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      “Welcome to BigLabs Pharmaceuticals,” I said, escorting the University researchers into the conference room. This group had been instrumental in bringing this unique compound to BigLabs. Well, that and a few billion of BigLabs’ funding, but it paid off. This was the first real breakthrough in the antidepressant category for almost a decade. Many shops had given up the effort because of all the lawsuits with the current formulas.

      I waited for them to get seated, then continued the speech. “My name is Ryan Smithers. I am the Discovery Project leader for the new compound, H4B. Also in the front with me is Dr. Sophia Rizzo, the Assistant Lead on the project. Please turn your attention to the documents in your folder, specifically the summary on top. As you can see, H4B has shown amazing results across every animal grouping, with limited side effects. The only side effect so far is a slight tendency toward weight gain. We have slated variation H4B64 for release next week. If all goes well, we will recommend a move to Phase I clinical trials in humans in the fall. It is unlikely the FDA would give fast-track status to an antidepressant, so we expect the entire process to take 2-5 years.”

      There was a groan from the audience. No one appreciates how long it takes to get new drugs through the maze of regulations and Washington bureaucracy nowadays. Literally years.

      “Disappointing, I know,” I went on, “but we are seeing such strong results that we can only call the outlook for H4B exceptional. Questions?”

      The seminars went on for most of the day and through the dinner that evening. It was a great night for both BigLabs and the new product for which I’m the lead scientist. Afterward, Sophia and I had a brief discussion on our way to the cars.

      “They seemed to accept the progress being made and the outlook, don’t you think?”

      She just laughed. “When they weren’t trying to look down my blouse, the pigs.”

      “Maybe wearing something a little more conservative might have been a better choice, if that was not what you were going for,” I laughed.

      Her problem was that she was a stunning beauty, especially for the hard-core scientist and medical doctor I knew her to be. She wore a semi-sheer silk blouse in black, with a plunging neckline showing her ample cleavage. The trumpet sleeves gave it a charming look, especially when coordinated with the copper-colored slacks and matching sandals. Her long black hair, regal nose, and full lips… Shit, get your mind back to work, I chuckled to myself. You’re as big a pig as they are. This is a colleague!

      “In any case,” I chuckled, “the project impressed them, and all seemed happy with what we’re doing. I’m planning to take H4B64 into full animal trials next week and try H4B65 in a smaller grouping this week. Both 64 and 65 seem to have addressed the weight gain concerns you had identified in 63, with 65 hopefully bringing improved mood-elevation. You will supervise the production and distribution.”

      “Understood,” she said. “Kind of exciting, isn’t it? A new discovery that could be so significant for people’s lives.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed. “We have attached ourselves to one of the great breakthrough products of the decade, Sophia. Have a good night. Heading over to Leo’s?”

      A scowl spread across her face. “No… we broke up a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Oh, no. You two seemed on a straight-track for marital bliss.”

      “I’m too boring, he said… before demanding his key back!” Sophia was tearing up. The sorrow of the memory washed across her face. “You dress like a mad scientist, he always said. And boring in bed. Shit, I shouldn’t have said that. TMI. Truth is, Ryan, that’s why I wore this tonight. Trying to be a little racier in my clothing choices.”

      “It apparently worked. Got the university guys all worked up. How many asked you out for a drink afterward?” I chuckled.

      “That was so embarrassing,” she giggled, in clear unease. “I was fighting them off as the drinks took hold.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have fought so hard. That Dr. Smithfield was kind of hunky, clearly smitten with you.” I hoped I wasn’t stepping over any work/personal boundaries for her. But just wanted her to be happy. “I’m sorry I didn’t notice the pressure you were under. Maybe we should develop hand signals or phrasing to notify me when you are uncomfortable. I can quietly steer them away from you.”

      “Thanks, Ryan, but I have been handling jerks like that for a long time. I’m a big girl. I can handle myself.”

      “Understood,” I said, holding my hands up in surrender, chuckling. “Never doubted that. But if you ever need an assist, you let me know. Well… better get home. Lily is probably wondering what happened to me.”

      “Say hi for me,” Sophia said as we stopped at her car. “See you in the morning.”

      I’ve always thought it was funny how you pigeonhole people into categories and never look at them any other way. You know… this is my friend I used to play soccer with. This is a brainy guy from college. This woman is a brilliant scientist. Then, after something happens, they transform into a completely different person in your eyes. They’ve always been that new person, of course. You just never noticed it.

      For the first time, I noticed that Sophia really was a beautiful young woman. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no lech. Nor would I put my career on the line to have an affair with a colleague.

      No, this was a sudden realization that she was a beautiful young woman with emotional needs outside of H4B and drug compound formulations. One that the Leo breakup had genuinely hurt.

      This took me straight back to Lily and what a lucky man I was. We had met when I was doing my post-doc work at Duke. She was only a senior undergraduate. The six-year spread in age doesn’t mean much now, when I’m in my late-40s, but back then, it felt like I was dating someone in high school. So much younger.

      Still, it made no difference. I was hers from the moment we met. I was a scientist and didn’t believe in the myth of ‘love at first sight’, but we literally ran into each other at a crowded party. Each of us walked toward the same door from opposite sides, talking to someone else without paying attention. We had collided so hard I knocked her back a few steps.

      By the time all the apologies and ‘I should have been looking’ were out of the way, we had formed a connection which now, after nearly three decades of marriage, seems to have only scratched the surface. I love that woman more than my life. No matter how beautiful a young woman might be, no fling could replace what I have with Lily. Not even close.
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      I had been working nearly 14 hours straight when I discovered the change. Remember, I’m a biochemist working for BigLabs Pharmaceutical, one of the largest makers of antidepressant drugs in the world. The new H4B compound seemed to skirt most of the negative side effects of antidepressants: weight gain, fatigue, loss of sexual desire, insomnia, suicidal thoughts. Only weight gain remained, and H4B64 had reduced even that.

      We were testing the drug on rats at this stage, but the results were very promising. We saw significant mood elevation across every group with no rise in side effects as we altered doses. It elevated neurotransmitter activity in every brain. In fact, things were going so well, we scheduled H4B64 to go into the final round of animal testing next week.

      That night, I had been working with a smaller grouping of rats testing a variation called H4B65. This one used a slightly different formulation I had developed to elevate mood even further. The result was spectacular, but not in the way I expected. The female rats became more sexually aggressive with their male counterparts. We hadn’t seen this behavior in rats before. I asked one of the animal keepers what that meant. They had never seen it either.

      I pulled that variation from the rotation, just to be sure, then started analyzing the data. Every female hormone related to sex drive was straight off the charts on these animals. And specific neurotransmitters were simply alive with energy. What could that mean? We had done multiple configurations of the same compound before. None had produced a result like 65.

      To investigate further, we moved to a higher animal level, this time on primates. The same result. The female chimpanzee went crazy, needing more of the male than any of us had ever seen.

      In the back of my mind, I wondered whether we had accidentally discovered the holy grail of sexual dysfunction medications, a female aphrodisiac. Pfizer discovered Viagra accidentally while working on a heart and blood pressure medication. Hope surged that I had done the same thing here.

      The sample size was too small, so I tempered my excitement. At our next status review, a weekly meeting I hold with Sophia to review developments on the H4B project, I presented the data to her. She was just as surprised as I was.

      “Did you see,” Sophia said, pointing to a chart on the screen, “how this part of the female’s brain was simply on fire with neural activity? You think that has something to do with sexual drive?”

      “Beats me,” I told her, “but those chimp females wanted it in the worst way. More importantly… look at the male responses. The male chimps knew it. They gathered around them and started the mating ritual. One female took on several males at the same time. Chimps are not monogamous by nature, but all at once? The animal team told me it’s quite rare. You think we might have stumbled onto something?”

      “What?” she wondered.

      “I don’t know, but here’s the real kicker. The effect of the drug on female libido is temporary. The very next day, we tested every animal. Even took a brain tissue sample on one. There was no presence of the drug in the system. And the female? It was as if it had never happened. She was back to her normal behavior in less than 24 hours.”

      That got us both extremely excited. Over the next three weeks, we used H4B65 on multiple animals. All tests confirmed the earlier results. Of growing concern was the short-term effect of the drug. At our next status review, Sophia and I discussed what this might mean.

      “Such a disappointment,” Sophia said, showing genuine remorse. “I thought this was going to be a genuine breakthrough in treating low libido.”

      “It’s not?” I asked.

      “Ryan, what you have discovered is just an advanced version of a roofie.”

      “Roofie… I’m vague on that one. Some kind of date rape drug, right?”

      “When it first became widespread, say 15-20 years ago, guys used a drug called Rohypnol… from the benzodiazepine class of tranquilizers… to… shall we say… discourage female resistance to sexual advances. Now, being ‘roofied’ has become slang for many drugs used for that purpose. Guys will give it to women by crushing the capsule in their drink, without them knowing it. Nowadays, GHB, zolpidem, scopolamine and midazolam are all commonly used, especially GHB, a liquid form of Ecstasy. It’s become common enough that normal sex ed classes teach girls to keep their drinks close and not allow anyone to be near them unsupervised.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something we want to be associated with.”

      “No, as a company, probably not,” Sophia said. “Still… remember, I did my residency after med school in sexual dysfunction and associated disorders. There are many women who have noted a falloff in sexual desire as they get older. We typically associate this with menopause. General desire declines, but so does the physical response. For example, they no longer achieve moisture… well… where it’s needed. Worse, they face a partner who… juiced on blue pills… wants more. This has caused many conflicts in marriages and not a few divorces. A drug that helps increase the libido temporarily, comparable to the way the blue pill helps guys, might have some value. The market could be huge.”

      “But what happens if it gets into the wrong hands? OxyContin was a great painkiller until it started being used indiscriminately. Now Purdue is bankrupt from all the lawsuits.”

      “True that. We should keep this under tight ‘need to know’ status until we can confirm that it actually works on humans.”

      “How are we going to do that? The testing protocols are quite rigid here. We know the drug is safe, with virtually no side effects, but we’re at least several months away from testing H4B on humans, much less this new configuration.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “What?”

      “Not kidding. One complaint Leo used in breaking up with me was that I was not interested in sex. And he had a good point. I’m seldom interested, at least not as much as he wanted. Maybe something like this would jumpstart my system.”

      “I cannot allow you to take that risk.”

      “Good thing you don’t have to. I’ll make the choice on my own. We know the drug is safe for humans. There have been no negative reactions from the rats. But…” she looked at me with a serious tone, “I might need a wingman. I’ll take the drug. We can go to a bar. If it works as planned, I’ll attract every guy in the place. Usually, I’d be annoyed that they wouldn’t leave me alone. If I feel my interest picking up and want to do something, that would be a good sign that 65 is working. Your job will be to get me out of there before something does.”

      “I don’t know, Sophia. If anyone found out, they’d fire us in a proverbial New York minute!”

      “Only you and I are in this room. How are they going to find out? I won’t tell them.”

      “Jesus, I can’t believe I’m allowing you to talk me into this crazy scheme.” I looked at my calendar. “But okay… Let’s try next Thursday evening. My wife is on a foundation board. They have their regular quarterly meeting that night. These often go until 11 or later. I will tell her we have a work function, which is only a partial lie. I hate doing that…”

      “Don’t worry. Lily’s man is safe with me. I won’t put any moves on you.” This brought us both to laughter, but mine was of the nervous kind. What if it worked? What if Sophia got unusually strong in her sexual needs? Could I stop her? And buried deep in my heart was a dirty little secret: would I want to?
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      The following Thursday came up quickly. Lily had gone off to her board meeting, and I met Sophia at The Downtown Tavern, an out-of-the-way place where we hoped we wouldn’t see anyone we knew. It was in the middle of downtown, near the convention center.

      The idea was to attract some businessmen in town only temporarily. That way, Sophia wouldn’t face continued calls for dates if the drug worked.

      I met her in the parking lot with the pill in a small box. I gave it to her with that same nervous anticipation that any drug dealer must feel when passing illegal product to a buyer.

      “Good luck,” I told her. She didn’t appear to have any reservations, pulling a bottle of water out of her car, then swallowing it down.

      “Any idea how long this will take before I feel an effect?”

      “In the rats, about 20 minutes. But in a human? No idea.”

      “Okay, I’m going in. You should allow me to walk in by myself. Wait 15 minutes. Then come in and go to the other end of the bar. That way, no one will know we’re together. If a group appears around me, then you come over and join. That will look like you were just another barfly looking for some company.”

      “Be careful. We don’t know what the impact will be on human females. It might be nothing, or it might be something off the charts. Just be careful, okay? Oh, what about… should we have a signal that you want me to intervene?”

      She looked at me, laughing. “No need for that. I’ve been to bars before. Just watch and don’t let things get out of hand.” She gave me a hug, then walked into the bar.

      Those 15 minutes may have been the longest wait since my wedding day. The clock just wouldn’t move. Finally, I walked in, spotting her immediately. She was at one end of the bar. There were several guys around her, but I could detect no change in her behavior. She seemed like the same Sophia I knew every day.

      She had worn the same outfit she had worn to the University presentation. But in this more casual context, the semi-sheer material and plunging neckline highlighted her large breasts, encased in a push-up bra. Three guys were surrounding her. She was talking to them, but our eyes met on the way in. There was nothing abnormal in her situation.

      I ordered a whiskey rocks at the bar, then waited, inching close enough not to be involved, yet able to hear the conversation. They were having a very vigorous debate about the merits of salary cap spending on linemen as opposed to wide receivers in the NFL.

      What? Sophia had an interest in football? Surprising, maybe, but there’s likely a lot I didn’t know about her. Our relationship before tonight had been exclusively professional. I knew about her line of boyfriends, though I had never had a drink with her after work, and certainly not one where I would sit with her at a bar. For God’s sake, she was nearly 15 years younger than me!

      Along the way, another guy joined the debate, so I thought it was safe to do the same, walking up to the group. She looked at me, introduced herself as ‘Kathy’, then back to the debate.

      I was watching for any change in behavior. That moment came at about the 50-minute mark after she took the drug. I saw it plainly. There was a shiver through her frame, like a gust of cold air had gone through the room.

      Five minutes later, her eyes looked at me with sudden surprise at the deep reaction she was feeling. I could see the change in them as she looked at me. What had been a nice young woman having a fun discussion had just become a vixen, hunting for prey. The transformation was startling.

      I almost stepped back. A very pleasant, quite pretty young woman had abruptly twisted into a huntress, scanning the surrounding men, with one thing on her mind. And it wasn’t football salary caps.

      The impact on the men was even starker. They jerked, recoiling at this unfamiliar presence in the circle. The feeling of sexual tension within the group ratcheted up several degrees. I could even feel it myself. This woman was suddenly the center of the known universe.

      She scanned the men gathered around, touching them as the conversation progressed. She was paying attention to each one, pulling them into her circle. Then she excused herself, saying she needed to use the restroom. All eyes tracked her down the hall. It was as if the air had suddenly left the room. Every guy was looking at the other. I was sure they were all thinking the same as I: what just happened?
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