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CHAPTER 1

They say when you’re home alone and the phone rings, you’re an extrovert if you jump up, grab the receiver, and delight in a familiar voice.

Zol Szabo let it ring.

He sipped his Scotch and nestled his lanky frame deeper into the buttery leather of his recliner. A north wind, sweeping across the western shore of Lake Ontario and howling up the Niagara Escarpment, rattled the living-room windows. Zol stroked the furry spine of Cory, the ginger cat who hunkered into his lap. They both gazed at the blue flames licking the simulated logs in the fireplace. Only a light November snow was forecast for tomorrow. Zol chuckled. Max would be disappointed. No snow day.

Zol cocked his ear and listened past the nagging of the phone for the sound of pleas from the bedroom upstairs. All seemed quiet up there. Max had finally settled, but it had taken two bowls of cereal, a glass of water, three adjustments to his night light, and a great big hippopotamus hug. As usual, Zol had stayed calm through each interruption, tingeing his voice with frustration only at the sixth or seventh petition from the seven-year-old’s bedroom doorway.

The ice cube in Zol’s glass, floating in two fingers of twelve-year-old Glenfarclas, clinked and snapped. Overripe apricots, cedar wood, and peat smoke kissed his nostrils. He closed his eyes and drew in a mouthful, letting the whisky dance across his tongue and down his throat.

He drank alone only during this bedtime ritual — and always just one shot, a single malt poured over a single ice cube in the single crystal tumbler left in the house. Francine had smashed five of them against the ceramic floor, the double-door fridge, and the wide-screen television before slamming the door on their brief marriage.

Who could be calling at this hour?

It might be that reporter from the Hamilton Spectator on the prowl for more details about a cluster of seven cases — with three deaths — of invasive streptococcal infection in a home for the elderly. The man’s heated words from earlier in the week still rang in Zol’s ears: “The residents are petrified. And their families are scared stiff. Surely it’s the moral duty of you docs at the health unit to stop this epidemic before any more grandparents are consumed by flesh-eating disease.”

It was not quite ten o’clock, too early to be Zol’s boss, Peter Trinnock, MD, LMCC, CCFP, FRCPC, MCPHA, chief of the Hamilton-Lakeshore Public Health Unit. Trinnock’s workday hours were so much taken up by rounds of golf in summer, putting matches in winter, and protracted lunches all year round that he seldom caught a glimpse of what was happening under his nose until late in the evening. He’d find himself caught off guard by the ten o’clock news on TV, then blast Zol via telephone for not keeping him in the loop.

Zol had practically burned his boss’s retirement day into his calendar. He reckoned that if he didn’t make any major errors or misjudgements he’d be promoted from associate to chief medical officer of health for the municipality of Hamilton-Lakeshore when Trinnock stepped down next May. In fact, Zol was counting the days until Trinnock’s departure and the relocation of his office from the building’s dingy rear to its prestigious front.

At the continued ringing from the kitchen, Cory flashed his tail and looked at Zol as if to say, “Damn, we only just got settled.”

Zol gulped another mouthful of Scotch, put down his glass, and heaved Cory from his lap. Then he grabbed the phone by its throat.

Dr. Hamish Wakefield’s voice always gave him away with the first syllable. Singer’s nodes, he’d told Zol before the operation. A consequence of his years as a boy soprano. But the biopsy of his vocal cords revealed no explanation for the roughness in a voice that still rasped no stronger than a whisper. Behind his back, the doctors and nurses called him the Whispering Warrior — on account of that voice, his short haircut, and the utter concentration he brought to the specialty of infectious diseases.

“What’s up, Hamish?” said Zol.

“I’m calling from the office.” Hamish’s words hissed breathlessly down the line. “Came across something I thought you guys should know about.”

“At this hour? Geez, you need a diversion outside the halls of academia. A hobby or a love interest.”

“No time for either. Listen. Have you ever met Julian Banbury, the neuropathologist here at the med centre?”

Zol’s job kept him in touch with the regional coroner, but he’d never dealt with any of the other pathologists at Caledonian University’s tertiary-care facility. “Don’t think so.”

“You’d remember him, believe me. He’s got a big scar across his neck and such severe exophthalmia that you’d think —”

Zol passed the phone from one hand to the other. “It’s okay, I’m with you.”

“Anyway,” Hamish continued, “he’s our local brain-infection guru, and a couple of weeks ago he came back from holiday. More like a mini sabbatical. And now he’s catching up on three or four months’ worth of brain autopsies.”

Zol pictured a lineup of buckets on the dissection-room floor, a pickled brain floating in each one. He touched his nose, almost feeling the sting of formaldehyde that permeated the pathology seminar room when he and Hamish were students together seven years ago at the University of Toronto.

“Well,” Hamish continued, “Julian said that three of the brains show signs of CJD. One man, two women.”

“The last case reported on my patch was about eighteen months ago. A retired Anglican minister,” Zol commented. “Big write-up about him in the paper when he died.”

The article had described the congregation rallying to provide palliative care in the minister’s home — twenty-four hours a day for several months. But why the alarm bells tonight at ten o’clock? It took twenty years for the Creutzfeldt-Jakob agent to cause disease after entering the body. These cases must be reflecting events two decades old. Hamish really did need a distraction in his life to lure him away from the constant seduction of Mistress Medicine.

Zol gazed at the glass of Scotch out of his reach on a table in the living room. The melting ice would soon dilute the whisky’s complex fusion into insipidness. “Three cases within three months does sound like a cluster,” he said. “But probably just a coincidence. I’ll get my team to look into it later this week. Right now, I’ve got most of my nurses and health inspectors working on that outbreak of necrotizing fasciitis at Shalom Acres. That’s one giant can of worms.”

“But Zol . . .” A gulping sound echoed down the line as Hamish sucked on the water bottle that seldom left his side. He needn’t have bothered. His voice remained as croaky as ever. “I’ve got to tell you — Julian Banbury is calling it variant CJD.”

Zol felt the blood drain from his face as the facts began to percolate. Three people dead from mad cow disease. Beef tainted and humans infected with BSE prions in his slice of Ontario. Hamish had graduated top of their class at U of T, and thanks to him Zol had memorized the components of the Krebs cycle long enough to pass his final examination in biochemistry, but . . .

“I hope to hell your pathologist is jumping to conclusions,” Zol said. “Is he a bit of a grandstander?”

“Not at all,” said Hamish. “These people are all under fifty, Zol. Too young for regular CJD. Banbury is adamant. The microscopic features in their brains — the amyloid protein plaques — are diagnostic of variant CJD.” He coughed and gulped, then coughed again. “The same as they’re getting in England after eating mad cows. That’s three local residents —”

“Infected with mad cow prions. I hear you.”

“Now do you see why I called you this late?”

“Mother of God.” Zol rubbed at his temple. “You know what this means, eh? I sure do. My dad was a tobacco farmer.”

“I don’t think BSE has anything to do with tobacco,” Hamish replied in the flat, humourless tone that came out whenever he was anxious or concentrating.

“I know,” Zol said. “It’s just that I’ve lived through what happens when agricultural commodities get stung by the fickle prick of scandal.”

Zol pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and dropped into it. Hamish had just handed him a Chernobyl-sized problem. It would make last year’s countrywide panic over one Alberta steer with BSE look like five minutes of rain at a Sunday-school picnic.

Neither man said anything. Cory jumped into Zol’s lap and purred while Zol absently stroked his back.

Hamish broke the silence. “What do we do now?”

Zol gave Cory a pat on the rump then pulled out the loonie he always kept in his pocket. The coin was not for spending but for fingering whenever life’s tensions mounted. Much cleaner than his father’s chewing tobacco, and it didn’t cause cancer.

Zol tightened his grip on the phone. “I’m sure not going to call the Spectator,” he said. “Or Elliott York at head office in Toronto. I can’t go reporting the country’s first cluster of human BSE until I’ve got a whole lot more details. Just a sec.” He set the phone on the table, dropped Cory onto the floor, and fetched his Scotch, draining it in two mouthfuls. “We’ll have to be careful,” he continued. “I can almost feel York and his Toronto cronies breathing down my neck already. And after them, every agricultural and public-interest lobbyist in the country.”

“And the media outlets. Like that stupid Lassa fever wild-goose chase, two years ago.”

“You knew from the start the woman only had malaria.”

“Problem was, my senior colleagues with the big mouths and bigger egos wanted it to be Lassa. Better for their fame and fortune on the speakers’ circuit.”

Zol stared at the flames dancing in the fireplace and pondered the implications of this cluster — for the food industry, for his health unit, for his career. He weaved the dollar coin faster and faster through his fingers.

A staccato of clicks from Hamish’s computer keyboard scurried down the phone line. “I can clear my calendar for tomorrow afternoon,” Hamish said. “You can come to my office, if you like. Have a look at the charts of the three cases.”

Zol rubbed at an ache beside his eye. It would take him most of the day to bone up on mad cows, prions, BSE, and human-variant CJD. There were newspaper clippings, medical journals, and the Internet to scour. He’d have to duck tomorrow’s staff meeting, always a time guzzler at best. “We better maintain as low a profile as possible. Can you bring the files over to my house? Say, tomorrow evening? I’ll feed you supper.”

“I guess this can wait until then. Let me pick up a pizza. Or how about Thai or Chinese?”

Zol coughed, and then grunted.

“Oh, right,” Hamish replied. “Take-out never darkens your doorway.”

“Just bring your appetite. And a bottle of wine. I’ll see you at seven.”
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At five thirty the next morning, an hour before his alarm was set to buzz, Zol jerked awake. He heard the thump of the paper hitting the front steps and dashed downstairs to retrieve it. A blast of arctic air whistled through his T-shirt and boxers as he dusted the snow from the newspaper’s plastic sleeve. On the way back to his bedroom he stopped in the pantry and pulled two Cornish hens from the freezer for tonight’s dinner. The birds always impressed guests, who considered them more exotic than they really were. At the Stratford School for Chefs, Zol’s instructor had called them the runts you could quickly stuff and overprice whenever relations with your banker were looking dicey.

The five years he’d spent as an apprentice chef, though barely a decade in the past, seemed like another lifetime altogether. Had the frenetic life in steamy restaurant kitchens been any less satisfying than his life as a public-health physician? He’d sweated plenty in both environments.

Leaving the hens to thaw in a bowl of ice water, he retreated to the warmth of his bed and scoured the newspaper. A suicide bombing in Jerusalem. A political assassination in Sweden. A rumoured record-setting private donation to the medical school at Caledonian University — right here in Steeltown. But no mad cows in Ontario and no hint of citizens with variant CJD.

A couple of hours later, downstairs at the breakfast table, Zol spooned up a final mouthful of cereal. In their daily father-and-son race to the finish, Max’s bowl was almost always the first to be plunked onto the kitchen table, empty and triumphant. Zol downed a final triplet of flakes ahead of the few neon oat rings straggling at the bottom of Max’s bowl. “I win!” Zol said.

“But look,” said Max, holding up an empty glass, “I finished my juice. You didn’t drink your coffee yet.”

Zol winked at his son. “Okay, Max. I won the cereal event but you won the beverage round.”

Max beamed as he put down his juice glass, oblivious to his handicap. His left hand, stiff and claw-like, had been fettered since the moment of his birth. But to Max it was just the understudy who stole the show.

It was strange what a man could be grateful for, like being thankful that the stroke your son had suffered at birth affected only one hand — not his legs, not his speech, not his intellect. And certainly not his ability to play an entire catalogue of electronic games.

His breakfast bowl empty, Max crimped his latest pocket video gadget in his left palm and jabbed at its buttons with his right. A minute later, at the sound of clatter from the front door, he looked up from the screen, grinned broadly, and slid off his chair. Even after three years as their beloved housekeeper, Ermalinda knocked like a visitor and waited for Max to run to the door and throw it wide open.

Ermalinda wasted no time in exchanging her parka for an apron and lifting the dirty dishes from the table. She swooped them into the sink and plucked the phone from its cradle as it began to ring. Without a word, she passed the handset to Zol.

“Did you see today’s paper?” said Hamish, coughing into the line. “See the story about that huge donation coming to our medical school? It’s going to be announced today that the donor is Bernard Vanderven, the auto-parts magnate. I’ve seen the press release.”

“Two hundred million. That’s a hell of a lot of coin.”

“His wife is one of the three CJD victims I was telling you about. Vanderven’s been saying she died of a heart attack. He’s going to earmark half his donation for cardiac research.”

“She was a bit young for an MI, wasn’t she? What did her autopsy show?”

“That’s just it. It didn’t show even a hint of heart disease.”

“That’s strange.”

“Her coronaries and myocardium were perfect. After all, she was only forty-three.” Hamish took several gulps, probably of a double café latte made with his expensive machine. “But . . .”

“But what?” Zol demanded. Something more than CJD was bothering Hamish. But didn’t the guy even allow himself a few minutes to eat a peaceful breakfast?

“Her CJD wasn’t advanced enough to kill her. Julian Banbury’s report makes that very clear.”

“Hmm. What was the official cause of death before Banbury got a chance to examine her brain?”

Hamish rustled some sheets of paper that sounded as if they were right next to his telephone. “The death certificate says cardiac arrest due to ventricular arrhythmia, cause unknown.”

A bit of a stretch considering the woman’s heart appeared pristine at autopsy. “But you told me that the original autopsy didn’t find —”

“Yes, I know,” said Hamish, his voice rising. “It didn’t turn up a darn thing that could explain the woman’s death. Not in her heart. Not anywhere. But the duty pathologist had to come up with an official diagnosis for the death certificate so the body could be released to the funeral home. I guess arrhythmia seemed to fit the bill at the time.” Hamish gulped, then continued. “I did notice a couple of other things.”

“What?”

“Toxicology showed Joanna Vanderven had a blood alcohol level that would put her way over the driving limit, and moderate levels of lorazepam, fluoxetine, and oxycodone.”

Zol strolled into the dining room as far as the phone cord would permit and closed the door. The Vanderven woman had downed an explosive cocktail: a generous measure of alcohol, a few pills to counter anxiety and depression, and a potent narcotic. “Sounds like she was one unhappy woman. Did anyone suspect she’d overdosed intentionally?”

“Not as far as I can tell. The toxicology results only came in this week.”

“Yeah,” said Zol, “the provincial lab always runs a backlog, sometimes several months. Autopsy specimens aren’t exactly their priority.” The belated results probably held the key to Joanna Vanderven’s death: the alcohol she ingested could have acted in combination with the three powerful drugs to tip her into respiratory arrest — a final sigh through blue lips, the heartbeat ceasing a few minutes later. The autopsy could have missed that scenario.

“Anyway,” Hamish continued, “no embarrassing questions were asked. The coroner agreed with the duty pathologist’s arrhythmia diagnosis and signed the death certificate. Case closed.”

“Until a few months later, Julian Banbury discovers that her brain is riddled with variant CJD.”

“Not exactly riddled,” said Hamish. “Not enough to kill her, but you’ve got the picture.”

Zol checked the dining-room door for little ears listening on the other side of the glass. Max and Ermalinda were sharing a giggle at the kitchen table, their world still untouched by CJD. “A trophy wife in the early stages of CJD starts acting weird, becomes forgetful and moody. She’s no longer the glamorous asset her billionaire husband had invested in.” The Vandervens had been headlined frequently in the society columns, and it was no secret that Joanna was his much younger third or fourth wife. Zol gazed into the unseen distance and lowered his voice. “Maybe she was overdosed — on purpose.”




CHAPTER 2

About seven that evening, at the sound of the knocker, Max raced to the front door. Zol felt the blast of cold air that followed Hamish in. There was more than icy wind in the scowl that gripped the man’s face. Zol had shared that dread all day, and boning up on CJD hadn’t made him feel any better.

Hamish swept the snow off his flat-top and stamped the slush from his shoes. “Hell’s bells, I wish they’d do a proper job of plowing the streets. It’s costing me a fortune at the car wash to keep the Saab halfway clean.” He set his shoes against the wall beside his briefcase — everything in line, perfectly straight. It occurred to Zol that his friend’s straightness went no farther than his shoes.

Hamish followed Max and Zol into the kitchen and set a shopping bag on the counter. “I just had time to grab one of each,” he said, his face still pinched. “Are they okay?”

“Not too shabby,” said Zol, scanning the labels of the wine bottles. The white was a nasty plonk, but the red was fine — a decent Aussie shiraz. He grabbed the corkscrew and steadied the shiraz. Then he paused. Red wine with chicken? Hell, this was no day for fretting over the niceties of food and wine pairings. “This red will go great with the hens.” He turned to Hamish. “The glasses are in that cupboard behind you. Get out three of them, will you?”

A quizzical frown flashed across Hamish’s brow.

“Max likes his apple juice in a wineglass,” Zol explained, “particularly when we have company.”

Hamish turned to the sink. He pumped a measure of liquid soap into his palm, lathered his hands, and rinsed them under the tap. He turned the faucet off with his elbow and dried his hands. Only then did he open the cupboard and lift out the glasses.

After they’d made quick work of the Cornish hens, Zol dispatched Max to the TV room with a large bowl of chocolate ice cream. And while Hamish went to retrieve his briefcase from the front hall, Zol poured two measures of Glenfarclas. The shiraz had loosened neither Hamish’s collar nor his tongue over dinner. Maybe a Scotch would help.

Hamish returned and placed three dossiers on the table. “Well, here they are,” he said. “Our cases.” He was smiling for the first time since he’d arrived.

Zol handed him a glass of the Glenfarclas and lifted his own. “Cheers,” he said. “And here’s to a speedy investigation.”

Hamish, still smiling, saluted with his glass. “Yes — to an efficient investigation.” He squinted at the amber whisky, then set his glass on the table without taking a sip. The smile left his face as suddenly as it had appeared. “Let me ask you, Zol. Is it ghoulish to love doing this outbreak stuff ?”

“There’s nothing wrong with feeling a passion for our work.”

“Well . . . there’s not much else in my life.”

Zol looked away, toward the TV room door, and felt a little guilty at being blessed. He had Max to put the punch in his job, transform the work of public-health medicine into a vital calling where every aspect mattered more with each passing year. Yet he shared with Hamish that lonely kinship, the yearning of the single man. He downed another mouthful of Scotch and pointed to the neat stacks of paper tethered with long staples. “Hey! I thought you weren’t allowed to take charts out of the hospital.”

Hamish’s cheeks flared. “I’ll be sure to return them tomorrow before anyone notices.” He picked up a chart and ran his finger along the top of the front page. “Joanna Vanderven, age forty-three. We already talked about her — apparent cardiac death on June twenty-second. Positive toxicology for drugs and alcohol.” He pointed to the next chart. “Danesh Patel, age forty-nine. Immigrant from India. Hit by a car while crossing Upper James in front of Platinum Honda — he was a salesman there. Killed instantly. That was June twenty-eighth.”

“I think I remember that from the news,” Zol said. “Wasn’t it a hit and run? Did they ever find the guy?”

“I don’t know. No details of the accident made it into the chart. All we’ve got is the death certificate and the report of the preliminary autopsy, performed before Julian Banbury came back from his sabbatical.” Hamish opened the chart and read from the pathologist’s post-mortem summary: “Multiple contusions, lacerated liver, ruptured abdominal aorta, intracerebral hemorrhage.”

Zol pictured Patel’s brain in his mind’s eye: the large hemorrhage like a blood-red egg, produced by the blow from the fast-moving car; such bleeding, obvious even to the naked eye, had been documented long before Banbury examined paper-thin slices of the brain under his microscope.

Hamish took a mouthful of Scotch and was struck by a string of explosive coughs. He dropped the chart and spluttered into his fist. “Sorry — I’m not — used to — this stuff.”

“Here,” said Zol, lifting a jug. “I’ll add a little water. Easier on the throat.”

Hamish wiped his eyes and lips with a tissue, then pointed to the name on the third chart. “Hugh McEwen, age thirty-six. A dentist. We did our degrees in biochem together at U of T. Nice guy, but we lost touch.” Hamish paused and dipped his head. “Committed suicide. In his office. Saturday, September fifteenth. Pronounced dead at the scene by the coroner.” Hamish swallowed hard, then lifted the chart and riffled its pages. “There’s not much here. A brief hospital admission two years ago for an appendectomy, a trip to Emerg with a sprained knee last year, and the preliminary autopsy report — again, minus the latest brain findings.”

“Not much to go on, eh?” Zol said. “The three of them died fairly close together — June twenty-second, June twenty-eighth, and September fifteenth.”

“But did they get infected at the same time?” asked Hamish. “And when did they start showing the first signs of their disease?”

“It all hangs on how long ago they ate the tainted beef. And where. Our best hope is that they’ve all got ties to Britain and dined on mad cows in England.”

“Good point — the English connection. That would be the perfect solution.”

“But only if it were true,” Zol said. “And we’d have to prove it beyond a reasonable doubt.”

Hamish lifted his well-diluted Scotch, pursed his lips, and sipped carefully. “You make it sound like a court case.”

“It’s the court of public opinion,” Zol said. “As soon as the news of these cases gets out, the press will be watching every move we make.” With his emotions lubricated by the wine and the Scotch, anger rose into his throat. “And they’ll fall all over themselves trying to run ten steps ahead of us.” He thumped his fist on the table. “The stupider we look, the bigger the headlines.”

Zol’s heartbeat quickened as he pictured Health Canada, the Ontario government, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, and the Canadian Cattlemen’s Association all thrown into a maelstrom of panic. Pandemonium far worse than a few soon-forgotten headlines. The Americans, the Europeans, the Japanese shutting their borders to almost everything edible produced in Canada. And years of negotiations to reopen them. He wiped his palms on his trousers and took up his pen. “Let’s make a list of questions we need to answer.”

“For a start,” said Hamish, “did all three actually eat beef?”

“And did they live in the United Kingdom during the mad cow epidemic?”

“That’s the key point.”

“And our best hope for a quick solution that’s politically painless,” said Zol.

“The victims might have travelled to other countries,” Hamish suggested. “Patel was from India. Does that ring any bells?”

“Not that I know of. Lots of malaria and tuberculosis, and more HIV than they’ll admit.”

“You’re right, this isn’t tropical.”

“Focusing locally,” Zol continued, “we need to know where they bought their groceries.”

“And did they ever go to butcher shops?” said Hamish.

“Probably not,” Zol replied. “Most people don’t these days.”

Hamish leaned on the table and scanned the growing list. “We’ll want to know which restaurants they ate at.” He rubbed at an apparent stiffness at the back of his neck. “And we can’t forget the iatrogenic causes of CJD.”

“Good point,” said Zol. The alcohol, though great for loosening the mind and promoting creative connections, had begun to take the edge off his memory. “Let’s see. . . .” He paused, his hand hovering above his notepad. “There’ve been concerns about transmission as a result of neurosurgery performed with contaminated instruments. And reports of cases acquired through corneal transplantation. And from injections of growth hormone extracted from pituitary glands. But recipients of corneas and growth hormone harvested from infected donors developed regular CJD, not the variant type, didn’t they? What a tragedy — regain your sight or grow a few extra inches, then die prematurely because your brain is riddled with infectious prions.”

As Zol continued writing, Hamish tipped back another mouthful of Scotch and dabbed his lips with his serviette. “We’ll need to ask about any recent deaths among family members.”

Zol looked up from his list and held Hamish’s gaze. “What are you suggesting?”

“Maybe there’ve been more of these cases than anyone realizes.”

“What do you mean?” Zol said, his mind jolted to sharpness.

“Families eat together — they get exposed to BSE prions together. None of these three had obvious CJD when they died.”

“And if Vanderven, Patel, and McEwen hadn’t had autopsies, we’d never have found out about their variant CJD, which means . . .”

“There might have been others infected among their families,” said Hamish, raising his index finger. “And their friends and neighbours.”

Zol poured himself another Scotch and let a mouthful warm the back of his throat. The workload of hunting down more cases, the ramifications of finding them, were almost too much to contemplate. “You realize,” he said to Hamish, “we can’t openly investigate these deaths by asking questions about variant CJD.”

“And why not?”

“As soon as there’s a hint of Julian Banbury’s revelation, the press will get wind of our investigation and they’ll throw the entire country into a panic. I can see it now — economic chaos.” But what excuse could they give the grieving families for asking so many penetrating questions about their lives and their habits? “How about this?” he suggested. “We’ll tell them that their loved ones showed features of an encephalitis. We’ll explain that the health unit is conducting a routine set of interviews, just like we do for other infections like food poisoning, diarrhea, and meningitis.”

“It might buy us a little time,” Hamish said, his tone hesitant. After a moment his face brightened slightly. “I suppose we wouldn’t actually be lying. CJD is one of the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies. It can rightly be called a form of encephalitis.”

“We can even hope that people might jump to the conclusion that we’re investigating West Nile.”

In the summer and early fall the newspapers had been full of alarming stories about mosquitoes and West Nile virus encephalitis. The exaggerated headlines had been a headache at the health unit, but perhaps they could be used as a smokescreen.

Hamish pressed his hands together, as if in prayer. “But what if we’re asked point-blank what sort of encephalitis the victims had, and was it really West Nile virus?” His face looked grave as he shook his head. “We can’t lie.”

“At first, we might have to,” Zol said.

The colour drained from Hamish’s cheeks. “But we’re professionals. We can’t lie.” He scowled and pointed his finger at Zol’s chest. “And you’re — you’re a public figure. You can’t breach that trust.”

“Look, Hamish,” Zol replied, his tone flat and firm, “for a little while, we might have to play with the truth. For a greater good.”

“But . . .”

“We’ll say we’re not sure what we’re dealing with, that we’re still gathering our facts.”

“But we’re . . .”

“It’s true. We are still gathering our facts. Surely you can live with that?”

“Hell’s bells, Zol. I’m a diagnostician, not a detective. Supposed to be a disciple of Hippocrates, not Sherlock Holmes.”

“Come on — right now, I need you to be a bit of both. You have to admit there’s a tremendous amount at stake. And you did say you loved this outbreak stuff.”

“Well, yes.”

“And you’re the guy with the best brain for this job.”

Hamish flushed. “Stop buttering me up.” He picked up his Scotch, sighed, and returned it to the table. “Look — I’ll do my best. If anyone jumps to the wrong conclusions, thinks we’re investigating West Nile or something else, I won’t correct them. But you’ll have to do the lying and the politicking. I don’t have the stomach for the backroom intrigue you put up with at your health unit.”

“Okay then,” Zol said with relief. “We won’t actually lie. We’ll just keep the facts to ourselves until we’re set to divulge them.” He gripped Hamish’s arm. “And when we’re asking all our picky questions, we’ll use the ‘better safe than sorry’ line. At our office, we’re good at that.”

Zol found himself wondering, and not for the first time, how much time and money had been wasted over the years by that four-word catchphrase. How many unexpected consequences had it triggered? Antibiotics rendered useless after decades of frivolous prescriptions for minor colds. Classrooms demolished after the discovery of harmless mould inside their walls. Teddy bears banished from bedrooms after someone said they could make kids wheezy. But now they had hold of a real problem. And it felt great to grapple with it.

“What about Julian Banbury?” Zol said. “Can we get him to keep a lid on his findings until we’ve completed our investigation?”

“He might keep this quiet for a week, not much longer.”

“Can you . . .”

“Yes, I’ll talk to him.”

The phone started ringing. Zol looked at his watch: ten thirty. He knew who it must be. Call Display confirmed it: P. Trinnock.

“Hell,” said Zol. “I’m not talking to him tonight.”




CHAPTER 3

At seven thirty the next morning, Zol backed the minivan out of the driveway and headed along Scenic Drive toward the health unit, on the Escarpment at the western end of Concession Street. He’d walked to work a couple of times the previous summer, but forty minutes twice a day was time away from Max he wasn’t prepared to spare, no matter how good it might be for his heart. Maybe he should get a bike in the spring. It would be a beautiful ride along Scenic Drive, through the grounds of the psychiatric hospital, then along the dizzying edge of the Niagara Escarpment, a corridor of limestone terraces and old-growth forest that snaked all the way from Niagara Falls to Georgian Bay. The United Nations had deemed the eight hundred kilometres of cliff face a World Biosphere Reserve; as a public-health official he felt vaguely guilty about soiling it with noxious fumes twice a day from the tailpipe of his minivan.

In the distance to his left, beyond the city’s gritty port, Lake Ontario’s western bow shimmered in the low-flying sun. The dazzle of the watery horizon always lifted his spirits no matter how daunting the current office crisis. Even the motley smokestacks, bristling and flaring from Hamilton’s lakeside steelworks, offered no more than a dubious threat to life up here on the Escarpment. Hamilton natives referred to this lofty part of the city as the Mountain, but in the seven years since Zol had moved here, he’d never been able to see anything remotely hilly about this dead-flat plateau.

He parked, then climbed the stairs to his fourth-floor office, taking the steps two at a time but pulling heavily on the banister. His breakfast coffee had yet to dissolve the stubborn grains of sleepiness that lingered in his head. Last night at lights out, a fringe festival of images had disturbed his sleep — drooling cows, disintegrating brains, jeering reporters. He awakened twice with a start, breathless, his heart pounding, his T-shirt soaked in sweat. As he strode past the dark reception desk and headed for his office, he felt the excitement of the impending investigation, then shuddered at the hornets’ nest he might soon be splitting open.

He logged on to his computer and answered the three emails that demanded immediate responses. Then he emailed Anne, the secretary he shared with his boss, and asked her to cancel all his meetings for today. He clicked Send, then scanned the potholed parking lot outside his window. No postcard view over the Escarpment for the associate MOH. Just cardboard cartons and paper coffee cups spilling from the dented garbage bins huddled at the edge of the tarmac. A red Honda was parked in the lot not far from his minivan. He dialled Natasha’s extension and got a busy signal. Good. She was at her desk.

Natasha Sharma completed her master’s in epidemiology eigh -teen months ago, after earning a degree in biology. She’d finished top of her class and impressed everyone as the best applicant for the vacant communicable-disease epidemiologist position. She’d proved her mettle within her first six months by unearthing the culprit behind an outbreak of 120 cases of bloody diarrhea: E. coli in the undercooked sausages at a Croatian wedding. She discovered that the bride’s mother had ordered the toxin-laden canapés be served prematurely to keep the six hundred guests occupied while the bride underwent a meltdown between church and banquet hall. Something about a spirited flower girl and a handful of rhinestones torn from the bridal gown. Natasha said the altercation made perfect sense, but Zol reckoned it was pointless for any man to try to understand that part of the puzzle.

He tried Natasha’s number again. Still busy. He strode down the hall to her office and stood in her open doorway.

Natasha tugged on the short, fly-away curls at the nape of her neck. A scowl and a fist had replaced her trademark poise and charm. She enunciated every syllable as though forcing it through the telephone and rolled her eyes in response to her mother’s daily ritual.

“I already told you, Mamaji,” said Natasha with a rapid shake of her head, “if you invite him, I am not coming.” Catching sight of Zol, she squared her shoulders and picked up a ballpoint. “Gotta go. Dr. Szabo just came in. I’ll call you after work,” she said, and hung up.

Zol stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

Natasha stood up and swept the folds of her dress. “Sorry, Dr. Zol,” she said, glancing toward the phone as though her mother were still attached to it.

Zol smiled and waved away Natasha’s embarrassment. He knew her Punjabi mother phoned every morning with some urgent family matter and managed to steer the conversation toward the discovery of another suitor for Natasha to look over — just this once.

Gripping the file folder of notes he’d made last night with Hamish, he lowered himself into the chair in front of Natasha’s desk. “Something big has landed in our lap,” he said, “and I need you to drop everything.” He hoped he didn’t sound too sombre.

Natasha’s dark eyes glowed with alarm. “But at Shalom Acres,” she said, “they’ve still got tons of questions about their invasive strep outbreak. I was going to —”

“Don’t worry about Shalom Acres. We’ll find someone else to go over there.” He rubbed his palms together. “First off,” he said, “what I’ve got to say is strictly confidential. The implications for the unit, for the entire country, could be enormous.”

Natasha put down her pen. “I understand. I won’t discuss —”

“I know you won’t.” They both eyed the ballpoint on her desk as though it were a secret recording device.

“Do you know Dr. Hamish Wakefield, the ID specialist?” Zol asked.

“He’s the shy man, mid-thirties, blond, gravelly voice, and perfectly ironed shirts, right?”

Zol brushed a cluster of Cory’s cat hairs from the sleeve of his blazer. “I never noticed his shirts, but yeah, gravelly voice. My age, or a couple of years younger.”

Natasha smiled. “I’ve seen him present at Grand Rounds over at the medical centre. He seems really smart.”

“He dropped a bombshell on us yesterday.” Zol recapped the details of the three cases of variant CJD while Natasha, her chair pulled tight to her desk, jotted on a crisp, yellow pad. She shook her head at the story of Joanna Vanderven, the philanthropist’s wife; she gasped at the details of Dr. McEwen’s suicide in his dental chair; she nodded as though already familiar with the incident when Zol recounted the hit-and-run death of Danesh Patel, the car salesman.

Zol took a deep breath and raised his eyebrows. Natasha’s sandal -wood scent cast a soothing wave through his nostrils. They would solve this together, he told himself. All three victims must have lived in foreign parts far enough in the past to acquire their variant CJD by eating tainted meat outside Canada.

Natasha’s lips tightened, and she narrowed her eyes. “I’m afraid there’s a problem with the foreign beef angle,” she said, tapping her notepad with her pen. “The Patels are strict vegetarians. I know the family. Mrs. Patel is a fanatic. Reads the labels on everything.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. Was the husband just as strict?”

She nodded. “He always seemed the type who’d keep peace in the family at any cost. Just like my dad.”

Stale coffee churned in Zol’s stomach. “Damn. So much for our blame-it-on-English-beef solution.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with an embarrassed smile. Then she added quickly, “One thing, though. The Patels did live in England for a while. Before they came to Canada. I’m not sure when, but I can find out.”

“Okay! So we might still have our English connection.” He lifted the file folder and waved it in the air like a flag. “I’ll be grateful for every bit of insight you can offer.”

“We can plot the epidemiological curve,” Natasha said with bright notes of optimism in her voice. “Let’s see . . . the deaths occurred June twenty-second, June twenty-eighth, and September fifteenth, so the curve looks like this.” She sketched a graph on her notepad, then looked enquiringly at Zol, as if the visual depiction of the deaths and the dates might have cracked some sort of code. When he didn’t say anything, she shrugged and frowned. “Doesn’t tell us much, does it?”

He stood and gazed through the window. Pedestrians crowded the sidewalk, their coats fastened and necks wrapped against the November wind. For a moment, he longed for their humdrum office jobs — predictable hours, nothing more at stake than shipments of hamburger buns, toilet seats, and paper clips. “You know,” he said, turning away from the window and shaking himself out of his daydream, “a traditional epi curve might not be much use. CJD’s incubation period is ten or fifteen years. That’s too long to let us link these cases together in time or place.”

“Unless,” said Natasha, her voice rising, “this cluster is the first indication of some brand-new kind of variant CJD.”

He felt a tightness in his throat. Was this some new form of rapid-onset CJD? A Canadian variant? Hamish had said they should be prepared for other cases to turn up, already dead or still alive. But how many more?

“That’s a bold thought, Natasha. But not one I’m ready to swallow at this point,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. He pulled a tissue from his pocket and wiped his palms. “Our best hope is to discover that their lives intersected at a common factor — a decade ago and a continent away. As far away from Hamilton as possible.”

Natasha drew her fingers through the curls at the back of her neck. “Where do you want me to start?”

“By interviewing Mrs. Patel. In her home. See what you can dig up.” He smiled. “That Croatian wedding case showed you’re an expert at digging toxins out of nibbles.”

[image: Image]

Two hours later, after scanning his bookshelves for articles about CJD in the back issues of the New England Journal of Medicine and the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, Zol sat at his computer searching public-health databases on the Internet. Bit by bit, a blend of lime and cedar insinuated itself into the office, like an unexpected guest. Hamish had splashed on that unmistakable scent last evening before arriving for dinner. And now he was standing in the office doorway, wearing the expectant face of someone hoping to be noticed. He’d unbuttoned his winter coat and was clutching his briefcase to his chest, quietly shifting his weight from one foot to the other. It was obvious he’d discovered some important facts about the case: his eyes were smiling, and his lips formed a satisfied smirk, like Cory the cat depositing a freshly killed mouse at Zol’s feet.

“You’ve got some good news,” Zol said, rising from his chair. At six-foot-two, he was a head taller than Hamish. “I can see it written all over your face.”

Hamish smiled, thrust his gloves into his pockets, and unwound his scarf. “I think you’re going to be pleased.”

“Terrific!” Zol said, smacking the air with his fist. “Banbury reviewed his slides? No CJD after all?”

“No, that’s not it.”

“Damn.”

Hamish placed his scarf and coat on the rack in the corner of the room. He turned and shrugged. “Sorry.” He pulled up a chair and sat down, then lifted a tooled leather notebook from his briefcase. He reached in again and brought out a bottle of imported spring water. He unscrewed the cap and took a swig. Before setting the bottle on Zol’s desk, he hesitated. “Do you have a coaster?”

Zol threw up his hands. “Forget the coaster! Tell me the good news.”

“First, you have to congratulate me for finding the dentist’s widow and chatting her up for a tonne of details, all before ten thirty in the morning.”

“Yeah, you’re right. You did great. Now start talking.”

Hamish opened his notebook. He’d inscribed a title page: Mad Cows — And Englishmen. “I phoned Brenda McEwen first thing this morning,” he began. “She remembered me from U of T. The three of us were undergrads together. Hugh, Brenda, and me.” He took a swig from his bottle. “She invited me right over. I was there by nine.” He put down the bottle and fingered his notebook, clearly in no hurry to turn beyond the title page.

Hamish would try even the patience of Job. “And?” Zol said, spinning a get-on-with-it gesture with his hands.

“She reminded me that she and Hugh . . .” Hamish smiled and raised his eyebrows, as if on the brink of serving up the pièce de résistance. “Well, it turns out that she and Hugh lived in England for a couple of years. And — get this — he had a passion for British sausages.” He paused and pursed his lips, putting on his professorial expression. “They call them bangers, you know.”

“I know that,” Zol said sharply. Why did university docs always figure they had a monopoly on knowledge and brains? “I also know that bangers are usually pork, and there’s often veal or beef in the mix.”

Hamish turned and coughed a string of staccatos, as if covering his embarrassment at Zol’s unexpected roughness.

Zol shifted in his chair and tugged at the collar of his shirt. Hamish’s cologne hung in the overheated air. Zol was about to remove his jacket but thought better of it; any movement on his part might distract Hamish into stalling further. “When did Hugh live in England?”

Hamish tightened his lips. “I’m getting to that.” He tipped his bottle and swallowed another mouthful. “After we finished our biochem degrees in ninety-one, he went to Oxford. Spent two years there as a Rhodes Scholar. Brenda went with him.”

“That’s twelve years ago,” Zol said.

Hamish beamed. “Yes. And it’s perfect. Exactly within the incubation period of variant CJD.”

Zol nodded. The timing of Hugh McEwen’s years at Oxford was spot on. And his passion for British sausages seemed like a clincher. Zol had been dismayed at the hole Natasha had punched in the English beef connection, but could she be wrong about Danesh Patel? Could the man have been a closet carnivore? Zol gestured at his computer. “When you arrived I was digesting the latest reports from England. So far, they’ve had seventy-two human cases of variant CJD.”

“I know,” Hamish said. “I reviewed that ProMed posting this morning. Not too helpful. They’re releasing so few clinical details we can’t tell how closely our three cases match theirs.”

“Tell me about the bangers,” Zol said flatly. Once again, Hamish had leapt ahead of him.

“Hugh loved them. Ate them for breakfast every single day during their years in England. Brenda said she got sick of frying them up.”

“Any other culinary infatuations?”

Hamish scanned his notes. “Just a few. Seville orange marmalade, Scottish shortbread, smelly cheese, and Swiss chocolate. He was addicted to the stuff.”

“Addicted to what?”

“A certain kind of Swiss dark chocolate. With creamy centres. His favourites were . . .” He peered at his notes and began to count the flavours on his slender fingers: “Raspberry, kiwi, passion fruit, and hazelnut. Half a pound a day.”

“That is a heck of a lot.”

“Funny, eh? A dentist addicted to chocolate. I wonder if his patients knew about it?”

“It’s not that easy to find Swiss chocolates with fondant centres in Hamilton. I only know of one place that sells them.”

Hamish uncrossed his legs and straightened the crease in his trousers. “Four Corners Fine Foods. Just down the street from here.” Triumph shone in his eyes. “Hugh made a pilgrimage there every Saturday. Had a standing order of four pounds a week.”

“Good God!” Zol said. “Anyone who eats that much chocolate is bound to rot more than their teeth.”

“And die happy.” Hamish smiled, then frowned and covered his mouth. “But Hugh McEwen was no happy dentist. For the past few years he’d been having difficulty swallowing. Could only eat meat that was thoroughly ground up. His wife blended most of his meals, including his favourite Viennese sausages and English-style bangers.”

Zol pictured one of his festive rack-of-lamb dinners tossed into a blender. A terrible assault on fine ingredients. “That sounds like an esophageal stricture,” he said. “Or that condition where the far end of the esophagus doesn’t open properly when you swallow.”

“You mean achalasia,” Hamish said, narrowing his eyes and raising a forefinger as if instructing a student. “Brenda’s description fits it exactly.”

Zol raised his hands and spread his fingers. Sometimes Hamish’s pedantic manner was just plain annoying. Zol took a deep breath, tucked his hands beneath his thighs, and reminded himself that Hamish was a rare friend — obsessive and finicky, but unfailingly loyal and too socially insecure to be an egotist.

Hamish picked at the flecks of lint on his necktie, then ironed it smooth with his palm. After a moment he said, “Hugh saw a gastro -enterologist who performed a manipulation every few months. His wife didn’t know much about it, except that the treatments did improve his swallowing for a few weeks each time.”

“What about his suicide?” Zol asked. “How long had he been depressed?”

“Only recently. But it wasn’t exactly depression. More like a change in personality. Since early June he’d been distractible, getting angry over trivialities. Brenda found him weeping in the bathroom a few times.”

“Any confusion or memory loss?”

“He cancelled his workday a number of times. Always at the last minute. Walked out without warning — threw his staff into a tizzy.”

“Had he been given a psychiatric diagnosis?”

“Refused to see a doctor.”

“And then,” Zol said “within three or four months, he kills himself.”

Hamish bit his lower lip. “Sunday, September fifteenth. In his dental chair. Morphine, midazolam, and nitrous oxide.” He gulped several mouthfuls from his bottle. “Very sad. I remember him as a really nice guy. Always in a good mood.”

Zol picked up his pad and jotted several lines. After a few moments, when Hamish had regained his composure, he asked, “Anyone else in the family sick, depressed, forgetful?”

“Brenda’s grieving but she seems okay — between bouts of tears. They have just the one child, a nine-year-old girl. She missed school for a couple of weeks after her father’s death, but her mother said she’s pretty well back into her routine.”

“What did Brenda think when you asked so many questions about Hugh’s eating habits? Did she twig to the CJD angle?”

“She was relieved to hear that the pathologist found something in his brain that might explain —”

Zol threw his hands into the air. “Hamish!” he said. “You didn’t tell her about the amyloid plaques and the mad cow —”

Hamish flinched and drew back in his chair. “Of course not.” Red blotches sprouted on his neck. “I approached it like we agreed. I told her that the preliminary tests showed he had some sort of brain disease, probably an encephalitis.” He tossed his notebook onto the desk. “If you’re not going to trust me, I might as well —”

Zol caught sight of his huge, threatening hands and tucked them under his thighs again. He stared into the dark screen of his computer.

Hamish walked to the window.

Several moments passed. Neither man spoke.

In the dingy side yard of the Chinese restaurant across the street, plastic bags and cardboard boxes fluttered beside the overflowing garbage bins. A battered wheelbarrow lay on its side, its tire missing.

Zol broke the silence. “I’m sorry, Hamish.” He rubbed his temple with his fingertips. “It’s just that the implications of these cases have me spooked.”

Hamish turned from the window and forced a smile. “I know. We might be out of our depth.”

“You did dig up a lot of details in one short visit,” said Zol.

“Do you want to hear the rest?”

“Shoot.”

Hamish lifted his notebook from the desk and flipped it open. “Okay,” he said, “Brenda buys their meat only at Kelly’s SuperMart, never at butcher shops. Beef, lamb, pork, and chicken. No exotic meat or game. And Hugh loved a certain kind of smelly cheese. But I mentioned that already. He always bought it himself.”

Zol shrugged at the cheese; the British authorities swore that variant CJD couldn’t be transmitted in dairy products. On what seemed like a whim, a chef’s curiosity perhaps, he asked, “What sort of cheese?”

“Brenda said it smelled disgusting. She and her daughter never touched it.”

“What was it called? Limburger?”

Hamish checked his notes. “Head cheese.”

Zol clapped his hands and laughed from deep within his belly, his tension evaporating. “Oh, Hamish. You’re a riot.”

Hamish’s cheeks flushed. Furrows creased his brow. “What?”

“Head cheese isn’t cheese.”

“What do you mean?”

Zol tapped his own cheek. “It comes from the head.”

“What?”

“Pig’s head. It’s pickled pork. A sort of sausage made from tongues and cheeks and snouts.” He stuck out his tongue and touched his nose with his forefinger.

Hamish shivered and looked away. “Yuck! No wonder Brenda wouldn’t touch it.” He straightened his tie, then patted the pockets of his shirt and suit coat. “Can’t find my pen. Can I borrow yours for a sec?”

Zol handed him his fountain pen.

Hamish drew a line through head cheese and printed pork sausage above it. “This pen writes pretty nicely,” he said, clearly anxious to change the subject. He wasn’t used to being caught out on the job. “I’ve seen this before. Weren’t you using it last night? It must be an antique.”

“Eighteen ninety-five. The first leak-proof model that could be carried in a pocket. It’s a Parker. Belonged to William Osler.”

Hamish fondled the black ebonite shaft, ran his fingers along the sterling silver clip. “William Osler? The William Osler? The internist who founded Johns Hopkins medical school?”

“And wrote the first medical textbook. Of course, you know he grew up right here. From my back yard, I can look over the Escarpment and imagine I see the street where his father’s church used to be. It sounds silly, but when I’m holding Osler’s pen I feel inspired to go that extra mile,” Zol said, surprising himself with this stirring of emotion. “But back to bangers and blended meals. Hugh McEwen was into ground meat in a big way. For more than a decade.”

“It sounds like we’re on the right track, eh? With Hugh and his English bangers? Patel and Joanna Vanderven were immigrants; if they’ve got connections to England we might get this solved before your boss gets back from his retreat.”

Zol threw him a puzzled frown. “How did you —”

Hamish laughed. “Know about the retreat?” He was enjoying the moment, feeling good about stealing the upper hand. “Your secretary told me.”

“Yeah. Trinnock’s up in cottage country for the next few days. He and all the other health-unit bosses are meeting in Muskoka. And thank goodness, too. It’ll give us a little breathing room. I just couldn’t face him when I saw his name light up last night on my Call Display.”

Zol glanced at his watch. With any luck, Natasha would have found Mrs. Patel by now. His pulse quickened as he pictured Natasha, her graceful fingers poised over her notepad, her sharp mind discovering the unlikely thread that would link the vegetarian car salesman with the Rhodes Scholar dentist.

The phone rang, its red flashing light indicating that Anne was calling from her desk at the reception area in front of Trinnock’s office. She might have been classed as a secretary, but she was the administrative heart of the health unit. She never interrupted if she knew Zol had a visitor. A knot of apprehension gripped his stomach, banishing his sense of euphoria.

“Sorry to disturb you, Dr. Szabo.” Anne sounded rattled. “I know you’re busy with Dr. Wakefield. But there’s a man on the line. He said — he said I’d be sorry if — if I didn’t put him through immediately.”

“Did he give his name?”

“No. He sounds like an older man, with an accent. European, I think.”

“Did he say what he wants?”

“I tried to take a message, but he won’t speak to anyone but you.”

“I guess you’d better put him on.” Zol cupped the mouthpiece with his palm and turned to Hamish. “This sounds like a touchy relative from Shalom Acres. Everyone’s been pretty upset over there lately. I’d better speak to him.”

Hamish scanned his notes as if hunting for unfinished business. “No problem. I’ll catch up with you later.”

“I have a feeling,” said Zol, “we’re going to be dumped from our frying pans into a whole lot of fires before this roast gets carved.”
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