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ONE
 
The wine was doing its job. She was emotionally numb, the effect she was

going for. She’d been fending off would be suitors all evening. Her short,
light brown hair curled attractively around a sweet, round face and looked
younger than she was, until a guy looked into her light blue eyes. They saw
despair and fear there. Once they looked into her eyes, they backed off at
her, “No thank you”.



She paid for her last drink and got down from the barstool. That fear, and
the anger she’d been living with for the past few months, was dull enough for
her to stand now. She felt like she could face her apartment.

She hesitated in the open door of the bar, looking up and down the
slightly busy street. The streetlights were bright enough but, still, there were
dark pools of the unknown between the lights. She stepped out of the
doorway and let the door close behind her. She only lived a couple of blocks
away. There were enough people on the street that she didn’t feel too
exposed. She started for home, walking quickly; there was no point in being
out here too long.

Elaine felt, more than heard, the movement of air behind her.
“Elaine, so nice to see you out and about this fine evening.”
She whirled around; already her heart was beating loud enough for him to

hear.
“Leave me alone!” she screamed at him.
She turned and ran for home but he was fast and she could hear his

running footsteps catching up to her. In a panic, she darted across the street,
seeing a car coming out of the corner of her eye. She deliberately ran toward
the headlights, cutting it close.

I’ll dash in front of this car and he’ll be left behind.
She felt the car hit her and thought, Wow, that didn’t hurt at all!
 
 

TWO
 
Elaine took a bottle of water from the cooler on her Grandma Betty’s

front porch. She held the still wet, ice cold bottle against her temple. The
cold felt good and helped ease the headache she’d had ever since the funeral
service started. She’d wept and wept until she’d used up all of her tissues. The
graveside service was just as bad. She couldn’t reconcile the beautiful spring
day, Grandma’s favorite lilacs in bloom, and Grandma Betty not there to
enjoy them with her.

She made her way into the house and met her mother in the front hallway
greeting people as they came in.

“Elaine, I’m so sorry,” her mother, Sarah, said as she gave her daughter a
hug.

“Mom, I’m the one who should be saying I’m sorry to you. She was your
mom after all.” Elaine hugged her back, feeling the warmth and love she
always felt from her mother. She looked at her mom, loving that she still had



the same short hair cut she’d always had, now going gray.
Her mother cupped Elaine’s face with both hands. “Are you alright?”
“Just a headache, mom, I’ll be fine.”
“Well, Mom had some ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet in her bathroom.

Go take some. You look awful.”
Elaine laughed, “Thanks Mom!”
She left her mom to greet one of Betty’s neighbors and headed for the

staircase. Her cousin Angela was gliding down.
Still beautiful; how does she get her hair so shiny? Elaine thought as she

met her near the bottom step.
“Angela,” Elaine gave her a hug. “How are you doing?”
Angela pulled away and Elaine watched Angela dab her eyes with a

monogrammed handkerchief. Gees, she even cries beautifully. Elaine moved
down a step and to the side to let three boys race down the stairs and out the
front door.

“I’m fine, but mom’s a wreck. We’d been taking care of Grandma Betty
for the last year and we’re pretty tired.” Angela adjusted the single strand of
pearls at her neck. “Your eyes are all puffy Elaine.”

Elaine gave a slight smile. That’s Angela all over. “I know, I’ve been
taking it kind of hard. I keep remembering how you and I spent so many
summers here with her. I’m headed to the bathroom to get some ibuprofen
for my headache.”

Angela flipped her carefully coiffed blonde hair from off of her shoulder
as she stepped down to Elaine, “You do that, I’m going to check on the food.”

They hugged again and Elaine watched Angela float down the remaining
stairs and around the banister to disappear into the hall leading to the kitchen.
She sighed. They hadn’t been close since they graduated high school.

She worked her way up the stairs, greeting relatives and family friends as
she went. Fortunately there was only one person ahead of her, waiting at the
bathroom door. It was a friend of Betty’s, someone Elaine only knew at a
distance. They made idle chat about how awful it was that Betty passed away
and Elaine breathed a sigh of relief when the door opened after just a minute
and the friend could go inside. Elaine waited in the hall, absently staring at
the faded wallpaper in the hall. This is the same paper that was here when
Angela and I stayed here as kids. She was grateful no one else came to stand
in line with her. She needed the time to be alone with her thoughts.

The friend finally opened the bathroom door and, after a brief nod, Elaine
went in and closed the door; using the facility and washing her hands. She
opened the old fashioned bathroom medicine cabinet, so old the silver was



fading from the back of the mirror, stopped in shock as she looked inside at a
huge array of pill bottles. Slowly, she turned each one around to see the label.
They were all medications for cancer treatment, or the treatment of the side
effects of chemotherapy. It was the last bottle that caused her to catch her
breath. She picked it out of the cabinet, staring at the label. Ibuprofen
forgotten, she quickly left the bathroom and hurried down the stairs.

In the kitchen she found her mother with Angela, and Angela’s mom,
Samantha, organizing the and filling plates. She pushed through the crowd of
people eating and making jokes. Her mother looked up at her when she got
to the group, “Sweetheart, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a
ghost!”

She blurted out, “Aunt Sam, did Grandma Betty have cancer?” barely
trying to keep her voice down.

Samantha looked at her sister Sarah first, then Elaine, then the ceiling. She
gave a big sigh, “Well…yes, colon cancer.”

Elaine felt the bile rise in her throat. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
Samantha shook her head, “Seriously, Betty didn’t want anyone else to

know. She made Angela and I swear to keep it a secret.” Samantha moved a
step toward Elaine, genuine concern in her eyes, Angela moving with her.

Angela put an arm around her mother, “Really Elaine, what’s the harm?
She just didn’t want anyone to know. She didn’t want anyone’s pity so she
swore us to secrecy. How did you find out?”

Elaine held up the bottle, label side out to her mother, her aunt and cousin.
“By this and all the other meds in the cabinet. This one though,” shaking it
just a little so the remaining pills rattled softly, “This one is why someone
should have told us!”

“What’s so special about that one med?” Samantha’s forehead creased as
she tilted her head.

“I work for the pharmaceutical company that makes this drug. It has
known side effects that can kill. If I had known, I could have kept Grandma
Betty from taking it and, perhaps, she’d still be alive!”

Tears were streaming down her face; everyone in the kitchen staring at
her outburst. Sarah put her arm around her daughter, leading her to the
kitchen door.

“Elaine, let’s go outside and get some fresh air.”
They went out into the yard, Sarah keeping her arm around her daughter

until they got to the vegetable garden. Even through her tears she could see
how overgrown it had become. “They let her garden run to weeds,” she said
as they stood in the fading sunlight.



 
 

THREE
 
The company didn’t offer time off for the death of a grandmother, so

Elaine was back at work the next day. She entered the lab almost as
emotional as her first day at Bioline. She remembered that Dr. Briggs wasn’t
in that first morning. The lab techs, Susan Grey and Ethan Pine greeted her
warmly and showed her around Lab 8, explaining the current project and what
the goal was.

Lab 8 was a large rectangular room. Starting at the door, in front of it and
to the left was a large horseshoe shaped lab bench taking up most of the
space. There was lab equipment: beakers, test tubes, and computers, among
other things, along the top of each of the three sides as well as a small sink in
the middle of each side. At the closed end of the horseshoe, against the wall,
was a desk with phone and computer. That would be Elaine’s desk. The long
wall opposite the door was windowed, looking out over the town of
Jefferson, where the lab and Bioline Pharmaceuticals was located. To the
right of the door was the office of Chief of Labs Dr. Alan Briggs. A wall of
windows with blinds separated the lab space from the office.

They even took her to lunch with them in the cafeteria, introducing her to
some of the other doctors there. She also remembered that after lunch, they
were all deeply involved in the experiment when the lab door exploded open
and a man in a spotless lab coat strode in.

Elaine recognized him immediately as Dr. Briggs. At least six feet one, he
still looked like the football player he’d been in college. Brown hair cut short
and brown eyes in a craggy face made him handsome. He had interviewed her
twice before offering the job of Lab Assistant. As he looked over the room,
she remembered becoming so nervous that her hands shook.

“Elaine, I’m glad you found us,” he came up to her work station, putting
his hand on her upper arm and stood so close to her that she could feel his
body heat. She took a step back.

“Have Susan and Ethan shown you around?”
“Yes Dr. Briggs, they’ve been quite kind.”
“I don’t need them to be kind! I need them to be thorough and precise,” he

slapped his hand down on the lab bench and she jumped at the sound of the
loud crack.

She was completely surprised by the rapid change in attitude. Then she
noticed that Susan and Ethan hadn’t moved or changed their facial



expressions. She shrank back against the lab bench as he stormed around the
benches to the station where Susan was working.

He peered closely at the beaker that was mixing on the stand, picking up
the test tubes and minutely examining the labels. He slammed the test tube
rack down so hard on the bench Elaine thought it would break.

Then he stormed over to Ethan, who was compiling data on the computer.
Dr. Briggs turned the monitor toward himself and with his forefinger, began
tracing the lines of data that Ethan had been entering.

He swung the monitor back to Ethan so violently that she thought it would
tip over.

“What do you call these results?” He turned so red Elaine thought he
might have a stroke.

Those aren’t the results I planned. Do the work again! He reached over
Ethan’s shoulder and hit a button on the keyboard, then a couple of more.

“Idiots, I have to work with idiots!”
Then he stormed back around the lab benches and out of the door. The

fact that the door was on an automatic air closer was the only thing that kept
him from slamming it shut.

Elaine was trembling, staring at the door while it was slowly closing. She
turned back to Susan and Ethan.

“What was that? Did we do something wrong?”
“No,” Ethan said calmly. “He’s always like that. He comes in after lunch,

storms around the lab for a few minutes and storms out again.”
He calmly hit a few keys on the keyboard.
“Did he just delete your work?”
“He did,” Ethan smiled. “But I was ready for him. While he was smoozing

you, I saved the file under another name. I still have it.”
He turned the monitor to face her. “See?”
She saw a file appear on the monitor, feeling relieved that Ethan didn’t

have to redo the entire report.
“But how does he get any work done if he’s only here a few minutes a

day?” Elaine moved back to her station, and made sure the test tubes there
were all in order.

Susan snorted, “Oh he’s here enough. When an inspection team comes in
to check on the lab’s work, he shows up and is all sweetness and light.”

She took the beaker off the mixing stand. “And he’s always hanging
around the other doctors’ labs, checking out the work they’re doing. He
steals their work.”

Susan said it so manner-of-factly that Elaine looked to Ethan to confirm



what she was saying. He nodded at her.
“Oh yeah, no lie there. The other doctors get mad; they take it to the

CEO, but it doesn’t do any good. Dr. Briggs and the CEO, Dr Abernathy, went
to school together. They’re old frat brothers. No one does a thing.”

Elaine couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “But he developed the new
cancer drug, LeanderAll. That’s why I applied for the job, to work with
someone at the top of his research game.”

Both Susan and Ethan shook their heads. “He stole it from another doc
here at the company,” Ethan said. “While the guy was doing final testing,
Briggs wrote it all up and submitted it as his work.” He adjusted his monitor
to avoid the glare from the windows, “Got a nice percentage of the profit
too.”

Susan was checking her test tube rack to make sure none of them were
broken. “It’s a shame; the doc he stole it from has a disabled kid and he could
have really used that money. He quit as soon as he found out.”

Elaine shook her head. “If he does this every day, why do you still work
for him?”

Ethan’s laugh startled her, “Because none of the other lab techs will. We
get paid double, just to work with Dr. Mean Guy.”

Susan chimed in, “And LeanderAll? The doc was doing additional testing
because he found the drug was lethal if used with radiation therapy. It causes
cardiac effects because of the oleandrin poisoning, premature ventricular
contractions or even atrioventicular blockage. The actual developing doc was
going to toss it because of that. But Dr. Mean Guy didn’t care. If anyone I
know gets cancer, I won’t let them use the drug.”

Elaine ran her hand through her hair, “How can they put something on the
market that kills people?”

Ethan snorted, “Money, darling, money.”
That was Elaine’s first day and the lab techs were right, he did the same

thing every day.
 
 

FOUR
 
Elaine saw that Susan and Ethan were both in already. As she dropped her

tote bag on the desk, they came over to her. Susan gave her a big hug.
“Elaine, I’m so sorry about your grandmother.”
She let go and Ethan gave her a hug too.
Susan asked, “Are you all right? Shouldn’t you take another vacation



day?”
Elaine saw nothing but sympathy and concern in Susan’s warm, brown

eyes.
“I’m fine. I found out Grandma Betty had colon cancer.” Elaine started

tearing up just thinking about it.
Ethan handed her a tissue. “Elaine, I’m so sorry.”
She shook her head, “That’s not the worst part. She was taking

LeanderAll.”
Susan gave a little gasp, “You didn’t tell them about the drug?”
“I couldn’t since Aunt Sam and my cousin Angela never told us about the

cancer. If they had, I would have kept the drug from her.”
She wiped the tears out of her eyes. “I’m so mad I could just spit. Her

death could have been prevented if I had only known.”
Susan patted her shoulder, “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to try and get the drug recalled. I have to keep other people

from dying needlessly. Are the trial records still here in the lab?”
Ethan shook his head, “No, the paper records were boxed up two years

ago when the drug went on the market. There’s a lot of stuff in the database,
though, reports and such that were electronic. Those shouldn’t be sealed.”

Elaine ran her hand through her hair, “That’s a start. But I can’t do the
research on company time. I’ll have to stay late after we get the day’s work
done.” She took a deep breath, “Thank you both so much for being so
sympathetic. I really appreciate it. But, this isn’t getting the day’s work done
so let’s get on that. It will help me to keep busy.”

Today was no exception to Dr. Briggs’ behavior. He came in and leered at
her from his desk then drifted to her station, standing way too close. He
ranted at Susan and Ethan before leaving for the day.

Still in grief over her Grandmother’s passing, it was more nerve racking
than usual. Her skin was crawling when he left. She sat at her desk and shut
down her computer. It’s my first job out of med school. He’s not hitting
anyone. Another year or so here and I can transfer to another lab. I can put up
with the shouting and leering for a little while longer.

 
 

FIVE
 
Elaine spent that night and several others digging through the database,

looking for the drug trial reports. She found the original doctor’s notes and
logs, and every single one of the trial reports. No wonder he was going to pull



the plug, look at these results. How did management get the Food and Drug
Administration to approve LeanderAll?

She printed everything and made electronic copies of the original reports, 
putting them in a file under her name. She summarized the trial reports, 
being very clear with the result data concerning the unacceptable number of 
deaths.  

Two weeks after the death of her Grandmother Betty, she was ready. She
sat at her small desk at the back of the lab. She glanced around the lab to
make sure Susan and Ethan were gone to lunch; then picked up the phone’s
receiver. She called the CEO’s secretary and made an appointment to see him
at the end of the day. When she hung up the phone, she took a deep breath and
ran her hand through her hair. I’m so young. Will he believe me? Will he
believe the records? He has to, doesn’t he? With all those deaths, how can he
not issue a recall? I have to get some fresh air. She leapt up and headed for the
door, spending the rest of the lunch hour walking around the city block
Bioline Pharmaceuticals occupied.

After lunch, Dr. Briggs came strolling in. As usual, he sauntered up to
Elaine first, standing behind her and leaning over her shoulder to look at the
computer screen.

“Elaine, how’s the work going?”
She cringed away from him, sliding sideways off of the lab stool. “The

work is progressing well, Dr. Briggs, would you like to see?” She took a step
backward while motioning to the computer with her left hand.

He gave a small, “humph,” but leaned in a little closer so he could see the
data on the screen.

“That last test series looks promising Elaine,” he stood up and started to
pass her by.

He paused next to her, nearly touching, and put his hand on her shoulder,
“Good work.”

He leaned in with his face near her ear, “You smell very nice today.”
Blushing, she took a step forward, twisting out from under his hand,

“Th..Thank you Doctor.” She put the lab stool between them, her hands
shaking, and saw him smirk at her before turning away. He strolled over to
Susan and checked her work; again, standing too close but he didn’t touch
her; also telling her the results looked good. He took a look at Ethan’s work
but never said a word. With a smarmy grin at Elaine, he left the lab, never
even stopping in his office to look at the mail.

Elaine breathed a sigh of relief when the door closed behind him. She put
both hands on the lab bench, leaning over with her eyes closed, trying to get



her heart rate down. When she looked up, both Susan and Ethan were
watching her.

“Are you alright?” Ethan asked.
Elaine took a deep breath and gave a little nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s get

back to work.”
At the end of the day, Susan asked, “Want me to walk out to the parking

lot with you?”
Elaine could plainly see her concern, “No, I’ve got an appointment with

Dr. Abernathy. I finished the report on LeanderAll and I’m going to see him
right now. I’ll be fine; you go home and enjoy your evening.”

“I can stay, really, it’s no trouble at all,” Susan tried to convince her.
“No, it’s not necessary, Susan.” Elaine made a little shooing motion. “Go

home.”
Susan laughed at the shooing, “Ok, I’m going.” She gathered up her purse

and before she went through the door gave a little wave. “Good luck with the
meeting.”

Elaine waved back, “Thanks! See you in the morning.”
She picked up the summary report in its new folder and headed to the

administrative section of the building. The building was big so it took nearly
five minutes to get to the CEO’s office. Since it was after 5pm, the secretary
was already gone for the day, but Dr. Abernathy’s office door was open. She
knocked on it.

He looked up from the paperwork on his desk and smiled, waving her in,
“Dr. Sparks, come in, have a seat.”

“Thank you for seeing me so late in the day Dr. Abernathy.”
She’d only been in this office once in the two years she’d been with the

company when she was first hired. The office was elegant, like Dr. James
Abernathy. His hair was cut short, tapered on the sides and back and showed
off the white sideburns in his black hair. He was in a tailored charcoal gray
pin-striped suit with a white shirt, still crisp at this time of day. His solid dark
red tie was the only splash of color in his attire. The office was done in
modern furniture, all chrome and black leather. Again, the only splash of
color was a modern art painting on the wall at the end of the room, done in
dark reds and a splash of yellow.

He folded his hands over the paperwork in front of him, “What can I do
for you today, Dr. Sparks?”

She looked nervously at the folder in her lap, licked her lips and gathered
up her courage.

“Dr. Abernathy, I’ve been looking into the drug LeanderAll. I think it was



a mistake to put it on the market.”
He sat very still, then steepled his hands, fingertips to his lips. “Why do

you think that?”
Elaine felt the sweat start to prickle down her back. “Because I went back

to the records of all the drug trials and found that the drug was going to be
dropped by the original developing doctor due to the high number of deaths.”

She stood and stepped up to his desk, handing him the file. He just stared
at her, not moving.

He’s not going to take the file! Now what do I do?
Just as she was going to take the outstretched folder back, he unfolded his

hands and took it, carefully placing it over the papers in front of him.
He didn’t open the file. “Why did you start looking into the drug, Dr.

Sparks?
She didn’t dare sit down. She clasped her hands in front of her so he

couldn’t see them start to shake.
“Because my grandmother was taking the drug when she died of an

atrioventicular blockage. She’d never had heart trouble before.”
“So she had cancer?”
Elaine nodded, “Colon cancer.”
“Why do you think it was the LeanderAll and not some other drug, or the

cancer itself?”
That’s a fair question, she thought to herself. “Because of the blockage,

it’s all over the drug trial reports.”
“I’ve seen these reports, Dr. Sparks. The drug was released with

instructions as to its use. If used properly, it won’t be a problem.”
Elaine unclasped her hands and leaned forward, her voice strained with

her desire to get him to understand. “But Dr. Abernathy, it wasn’t labeled
properly or it wouldn’t have been used on my grandmother. It’s dangerous
and should be recalled.”

Watching Dr. Abernathy nod a little, her heart began to race; he’s going to
agree to recall it! She stepped back from his desk and stood up, holding her
breath.

He shook his head. “I can’t do that.” He pushed the file back across the
desk to her. “The drug is labeled properly and I will not recall the best
selling drug in our portfolio. Dr. Sparks, we hired you for your biology
expertise. Please stick to that and let me run the business. Thank you for
bringing this to me. Good night.”

Elaine let out her breath, this can’t be happening. He can’t be serious?
He had already bent back over his paperwork as though she wasn’t in the



room. She picked up the folder and walked out of the office, hardly aware of
her passage through the halls. In the lab she picked up her tote and, still
holding the folder, left the building.
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