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Praise for Side Effects Are Minimal




“In this page-turning courtroom drama, Essay provides an informative and sober look at Big Pharma, and the deadly consequences of the opioid crisis facing America today.”


—SUZANNE SIMONETTI, USA Today best-selling author of The Sound of Wings


“Compellingly readable and brutally insightful.. . . Side Effects Are Minimal dives into the layers of greed and deceit surrounding the opioid crisis in America. A riveting fictional tale that will keep you on the edge of your seat.”


—LARRY WIDMAN, MD, psychiatrist and author of Max Out Mindset


“If you want to understand the overdose crisis in all its multifaceted angles, this is the book for you. Essay uses this captivating and engrossing narrative to explain what few policymakers can articulate. A heartbreaking and illuminating story.”


—DR. JAY K. JOSHI, author of Burden of Pain


“Laura Essay’s debut novel transports you inside the opioid crisis while exposing the pharma giants in a thrilling courtroom drama. With a memorable cast of characters, crisp writing, and page-turning suspense, this novel is a time-worthy and important read!”


—ANGELA PISEL, author of With Love from the Inside
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To Raymond Woodbury Pence 1885–1978


My great-grandfather, my inspiration, and an author who showed me the value of the written word. Still looking up to you, Pa.
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The door flew open, and there she stood, right hand gripping the frame. She licked the sweetness from her lips, unsure if it was sugar or the taste of victory. Unfazed by the frigid air, Claire dashed out the door of the café and skidded through two inches of white powder. Airy flakes clung to her fur-lined boots. The newly fallen snow offered gaiety, rather than annoyance, to her walk to Blackman & Bradford law firm. She was invigorated by the respect and deference she’d received from other partners. Mostly the deference. Her eyes gleamed, and her walk looked more like a skip.


Claire paused at the corner and pulled her smartphone from her coat pocket. She tapped the screen several times. She swiped to the left to check her calendar and grinned at the blank pages. Returning the phone to her pocket, Claire strolled down Chestnut Street, breathing in the cold air and warm comfort of familiarity. The greater Philadelphia area had groomed Claire for almost forty years, and her legal career was blossoming with commensurate recognition for her hard work.


Claire flipped the hood of her coat over her head as she admired the storefront of Black Threads Boutique. While she leaned in closer to examine the deconstructed jeans cinched onto the faceless mannequin, the brass bell jingled against the glass door as it swung open.


“Damn girl, it’s freezing out here,” chirped the slight redhead propping a sale sign against the front window.


“I’m warm-blooded. I don’t even feel it.”


“Don’t give me that. You’ve been shopping here for years. I know what sweaters you own. Get your butt in here where it’s warm. You need to check out the laser-cut dress that just arrived. The purple will ignite you, and I only have a handful of sizes.”


“Maybe later. I’m running a bit late.”


Claire chuckled and resumed her pace. Turning the corner, she stopped to stare at the commanding building ahead. Her shoulders dropped as she walked past the glass-block waterfall adorning the entrance of Blackman & Bradford. She paused again at the foot of the gold-embossed entrance mat. Before continuing through the revolving door, Claire took several deep breaths, straightened the collar on her wool coat, and stomped the snow from her boots. She then reached forward and pushed.


The receptionist’s boisterous greeting startled Claire but brought a smile to her face. Madalyn perched behind the front desk wearing a skintight leopard-print turtleneck and an excited grin.


“Good morning, Ms. Hewitt. The quarterly meeting? It was at Southside Café this morning, was it not?”


“Six o’clock sharp.”


“Your face says it all. You killed it.”


“I dominated.”


“I knew you would. Girl power,” snickered Madalyn.


“I guess.” Claire smiled at Madalyn’s casual familiarity as she continued to the elevator and stepped inside.


When the elevator bounced to a stop on the twelfth floor, Claire leapt into the hallway with the energy she carried from the café. She smiled at the morning activity and exchanged mutual pleasantries with other attorneys. She then grabbed a hot cup of coffee from the break room and hummed her way down the hall. Balancing both her briefcase and her coffee, she unlocked her office door and entered. A corrugated box with a bright yellow Post-it Note had been left on her desk. Claire walked to the note. Satori—First Chair.


“Oh God.” A slow smile creased Claire’s face as she set her briefcase by her feet. She reached inside the box, grabbed the top folder, and flew to her office door. With both hands grabbing the frame, she peered out. Her head whipped back and forth. When Morgan emerged from the break room, Claire’s left hand flapped in the air. Morgan nodded and headed Claire’s way.


“Do you know about this?” asked Claire, grabbing Morgan and pulling her inside.


“About what?”


“The Satori case.”


Morgan shook her head.


“Everyone knows about it,” said Claire. “A dead teenage girl. Doctor-inflicted? Maybe. Drug-induced? Definitely. And God knows how many counts of criminal wrongdoing by one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the nation. This has class-action written all over it.”


Morgan grabbed the folder from Claire’s hand. Clifford and Margo Satori vs. Novo Analgesic Systems, Inc. She licked the index finger of her right hand and swiped pages as she skimmed the contents.


“I do remember hearing about this,” said Morgan. “Lord, woman. They gave you the Satoris.”


“Against Novo Analgesic Systems. This will make my career.”


“Speaks volumes about the trust Walter and David have in you.” Morgan dropped the folder onto Claire’s desk. “There’s no one bigger than Clifford Satori. All of Philadelphia listens to what he says and watches what he does.”


“I know. And it’s about time they let me in. I’ve earned this case.”


“You know there’ll be naysayers who lose their shit over you representing the Satoris.”


“Screw them. Walter Blackman wouldn’t risk losing a class-action, and he assigned this case to me.” Claire reached inside the box for more material.


“Clever choice of words. That’s how they’ll say you landed the assignment. How else would a woman get a case this big?” Morgan ran her fingers through her hair. “Tits and ass.”


“Who cares?” A contagious grin brightened Claire’s face. “Let their jealousies eat ’em alive while I take my tits and ass into that courtroom and bring NAS to their knees.”
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“I’m sorry, Your Honor, but you don’t understand.” Claire’s words echoed across the courtroom. “Every element of medical negligence is present. Dr. Delaney had a duty to Emma Satori as his patient. There was a dereliction of this duty the moment he prescribed the deadly drug Deprexone. Therefore, Dr. Delaney is the direct cause of Emma Satori’s death, and her death has caused serious and permanent injury to the Satori family. This is medical negligence resulting in death, plain and simple.”


“Plain and simple, my ass,” Landon mumbled as he shifted in his seat and straightened the crease of his Armani pants.


“Dr. Delaney has shown reckless disregard for his patients,” Claire continued. “The purpose of this hearing is to determine if the material evidence presented today substantiates the plaintiffs’ claim that Dr. Delaney is liable for the wrongful death of their daughter and should be held accountable in a court of law. I believe it does.”


Claire took a deep breath and adjusted a bobby pin tucked into the loose bun at the base of her neck. She looked up at Judge Connor with skeptical but unwavering eyes. Her heart fluttered under her blouse while she watched the judge ignore her pleas.


“To find otherwise would gravely endanger innocent lives in the state of Pennsylvania.” Claire returned to her seat.


“Objection!” Landon jumped to his feet and wiped beads of sweat from his thinning hairline. “The evidence presented today shows no such thing. Ms. Hewitt has made unfounded accusations that fail to support medical negligence resulting in death. Pennsylvania law mandates that the evidence presented be sufficient to raise a legitimate question of liability appropriate for judicial inquiry and not simply an unfortunate medical result.”


Landon’s volume rose as his words slowed. He locked eyes with Claire, who leaned back in her chair as she listened to his rebuke. Her hands were clasped in her lap, and her heart still fluttered. She looked like a schoolgirl nervously awaiting the results of a recent exam. With visible unease, she broke eye contact, and Landon continued addressing Judge Connor.


“Sometimes unfortunate results occur. Sometimes patients are unhappy with these results. We can’t jump to medical negligence every time we don’t like the outcome. These people expected miracles only God could provide.”


Landon sat down as Judge Connor looked from defense counsel to the prosecuting attorney. His eyes continued to ricochet as he cleared his throat and addressed them both with a deep grumble.


“Ms. Hewitt, you need not inform me of the purpose of this hearing nor the extent of your personal beliefs. I’m well aware of one and find no relevance for the other. Mr. Sims, there is no problem with the acoustics in this courtroom. I suggest you adjust your volume.”


“Yes, sir,” came the united reply.


While Landon returned to his seat, the courtroom door creaked open. In rushed Jack Freeman. As CEO of Novo Analgesic Systems, Inc., Jack moved with the swift elegance of supremacy. His thin nose and high cheekbones accentuated his narrow face. He hustled up the aisle with no regard to the ongoing proceedings and bent down to Landon’s ear. The two men conversed in hushed tones. Jack then gave Landon a pat on the back as he turned and strolled out. Landon glanced over at Claire, who ignored the brief encounter. She wouldn’t give Landon the benefit of her curiosity but wondered if it was a genuine issue or staged theatrics.


While Judge Connor had the reputation of being a tough but fair judge, he also was known to enjoy the power his black robe bestowed. He savored the control that came with deliberating from the bench while everyone waited. Today was no different. Judge Connor reviewed each piece of evidence as his salt-and-pepper hair glistened under the fluorescent lighting. His stern expression then landed on Claire.


“Although you’ve enumerated upon circumstances in which Dr. Delaney prescribed opioids for his young patients, you’ve failed to show serious injury sustained by these patients. Nor have you shown a motive or intended plan. Previous bad acts are not admissible, Ms. Hewitt. And you’ve presented no evidence that would mandate an exception to this rule.” Judge Connor looked down at the papers he held as Claire’s shoulders sank and she puffed air into her cheeks.


Afternoon sunlight cast oblong shadows through the narrow windows, creating an ominous glow in the courtroom. Law clerks fiddled with documents while both attorneys waited. Landon Sims’s faint hum displayed smug confidence as the bitterness of defeat hung over Claire’s downcast face.


“Having Freeman show up is bush league.” Claire glared across the aisle. “Doesn’t intimidate me a bit.”


“I’m not trying to intimidate anybody,” claimed Landon.


“Like hell. But we’re closing Delaney’s doors and NAS is going to write a big fat check.”


“Doubt that, Ms. Hewitt. Doesn’t look like this will even make it to trial.”


Claire turned back to the paper she held as a signal she was finished with Landon. The fingers of her right hand nervously drummed the table as her left hand tried to steady the paper she pretended to read. The toe of her red pump rapidly tapped the floor beneath her chair. Landon watched her with a tight smile that flattened his pointy chin. He crossed his ankles and leaned back in his chair.


Judge Connor looked up with serious eyes and a loud clearing of his throat. Claire tried to read the expression on his blank face as she stopped drumming her fingers. She took several deep breaths, anticipating either a favorable ruling to proceed or the humiliating failure of a dismissal. She felt Landon’s eyes upon her.


“Ms. Hewitt, while the evidence you presented today has failed to show a correlation between previous opioid prescriptions written by Dr. Delaney and the allegations presented in this case, you have established a question of liability concerning the prescriptions given Emma Satori.”


Claire’s eyes closed as she exhaled the breath she’d been holding. Judge Connor rose from his chair and left the courtroom with no further comment. Claire watched the door close as Landon smacked the table in front of him.


“Looks like we’re getting back into NAS’s offices after all.” Claire sprung from her seat to face Landon with cautious glee. She watched and waited.


Ignoring Claire’s zeal, Landon gathered folders spread across the defense table. He stacked them into a single pile and tapped the edges. Claire shifted on her feet with impatience. Her cheeks were flushed as her heart raced with excited prudence. She had attained the small victory expected of her, but Judge Connor’s comments spoke to the uncertainty of the complaint.


“I’d rather our visit to the NAS office be sooner than later. And we’re opening every door in the place,” said Claire.


“Fine by me.” Landon shrugged one shoulder.


“We’re going to expose everything hidden in that building. And I think the court will be very interested in the secrets we discover.”


“I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed. But you’re welcome to try.”


Landon stood and squared his shoulders as he faced Claire. His strong arms were folded across his chest. Claire stepped into the aisle and raised her chin.


“Not sure what your shtick is, Landon. But your maneuvering is getting tedious.”


“Then stop looking for what doesn’t exist. Judge Connor omitted the previous opioid scripts the same way he omitted Novo Analgesic Systems’ previous Deprexone testing. Connor’s making my job easier one hearing at a time.”


“Don’t kid yourself.” Claire adjusted another bobby pin in an attempt to look unruffled. She turned from Landon and scooped up the last of the files. She tossed them into her open briefcase and slammed the lid shut. With fictitious certainty, she grabbed her jacket from the chair and draped it over one shoulder before turning back to Landon’s voice.


“You know this isn’t my first battle with Blackman & Bradford,” said Landon. “I know the intimidation of sitting on this side of the table. But that’s all it is. You’re a declawed cat who’s more scared than scary.”


“Think so?” Claire tilted her head.


“Prove me wrong.”
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A handful of manila folders skidded across the desk, scattering several memorandums and dozens of medical records onto the plush carpet. Claire walked through the door seconds behind the folders she had thrown. She ignored the mess and collapsed into her thick leather chair. She slapped the glass nameplate facedown on her desk and spun her chair to face the skyline outside her window. Her knees swayed as she swiveled the chair left to right.


“How’d it go?” Morgan popped her head into the office.


Claire jumped from her chair and spun to face Morgan. She stood motionless as her chest rose and fell. Her eyes filled but no tears spilled over.


“Uh oh, not so well.” Morgan entered the room.


“I worked my ass off for this case, but I can’t control it,” said Claire.


“That bad?”


“That bad. I feel like my hand is plunged into an aquarium trying to grab a guppy. Every time I know I have a firm grip, it pops out the other side, leaving me empty-handed.”


Claire turned back to the six-foot plate of glass framed by the wall behind her. The city below was swarming with life. People scurried in and out of buildings as cars started and stopped to let them pass.


“Today’s small victory is smothered in red flags.” Claire’s eyes bounced around the activity on the street below.


“What red flags?” asked Morgan.


“Connor didn’t dismiss it. But I think he’s gunning for an implosion at trial.”


“Don’t get all crazy about it.” Morgan opened Claire’s top drawer and grabbed a mint. She popped it in her mouth and dropped the wrapper in the trash.


“Crazy? I’m scared shitless,” said Claire. “I’m still proving myself in a man’s world.”


“In what decade do you live? ‘A man’s world’?”


“Lead counsel for the Satoris? I overheard voices in David’s office questioning whether I’m up for the job. Male voices.”


“Of course they were male voices,” said Morgan. “There aren’t too many of us around here. But don’t underestimate yourself. I’ve been following in your tailwind since I sat in that auditorium as a diddly freshman watching you accept one graduation honor after another. It sure as hell wasn’t a man’s world that day. And today isn’t either.”


“That doesn’t help.”


“You don’t need help. You’re fine.”


“I will be,” Claire flattened her palms against the cool glass. “But this should be a cakewalk. You know what people think of doctors.”


“They’re rich and egotistical?” Morgan joined Claire by the window.


“And powerful. Doctors sit in the captains’ chairs circulating the quick-fix drug manufacturers provide. And everybody wants a quick fix.”


“I know. Believe me, I know.”


“You’d second-guess yourself if you were in my shoes.” Claire turned from the window and leaned against the counter next to Morgan. She glanced at the folders spread across her desk but let her eyes rest on the mounds of envelopes piled in her inbox. “If anyone questions Walter, he’ll be pissed. It’ll force him to question his decision placing me as first chair. He’ll think the case is too big for a new partner.”


“Is your pity party over?”


“I’m just getting started.” Claire looked sideways at Morgan.


“The opioid crisis is on the front page of every newspaper in America.” Morgan lifted her hips onto the counter and crossed her dangling ankles. “Connor fears reversal on this one. He’s covering his ass.”


“Yeah, while he’s kicking mine.”


Claire sprang forward and raced from the office, leaving a dumbfounded Morgan perched behind her desk. The door bounced off the file cabinet as Claire ran down the hall. She came to an abrupt stop as she grabbed the recessed doorframe of the elevator. She poked the small button and looked up. Too impatient to wait, she ran to the adjacent stairwell. Landing on every other step, she felt juvenile pride at beating the elevator to the eleventh floor.


Two law clerks idled in the far corner of the library when she entered. They both looked up before opening books as if consumed with work. Claire ignored the feeble attempt to feign busyness and found an available computer on an empty table. Her fingers rapidly tapped the keys while the nearby printer waited. After several moments, Claire paused and blew air into her cheeks. As was a frequent habit, she swished the air back and forth in her closed mouth. She then resumed typing as the printer began humming.


Warm papers filled the output tray as the two law clerks whispered to themselves. As if coming to agreement, one clerk approached Claire. He stood silently as Claire’s fingers raced across the keyboard. Without looking up, her fingers slowed.


“Is there something you need?” asked Claire.


“No, ma’am. Is there anything you need, Ms. Hewitt? Any research you’d like me to do?” The clerk rocked on his heels with both fists shoved deep into his pants pockets.


Surprised the clerk knew her name, Claire smiled. “Thank you, but no. I have everything I need.”


Claire resumed typing as the clerk hurried back to his friend. The two flipped through magazines while Claire continued her search and the printer continued to print. When assured her mission was accomplished, Claire put her screen to sleep and grabbed the papers from the tray. The two clerks looked up and watched her leave with the same urgency they had seen when she arrived.


Claire again took the stairs and didn’t slow down when she pushed through the stairway door. As she rushed past the break room, she overheard Morgan’s voice. Claire reversed her steps and stuck her head inside the bright room. Without a word, she motioned for Morgan to follow. Morgan finished her conversation as Claire continued to her office, clutching the cooling papers to her chest. She was stapling related reports when Morgan entered and closed the door.


“We're going to play ‘Capture the Flag?’” said Claire.


“What?”


“I’m going to play it with Connor. These additional occurrences give me what I need to capture every damn one of those red flags he was waving. Police reports, news briefings, magazine articles, obituaries. All individuals lost to opioids.”


“Oh shit . . .”


“You’re right, oh shit. The opioid crisis is too immense for him to ignore or make light of. These are tragedies that force everyone to acknowledge that people taking opioids are dying. Every hour, eleven souls leave this earth because of some drug.”


“The big man in the black robe has no idea.”


“America has no idea.” Claire dropped into her chair and cupped her face with both hands. She leaned forward with a deep breath and then fell back with her fingers over her eyes. A bead of sweat dripped in front of her ear and traveled down her neck into her blouse.


“Don’t take this case personally.” Morgan reached over and jostled Claire’s chair.


“It is personal, Morgan. You can call it a professional privilege. I call it a personal battle.” Claire dropped her arms toward the floor without lifting her head and looked over at Morgan.


“It’s both.” Morgan walked behind Claire’s chair and gripped the thick cushioned sides. She rocked it as she spoke. “NAS became a powerhouse when they shifted their marketing from drugs for the treatment of acute pain to drugs for the treatment of chronic pain.”


“The drugs didn’t change. They’re the same damn opioids.”


“For decades, society worshipped them for helping Dad make it through his back surgery, and for giving the little chemo girl a chance to play soccer. But they’ve gone too far, and you’ve been given the chance to prove it.”


“Prove that your chronic pain won’t kill you, but your opioids will?”


“Exactly.” Morgan gave Claire’s chair a final nudge as she walked away. “The truth about their marketing scheme. The truth that their dynasty is built on the backs of opioid addicts.”


Morgan sat down in front of Claire’s desk as Claire shot up and reached for a news report. She gripped it tightly, crumpling the edge as her eyes scanned the page. Without looking up, she handed it to Morgan and grabbed the next. She continued for several moments as her breathing became unsteady and her handoffs aggressive.


“Look at this.” Claire shoved another report at Morgan. “In 2021 alone, 107,000 Americans died of drug overdoses. That’s a 16 percent increase in one year.” Claire read another obituary, crumpled it, and dropped it on her desk.


“Don’t wallow in the misfortune of the unknowns.” Morgan stood up and looked down at the same obituary. “Find out who they are and let a jury force NAS to pay for the lives they destroyed.”


“That’s what I intend to do.” Claire stood and rolled her chair back with her calves. “NAS will discover how expensive it is to deceive physicians into prescribing opioids for every bump and bruise. Before I’m finished, they’ll see how much aggressive campaigns cost when innocent people are hurt. When athletes crumble and teenagers die.”


Claire leaned onto her desk with straight arms. A single tear escaped down her cheek. With slow, methodical movements, she straightened the research into tidy piles and centered the nameplate on her desk. She slid the lamp to the right corner, and the stapler and several pens were swept into the top drawer. She then looked at Morgan with a sad smile.


“They’ll pay for treating hospitals like carnivals and opioids like candy, sending everyone home with their basket full.”


“That’s a noble battle but a steep hill to climb while people are screaming for their sweets.” Morgan walked around the desk and brushed her thumb across Claire’s cheek.


“Yeah, well. I have the endurance.”


“You’ve always been a tough one,” said Morgan as she walked over to the couch and dropped back onto the cushions. She swung both legs onto the coffee table and wiggled her toes. “But be ready for the onslaught. Pain is a dirty word, and Oxycodone is the answer.”


“Oxycodone, hydrocodone, Deprexone, oxymorphone. They all are. But real answers come in small doses, not by the hundreds. It’s a game-changer when you leave the hospital with hundreds of opioids in your pocket.”


“Tell me about it. I left the hospital with 120 oxycodone after my surgery last October. I could be an addict right now had I not chosen ibuprofen instead. Not that I don’t have other addictions,” laughed Morgan as she smoothed her skirt and wiggled her toes again.


“Opioids aren’t the answer the drug manufacturers claim.” Claire wiped her fingers underneath both eyes and looked over at Morgan. “A patient taking an opioid longer than three months has a 1,500 percent greater chance of becoming addicted.”


“It’s a cluster.” Morgan wiggled to the edge of the couch. She scooted up onto the side arm and balanced the balls of her feet on the table. “Show Connor, show that jury, how NAS makes millions while doctors use opioids like Band-Aids.”


“Sometimes the most obvious transgressions are the hardest to prove.” Claire stepped back from her desk and hoisted herself onto the counter. She gripped the edge with both hands and tapped her feet in the air as they dangled. “Connor kept spouting off about the inadmissibility of previous bad acts. Classified every previous script written by that old man as inadmissible.”


“For fuck’s sake, Claire. Find a pattern, an intent, or the absence of a mistake. All three of those create an exception to the inadmissibility rule.”


“Listen to your mouth.” Claire grabbed a handful of papers and walked over to where Morgan was balanced. She dropped onto the couch and jabbed Morgan with her pointy elbow.


“What the hell?” said Morgan. “I’m trying to help you.”


“Thought you said I don’t need it?”


“You don’t. So stop acting like a little bitch because of one hearing. Find the missing piece of evidence that develops your pattern or forms an intent. Professor McDaniel barked about the MP for three years. Act like you learned something.”


“That stupid acronym won’t change anything. Clifford Satori will crush my career if I can’t find an answer for his daughter’s death.”


“The MP will be your answer.” Morgan stood to leave. “Satori wants revenge, and so do you.”


“A new revenge. A revenge called justice.” Claire watched Morgan slip back into her shoes.


“MP? Is there a missing person?” Alec breezed into Claire’s office and looked back and forth between both women.


Morgan rolled her eyes and headed for the door. She nudged Alec in the ribs as she passed and smiled to herself. Alec stumbled sideways, exaggerating the force. Claire enjoyed the exchange and repositioned on the couch, tucking one foot underneath her outstretched leg.


“Your virtuoso has arrived. From what I hear, no MP can escape him.” Morgan’s voice became faint as she continued down the hall. “Best new hire the firm has.”


Claire watched Alec redirect his attention to the floor around her desk. With raised eyebrows that formed deep wrinkles across his forehead, he picked up a handful of papers and added them to an existing stack. He then turned to face Claire.


“Who’s missing?” he asked.


“Well, Mr. Marshall, evidence the defendants don’t want us to find,” answered Claire.


“What’s the MP you were jabbering about?”


“I don’t jabber. Missing piece. Our evidence professor thrived on sending us in search of the missing piece of evidence. We always missed something. I can hear him saying ‘The MP is out there just waiting to be found.’ He was a demanding bastard.”


“Weren’t they all?” Alec grabbed another handful of folders from the floor. “These must have slipped from your hands.” He smiled and then reached under the chair and grabbed two more.


Claire untangled her legs and stood in front of the couch. She repositioned the lavender-scented candle by the glossy coffee table books and picked up the research behind her. With simmering enthusiasm, she walked back to her large leather chair while Alec chose a smaller cushioned chair in front of her desk. She examined Alec with tenacious eyes as she handed him the news briefs and several obituaries. While Alec read the papers he held, Claire pressed the call button on her phone. There was no need for words. The buzz was enough to let Ellen know she was needed.


Ellen was the perfect legal assistant. She was a dynamic woman in her late fifties who possessed the appearance and energy of a much younger woman. Very few gray hairs were seen among the dark brown strands that fell to her shoulders. And although she swore to the contrary, she could have been the poster child for Botox.


Ellen arrived but stopped short of entering when she saw the floor covered in paper. Most had landed around Claire’s desk. But several had made it as far as the door, and one was under Ellen’s foot.


“Can you please grab the Satori depositions?” asked Claire.


“Of course.”


Ellen lifted her foot and picked up the paper. She softly set it on Claire’s desk and scurried off to fulfill the request.


Claire gathered the remaining folders from the floor as Alec skimmed the material he’d been given. She placed several in the file cabinet behind the door and flipped around to face Alec. With a crease in her brows, she gripped her hips and watched him read.


“What do you make of that?” she asked.


“Horrifying.”


“No kidding,” said Claire. “Every state in the nation has an opioid death rate, yet nobody sees it.”


“Oh, they see it. These articles were written by someone. These police reports were filed by someone. Somebody attended these funerals.”


Claire stacked several reports on top of each other and then piled those reports on top of others. She scooped the large stack into her arms and rushed out the door. Alec followed. Claire brushed past Ellen in the hallway. Without stopping, she grabbed the depositions.


“We’ll be in the conference room,” said Claire.


Claire tossed the documents onto the table upon entering the room. Alec again followed but stopped at the door and leaned one forearm against the frame. An air of confidence lingered around him. Although he possessed an intellect he revealed only at his pleasure, his physical attributes could not be ignored. He was six foot two with his blond hair kept in a short military style, and his ready, gleaming smile accentuated his olive skin. Claire looked him up and down until their eyes met.


“Thank God you weren’t in that courtroom today.” Claire broke eye contact and dropped into the closest chair. She busied herself separating research material from depositions.


“Why’s that?” Alec continued through the door and stood behind Claire. He scanned the documents she sorted with an intrigued expression. “Connor an ass?”


“With a capital A,” said Claire. “I’ve done this a thousand times. You push a bit; some evidence is inadmissible. But Connor threw out everything.”


“Sounds like last week with NAS drug testing.”


“Close enough. He ruled Delaney’s previous opioid prescriptions inadmissible as previous bad acts.”


Claire scanned the first deposition, flipped it closed, and grabbed the next. She flipped through the pages of the second one in the same manner.


“What are you doing now?”


“Searching for a pattern that’ll force Connor to admit the evidence we need.” Claire held her breath as she looked up at the evergreen eyes staring back. Alec shrugged both shoulders and walked to the end of the long table. In a laissez-faire manner, he placed his hand alongside a tall stack of folders and slid them to Claire.


“Establishing a pattern with Delaney won’t be difficult. He’s been handing out scripts for decades.” Alec dropped into the chair next to Claire. “But a company like NAS knows how to cover its ass. They had a class-action lawsuit in the nineties that taught them the safest way to hide information they didn’t want found. And the doctors were more than happy to assist. Didn’t want to lose their supplier.”


Claire pushed away from the table, mumbling about liability, and walked to the file cabinet behind the door. As she pulled open the bottom drawer, several brightly colored brochures dropped to the floor. She scooped up the pamphlets and fanned them in the air.


“Supplier or not, doctors won’t assume blame for deceptive promotional campaigns. In the beginning, the campaigns were aimed solely at them, and doctors believed that opioids carried a low risk of addiction.” Claire tossed the propaganda to Alec.


“Looks like they learned the truth the hard way,” said Alec as he leafed through the multicolored publications.


“Not as hard as the patients who lost their lives.”


“Isn’t that the truth. But doctors will protect themselves before they promote a drug or protect any drug manufacturer. They’ll abandon NAS if affiliation would jeopardize their reputations.”


“Then let’s rattle some cages.” Claire collected the pamphlets as she detailed her plan. “We request a warrant to examine every test NAS has conducted on every drug they’ve released. From the beginning. If they cut the slightest corner, we expose it. If enough corners were cut, we have a pattern of negligent drug testing.” Claire lifted the brochures as if they were her trophy and smiled at Alec.


“They’ll know we’re coming, so they’ll be prepared.”


“But they’ll never guess we want access to everything from the first day Daddy hung out his shingle. They’ll lose their shit over that.”


“Can’t wait.” Alec tossed the pamphlet he held to Claire and walked to the small refrigerator underneath the counter. He grabbed a bottle of water and turned back. “As a judicial clerk for the Second Circuit, I witnessed some dramatic meltdowns in the courtroom. This might be the next.”


“But you’re not sitting up with the judge this round. You’re going to be down in the trenches with the rest of us.”


“That’s what I’m looking forward to most.” Alec drank the bottle in three gulps.


Alec sat across the table from Claire and began reading depositions and memorandums. He scanned each one looking for key words and set it aside. After forty-five minutes of silence, Alec rocked back with a loud groan. He stretched his arms out to the side before reaching across to swap new documents for ones he had read. Claire continued her search.


As the hour approached 6:00 p.m., the office began clearing out. For two more hours, Claire and Alec continued their inventory. At 8:00 p.m., with Claire consumed in HIPAA requirements and Alec sifting through drug data, Walter Blackman burst into the room. His dark gray suit was strapped to his assless body with a thick black belt cinched below a protruding belly. He clung to a leather briefcase worn slick.


“No rest for the weary,” Walter bellowed. His voice was an octave lower than most men’s and his volume several decibels higher.


“No, sir,” said Alec.


Claire’s expressionless face tilted toward Walter.


“I wasn’t in that courtroom today, but perhaps I should have been. Clifford has paid for the best representation this city has to offer. I have no intention of letting him down.”


Claire’s face hardened at the patronization.


“I’ve studied this case, Ms. Hewitt. It’s routine medical negligence.” Walter’s eyebrows raised as he looked over the rim of his glasses. “And I do mean routine. You’re not searching for a needle in a haystack.”


“No one has ever put a needle in a haystack.” Claire’s face was as inexpressive as her tone. “So a needle will never be found there.”


“That’s a disappointing attitude. Not only has Clifford invested in this firm, this firm has invested in one of Stanford’s best. As his mentor, make sure he sees yours.” Walter looked from Claire to Alec and back. “We’ll talk in the morning. I expect to be enlightened.”


Walter walked out, leaving the door behind him open. Claire stared into the empty hallway. She leaned forward on her forearms as her right foot tapped the carpet. Her bruised ego covered her face.


“Let’s call it a night and grab something to eat,” suggested Alec.


“Sure.” Claire watched the hallway.


“We can stop by Luigi’s Corner. You need a drink.”


“Yes, I do.”


Claire shivered as she stepped out the front door of the Blackman & Bradford building. It was cooler than normal for an August evening, and there was a slight mist in the air.


“I hate evenings like this,” Claire sighed.


“Evenings like what?”


“Ones where you can’t tell if it’s actually raining or if it’s so humid that you feel like it is. You can’t tell if raindrops are hitting the ground, or if they’re trapped in the heavy air unable to break loose.”


“It’s better if they don’t break loose. I don’t want to get drenched walking to dinner.”


“That’s my point,” said Claire. “We get wet either way. You don’t feel like it’s raining but your suit will show rain spots when you step inside. It’s called a meteorological cluster bomb. It’s a real thing.”


“Right.” Alec smirked at Claire.


“It is. Google it.” Claire’s spirit was beginning to lift. She picked up the pace as her stomach growled. She glanced sideways at Alec, hoping he hadn’t heard. “Did you make a reservation?”


“I probably should’ve. You sound hungry,” laughed Alec.


Claire nudged Alec. She continued to smile as her steps quickened. “We’re going to miss the dinner crowd at this hour. So I think we’re fine.”


Moments later, as Alec swung open the ornate green door, a fragrant array of basil and oregano engulfed them. At the first sight of his new guests, Dino Luigi rushed forward with infectious energy. His long hair was strikingly white and swept back into a short ponytail. He greeted them both with affectionate hugs. He kissed Claire on the cheek and wrapped his thick arm around her waist as he escorted her to a quaint table in the front window. Alec followed.


“I’d love a glass of your Tignanello Cabernet,” Claire requested as Dino pulled out her chair.


“Scotch on the rocks for me,” said Alec.


Claire picked up her menu and peered over the top at Alec. Her hidden smile widened as she listened to Alec’s animated exchange with the host. Dino laughed with boisterous pleasure and motioned for Alec to sit. He then bid them an Italian farewell as a slender waiter approached.


“Ah, signorina. Buonasera e benvenuti. Mi chiamo Lazzaro e vi servero stasera. Avete gia deciso cosa desiderate mangiare?”


Claire lifted her face to Lazzaro as he spoke.


“I’ll have the special with a side Caesar.”


Lazzaro clasped both hands together. His unexplained delight was apparent as he turned his attention to Alec.


“E per lei signore?”


“Io prenderei gli gnoochi al pesto,” Alec replied in his best Italian.


Lazzaro lifted his chin with a broad smile and waltzed away.


“I didn’t know you spoke Italian,” said Claire.


“I don’t, signorina. I studied in Rome for a semester and remember very little.”


“Signorina? Seriously?” Claire fluttered her eyelashes in jest.


“Just repeating Lazzaro.” Alec shrugged.


“An old Italian can call me that. But that’s where I draw the line.”


Claire smiled and kept her eyes on Alec as he folded his napkin in his lap. He folded it and unfolded it and folded it again. She enjoyed his nervous demeanor and the deference he gave her. When he looked up, Claire’s glass was tilted toward him.


“You can call me that too if you want,” said Claire. “Cheers.”


Claire’s cheeks flushed as the corners of Alec’s lips turned upward. His head nodded, and he lifted his glass. The conversation paused at the next table as diners glanced over at the sound of the light clink.


“To the end of a rough day.”


“And the start of a nightmare.” Claire quickly sipped her Cabernet. “We’re in a shit-storm.”


“Judge Connor didn’t hurt us.” Alec swirled the ice around his glass. “He expects us to expose the marketing scam at NAS and put an end to the sideshow in Delaney’s office. We can do both.”


“Hope you’re caught up on your sleep. Sounds like a lot of late nights.”


“I don’t need much.”


Alec turned to the kitchen door. A pungent aroma of garlic escaped as Lazzaro walked out with a large tray. He gently set the tray on a stand beside Claire, and Alec requested another scotch. With a soft tone, Claire ordered a second glass of wine. She finished the last sips in the glass she held as waiters performed their duties with a formality requisite to the finest Italian piazzas. She enjoyed the finesse that swirled around them as they waited for their drinks and took their first bites.


“NAS will fight us every step of the way, so we need to be ruthless,” said Claire in between mouthfuls of romaine. “Tomorrow morning, let’s take another shot at the Deprexone test results.”


“The ones we got from Shaggy?” asked Alec.


“You need to stop calling him that. You’re going to do that in front of Connor, and I doubt he’ll think it’s funny.”


“I bet he does. He strikes me as a Scooby-Doo kind of guy. And who doesn’t love Shaggy?”


“You have a point,” admitted Claire.


“Not sure his personality matches up, though. He has a sinister side behind that sappy surface. He engages in endless conversations with anything that breathes. But he gets that look on his face that says he’s up to something.”


“I don’t know. But I hope that sappy surface becomes our secret weapon. We need to convince him to talk to us. About the lab, the stupid monkeys, and that nut-job Westcott.”


A little before midnight, Alec held the door for Claire as she stepped into the clammy night air. With a cautious step onto the wet sidewalk, Claire balanced herself on Alec’s arm. He hesitantly placed his hand on top of hers as they started down the street.


A few steps past the ornate green entrance, Claire’s free arm shot forward with a loud pop. The violent force threw her against Alec’s shoulder and onto the ground. Her briefcase was ripped from her fist. Alec stumbled over her, his foot landing on her flattened hand. The light moisture on the concrete diluted the dabs of blood Claire’s cheek left behind.


A black-hooded sweatshirt hid the face of the culprit who bolted toward the parking garage, Claire’s briefcase tightly tucked under one arm. Alec recovered his footing and sprinted in pursuit. Claire lay collapsed on the ground. As she lifted her head and touched her cheek, she winced when her fingers brushed her torn skin. She licked the blood from her hand. A blotchy road rash spread down the left side of her face and chin. She pulled her knees in closer and rested her head back on the damp ground.


“Prick,” growled Alec, sprinting up the steep ramp.


Several yards beyond the first curve, the hooded runner slid across the hood of a green sedan and leapt over the three-foot wall. Alec ran into the wall while the small figure disappeared into the dark. Alec watched.


Claire remained on the ground with her legs pulled up to her chest when Alec returned. He knelt beside her and turned her chin.


“You okay? You were hit hard.”


“I’m fine.” Claire straightened her twisted bloody sleeve. “You didn’t catch him?”


“No. He did some Starsky and Hutch stunt off the second level. Otherwise I would have. He ran like a girl.”


“A speedy girl,” said Claire.


“Obviously. I’ll call the police.” Alec pulled his phone from his pocket.


“I already did.”


Alec returned his phone without comment. He scooted around Claire in his squatted position and placed his hands on her bent knees. Claire dropped her bleeding face in the palms of her hands and held her breath.


“Are you sure you’re all right?”


“I said I was fine.”


Alec rubbed her back as it shook when she gasped for air.


“You can cry. Let it out.”


“I don’t want to feel weak.”


“You’re one of the strongest women I know,” said Alec as he continued to rub Claire’s wet back.


Alec looked up at the sound of loud sirens piercing the air. The volume increased as flashing lights approached. A blue squad car and a white ambulance were racing toward them. Both vehicles slammed to a stop by the curb. Alec stepped back as three EMTs approached. He watched them surround Claire and seized the opportunity to retrieve his car.


Two of the EMTs were large men and repositioned Claire in between them. The third was a smaller woman who looked into her eyes with a small beam of light. She then pinched Clare’s chin and slowly moved her head from side to side.


“State your name,” said the female EMT.


“Claire Hewitt.”


“Do you know where you are?”


“Sitting on the ground.”


“In what city, ma’am?”


“Philadelphia.”


“Do you know how you got here?”


“Yeah, some dick threw me down.”


“Aside from this elbow, I don’t believe you’ve sustained any serious injuries,” said the woman. “Let's immobilize it. Take some Tylenol for discomfort and try to relax for a few days.”


The EMT snapped her bag shut and returned to the ambulance as a heavyset Black woman climbed out of the squad car. She sauntered over with a mixed expression of annoyance and fatigue.


“Are you Ms. Hewitt?” the officer asked.


“Yes.” Claire stood up with an equal look of annoyance.


“Did you get a good look at who attacked you?”


“No.”


“I saw him,” said Alec as he jumped out of his cardinal-red Camaro. “I chased him into the garage.”


“And then what?”


“He jumped over the wall.”


“You didn’t follow him?” asked the officer.


“For God’s sake, no.”


“That’s good. I’ve seen men go crazy when someone comes near their dates.”


“He’s not my date,” snapped Claire, causing the officer’s eyes to dart between her and Alec.


“Are you sure you’re okay? I don’t need someone flipping out on me. My day’s been hard enough already.” Thick Black hands squeezed the sides of a round belly as Officer Powell tilted her head.


“Yes, for the third time, I’m fine. I just need to go home.”


“In due time, Ms. Hewitt. After you come down to the station and file an official report.” Powell lowered her voice and pointed her index finger at Claire as if at a child. “It’s best to take care of this immediately following the occurrence. We need documentation of what happened, what was taken, and a description of the assailant.”


“I told you I didn’t see him.”


“You may start to remember details on your drive to the station.”


“I need to be at work in a few hours.”


Officer Powell puffed at the remark and placed her large hand on Claire’s right shoulder. Her fatigued expression softened.


“Look, I understand you want all of this behind you, but you need to come to the station. You need to help us if you want us to help you. And if you need to be at work in a few hours, we better get going.”


“Fine.”


“You want to ride in the squad car or with your date?”


“He’s not my date,” Claire snapped again.


“She can ride with me,” said Alec.


The officer responded with a dismissive wave as she walked away. “It’s faster if you take Sixth Street south.”


Alec stepped closer to Claire and held on to her forearm as she took her first step. She winced as she moved.


“I can’t believe in the matter of seconds, some jerk reached muscles I haven’t touched in twenty years.” Claire watched the ground as she walked. “How am I going to face everyone at work? I can hear all the questions now.”


“Don’t worry about that.” Alec reached around Claire and opened the passenger door.


“None of this was in your recruitment brochure, but I appreciate your help. You’ve gone above and beyond.” Claire stepped down from the curb.


“Just being a decent person, I guess.”


Claire pinched her lips as she lowered herself into the car. “We better get a move on before Powell gets her panties in a wad and issues a warrant.” She swung her legs inside.


Alec pushed the door closed. Claire leaned her head back, her eyes squeezed shut. Her chest rose and fell with slow deep breaths. Her hands lay in her lap as she picked at the chipped polish on one of her nails.


“Are you okay?” asked Alec as he climbed into the Camaro.


“Stop asking me that. My back hurts and my head’s throbbing.”


“The station won’t take long. I promise.”


“You can’t promise that,” said Claire. “You don’t know. And how can I face Clifford looking like this?”


“I can meet with them. You stay home.”


“They’ll eat you alive.”


“I can handle the Satoris,” Alec assured Claire. “I’m tougher than Clifford, and Margo won’t be able to resist my charm.”


“You’re not that charming, and I’m not staying home.”


The dark commotion at the station was to be expected. Disheveled young men leaned on benches next to drunken old men and disheveled old men leaned on benches next to young drunks. The place was packed.


Alec maneuvered his way to the information desk with Claire trudging behind. A muscular middle-aged man lifted his eyes from his assortment of paperwork and magazines. He stared at Alec but offered no greeting. Alec placed the business card the officer had left with him on the dirty counter in front of the clerk and reiterated her instructions.


“Powell!” the information clerk yelled into the stale air behind him.


Claire flinched at the aggressive outburst and pinched the bridge of her nose. Alec gave no reaction as he assessed his surroundings. Heated arguments between police officers and handcuffed suspects ensued around them while obscenities flew through the air mixed with tears and pleas of innocence.


“Wait over there.” The clerk pointed to a row of folding chairs lined along a stucco wall.


There were two vacant chairs, but a sleeping Asian man separated them, and splashes of dried vomit clung to his leg and the chair to his right. Alec motioned for Claire to sit in the empty seat at the end of the row. He stood beside her.


“Oh God, what is happening?” Claire dropped into the chair.


“We’ll be fine.”


“You’ll be fine,” said Claire. “You’re the firm’s prodigy. Stanford’s best. I’m a new partner. A female partner who’s not quite ready to run with the big boys.”


“Nobody thinks that.”


“They will when they discover the Deprexone results are gone. They’ll jump all over Walter for trusting a dumb broad.”


“Gone where?”


“If I knew, they wouldn’t be gone,” snapped Claire. “Maybe you can tell me. You chased them.” Claire watched her shoe tap on the dirty tile. Alec bit the inside of his cheek as his eyes slowly blinked. They looked like two adolescents resisting the urge to fight.


“The Deprexone test results are in your briefcase?” asked Alec.


“Of course they are. My day isn’t finished when I leave the office.”


“Oh I realize that,” said Alec. “Are there copies at the office?”


“We pay people to make copies, but I didn’t request that with the results we just got. I was going to take care of that in the morning.” Claire looked up at Alec. “That’s not going to work out so well, now is it?”


Alec scanned the station theatrics as his clenched jaw pulsed. He ignored Claire’s rhetorical question.


“All I could think about was getting out of that damn office. We had spent too many hours trapped in that stuffy room.” Claire rested one elbow on each thigh and propped her chin on her clenched fists. “By this time next week, you’ll be placed on a different case.”


Claire dropped her forehead to her fists as tears dropped onto her shoes. Alec resumed biting his cheek and watched his boss struggle.


“Don’t overreact.” Alec placed his hand on Claire’s shoulder. “We’ll request replacements.”


“Don’t underreact.” Claire swiped her index finger underneath both eyes and looked up at Alec. “Those NAS bastards don’t fight fair.”


“Then we won’t fight fair. And we’ll fight harder.”


After twenty long minutes, Officer Powell sauntered over to Claire. She offered her a single sheet of paper and a puckered scowl.


“Fill out the front and back and make sure you sign it. Then leave it with the clerk.” Officer Powell turned and disappeared into one of the side offices.


“What the hell!” Claire shrieked at the door Powell slipped behind. “We drove all the way down here to answer the same damn questions. This is ridiculous. A total waste of taxpayer dollars.”


Alec cringed at Claire’s increased volume. He glanced around, noticing it caught nobody’s attention. Claire filled out the form, returned it to the disinterested clerk, and stormed out the front doors. Alec followed behind.


Repeated weather reports and highlights of the day’s news played on the radio as Alec drove back to Blackman & Bradford. No conversation was exchanged. Alec watched the road ahead as Claire fogged the passenger window beside her. As soon as Alec pulled up to the back door of Blackman & Bradford, Claire jumped out of the Camaro.


“Thanks. I’ll see you in a few.” She hustled to her car without looking back. A few steps from the driver’s door, Claire stopped. She turned around. “I do mean thank you.”


Alec nodded with both hands gripping the wheel. “You’re welcome. And I can take care of the Satoris if you think it’s best to stay home tomorrow.”


“Not a chance. I need to be here when they fire me.”


Claire turned to her car and fumbled her keys. Alec gave a double honk and pulled away. Still favoring her injured shoulder, Claire tried unlocking the door with her right hand. Having grown up left-handed in a right-handed world, she was accustomed to making the forced accommodation. But today the keys dropped to the ground.


“What the . . .?” groaned Claire.


Dropping her head against the driver’s side door, Claire squeezed her eyes shut. She let her right arm dangle from its socket as her left arm hung in its sling. She held her breath. After a few short moments, she forcefully exhaled and opened her eyes. A scuffed pair of men’s shoes stood beside her. Claire screamed. She jumped from the car. Two hands grabbed her by the arms.


“I couldn’t leave you alone in a vacant lot.”


Claire’s head dropped onto Alec’s chest. Her body was stiff and her breathing jagged. Alec looked at the lone streetlight a few yards away.


“Let me take you home.”


“No.” Claire pushed back from Alec as he picked up the keys and opened her door. She slid into the driver’s seat.


With a disconcerting frown, he pushed the door closed and stood back. Claire drove away as Alec watched her go. She glanced in her rear-view mirror and watched him watch her leave. She shook her head and pulled her eyes back to Lombard Street.


“He couldn’t leave me alone in a vacant lot,” she whispered to herself. “He is Stanford’s best.”
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