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WHAT READERS ARE SAYING




"Author  Joslyn Chase has now confirmed my first impressions of her being a  formidable suspense writer bound to make readers sit up and take  notice."   

~ Manie Kilian (reader, Amazon.com) 



"As  always in her writing, the settings and action scenes are vividly  portrayed and the relationships between the characters are seamless and  authentic. Ms Chase has a talent for bringing characters to life." 

~ ReadnGrow (Amazon.com)  



"There is a reason Chase is an award-winning author. Highly  recommended.”

~ Justin Boote, author of Badass 



“The author is a great storyteller."

~ AstraDaemon



"Joslyn Chase skillfully connects subplots,  then injects a few surprises, then connects things again in an  interesting cycle; weave, disassemble, weave, repeat." 

~ Ron Keeler, Read 4 Fun  



"In the movie Field of Dreams,  there is a now famous line, "If you build it, they will come." Apply  this sentiment to Joslyn Chase--if she writes it, we will come and read  it."

~  William DeProspo, author of Unlikely Outcome  



"Joslyn Chase paints intriguing pictures  with vivid, colorful descriptions…you feel like you have a  front row seat from which to watch as everything unfolds." 

~ Gabi Rosetti (reader, Amazon.com)  



"The flow of her writing is a delight to me, elegant and soothing, woven like fine linen." 

~  Margherita Crystal Lotus, author of The Color Game  
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The Tickle





A young doctor faces the

harsh realities of a killer disease.



And the human element aiding and abetting it.



Virulent germs, natural disaster, 

and the murder of a Hindu priest combine

to make Dr. Elizabeth Mason’s first 

tour of duty more than she bargained for.



But just what she needs.











Tickling the Tiger




Bangladesh, October 1974 

The monster came for him in the night.  Narayan felt a thousand tongues of fire lash open the flesh on his arms and legs.  His face was kissed by the red demon, again and again, each touch raising a welt that throbbed and grew until his head was a blazing mass of pain.  Screaming and thrashing, he called for the Cooling One, praying through cracked lips for her to hurry.  His swollen eardrums itched with the echoes of monstrous, profane laughter and he was nearly enveloped in despair when, at last, he saw her.  She was riding the white donkey, carrying the broom, with the blessed pitcher of vanquishing water cradled against one hip.  The demon paused in his obscene whirling, snarling deep in his throat as the woman approached.  He spun toward Narayan, enveloping him in a suffocating embrace, then raised the red-hot killing knife and plunged it home.

Narayan’s dying scream was his awakening.  He lay panting in the sweat-soaked cot.  Streaks of pain slashed through his skull and his tongue drooped, a desiccated thing, from slack lips.  He stumbled to the washroom.  In the dark, he knew where to find the bowl of tepid water.  Splashing and slurping, he assuaged the burning torment and stood trembling, held up by the rickety table, to catch his breath.  Shaking hands lit the flickering lamp and he carried it to the square of mirrored tile plastered on the rough wall of his hut.  Leering shadows danced in time to his faltering steps, adding to his terror.  He knew what his reflection would tell him.  Fever, headache, vivid dreams.  Everyone in the village knew what these meant; they awaited the ominous portents with dread.  Lifting the lamp, he peered at the red splotched face staring in horror from the cracked tile, and saw.  The nightmare was real.

The monster had come.



[image: image-placeholder]“It doesn’t present like a typical case, but I’m afraid the major elements are here.” 

Dr. Elizabeth Mason folded her stethoscope into a pocket.  She gently prodded under Narayan’s jaw and noted the condition of his eyes.  As a compassionate human being, she was sorry to see that Punditji Patel, the Hindu priest, displayed the classic marks of smallpox.  Dubbed the most terrible of all ministers of death, the disease was decimating the population in the small villages along the Ganges delta.  As a medical practitioner, however, Dr. Mason felt a small squirm of satisfaction.  The priest’s illness could be a boon to the community.

She’d seen horrible monstrosities caused by the disease. It had a kill rate of nearly 33 percent and left virtually one hundred percent of its victims scarred or blinded.  In these village outposts, she’d treated hundreds of patients and knew their troubles began with fever, headache, and vivid dreams which subside a few days later when the rash appears.  The red spots grow into thousands of pustules which harden and merge, destroying the underlying skin, making it impossible to eat, drink, or sleep.

Elizabeth gently palpated the soft tissue under the priest’s ribcage. A grimace of pain crossed his face, but he kept silent, maintaining an impassive stare.

“When did your symptoms start?” she asked.

“I woke last night from a terrible dream. The fever and headache have been with me since.”

“You came quickly, then. That is good.”   

Dr. Mason and her colleagues were part of the world-wide effort to eradicate the disease.  Recruited by the Epidemic Intelligence Service (EIS) in the early 1970s, their mission was to conduct a clinical drug trial for an experimental treatment and also to administer vaccinations to those not yet infected.  In other parts of Bangladesh, they had been well-received and largely successful in their inoculation efforts.  But here, among the coastal villages, they met a strange opposition.  Her name was Shitala Mata, goddess of the smallpox, and Pujari Narayan Patel was her greatest devotee.

“We could include you in our treatment trial, Pujari Patel.”

“Absolutely not.”  Narayan was firm in his refusal.  “I’m simply here to confirm the diagnosis. Your treatments will not work.  I will wait upon the will of Shitala Mata.”

He was correct about the treatments.  They were not working, had never worked on humans.  Only laboratory test animals had enjoyed the benefits of effective treatment.  Dr. Mason wondered, in fact, if the experimental medicines were intensifying the symptoms and prolonging the course of the disease.  The results had been so disheartening that she planned to call her supervisor and recommend the trial be discontinued.

Narayan snatched up his shirt.  The fastening of each button seemed to punctuate his parting words.  “Either she will spare me to continue my work here.  Or she will take me so that I may continue elsewhere.  It doesn’t matter to me, either way.  Good day, Doctor Mason.”

The door clicked shut behind him, and Elizabeth rested her elbows on the examining table, sinking her head down between them, lacing her fingers over the back of her neck.  She’d believed the EIS to be the glamour branch of the Centers for Disease Control, the secret agents who travel the world, tracing and eliminating enemy combatants.  Refusing to acknowledge the stars in her eyes, she’d signed on as a deliberate detour off the path of least resistance.  Medicine ran through the blood of the Mason clan.  Her father and brothers were all family practice physicians and her relatives graced a variety of disciplines in the medical field.  But their work seemed so tame, so plodding and predictable.  Elizabeth craved a little mystery and adventure in her work.  Her training with the EIS—Tyvek suits and gas masks, linking alarming symptoms to horrifying causes, learning to pursue and attack the causative agents—had met her expectations, but the realities of laboring in the field had taken the shine off her dream.

A gentle rap sounded at the door, and it opened as Dr. Peter Fuller entered. He nudged Elizabeth’s elbow.  “I’m afraid we have another fatality for the books.”

“Oh, no,” she groaned. “Little Tahna?”

“Yes, and you might as well write off the mother, too.  I think we need to terminate this trial.  The drugs seem to be doing more harm than good and I really can’t administer the treatments in good conscience any longer.”

“I agree.  Write up your report and I’ll call Gordon and pass on our recommendation.”

“I’ll do it right after rounds. I want approval on this ASAP.”

They left the room together and returned to the treatment ward.  Rows of cots lined the walls, festooned with IV tubing and the pall of death.  The trial was a double-blind study, but Elizabeth thought she could identify the patients who were receiving the placebo.  They were the ones who survived.

She and Peter donned rubber gloves and stepped to the bed of their first patient, a man who was afflicted by a particularly vicious strain, the hemorrhagic pox.  His skin resembled purple suede stretched over a skeletal frame, and the rash, instead of puffing and swelling as in most smallpox cases, had sunk and spread into a massive bruise covering the entire body.  The man’s head lay angled, looking like an eggplant upon a pillow.  A pulse beat and roared in the hollows of his throat, but the eyes, staring from purple sockets, held no signs of life.  Peter swore and stepped away from the bed.  Elizabeth followed, watching him with concern as blooms of scarlet spread up from under his collar, staining his face.

He kept his voice low, but she felt the intensity vibrate in the space between them.  “Preventable,” he snapped. “All of this is preventable, Elizabeth, and it must be stopped.”



[image: image-placeholder]In the marketplace, word of Pujari Patel’s illness was spreading faster even than the infection.  Ravi Ghosal allowed the specter of a smile to touch his lips as he loaded his basket with bananas, grapes, and lentils.  Here was justice!  Pujari Patel deserved to suffer, deserved to be brought low by pain and humiliation, for such are the fruits of deceitfulness and pride.  Ravi selected cones of incense from a vendor’s tray, delighting in the sensuous fragrance, savoring the sense of balance which wrapped his soul.  Smallpox would claim the priest and end his reign of lies and unfounded criticisms.  Perhaps Vandana would return.  His shopping complete, Ravi turned homeward, to the house no longer graced by a loving wife whose absence he placed at the feet of Pujari Patel.  He nodded to Taslima Majhi, the beautiful widow, and she smiled back. 



[image: image-placeholder]Taslima also found cause to rejoice in the morning’s news.  She did not think the priest was a liar.  Indeed, it was his dedication to principle, his very integrity that threatened the life of her two children.  She reached out, choosing an apple from a barrel, but her hand shook a little and her nails pierced the delicate pink-flushed skin.  The fruit stand palette of colors melted and ran before her eyes as she hunched forward, pain twisting through her core.  She groped through the swirling anguish and found it, that buoy, the conviction she held onto to carry her through.  The moment passed and sucking breath into her clenched chest, she placed the apple into the basket on her arm.  It still punched her sometimes, the realization that her Jess was gone.  And the memory of his going. 

She’d sent Vijay and Neirah to stay with Nonnie, each carrying a small suitcase with clothes to last a week.  They’d wanted to kiss their father, to tell him goodbye, but she had not allowed it, had ignored their tears.  She pushed them from the house, locked the door.  Through the cracked boards of windows and door, their dismayed mewing stabbed and cajoled.  And through the cracked boards of windows and door, the hot miasma curled its tendril fingers, reaching and searching.

“Go away, go to Nonnie’s,” she’d pleaded.  The sobbing from the porch grew louder.  “Beat it!”  she’d screamed.  “Get out of here!  I don’t want you here.  Nonnie wants you now.  Go to Nonnie’s.”  She’d stood, ear against the door, until the kitten cries faded to silence.  She didn’t go to the window, couldn’t allow the image of their hurt retreat a place in her head for the rest of her life.  Instead, she sank to the linoleum, stretching out and staring at the ceiling stains with hot, dry eyes.  In the brown ink-blot shapes above, she saw a rabbit emerging from a top hat.  She floated there, among the dust beams, until the rabbit seemed to hop and her head bumped the floor, snapping her from her stupor.  She rose and went to tend her husband.

Two days later, he was dead.

Even in the midst of her mourning, Taslima was overjoyed to hear reports of a team of doctors who brought medicine to protect against the smallpox.  But Pujari Patel forbade his flock to avail themselves of the vaccinations.  He insisted they lay their offerings at the shrine of Shitala Mata, goddess of the pox, and wait for what may come.  It was a test of faith and Taslima dared not defy him.  She wished him no ill, but now that he was sick, perhaps he would rescind his restriction.  And if he should die…

Taslima purchased the makings for an offering.  She would visit the temple today and perhaps Pujari Patel would be well enough—or sick enough—to discuss vaccinations for the children.  She gathered an armful of fresh blossoms and cast a radiant smile upon the flower merchant.



[image: image-placeholder]Sanjay, the flower seller, grinned back.  He’d just heard a bit of good news. 

Pujari Patel was as good as dead.



[image: image-placeholder]Bangladesh, Land of the Tiger. 

Elizabeth smiled, remembering how frightened she’d been to walk these forested paths.  Every splash of sunshine filtered through darkened fronds seemed to be the coat of a massive tiger, stalking through the trees.  And she knew tigers were dangerous.

As a pre-med student, she’d learned about “tickling the tiger” in chemistry class.  Dr. Hammond likened certain chemical experiments to teasing a sleeping tiger.  He claimed that those types of experiments which involve the gradual adding of one element to another to determine the maximum amount which can be added before a violent reaction occurs are like seeing how many times you can poke a tiger before he chews your arm off.  He made the point to emphasize the department’s safety procedures and he backed up his argument with a graphic video presentation.  Elizabeth maintained a healthy respect for both tigers and chemicals.

No surprise, then, that at first she’d not liked the primitive isolation of the villages and the thick undergrowth along the trails, imagining them rampant with tigers and other hazards.  But she learned to treasure these walks, the serenity and equilibrium they brought to her days.  Vibrant life, lush beauty, and bursts of color struck a balance with the stark environment of the clinic.  She always packed a lunch and although autumn marks monsoon season in the region and it was often raining, she made a point of leaving the clinic to eat it.  Discouragement was a constant battle she fought and from these small pilgrimages, she drew her strength.

The overseas assignment had appealed to her sense of glamour.  She tried not to reveal, even to herself, how shattered she was by the ruthless reality.   Working conditions were deplorable, living conditions worse.  Local doctors sometimes resented the intrusion and their attitude was as contagious as the illnesses they treated.  Language barriers presented difficulties and the sheer misery and terror brought on by disease was a drain on Elizabeth’s energy and sensitivity.  She wanted to respect these people, with their peculiar beliefs and customs, but she could not understand them.  She brought them proven protection in the form of smallpox vaccinations, but many refused the proffered help.  The Hindu goddess, Shitala Mata, cast smallpox among the people and they lived or died at her command.

Above the high-pitched and percussive bird sounds of the jungle, a man-made noise arose, a shout transmitted on an urgent frequency.  Elizabeth began to run.  She was greeted by a breathless entourage composed of Jana, the village girl who’d been helpful in running errands for the clinic, and two lab techs.

“Dr. Mason!” Jana’s face twisted in a curious expression, from the effort to catch her breath, or from the news she had to tell.  “Punditji Patel is dead!”

Elizabeth felt blank, unable to mirror or even comprehend the emotional upheaval which rode on the air like a heavy scent.  She took Jana’s small hand in her own, falling back on her training for the right words, the proper tone.

“I’m sorry to hear this, Jana.  Smallpox is cruelly impartial.  His death saddens me but it does not surprise me, except in its swiftness.  I would have expected Pujari Patel to last a few days longer.”

“Smallpox did not kill him, Dr. Mason.” Jana’s dark eyes nearly swallowed her face and the flicker which danced within them grew still and solemn.  “He was smitten by a pillar of fire.”



[image: image-placeholder]Peter poured her a cup of tea.  He’d been at the scene of the crime, summoned by the police from Patuakhali to answer questions.  Much of the tea had missed the cup and Elizabeth swabbed at the saucer with a napkin.   

“Head smashed in by a shivalingam,” Peter explained.  “That’s a sort of ornament, made of heavy stone, they keep at their shrines.  It represents a pillar of fire…among other things.”

“He was killed in the temple?”  Elizabeth was aghast.

“Not exactly.  His quarters are on the temple grounds and he was found there, in his personal shrine.”  Peter sat, forehead resting in the palm of his hand, fingers burrowed into his gingery hair.  “The police asked me to examine the body.  The medical examiner was delayed and they wanted time sensitive information.  Elizabeth, there was something very strange.”

Peter looked up and his eyes were wet.  His Adam’s apple quivered as if struggling to hold back the words that were forming.  When they spilled out, they hardly made sense.  She didn’t understand what he was telling her.

“There were no pustules, no pox, no sign of disease.  He was clean.”



[image: image-placeholder]During the next two weeks, the police from Patuakhali spent a lot of time in the village, digging for motive and opportunity and finding plenty of both.  Sanjay, the flower vendor, owed a great many debts to Pujari Patel, both monetarily and in terms of secrets kept.  Some of those secrets came out as a result of the investigation, and word of Sanjay’s indiscretions spread.  He was mortified, but no charge of murder was brought against him. 
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