t bother much with platitudes in Jamaica. “Wait, I’m confused. Jamal? Same Jamal who’s one dose into Doctor Hyslop’s treatment protocol?”

Kerline dabs her eyes again. “Yes, and dat dere’s on me. I wanted Shanteel to feel me love and support for dat stupid boy a ’ers.” Kerline roars with laughter. “A girl ’er age; ain’t no better reason to dump a boy dan ’er momma approving of ’im.” Her face turns deadly serious. “Shanny don’t need to know ’er momma’d love to kill dat boyfriend of ’ers with me own ’ands. You know what dat boy done?”

Now perplexed. “Uh, no, what?”

“’e been stepping out on poor Shanny.” Kerline shakes her head. “Even got ’nother girl pregnant, den talked ’er into getting rid a de baby.”

“Oh gosh, that’s terrible. So if Shanny knows this why wouldn’t she break it off with him?”

Kerline’s voice booms. “’e got dat silly Shanteel convinced, man, de diabetes was de only ding messing ’im up, ’olding ’is scrawny ass back.” She scoffs, “Wasn’t no diabetes dat made ’is momma a crackhead, ’is daddy a bum.” Her voice grows louder. “No sir! Wasn’t no diabetes told ’im to step out on me girl or dat digging ditches is better dan going to college.” Her anger spills over, the last few words spit out with disgust and disdain. “Now ’e done got ’er believin’ in ’im, and in us being one big, ’appy family.”

“I see.” Todd gives Kerline a big hug then pulls back and smiles at her. “You and I sure have been through it, huh girl?” He shakes his head as he reminisces, “I thought the worse was behind us when we brought you over from that pig Gorelick’s practice.” He rubs her upper arms encouragingly. “But I guess there’s a little more to get through.”

Kerline laughs. “Sorry to go all Island-crazy on you, man. You a doll for listenin’ to me ranting, but don’t you go worrying ’bout Kerline. Dat Jamal, ’e just a boy, and dat Gorelick, well ’e gonna get what coming to ’im real soon. Me sure of it.” Kerline makes a shooting motion with her hands. “POW, POW!” A grim look of satisfaction fills her face as she blows imaginary smoke from the tip of her make-believe gun. “Den Shanny and me, we finally ’ave some peace again.”


Chapter 14

Coming home usually conjures up warm and fuzzy memories. Bygone days of innocence and ease. Reconnecting with loved ones in a familiar, comforting setting.

Not so for today’s homecoming.

Clothed in a standard-issue hospital gown that leaves me vulnerable and exposed, I am lying out on a stretcher, staring at drab gray walls that insidiously suck away my life force. Decades-old fluorescent lights buzz ominously overhead like vultures circling carrion. I lie here in the belly of the beast, the institution that reared me, the place I watched my mother rally from a coma last fall only to succumb to her own miracle cure minutes later. Would Washington General be any kinder to me today? Was my treatment a panacea or would it be death by lethal injection?

“...So you sign right here, Chris, then we can get started. Chris? Did you hear what I said?” Jacobs stands before me, trying to mask his annoyance, pen poised for me to sign my life away.

“Huh?” I look to Dad and Kennedy, huddled together like misbehaving school boys banished to the corner. Back to Jacobs. “Uh, sure. Sign right here?”

“Yes.” Jacobs looks on as I sign and Dad serves as a witness. “I’ll be back in a minute with the nurse. Sit tight.” I nod. As if there’s anything else to do.

Kennedy looks around the room at the monitors and instruments, at the IV emanating from my arm. His eyes and mine meet and before he looks away, I see a glimpse of the rarest of Kennedy’s emotions—fear. Next to me are two small Mayo stands, the kind used in the operating room to hold instruments. The first Mayo is empty except for a solitary ten milliliter syringe holding a green-tinged solution and an alcohol pad. The second holds a half dozen other syringes, all dutifully labeled and organized, and filled with powerful medications to alter blood pressure and heart rate and treat seizures. I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, doing my best to quell a sense of foreboding.

“Looks like you’re in good hands, Chris,” Kennedy says with feigned conviction as I finally turn away from the syringes. “I’m sure you’ll do great.”

Dad’s eyes dart from Kennedy to me. “What’d Jacobs say to expect?”

I swallow. “Could be a rough ride. Won’t know till he injects me.” We nod our heads in communal resignation. Kennedy fidgets his fingers as Dad rubs the back of his neck. I sit up and stare at the door, wishing this was already over.

Jacobs and his nurse march into the room, startling us. “All right, let’s get started.” Jacobs tears open the alcohol pad and wipes down the area of my IV he will use to deliver the solution. His nurse stands by the other Mayo stand as Jacobs uncaps the syringe and taps it, driving out the air bubbles. I eye him warily as Jacobs glances at me before settling in on his nurse. “First treatments are unpredictable; let’s be ready for anything.” Gee, thanks for the last minute pep talk. Ever thought about becoming a motivational speaker?

Jacobs pierces the tubing with his needle, injecting the medicine bit by bit. One milliliter. Two. I brace for the worse, squeezing the metal railings. He stares at the monitors above me, his face impassive, even cold. Three milliliters, then four. Nothing. Absolutely no eff—SHIT!

The monitor’s alarm screams. My heart pounds against my chest as if trying to burst free.

“His blood pressure is 200/120, Doctor.”

“I can see that, Nurse. Labetalol, please. No one’s stroking out on my watch.”

Dad’s face fills with horror as the color drains from Kennedy’s.

“What the fu—?...can’t breathe... chest killing me...”

Jacobs pulls the first syringe out of my IV and empties the second into it in one push.

Feeling light-headed, dizzy. Vision is fuzzy... fading. Searing pain in my right eye and face. Oh God! “Aaarrggh!”

My entire body is on fire, sweat pouring out of me as I hear Jacobs bark orders and push meds. It’s no use... this is not going to end well.

Then it happens.

The pain eases. My sight returns.

“BP is 160/95 and dropping. Pulse is 120 and regular. O2 saturation is—”

“I can read the damn monitors myself, Nurse!” Jacobs’ eyes bore through them as he brings me back from the edge. “That’s it. Steady, steady. Shit! BP’s bottoming out now... O2 levels are dropping. Quick, give me the Epi.”

Oh God, gonna be sick. I try to hold it in, but to no avail, as the contents of my stomach splatter on Jacobs and me.

Twenty harrowing minutes later, empty syringes littering the trays, my gown soaked and reeking, Jacobs has finally done it. He’s pulled me through.

Jacobs rubs his hands against his shirt and tie and straightens his soiled lab coat. “You had us worried, Chris.” He calls Dad and Kennedy over and addresses the three of us. “Gentlemen, it may seem like the worst is over, but the next twenty-four hours are critical if we’re to cure Chris.” He clears his throat and gathers himself. “We’ll be running Chris through a battery of tests to measure his response to the treatment, and Doctor Hyslop and I will confer so he can refine his formulation prior to Chris’ next dose.”

“No disrespect, Doc, but shouldn’t we maybe hold off on a second dose?” Kennedy glances at me. “Seems like Chris had an awfully hard time pulling through. Maybe we shouldn’t push our luck right now?”

Dad nods in agreement.

“I understand your concern, Detective, and the decision is of course entirely Chris’ to make. But you must realize this: we’re at a crossroads where there’s no turning back. Due to its immunologic nature, the timing of treatments is critical.”

Dad and Kennedy stare blankly back at Jacobs, prompting me to intervene.

“You wouldn’t get a flu shot in the middle of the summer— its effect would be lost before flu season kicked in. It’s the same idea here.”

Dad chimes in, “Makes sense,” as Kennedy nods in agreement.

“I would take your analogy a step further, Chris. This treatment imprints itself on the recipient’s immune system in ways we don’t even fully understand, so the spacing of treatments is absolutely critical for their success. Mistime a treatment by even a day or two, and we will likely lose the opportunity to cure you.”

“You mean, like, forever?” Kennedy asks.

“Yes, forever.”

My eyes dart from Kev’s to Dad’s. I am weary, spent, but resolved.

Dad starts to object but I wave him off. The time for heated discussion is over. This disease will neither control nor define me. The cure is my last and only hope for a normal life, a life in which I love, support, and enjoy Christine and James the way I am meant to. I’ll accept whatever risks I need to take to be whole again. Bowing my head, I close my eyes for a moment, then turn to Jacobs. “Understood, Doctor. Let’s press on.”


Chapter 15

Detective Kennedy leans his massive frame back in the ten-year-old, pockmarked, wooden swivel chair. Badly beaten up, with two wheels in need of repair, the relic serves to remind him how much damage the NYPD inflicts on those who serve it. Kennedy studies the sparsely populated suspect board in front of him, blocking out the cacophony of noise and motion on this typical afternoon at Manhattan’s 17th precinct. Drug dealers, prostitutes, and other unsavory suspects litter the halls and fill the bulk of the interrogation rooms. Detectives bark orders at each other and their underlings as they weave threads of evidence and leads into cohesive stories.

As acting chief, Kennedy could have a room of his own, a place to collect his thoughts and run the DMC away from the chaotic fray. But Ravello never took on such airs, opting instead to work at a desk abutting his own. That desk sits vacant now next to his and will for as long as he can make it so. No one can fill Chris’ shoes, so why bother trying?

Kennedy stares at the suspect board. Little is known about Irina Malekoviec beyond the basics. Fifty-three years old, Russian, a former concert pianist, her career was torn apart by an insufferable case of rheumatoid arthritis. She spent her days these last four years in relative isolation in her one-bedroom apartment in Brighton Beach, in an area affectionately known as Little Odessa due to its preponderance of Russian immigrants. Piano lessons dotted her calendar, providing just enough money and companionship to keep her moving forward. Calls to her students pegged her as competent, demanding, and aloof. The students knew little of her personal life and social circle and suspected she was a loner. Kennedy’s earlier call to Malekoviec’s rheumatologist, Doctor Jerome Gorelick, has yet to be returned. A visit to Gorelick’s office will likely be needed to spur the investigation along.

“Hey Chief, you’ve got a call,” Simmons yells from two desks over.

Kennedy replies with a knowing nod, “Doctor Gorelick?”

“’Fraid not. It’s a guy claiming to be Durand.”

“What! How the hell’s a guy holed up at Rikers get access to a phone?... And why in God’s name would I want to talk to that loon?” Kennedy shakes his head in disgust and turns his attention back to the board. “Tell him I’m busy.”

Simmons shrugs as he relays the message.

His face turns ashen as he covers the receiver.

“You’re gonna want to take this, boss.... Durand says Michelle Ravello is alive and well— but not for long.” Kennedy freezes in his chair, then turns slowly back toward Simmons. All eyes are glued on the detective as the room turns silent and still. Kennedy stares blankly at Simmons as his eyelids open and close several times.

Rising to his feet, he shifts his weight back and forth. He grumbles a few inaudible expletives, then quietly, “All right, transfer it to my line.”

The phone rings three times, four, five as Kennedy stares at it, circling his hand around the receiver. He lifts it to his ear in silence. “Good afternoon, Detective Kennedy. I trust your recent promotion is proving satisfactory?” Insincerity and sarcasm hang in the air. “Such a shame dear Doctor-Detective Ravello could not continue on in the position. Some men just handle stress worse than others.” A throaty laugh fills the line. Kennedy’s anger spills over.

“What the fuck do you want, Durand?” Kennedy says through gritted teeth.

“What indeed, Detective?” Durand’s voice fills with false indignation. “Such hostility... you should be thanking me as I am the only one who can help you catch your killer and recover your partner’s wife.”

“Been hitting the catnip too hard, Durand? We buried Michelle weeks ago, so what the hell are you talking about?”

Durand sighs with disappointment. “So many questions, such little understanding. Why do I even try?” Then pointedly, “Your Malekoviec case, of course—it holds the secret to finding Michelle.”

A chill runs through Kennedy. How the hell...? He spits out a flustered reply, “What about it, Durand? One of your deranged buddies have a thing for piano teachers?”

“Such a simpleton, Detective... ah, but like the ‘little engine that could,’ do keep trying.” Then condescending, as if speaking to a small child, “Someday you may outgrow your diapers and play with the big boys. But today is not that day, Detective.”

Kennedy strangles the phone with white knuckles as he struggles to contain himself. “We’ve got important work to get back to, Durand. So if you’ve got something to say, just spill it.”

“To Ravello.”

“What?”

“I have no time for underlings, Detective, no matter how fancy their titles.” Then icy cold, “Only Ravello. Bring him to me if you want answers.”

“Hello? Hello? Shit!” The sound of the receiver slamming into its cradle reverberates. Men jump back to looking busy while Kennedy stares at the phone, wondering what to do next.


Chapter 16

“Todd Zigler?” Limerock extends a hand. “Grayson Limerock, Immunogenetics Offerings.” Grayson looks at the box of donuts hoisted upon Todd’s arm and laughs. “Bit of a sweet-tooth, eh, Todd?”

Limbs filled with donuts and a tray of coffees, Todd tries to shake hands, but settles for a nod instead. “Oh, they’re for the office.” He eyes Grayson warily. “Say, have we met before?”

Grayson flashes a smile. “No. I enjoyed the paper you and Harold Hyslop presented last year at the Miami Conference of Immunology and Biochemistry.” He looks at Todd’s full hands. “Can I help?”

“Sure, Mr. Limerock. That’d be great.”

Grayson takes the coffees as the two walk out of the donut store at the corner of 10th Street and Avenue A, just north of Tompkins Square Park. Despite the early hour, two artists in black overcoats and gray fingerless gloves paint the park’s landscape while an unsavory man lurks off to the side, in search of his next fix. Grayson and Todd head west on 10th, a stiff, swirling wind lashing at them.

“Heading toward Union Square? I’ll walk with you.”

“Sure.” Todd eyes Grayson with interest. “No offense, Mr. Limerock—”

“Grayson.”

“Uh, sure, Grayson, but didn’t think this was your kind of neighborhood. Pictured you more of an Upper East Side guy.”

Grayson laughs. “Well, you’ve got me there, Todd. Big brownstone on 82nd between Park and Madison.” He turns more serious. “Chalk it up to a bit of slumming in the name of recruiting top talent.”

“Okay?”

As Grayson and Todd come to a stop at the corner, the ‘Don’t Walk’ light flashing across the intersection, Limerock rests his hand on Todd’s forearm.

“Todd, I’ve long admired your work at Doctor Hyslop’s lab. But quite frankly, your talents have outgrown him, and I’m prepared to offer you a substantial raise to come work for me.”

“Oh, wow. I’m really flattered, Mr. Lime—, Grayson, but I can’t leave right now. We’re sort of in the middle of some big things at the lab.”

“Not to mention the fallout from the woman’s death who you were treating.”

Todd yanks his head back. “How’d you know? I thought it was hush-hush.”

Grayson flashes a confident smile and a wink. “You don’t become the CEO/CMO of a billion-dollar company, Todd, without knowing everything going on in the industry.”

The ‘Walk’ signal beckons as the crowd pushes around them.

Grayson grabs Todd’s arm, holding him in place. “I’m impressed by your loyalty, Todd, but realize it comes at a price. The stench of a death tied to your lab can have a profoundly negative effect on your career. And once the police are involved, well, there’s no telling where things may lead.”

Grayson stares intently at Todd, then hands him the tray of coffees. “Be careful, Todd, and keep all your options open. You can never be sure which path you’ll suddenly need to pursue.”
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