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			Praise for Capitol Reflections:

			“Authentic and sharply written...Jonathan Javitt has given us a timely and compelling read.”

			—Richard North Patterson, New York Times bestselling author

			“Almost impossible to put down.”

			—New York Post

			“On a topic which may someday involve the lives of millions, this is a novel that is both compelling and informative.” 

			—Newt Gingrich, New York Times bestselling author

			“Javitt has melded his professional and political expertise to craft a chilling thriller that should alert every reader to the very real dangers we face in the twenty-first century. His characters are compelling and realistic, very much like the dedicated people who served with me during my tenure as Surgeon General. His plot, while (hopefully) fictional, could just as easily be a headline from tomorrow’s newspapers.”

			—Dr. C. Everett Koop, former U.S. Surgeon General

			“Javitt has written a grab-you-by-the-throat thriller that could easily be tomorrow’s lead news story. Under the guise of a compelling read lurks a keep-you-guessing plot that should cause any intelligent reader to worry about the safety of us all. An intrepid female physician, a town full of bad guys, and the safety of the American people at stake. Seems like a surefire recipe for success.”

			—Janet Rehnquist, former Inspector General, Health and Human Services

			“A fast-moving, medical twist-and-turner, written with a knowledgeable pen and a creative wit.”

			—Fran Kritz, Washington Post and Los Angeles Times columnist

			“Compelling and terrifying. This book is a must for mystery and adventure readers—and for everyone concerned about what he puts in his body.”

			—Ben Stein, bestselling author, Emmy-winning TV host, and national commentator

			“Capitol Reflections may read like fiction, but the truth should scare us more. Our food safety laws were written long before we ever imag- ined, much less created genetically-modified food. Within the guise of a great thriller, Jonathan Javitt has vividly illustrated the danger that confronts us all if we don’t act soon.”

			—Wayne Pines, former Associate Commissioner, U.S. Food and Drug Administration

			“Author Javitt, a well-known epidemiologist, physician and health advisor to three presidents, presents this frighteningly believable first novel of a health crisis, political corruption and cover-ups; the work brings Robin Cook and David Baldacci to mind.”

			—Author Online
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			Prologue: The Day After Tomorrow

			As a lifelong dealer in death, he knew there were many ways to die, some more painful than others. With a final look around his lands, he climbed aboard the Gulfstream and pulled the door shut behind him. He briefly caressed the gold-plated door lever before he rotated it and checked that the safety pins were in place. “Door checked and ready,” he called to the two pilots as he settled into the jump seat. Most Gulfstream owners are happy with the luxury of the plush armchairs aft, but his pilots were used to his presence up front. They knew how much he wished the insurance company would let him fly the jet he loved so much. Often, he would trade seats with the captain as soon as they were out of the terminal area, and those pilots who objected quickly learned who paid their salaries.

			The pilots went through the pre-start sequence. Starting the Gulfstream was as easy as pressing a button and moving a lever. The Rolls Royce BR710 engines started with barely a whisper and spooled up to a low, confident growl on the way to a perfect taxi, takeoff, and climbout. 

			At ten thousand feet the aircraft was cleared to climb to flight level 450 on a due west heading. He smiled and settled in a bit. He always found flying to be the most relaxing way to unwind. 

			According to his Rolex, it was time to get on with things, and he was a stickler for timing. Releasing a contented sigh, he removed the antique Colt revolver from his suit’s inside pocket. He brought the pistol up behind the pilot’s right ear and fired. In the time it took for the startled co-pilot to look around, the entry and exit wounds to his own skull mirrored those of the pilot’s. The cockpit windows were coated with blood and brain spatter, but his focus was, proudly, on the fact that the Plexiglas had barely been dented. He cared little for the anatomic implications of the bloodspray.

			He chuckled over the irony of the mirror-image symmetry and the circumstances that had brought him to this point in his life. He leaned over his dead pilot and reset the cabin pressure differential to zero. By turning off the engine bleed air lines he started the cabin altitude on a slow climb to that of the aircraft — forty-five thousand feet. 

			Gradually the aircraft lost pressurization and the cabin altitude climbed. At eighteen thousand feet, he noticed the horizon seemed a bit narrower than before. At twenty-two thousand feet he smiled his biggest smile in years. 

			As the jet broke through thirty thousand feet, he began laughing at the cosmic joke of it all.

		

	
		
			PART I: MAY 2005

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Marci Newman, coiffed, petite and impeccably dressed in a gray business suit, picked up her briefcase and left the new Pequod’s coffee bistro in SoHo, clutching her double skim latte by its cardboard sleeve. She carefully wove her way through an obstacle course of vendors, deliverymen, and pedestrians. As usual, she had just inhaled a salad, along with a few guilty puff s of the cigarettes she’d “given up” years ago, during her all-too-short lunch break before heading back to the daily grind of the city courts in Foley Square. She was especially pressed for time, having walked an extra three blocks and passing four other espresso bars for her daily dose of Pequod’s. The additional stress was worth it, though; ever since the new chain took New York by storm, nobody else’s latte tasted quite as good. Marci knew she wasn’t the only one who felt this way. In the months since Pequod’s entered the city, the lines at the ubiquitous Starbucks shops dwindled to a trickle.

			Marci’s friends and colleagues claimed she needed to eat more and find time for rest and relaxation. Her college roommate, Gwen, now an epidemiologist for the Food and Drug Administration, was forever preaching to Marci about slowing down, getting exercise, reducing her caseload, maybe even getting out and dating occasionally. Marci smiled at the thought of seeing Gwen tonight for dinner, even though it would lead to a reprise of this ongoing lecture. Marci loved Gwen dearly and even loved the fact that Gwen never got off her back about her lifestyle.  

			Of course, she was never going to do anything about that lifestyle. So what if she was “professionally overextended”? She wasn’t soccer mom material, anyway. She wasn’t about to give up the pro bono work she added to her caseload at Denniger, Sachman & Wayne even at the risk of exhaustion and spinsterhood. 

			Marci’s latest pro bono cause was Anh Nguyen. Ms. Nguyen was being evicted from her apartment by a slumlord looking to turn a quick profit by flipping the tenement to a developer who, in turn, intended to convert the property to condos with a trendy boutique on the ground floor bordered by a bookstore and gourmet coffee shop (probably a Pequod’s, though Marci didn’t want to let that sway her). To the real estate crowd who traded property like Monopoly cards, Anh was just another nuisance holdout, a pothole on the road they called “urban renewal.” Anh had lived in the building — apartment 5B — since coming to New York in the early seventies as a refugee from America’s adventures in Southeast Asia. Her first home, a Vietnamese village surrounded by fecund rice paddies was turned into a napalm-fueled sheet of flame, along with her husband and five of her seven children. The thought of losing the only remaining point of constancy in her life was more than this seventy-six-year-old Hmong woman could bear.

			Marci would do her part to save her. Right now, Marci felt as though she could save anyone — she was invincible. She was playing a vital role in the greatest city in the world on one of its picture-perfect May days — seventy-five degrees, blue skies, and lots of sun. She felt good. Superb, in fact. The street sounds overwhelmed her like a symphonic orchestra at its climax. She was a modern day Walt Whitman taking in the poetry that was Manhattan’s lifeblood. Everything was clear and sharp; every pedestrian, taxi, pigeon, and store sign in perfect focus. She was definitely “on,” which she knew would not have been the case had she eaten a large meal. A full stomach doesn’t win cases. Lettuce and litigation made a much better combination. 

			She continued walking, still thinking of Anh. The case was perfect for her. The law was against her, the facts were against her, and the New York judges played golf with the real estate boys every Saturday morning. All Marci had going for her was Anh’s sincerity and her own social-grievance-engendered spunk. Oh yes, and one other thing: yesterday the slumlord was indicted for bribing a public official. Marci knew that the slumlord’s crime and her particular case were separate legal situations and that it was also possible the slumlord had already bribed the judge on her case. On the other hand, ever since Joan Salzman became chief prosecutor to the city’s ethics board, city officials were thinking very carefully about doing favors for their old cronies. Suddenly, Marci and Anh had a fighting chance. That was usually all Marci ever needed.

			“You help Anh.”

			Marci remembered the first words she had heard from the frail woman with passion in her eyes. She was waiting outside Marci’s office building. Marci would later learn that Anh had waited for hours. The receptionist for the firm did not make a practice of admitting anyone without an appointment, certainly not an elderly woman wearing a faded housecoat. But Anh Nguyen had stared down hundreds of automatic weapons in her village when the camouflaged A-teams surreptitiously stepped from the edge of the jungle; she was both persistent and tough. She crouched on the sidewalk, head resting on knees tucked close to her body, waiting for a lawyer with a sympathetic face to emerge from the glass high rise. 

			“Landlord tell Anh ‘Move out. No want. Building change owner’ But Anh no go. Anh no leave home.” She paused, and Marci studied her face. At that point, Marci knew nothing about the woman, but she knew her eyes had seen more than its share of darkness. “Husband, children, brother, sister — leave, die, move way. Not here. Help Anh. Please.”

			In actuality, the speech lasted quite a bit longer and was punctuated by tears and more pleading. As the distressed stranger clawed at her Donna Karan jacket, Marci listened to every word. She knew long before the tiny woman had finished, that she would handle the matter. Denniger, Sachman & Wayne expected Marci to represent a number of New York City landlords and developers. She was well aware of the bottom-feeders among them. She was going to take one on today.

			Stopping at a light, Marci raised her head and beheld the Brooklyn Bridge spanning the waters of the East River in its turn-of-the-century majesty. Beautiful, she thought. Absolutely spectacular. She wished she could stop and muse over its architecture, its intricacies, its history — even speculate on the lives of the people who built it and those who died in the attempt. Not now, though. She had a client to send home, happy and content, to apartment 5B. The bench trial that morning had been short and sweet. Marci clearly demonstrated that Anh’s landlord was selling the property after years of neglecting various building codes, not to mention the fact that he broke any number of clauses in Ms. Nguyen’s lease. The judge would summarily render his verdict and Marci would be back in her corner office with its commanding view of the city. Within two hours, she would be ready to see at least three more clients before surrendering to the close of another business day and meet with Gwen and Jack Maulder for dinner.

			Caught up in her thoughts, she barely noticed the man in a rumpled suit heading straight for her. He was dark-complected, with black, oily hair combed straight back above an unfashionably early five o’clock shadow. He smiled, revealing nicotine stains on his uneven teeth. He planted himself squarely in Marci’s path.

			“So,” he whispered into Marci’s ear, “are you ready for me to show you the night of your life?”

			Marci stopped dead in her tracks.

			“Fazio, if you had the equipment to back up your offer, I might actually get outraged enough to complain to the bar association about your pathetic desperation to lose your virginity. Last I heard, however, people couldn’t find your package with tweezers.” Marci smiled sweetly, as if she’d just complimented his tie. “Go find more slumlords to defend. And for God’s sake, try topping off your Chinese food with some Altoids. You reek.”

			“Is that any way to speak to a colleague in the world’s second oldest profession?” asked Joseph Fazio, attorney-at-law.

			“As I see it, Counselor, you only joined the second oldest profession in order to represent relatives who have the dubious distinction of belonging to the world’s first oldest.” Marci was pleased with the comeback; that double-latte had her firing on twelve cylinders. She stepped aside and strode intrepidly up the courthouse steps and through the main entrance, hoping to lose Fazio. She always felt the desire to take a shower after speaking with him.

			“Loosen up, Counselor,” urged Fazio, who unfortunately thought Marci was interested in continuing their exchange. “You’re obviously not getting any, and I’m just offering to help you with that problem. I’ll even buy dinner.” 

			Marci pivoted sharply. “If you want to help me, tell your slumlord to fix up his building. Oh, right, he can’t because he’s too busy trying to figure out a way to stay out of jail at the moment. Otherwise—”

			“Yes, yes,” Fazio interrupted. “Otherwise, I should go fuck myself while you simultaneously defend the poor and keep corporate criminals safe over at Denniger, Sachman.”  

			“I would never suggest an anatomic impossibility. That’s just your filthy mind at work.” Smiling coldly, Marci continued toward the nearest open elevator, turned, and watched Joseph Fazio stop abruptly, unable to push his considerable girth into the small cubicle. 

			“Next car,” she called our cheerily as the doors slid closed.

			* * *

			 

			Marci stepped from the elevator directly into a wall of heat and humidity on the third floor. The building engineer was supervising workmen crawling through access panels in the ceiling, and it was obvious that the air conditioning wasn’t combating the eighty-degree temperature in the hallway. Marci silently cursed the city councilman who had shepherded the air conditioning contract through the process and the unknown relative of the councilman from whom it had been procured. 

			She opened the door of the first courtroom on the right, noticing Fazio once again hot on her tail. The sight of the frail Vietnamese woman sitting at the back of the room immediately renewed her sympathy. Anh looked nervous and she wore the same housecoat she’d worn when she first encountered Marci.

			“They’ll probably call our case in a few minutes,” Marci whispered reassuringly as she slipped into a seat next to Anh and lightly touched her forearm. “Looks like another case is dragging a bit. Don’t worry.” 

			Fazio sat down with his client, a man in his fifties, on the opposite side of the courtroom a few rows ahead. The disheveled tenement owner was wearing wrinkled navy-colored pants, a faded herringbone jacket, and workman’s shoes. Looking over his shoulder, he scowled at Anh and then began whispering something to Fazio. 

			The courtroom was even warmer and stuffier than the hallway. Marci was beginning to perspire. She took a tissue from her purse to wipe beads of moisture from her forehead. The heat notwithstanding, her senses were still attuned to everything around her. She was able to follow two conversations being held in low tones far back in the room, as well as the more audible exchange between a lawyer and the judge. 

			I guess this is the true meaning of multi-tasking, she said to herself, immodestly in awe of her own ability to follow the threads of so many simultaneous situations. Then, as she wiped her forehead again, she inhaled deeply. Something more than air seemed to escape from her when she exhaled. Suddenly, without warning, she felt drained.

			“Nguyen versus Lazlow,” a voice rang out. “Step forward and be heard.”

			 Marci took another deep breath, trying to regain her spark. She looked up and saw that the bailiff was staring at her. She started, suddenly aware that she had lost track of time. That never happened. She chided herself for the lapse, wondering if she should have gotten another shot of espresso with her latte. 

			No time to think about that now. She took Anh by the hand and led her to the front of the courtroom. The bailiff read the case number while the judge casually shuffled papers.

			“Very well,” Judge Walter T. Jacobs declared, finally looking over glasses resting on the tip of his nose. “I’ve considered the testimony from this morning and I’m prepared to put this issue to rest. Does anyone have anything else to say?” His tone was that of a man who had little interest in what he was doing, someone who listened to dozens of petty disputes everyday while his mind was on the putting green, gauging how far to the left a six-footer would break. 

			Marci smiled very slightly as the phrase “turnstile justice” floated through her mind. You’re in, you’re out, slam bam, thank you, ma’am, she thought. Next case. Hi everyone! Welcome to the show!

			If that was the way things were, Marci believed the little guy — or gal, as the case might be — deserved to win one once in a while. And there was something in the judge’s eyes when he looked at Lazlow. Jacobs seemed repelled by the man, as though Lazlow got on an airplane seat next to him with a runny nose and a hacking cough.

			“Yes, your honor,” Marci said, reaching for a paper in her briefcase. “There’s one final document that—”

			Marci’s hand began to shake, the paper making a thin, high-pitched rattling sound. She was perspiring heavily now.

			“Are you okay, Ms. Newman?” inquired Judge Jacobs.

			Marci wasn’t okay. Her eyes rolled up beneath her eyelids. She tried to speak, but her tongue seemed to have a mind of its own. The fingers of her right hand began to rhythmically pull at the silver chain around her neck, as if it were too tight and prevented her from breathing. A heart-shaped pendant, a Christmas gift from Gwen, dangled from the chain as Marci tugged hard on the small silver links.

			Seconds later, she fell to the parquetry of the courtroom floor, her arms and legs moving spasmodically like those of a marionette whose strings are being pulled by a sadistic, unseen puppeteer.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Marci slipped in and out of consciousness on the way to Bellevue, only occasionally managing to pry open her eyes to look at whatever appeared directly above her head — a hand, the head of a male paramedic, and IV tubing coiled in an overhead storage rack. Something — she guessed Valium — had broken her seizure, but she could only keep her awareness focused for seconds at a time, and even then reality was a series of unrelated slides in an out-of-focus carousel projector. Just when one image began to make sense, she would start to slip away again, alternating between memory and reality. Pictures of herself on the beach swam through her brain as she spiraled into unconsciousness.

			Now, overlapping voices clamored for attention. Multiple conversations — the kind she’d always been able to decipher — scrambled together. She was being rushed through a corridor on a gurney, and the overhead fluorescent lights were blinding. Doctors and nurses seemed to float about her in the awful luminescence, and either their speech was garbled or they were speaking in tongues. The fuzzy outline of a head appeared and asked if she knew her name, but Marci was too tired to answer. 

			Got to hang in, she thought. Keep your head in the game. 

			 

			* * *

			Gwen Maulder was relaxing with her husband Jack at the bar of The River Café, waiting to be seated. She was drinking a glass of Chardonnay, happy to get away from work early. This was one of those rare trips when her workload, Jack’s traveling schedule and her best friend’s day-planner all meshed. The subdued lighting over the bar created a lovely ambience of both peace and elegance. It was a good feeling. Gwen wished she could get Marci to understand that. Careers didn’t need to own your life. You could have it all if you performed the balancing act perfectly. She glanced over at Jack and smiled at him softly. No — career didn’t need to own your life. 

			Gwen was in town to review current stats with people at the New York FDA office. She could have done this via download back at her computer in Rockville, Maryland, but she always relished a chance to see Marci. Gwen’s deceased father, Dr. Fitz McBean, had been an old-style family practitioner who put great emphasis on personal contact with people. Indeed, Gwen took over her dad’s practice when he died, but found she couldn’t run it alone. No one wanted to make house calls like Fitz, and using a minimal office staff to deal with HMOs had become oppressive. (“It’s not managed care,” Fitz had remarked. “It’s mangled care.”) So Gwen decided to use her considerable diagnostic skills in a different venue at a time in history when the federal government needed real doctors, not bureaucrats, to take the pulse of the nation’s health. Terrorism, anthrax, flu, AIDS — these factors and so many more demanded that competent physicians assess health concerns from a broader, more comprehensive perspective. So here she was in New York City, a public health official, a division chief in the U.S. Food and Drug Administration and a captain in the U.S. Public Health Service. Yet, she was still very much the daughter of Fitz McBean, only two generations removed from making house calls in a horse and buggy. 

			And she couldn’t wait to see Marci.  

			The conversation at the bar revolved around medicine, politics, movies, and a mutual friend whom, both Maulders were convinced, was having an affair with a decadent artist in SoHo, a man named Ernesto — no last name. She and Jack were laughing one moment, challenging each other at another, and ruminating the next. She loved that she could do that with him.

			Just as she loved the energy required to fill her role at the FDA. Every new drug carried with it the risk of unintended consequences, complications not detected in the pre-market testing. One-in-a-thousand atypical responses just don’t show up that often when only a few thousand patients at most are tested before drug release. Constant diligence — and the patience to withstand endless bureaucratic meetings — could be draining. Fortunately, Chardonnay and soft lighting could be so restorative.

			Gwen was having a harder-than-usual time relaxing, however. Marci had not been her usual self on the phone this morning, and Gwen felt a little on edge waiting for Marci to show up and explain why.

			“I really need some quiet time with you, more than just a long bathroom break at dinner,” she had said. Gwen tried to pry the subject out of her and managed only to ascertain that it had nothing to do with a current romance, Marci wouldn’t talk about it over the phone, and that it had her somewhat unnerved. 

			* * *

			In Marci’s twilight consciousness, the ocean looked bluer than it ever had before. Seagulls wheeled over the dunes as water gently washed across her feet before sinking into the sand. The wind pressed a blue dress of the lightest cotton firmly against her body while she peered into the hazy distance. A ship was slowly becoming invisible as it lumbered away from shore, finally disappearing over the horizon. 

			How far had the water between her toes traveled, she wondered. Five miles? Five hundred? A thousand? What midnight constellations had ruled over these small trickles when they had been part of the immense depth that was the Atlantic Ocean? Had freighters cut through the waves that were now breaking onto shore, or had the swells been lonely and isolated?

			* * *

			Gwen groaned as her pager relayed a phone number. She slid off the bar stool, walked to the restaurant’s foyer, and removed the cell phone from her purse. She didn’t recognize the telephone number on the pager, but she dutifully punched her keypad until she heard the ring tone of whoever wanted to speak with her. 

			“This is Captain Maulder,” she said, hoping that the disturbance was nothing more than someone who couldn’t locate her last report on sub-clinical infections.

			Moments later, the blood drained from her face. She closed her flip-top phone with a flick of the wrist, went back to the bar, and took her husband’s hand. 

			“We have to go,” she said, trying to keep the panic from her voice. 

			“What’s up?” Jack Maulder asked, as Gwen pulled him onto the street, her legs almost breaking into a run.

			“That was the ER at Bellevue. It’s Marci. She’s had some kind of seizure.”

			“Is she going to be—”

			Gwen shook her head nervously. “They don’t know.”

			Jack stepped off the curb and hailed a taxi. Moments later, the vehicle’s red taillights faded into the gray twilight as a slight drizzle dampened a street warm from a day of sunshine and the friction of ten thousand tires.

			* * *

			 

			Marci felt a sharp prick in her right forearm and opened her eyes. Five minutes later, her pupils were not quite as dilated as before thanks to whatever was dripping through the tube snaking into her arm. She could see more clearly now and stared at the dots on the suspended ceiling. She felt slightly better and thought she might not die after all. All around her, machines were beeping and people were talking. She couldn’t actually see anyone since her peripheral vision was constricted, but she was alert enough to know that there was a steady flow of traffic in and out of the cubicle where her gurney was parked. 

			“Anh,” she said. “Anh Nguyen. Tell her things will be okay.”

			“Don’t talk, Ms. Newman,” said a female voice. “Just lie still.”

			The beeping from one of the machines suddenly sounded faster and louder.

			That can’t be good, Marci thought. Not good at all.

			It wasn’t. Marci felt a sharp pain in her chest as her heart started beating more rapidly than it had ever beaten in her life. She thought the sensation might be similar to what a hummingbird felt as its wings fluttered faster than the human eye could possibly detect. The bird’s heartbeat, she recalled, was also incredibly fast, and she closed her eyes as her own heart hammered against her ribcage. She sensed more activity around her, doctors and nurses speaking in rapid-fire, staccato jargon.

			“Hi,” said a familiar voice.

			“Hi, Gwen,” said Marci, not opening her eyes. Her heart rate slowed a little when she heard the voice of her old friend.

			An argument followed, during which the medical team told Gwen she needed to leave the room, and Gwen informed them that she was a physician and a friend summoned to the hospital twenty minutes earlier. 

			“Gwen?” said Marci, opening her eyes.

			“Yes, honey. I’m still here.” Gwen leaned directly over the gurney so Marci could see her face.

			“I love you.” 

			The two women looked at each other, Gwen’s hand wrapped around Marci’s small, pale fingers.

			“I love you, too.”

			“Ond . . . dee,” said Marci.

			“What did you say, honey?”

			“Ondee,” Marci whispered again.

			“Ondine?” Gwen said, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “Your favorite ballet. We’ll see it again soon.”

			Marci tilted her head slightly, and for a brief moment her focus seemed sharper as she stared directly at Gwen. “Ondee,” she repeated.

			Gwen shook her head. “I understand.”

			Gwen’s eyes were filling with tears. Ondine was about a water sprite. Marci had always loved the tragic ballet. Perhaps it was her love of the ocean. Perhaps Marci identified with Ondine’s inability to find love. Either way, she had listened to its sad pas de deux over and over again.

			Suddenly Marci’s entire body went rigid. The beeping sound was replaced by a steady whine, terrifying to anyone who knew its significance.

			She was flatlining.

			At the beach, a hummingbird was carried far out to sea by a strong wind. 

			A new adventure, the little bird thought. A brand new adventure.

			And then the bird was gone.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			An attendant led Gwen and Jack through a maze of corridors to a small, carpeted room with a sofa and three chairs. A stately picture of the Hudson Valley hung over the sofa, and a standard-issue ficus plant rose in the corner, giving the room a bit of color in contrast to the sterile surroundings of the hospital. Gwen was stunned she could even notice this, stunned that the world had any detail for her at all at the moment. Marci was gone. Inexplicably gone.

			“What the hell just happened?” Gwen asked, sitting on the sofa.

			Jack Maulder, tall and broad-chested, pulled his wife close. He didn’t say a word and Gwen didn’t expect him to. He gave her what she needed just then — a place to cry for the conceivable future.

			“I can’t believe it,” she said when she’d regained a modicum of composure. “This isn’t possible.”

			“She literally worked herself to death,” Jack commented sympathetically. “You warned her for years to slow down, but Marci couldn’t resist the adrenaline rush of a high-powered career.”

			“Yeah, but she was pretty healthy, Jack, all things considered.”

			“People die unexpectedly every day even if they don’t lead stressful lives.”

			Wiping away fresh tears, Gwen ran her fingers through her hair. “I know, I know, I know,” she said with exasperation in her voice. “But I knew Marci, and . . . well . . . this shouldn’t have happened.”

			“What are you suggesting?” 

			“I don’t know what I’m suggesting, but people don’t die of seizures. Not the first time, when they’re in the prime of life.”

			“Sometimes they do, honey.”

			There were exceptions to everything. Gwen knew that. But the exceptions were extremely rare. It was virtually impossible to believe that Marci was one of them. 

			Once again, a wave of tears crested on top of her. Marci had been Gwen’s best friend for most of two decades. She was as essential to her life as her heart and lungs. How do you survive that?

			Pulling herself together, Gwen rose abruptly.

			“Where are you going?” Jack asked, rising with her.

			“I have to call Marci’s family, hopefully before a stranger here at the hospital finds their number.” She pulled out her cell phone and started to walk away. Jack seemed confused by this, so she said, “I just need to be alone for a few minutes.”

			Gwen called Marci’s parents, people she felt as close to as anyone in her own family. Her mind flashed on holiday visits. When Gwen’s dad humorously battled her for the Thanksgiving wishbone could either of them ever have imagined the conversation they were about to have? 

			The call rapidly devolved to single syllables, incoherent fragments, and, ultimately, wails of grief. When it was over, Gwen leaned against the nearest available wall for support and sobbed against it because Jack’s chest was too far away.

			She had no idea how much time passed before she was capable of drying her eyes. When she did, she cleared her throat and scrolled to another number on her phone’s contact list. 

			“Dave?” she said, unsure of how she sounded. “Captain Maulder, USPH. I’m going to be over tomorrow morning. You’re going to be getting a new customer shortly — Marci Newman’s the name. I want you to save a blood sample for me, but don’t accession it in your lab system. I want to take it back to Rockville with me, okay?”

			Dave Dardenoff was one of the assistant coroners at the New York State Medical Examiner’s Office across 32nd Street from Bellevue. Dave had worked at the FDA’s New York office for a while, but he fancied himself to be Quincy, the medical examiner from the old TV series. He preferred a real life medical mystery to analyzing charts and graphs and going on the occasional plant inspection. Dave and Gwen had always gotten along well, and he would provide her with a sample of Marci’s blood, no questions asked and strictly off the record.

			Gwen began walking back to the quiet room to rejoin her husband. He’d be worried about her by now, but he knew better than to come to look for her. Somewhere else in the hospital, Marci’s lifeless body lay. Everything in Gwen’s medical training told her that Marci shouldn’t be dead. She wouldn’t forgive herself if she didn’t do something to figure out what had just happened to her very best friend.	

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Mark Stern sat at his desk, playing Space Invaders on his Dell flatscreen. He took his job as a top reporter for the Wall Street Journal very seriously, but that didn’t stop him from sneaking in a little r & r during a day otherwise devoted to profiling the bluebloods who controlled the blue chips. He’d just turned forty, but part of him was always going to be a kid, and he had learned years ago that a complete surrender to adulthood was just too difficult for a man who still kept R.E.M. t-shirts and a jean jacket in his closet. He had attempted the quantum leap to responsible, dashing, GQ status; the most notable example being when he tried to placate his old girlfriend by wearing Brooks Brothers suits and attending elegant East Hampton parties, complete with string quartets, champagne, and caviar. He always left  depressed, feeling like an imposter. He’d go back to his apartment, smoke a little dope, listen to bootleg Clash CDs, and dream of the Pulitzer he was going to win someday. 

			In Mark’s dreams, that Pulitzer would come from a multi-part investigative piece on the plight of the tamarin or the spider monkey published in the Nation, but if it had to be about a next-generation globalized billionaire, that would work as well. Mark knew the Pulitzer thing really was more than just a dream, even if the subject matter probably was. He’d started his career by writing for various small town papers in upstate New York (“Police Chief Elction To Be Held Saturday”) and gradually moved up to the New York Times, going after the kind of local stories buried on page four of the Metro section (“Priest Talks Jumper Off Whitestone Bridge,” “Chimpanzees Found In Bronx Apartment—Owner Pleads Ignorance”). Stern was a ringmaster in the word circus where reporters used prose style aimed at seventh-grade syntax. While his editors never took the stories seriously, the paper’s marketing department started noticing one reader poll after another in which Stern’s stories and byline were the only ones readers could remember. The publisher, well aware of the importance of selling newspapers, ordained that the Times give Stern his own column. 

			For Mark, this was a personal emancipation proclamation, freeing him to be an iconoclast who stylized the eccentricities of the frenzied, dispirited commuters who poured into the New York City subway system every day so they could make a few bucks, go home, sleep, wake up, and do it all over again.

			The column went platinum when the paper suggested he collect his observations into a book, Sterner Stuff. It spent a few weeks on the bottom of the bestseller list and spawned a sequel, Latitudes and Attitudes, that landed Mark on Letterman and Charlie Rose. The liberal management of the Times certainly gave Mark healthy latitude to lampoon everything from what he called “the Neanderthal nature of twenty-first century man” to the myriad verbal blunders of a sitting president. In short, he had achieved celebrity status, with his name and picture on the sides of hundreds of city buses. And he had done it all while keeping a few posters of whales and condors on his apartment walls. 

			Reporters like Stern didn’t usually get calls from the Wall Street Journal, regardless of talent. The Journal was famous for supporting presidents and political potentates who were always optimistic, even if the Dow suggested that the nation’s financial roller coaster was bottoming out. The paper was decidedly conservative, always bullish, and rewarded writers who regarded William F. Buckley as a thoughtful moderate. Stern, however, had written eloquently on the Enron scandal while at the Times, championing workers while simultaneously skewering the likes of Ken Lay and company. And he had done so with less irony in his prose, showing compassion for the countless employees who lost a lifetime of savings to executives and their golden parachutes. 

			Articles on corporate greed, coupled with Mark’s high profile and clear ability to build readership, coincided nicely with the Journal’s sudden feelings of guilt over their deification of Lay and other recently fallen robber barons. In a moment of self-expiation, the publisher of the Journal called Mark and offered him the plum assignment of reporting on the movers and shakers who the Journal highlighted on page one, far left column. If your byline appeared in that coveted space, you had arrived. Mark extracted the promise of total autonomy, but wondered just how many sacred cows he would be able to gore before the publisher forgot his promise. 

			His lawyer, always the realist, negotiated a million-dollar termination clause into Stern’s contract. Thus, each time Mark received the inevitable phone call from the publisher attempting to smooth over the roughing-up of yet another Wall Street deity, Stern would glibly ask, “Did I do a mil’s worth of damage yet?” So far, the answer was no, although over the years he had learned how to hone his journalistic dagger into a stiletto and slide it into his victim without a sound. 

			Even so, his trademark attitude was still visible to his loyal following that saw an undercurrent of dark satire hiding beneath the sometimes seemingly benign commentary. Stern saw himself as a modern-day Mark Twain, who was regarded as a humorist and children’s author when, in point of fact, he had been darkly pessimistic about humanity, even in works such as Tom Sawyer or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

			Mark hit the exit key and Space Invaders disappeared from his screen. He was doing a piece on Gregory Randall, whose father, Charles Carson Randall, had been killed the previous month when his Lear 65 slammed into a mountain in the Peruvian Andes. Gregory Randall was the heir apparent, with Randall, Inc. coming in at number thirty-two in the Fortune 500. Randall was no Bill Gates, but he would now command an empire with enough subsidiary holdings to keep thousands of accountants and lawyers busy number-crunching year-round.

			Stern opened a file on his computer titled, “Lifestyles of the Rich and Randall.” The Randall family had made its initial fortune — “the first of many,” Randall, Sr. had often bragged  — by developing software that enabled mainframe computers to communicate faster and more efficiently with thousands of smaller PCs connected within a company network. The technology arrived at a time when desktop computers were first proliferating in the mid-eighties. That alone had given Charles Randall a net worth of twenty million dollars. But Randall became a player by buying several start-up tech companies in Silicon Valley and putting them on a par with Hewlett-Packard, Cisco Systems, Yahoo, Symantec, and a dozen others. His new meta-search engine, InfoTech, was beginning to rival Dogpile and Google. 

			Always savvy, Randall sold most of his dot-com stocks right before they went belly-up, causing Stern to wonder if Randall and Martha Stewart had the same basic approach to maintaining wealth. He also wondered why Martha drew the heat for selling off a few hundred thousand dollars worth of shares while Charles Carson Randall had dumped more than fifteen million dollars worth of dot-com holdings. 

			Well, some people covered their tracks better than others — he’d learned that during the Enron debacle.

			Randall, Inc. had also become a telecommunications giant, owning fifteen newspapers and eleven television stations. This part of his empire was called, according to the FCC documents scattered across Stern’s desk, Informed Sources, Inc., a corporate entity looking to expand even farther. Proposals were on the table in six states to acquire four more papers and three additional television stations. This grabbed Mark’s attention in and of itself since he had learned that some CEOs thought media-related companies were good investments — people were no more going to stop gobbling up information and entertainment than they were going to stop guzzling Coke — while others sought to control the population’s beliefs and spending habits through news and advertising. 

			Curiously, Randall, Inc. moved into produce in the early eighties. The company owned a hundred orchards in Florida and California, with the Grove Fresh label appearing on juice cartons in supermarket freezer cases in all fifty states. Randall also owned several banana plantations in Honduras, Panama, and Belize, and the scantily-clad woman highlighting the oval sticker on his bananas, “The Yellow Senorita,” was starting to rival Juan Valdez in recognizability.

			Stern wondered why a man interested in tech stocks and media would be attracted to produce. Simple diversification? Greed? Lust for power? Perhaps. But any agribusiness was subject to fluctuating temperature and rainfall, and CEOs usually stayed within what was called “the corporate aggregate.” While a company might have dozens of subsidiary holdings, the typical mindset of the parent company’s board was to stay focused on related industries. There were exceptions among the super-giants of the corporate world, of course, such as R. J. Reynolds merging with Nabisco, or Phillip Morris acquiring General Foods and Kraft. To be sure, tobacco and macaroni ‘n cheese made for strange bedfellows, but Charles Carson Randall, as far as Mark Stern could tell, had not been the kind of person to dabble in both bananas and computer chips. Ultimately, Mark knew that’s why the Journal hired him. He had good instincts. After all, he titled a chapter in his second book with one of his favorite sayings, “Everyone is Naked Under a Double-breasted Suit.” He knew what made people tick and his profiles always succeeded in showing the more human side of a man masked by a well-groomed corporate image.

			Mark Stern would do a little digging to find out more about the younger Randall. After all, that was what he did best. 

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Gwen Maulder was up most of the night. Jack did his best to comfort her and the conversations she’d had with friends gave her a bit of solace, but the force of what had happened seemed to have an increasingly greater impact on her. She hadn’t even begun to consider what she’d lost in Marci. All she understood for now was that her dearest friend was gone forever — and Gwen refused to believe it was something that “just happened.” 

			She entered the New York Medical examiner’s Office the following morning looking for Dave Dardenoff , whom she regarded as tops in forensics. She had hated to see him leave the FDA but respected his decision considering that more than a few people still wondered why Gwen had made the jump from old-fashioned “doc with a lollipop” to epidemiologist. She found the tall, imposing medical examiner sitting in the lounge, feet propped up on a Formica table next to a soda machine.

			“Well, bless my soul, if it isn’t Captain Maulder!” Dardenoff proclaimed as he jumped up to greet his visitor. 

			“Morning, doc,” said Gwen, pulling together the energy to smile broadly. “I think we can drop the formality. When the PHS gave me that fourth stripe, I realized that even I didn’t have big enough shoulders for it, so I had to settle for those Army eagles instead. You, of all people, should know that rank and intelligence are usually inversely related. But enough about me. What’s with you, Dave?”

			Dardenoff, attired in green scrubs, returned the smile and shrugged. “I can’t complain, Gwen. The city gives me the stiffs and I do my thing. I like to call it ‘reading the bones’ I stayed late last night so I could perform your autopsy personally. I figured you had a special interest in this one given your request for…well, you know.” They were alone in the lounge, but Dardenoff walked to the doorway and looked up and down the corridor. 

			“Marci was a good friend,” Gwen explained, and the smile that had blossomed during their exchanged pleasantries evaporated entirely. 

			She paused, steeling herself for a series of questions she could not have imagined asking when she’d left Washington two days ago. “Did you find anything unusual?” The question was extremely general, but given the decidedly personal nature of her investigation, it was the only way she could think to begin.

			Dardenoff took a deep breath and ran his fingers through brown, wavy hair that was slightly tamped down from being under a surgical cap. “Not really,” he said. “Ultimate cause of death was from cardiovascular collapse.”

			“I’m not interested in ‘ultimate’”

			Dardenoff shook his head. “Then I’m afraid I’m not going to be of much help. Your friend only weighed ninety-five pounds. She had the typical mitral valve prolapse seen in many young, thin women. That, by itself, can cause sudden cardiac death once in ten thousand cases, but this just isn’t the right picture for prolapse as a cause of death. The convulsions don’t fit, either. On the other hand, the prolapse might have made her heart more vulnerable, and the resulting convulsions might have been the straw that broke the camel’s back. Your friend also had low potassium and sodium levels, and her stomach contents didn’t go beyond some lettuce, carrots, and a few shrimp, all of it coming, I suspect, from a lunchtime salad. And speaking of the stomach, it looks as though she was a worrier. I noted some early ulceration, but nothing advanced. I’m guessing the obvious: high stress and poor diet, on top of an h. pylori infection. Workaholic?”

			Gwen sighed and looked vacantly at the far wall as she answered. 

			“That would be an understatement, though she was supremely confident and not given to worrying. Successful lawyer with an aversion to exercise. Virtually no social life.” The last statement caused Gwen to jerk her head back and look quizzically at her former colleague. 

			“Any—”

			“Nah,” the medical examiner said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No semen on the vaginal swab.”

			“Alcohol or drugs?” Gwen knew that Marci, consummate professional that she was, would not have taken a drink while working, not even at a power lunch with other legal gurus, and she had never known Marci to indulge in any kind of drug other than a little marijuana as an underclassman. She nevertheless had to ask these fundamental questions — not only for her own peace of mind, but for that of the Newmans, with whom she’d be speaking at greater length after the funeral. They would want answers. Marci had been an only child, and Lawrence Newman, a retired lawyer of considerable reputation in mergers and acquisitions, reveled in his daughter’s accomplishments.

			“Blood and urine were clean,” Dardenoff replied. “Compared to other young, attractive women who come through here, your friend was a veritable Girl Scout. Any history of anorexia?”

			“None at all. She was a picky eater, but she never starved herself.”

			Gwen sighed and sat down in a plastic chair, frustrated. Dardenoff eased his large frame into a matching chair across the table. “What did you find?” she asked. “Anything at all?”

			“Here,” Dardenoff said, taking a tube of unmarked blood from his floppy green shirt pocket and handing it to Gwen. “Spin it down and you’ll find the same things I did. There were trace amounts of aspirin and caffeine, plus the usual chemicals one sees in a smoker — nicotine, nitrosamines, cyanide, urethane, acetone, formaldehyde, butane, various metals—” 

			Gwen held up her hand as she took the vial of blood and slipped it into her purse. “I know the list, Dave, although I didn’t know Marci still smoked. I thought she gave it up years ago.”

			Dardenoff folded hairy arms across his muscular chest. “Goes with the territory, Gwen. Stress, poor diet, heavy workload…” He shrugged, as if the conclusion were a no-brainer. “And the cigarettes; I see it every day.”

			“What did her lungs look like?”

			“Pretty clean, actually. She couldn’t have been smoking for too long. As for the brain, kidneys—”

			“Just send the report to my office in Rockville,” Gwen said, holding up her hand a second time. She didn’t want to hear any of the gorier details that would conjure up autopsy procedures in her mind. She would indeed look at the full report, but only after a few days had passed and she’d had time to say goodbye to Marci in her own way, and then again, properly, at the funeral. 

			“You wanted all this on the q.t., right?”

			“Yeah,” Gwen replied, feeling horribly fatigued. She knew it wasn’t because of her lack of sleep. “Send it to my attention and add ‘eyes only’ You kept all this out of your office’s files, right?”

			“I’m afraid that’s not so easy to do, at least not completely. I can’t pretend the body wasn’t here, but I entered your friend’s name, time of death, and a few other rudimentary details into the database, and then cross-referenced the computer’s basic autopsy template, which would usually list chapter and verse for the whole procedure, with a Jane Doe brought in last week. The file shouldn’t raise any eyebrows, but if anyone gets curious — highly doubtful — it’ll look like nothing more than a computer glitch. As for any paperwork, I’ve accidentally on purpose sent the hard copy to Syracuse. Just another minor screw-up. Happens all the time in the city that never sleeps. Even dedicated public servants like moi get a little careless while pulling an all-nighter.”

			“Thanks, Dave. I owe you.”

			“You could always make the IRS lose my Social Security number.” 

			Gwen smiled. First real one of the day. “Dream on. I don’t mess with the revenuers.” 

			Gwen stood, shook hands with Dardenoff, and left the lounge. On the way out, she stopped at the ladies’ room. She stared at herself in the mirror. She looked dreadful. Did Dave notice? Did Dave ever notice the “little things” about the living? The thought of Dave, and what Dave had spent several hours doing last night, brought the immediacy of Marci’s loss back to the forefront. Caring little about her appearance or where she was, Gwen bowed her head and cried. 

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Why did it always rain at funerals? The downpour at a gravesite while mourners held black umbrellas had become a Hollywood stereotype, and yet the stereotype held true for the funeral of Marci Elizabeth Newman. Family and friends, together with at least fi ft y lawyers and DS&W colleagues, gathered at the cemetery as a rabbi recited words few could hear. rain slapped their umbrellas and the tarp over Marci’s grave. Black-clad figures huddled for shelter under shared umbrellas. Marci’s casket was protected by a flimsy green canopy. The Jewish funeral customs observed only enhanced the stark reality — a plain pine box, no flowers, an unadorned mound of earth, and shovels wielded by the mourners themselves. Nothing to prettify death or avoid its finality.

			When the service concluded, Gwen felt numb. Nothing she’d done or considered since Marci’s death had helped to make any sense of it. She stared at the somber crowd making its way across soggy grass to limousines and town Cars. Determined to be the last to leave, she even asked Jack for a moment alone.

			“Goodbye, Marci,” she said. “I wish we could have seen Ondine one last time.” She brushed away a single tear from her cheek and knew the goodbye wasn’t near enough. “I’ll always love you.”

			She turned and walked into the rain.

			 

			* * *

			Back at the Newman home, a three-story red brick mansion on Long Island, Gwen mingled with Marci’s extended family — cousins, aunts, and uncles she’d known from the days when she and Marci could get themselves into some healthy mischief — as well as a good many lawyers who had decided to take the afternoon off and imbibe some of the Newmans’ excellent scotch. Gwen forced herself to smile, nod, and make small talk, all the while repeating in her mind what had become a mantra since she and Jack had been ushered to the quiet room at Bellevue immediately after Marci’s death: This shouldn’t have happened.

			The one person with whom she was genuinely interested in speaking was Susan Parks, Marci’s paralegal. Parks was middle-aged — maybe late forties — and had been responsible, to a large extent, for creating order out of the maelstrom of activity that was Marci’s professional life. Gwen knew — because Marci bragged about her endlessly — that Susan herself had frequently put in overtime to find the legal precedents necessary to keep Marci up to speed on the dozens of cases she juggled. No one else saw Marci as regularly as Susan Parks did.

			“Had Marci been feeling okay during the last week?” Gwen asked the paralegal as they stood by themselves in a small room toward the back of the house.

			“If she was feeling bad,” Parks answered solemnly, “I didn’t pick up on it. She was her usual energetic self to the very end. I expected to see her stride into her office from the courthouse, ready for another ten rounds.”

			“Was her color good?” Gwen felt as if she were back in family practice, questioning an attending ER physician about a recently admitted patient.

			Parks knit her eyebrows. “Color? Uh…yeah. It was fine.” 

			“What was she working on? Anything unusual?” 

			“I could get in real trouble talking about her cases, Dr. Maulder. I mean, well, I want to help, but…” Parks paused, looking out the window at a side garden as rain pelted the panes of glass. Then she seemed to make a decision. “She was helping a Vietnamese woman, one of her pro bono cases, the afternoon she collapsed. I guess there’s no harm in mentioning something that didn’t fall directly under her work for the firm.”

			Gwen nodded appreciatively. “I know these questions are difficult, and may even seem a bit odd, but as a doctor and Marci’s friend, I’m curious. I know she worked hard, but she had youth on her side, and…” Now it was Gwen’s turn to pause and consider the dreary afternoon for a few moments lest her voice break. “Did you know that Marci smoked?” she continued.

			“You know, it’s funny you mention that. I never saw her actually holding a cigarette — not ever. But lately she left the building every morning at exactly nine-thirty and eleven, which is when all the smokers head for the sidewalk to light up. There’s no smoking in the building — you know, the Mayor made that decision — so most smokers hit the pavement for their breaks. Workers in the building call them “the elevator people” since they’re always riding up and down for a nicotine fix. You think smoking had something to do with—” Parks stopped abruptly, clearly not wanting to finish the sentence with the words “her death.”

			“No, not really. It’s just that somebody told me she’d started again recently, and it caught me off guard.”

			A moment later, Lawrence and Jennifer Newman, both in their late sixties, entered the room and hugged Gwen warmly. Parks excused herself after politely expressing condolences to Marci’s parents.

			“You’re a godsend, Gwen,” said Mrs. Newman. “Having Marci’s best friend at the hospital when it really counted means more than Lawrence and I can express in words.”

			“Please.” Mr. Newman motioned toward a wingback chair in the small sitting room. “If anyone can make sense of this you can. What happened?”

			Lawrence and Jennifer Newman, sitting on a sofa opposite Gwen, puzzled countenances on their faces, sat waiting for the most important revelation of their lives. They said nothing more as they waited for Gwen to speak.

			“As far as I can tell,” Gwen began, looking from the oriental carpet to the faces of her friend’s parents, “Marci suffered a seizure for reasons nobody has figured out. Usually a seizure in a young person is pretty benign and either doesn’t recur or can be controlled with medicine. Fatal seizures are incredibly rare, but unfortunately, Marci was the one-in-a-thousand exception to the rule. I’m sure you know that she put herself under a great deal of stress at work. It turns out that she also had a slight defect in her heart valve. We still don’t know why everything went wrong all at once. We may never know.” 

			Gwen was not willing to let her private doubts compound the grief for Marci’s parents.

			“Is this what the autopsy revealed?” Marci’s father asked, leaning forward slightly. “Heart trouble?”

			“I’m afraid the medical examiner found nothing conclusive either way. There was a little bit of floppiness to one of her heart valves — what we call valve prolapse — but that’s seen in many young, thin women. It almost never causes problems, but this might have been one of those ‘almost never’ cases. There was naturally some damage to the heart muscle given cardiovascular collapse, but that unfortunately would mask any other pre-existing damage.” 

			This was actually untrue in a majority of cases. For someone with Dardenoff ’s skill, a tissue sample could speak volumes about the body’s cardiac history, but Gwen didn’t know what else to tell Lawrence and Jennifer Newman. She certainly wasn’t going to confide that she suspected something was very wrong with the entire scenario of Marci’s collapse at city court. People don’t die of seizures unless there are drugs involved — and she knew there weren’t. 

			Why, then, did Marci’s seizure act like it was drug-induced? There was more to this story.

			“I was wondering,” Gwen said, breaking an awkward silence, “if I could go to Marci’s apartment and look for a keepsake. I’d like to have one or two things from our college days. I would naturally ask your permission for anything I chose.”

			“Of course,” said Jennifer as her husband put a comforting arm around her shoulder. “Marci would certainly want you to have something special. We’ll give you a key to her apartment before you leave today.”

			“Thanks. It means a lot to me.”

			Finding memorabilia was not exactly what Gwen had in mind, though she was sure the apartment would bring back a flood of memories and Gwen would love to have a token of those memories. However, her primary motivation was to search the apartment for something that would help explain the tragedy. She’d been Marci’s friend, but she was also Dr. Gwen Maulder, and any epidemiologist worth her salt was part detective. She would go through with a fine-toothed comb.

			If something were even slightly amiss in Marci Newman’s apartment, Gwen Maulder would find it.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Mark Stern read the New York Times religiously every day. Without the success of his column in the Times and the books it had spawned, he wouldn’t be writing his Journal column today, complete with stipple portraits by artist Noli Novak. After all was said and done, he enjoyed keeping his fingers on the pulse of New York City, from Broadway to the bag ladies and schizophrenics who slept behind dumpsters. Gotham provided the perfect microcosm for Stern to practice his mojo, part journalistic, part metaphysical. 

			He paged through the Metro section first every day since the real stories were there — stories that took place on crowded streets with millions of pedestrians going everywhere and nowhere. On page three, he read “Subway traffic Halted — Woman Proclaims end of World.” That was right up his alley. He had always thought that crazy people could teach everyone else a thing or two. Wasn’t the normal response to an absurd world to go a little wacko? Of course it was. And who knew? Maybe this woman was on to something. Elijah and Jeremiah must have seemed pretty far out in their day. Stern often wondered how one could distinguish prophecy from lunacy.  

			The brief half-column story explained that a Brooklyn woman started to scream, alarming a carload of commuters at 8:07 a.m. the previous morning. two men finally managed to restrain her before the train pulled into the next station where the Transit Authority Police waited to remove the maniacal “prophet.” She wailed that Jesus was coming back any day now. She’d seen the Great Beast from Revelation, seen the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, seen the great Harlot corrupting the powerful leaders of the world. With a bloodstream full of righteous adrenaline, she had attacked a woman, shaking her hard enough to cause a mild concussion when the woman’s skull bounced off the thick glass window of the subway car. 

			Stern turned next to the obituary section, a morbid habit he’d developed since turning forty. With a slight grin, he’d dismissed the black balloons he’d received from friends along with birthday cards declaring that his life was over, but the stark truth was that Mark Stern, kid in residence at the Wall Street Journal, did not like the idea of growing older. He had way too much to do with his life — there were the tamarin and the spider monkey, the rainforest trip he still hadn’t made, the dozens of bands he hadn’t seen live yet, and maybe even the so-far-elusive woman to share his soul with. 

			There. Page five, column four. The brief obit caught his attention immediately. Marci Newman, prominent lawyer and daughter of Lawrence and Jennifer Newman, had collapsed in city court two days earlier and died at Bellevue. He remembered Marci vividly as Gwen McBean’s roommate. Something that reminded him of Gwen just moments after thinking about “soulmates” had to have some cosmic significance. Gwen was the flame Mark had never quite given up on, even after her marriage to Jack Maulder. She must be hurting badly right now. He remembered how close Gwen and Marci had remained even while they pursued stellar careers. 

			Mark looked wistfully out of his window. Gwen. He could still measure the time between thinking about her in hours. And each time, he’d never been anything less than mystified over how Gwen had so completely subtracted herself from his life. Gwen had Jack, the FDA, and no place in her life for a man she once must have loved. 

			Gwen was in town, for she would have undoubtedly come up from D.C. to attend Marci’s funeral. “I know you’re out there somewhere,” he mumbled, echoing a line from an old Moody Blues song.

			He moved his gaze to the bookshelves opposite his desk and located an edition of Wordsworth’s poetry. He got up, walked across his office, and picked up the book, carefully opening the faded, embossed cover. 

			Gwen knew that Mark liked to read poetry from old editions since he believed slightly yellowed pages had more character than pristine white stock purchased at Barnes and Noble. He looked at the inscription and smiled: “To Don Quixote. All my love — Gwen.” Yes, they did love each other once. Even if only one of them remembered it now.

			At least she’d understood who he was. “Don Quixote?” Yeah, that was as good a description as any. Gwen was sympathetic to Mark’s mission on behalf of the underdog as evidenced by her Herculean effort to make a go of her father’s practice, but Mark’s personal style was simply too anachronistic for the more practical and scientific Dr. McBean. “Grow up and join the rest of us,” Gwen had told him. “You might actually enjoy the experience.”

			“Bingo, Gwen,” he uttered, placing the volume back on the shelf.

			For a brief moment, he considered trying to find her and meet her for a drink. He could locate anyone he wanted, even in a city the size of the Big Apple, but tracing her through the Newmans would be inappropriate at such a time. There were other ways to do it, but the timing was a mistake. Gwen would be shattered by losing Marci. And then there was her husband to consider. While Jack Maulder wasn’t the jealous type, he was a former Secret Service agent and too tightly wound for Stern’s liking. Federal cops always reminded him of Big Brother.

			“Though nothing can bring back the splendor in the grass, we will grieve not,” Stern said, philosophically quoting a snippet of Wordsworth.

			Let it go. How many times had he told himself that? 

			He needed to get back to work. The reporter turned back to his computer screen and to his examination of Gregory Randall’s dynasty. Why in the world, he wondered, had Randall spent the last week globetrotting? Wasn’t he officially in mourning for his father?

			Yeah, right. More than likely, Randall had found himself a pretty, young woman — Asian, no doubt — in some exotic location. Mark wondered if the younger Randall gave the elder a moment’s thought, while some nubile lovely performed acts on him no Western woman knew.

				

			* * *

			Gwen did not expect to find what looked like a tornado debris field in Marci’s Fifth Avenue apartment. Marci was a neat freak, maybe even a tad bit obsessive-compulsive. Her precision of thought was matched by a precision in most everything she did. She was an avid reader, but leaving an open book on the sofa? No, that wasn’t Marci Newman. A place for everything, and everything in its place; now that was Marci. 

			The apartment Gwen saw as she walked through the front door had not been cleaned for weeks. Books, legal briefs, empty Diet Coke cans, and clothes were everywhere. Black, rotten bananas sat on the kitchen counter next to an open jar of lowfat peanut butter, which Marci probably used as energy food when she didn’t have time to eat a proper meal — and Gwen was starting to wonder exactly how many proper meals Marci had eaten recently, if any.

			An open pack of Virginia Slims Light was lying on the glass end table by the couch in the living room. Gwen considered Marci’s choice of brand to be morbidly appropriate given her ninety-five-pound weight. At least ten cigarette butts were visible in a mound of ashes.
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