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by Simon 


“Welcome to the 2014 Nobel Prize award ceremony in the field of medicine. As all of us know, the battle for the cure of leukemia has been a challenge to researchers for years. The illness has devastated the lives of tens of thousands of children and their families around the world. Studies have taken us down various paths, each time taking us closer to the answer. And this year, one man has reached the finish line. Today on behalf of the Nobel Prize committee it is with great pleasure to honor Dr. Charles Ernest Watson for taking medicine to the next level, crossing one more illness off the list. Dr. Watson, can you please step up to the podium?”

***


The grand ballroom was filled with hundreds of internationally renowned scientists and doctors seated around elegantly set tables of crystal and silver. Orchids overflowing and champagne corks popping. Dr. Watson had just completed his acceptance speech and the sound of escalating applause filled the room. Meanwhile, the guests were ready to indulge in the meal that followed. 


“Hank, can you please pass the pepper?”


“Here you go, Neil. By the way, what do you think about the award?”


Hank took a sip of water and paused with a reserved look on his face.


“Pretty amazing results,” said Hank, taking a bite of salad. “Mmm, 

pretty amazing salad too.”


“Oh c’mon, Hank, get serious, tell me the truth. Tell me what you really think.”


“Neil, I’m telling you the truth. Would I lie to you? The guy worked hard and got the results he wanted.” 

***

A week later…


“One club on whisky down, 86 the tomato!” screamed the plump waiter bounding into the kitchen through the swinging doors. “Add an egg-white cheddar and mushroom omelette, extra pepper and a bagel with a schemer.”


“So, Hank, how’re things going? What are the kids up to these days?”


“Not much. The usual. Soccer practice, homework.  Boy, do they pile it on these days! They barely get any sleep.”


“Sounds like a lot. How’s the wife?”


“Ya know, cooking, cleaning, busy with the kids.”


“So how’s the….”


“Coffee, skim milk and sugar, and a diet Coke, little ice and two limes!” interrupted the waiter, placing the drinks on the table.


“As I was saying, how’re things going at the lab, Hank?”


“Good, Neil. Have you tried XYZ yet on any of your patients?”


“Yeah, with some mixed results. I don’t know, it’s probably too soon to tell and I gave it to just a couple of my patients. We’ll see.”


“One omelette! One club!”


“Thanks, Razul.”

***


Hank was sitting at his office desk going over the records of his next patient.


“Dr. Corwin, Mr. Sawyer is ready to see you now. He’s in Room C.” Hank clipped the file back together and was halfway down the hall when he felt his cell phone vibrate in his white lab coat. Recognizing the number, he stepped into a cool room filled with boxes of XYZ vials. 


“Let’s make this quick. I’ve got a patient waiting.” ….”Thanks for checking in, but all my results have been bad. I’m thinking of not administering it anymore. Got a patient waiting. Really gotta go.”


“Dr. Corwin, Mr. Sawyer is waiting,” the receptionist said impatiently.


“Thank you, Alicia. I’ll be right in.”


Hank hurried down the hall and knocked on ROOM C.


“Good afternoon, Bill,” Neil greeted his patient. “How’s it going?”


“I don’t know. We’ve tried everything and nothing seems to work. What about that new drug, XYZ?”


“I have something else in mind for you.”


“But what about XYZ?” questioned Mr. Sawyer, feeling a bit despondent. 


“It’s not what you need right now.”

***


Later that evening, Neil was in his den looking at the next day’s schedule as the 10 o’clock news was just starting.


“Good evening! I’m John Daily here with your ten o’clock news.  Up ahead: Is XYZ working?  Well, not all the numbers are keeping promises, working only one out of two, fifty percent of the time. More details after this short break.”

***


A few days later, Hank and Neil met at the Chicago Diner on North Halsted Street for their weekly lunch.  They slid into their usual worn, red leather booth while Razul, who somehow didn’t seem himself that day, brought over the menu.



“The usual for you guys?” asked Razul, sounding a bit subdued.


“Yup!” Both friends nodded. 


“But, Razul, what happened to that big smile of yours?” asked Neil. “What’s going on?”


“I didn’t think it was that obvious.”


Razul walked over to the microphone and quietly put the order into the kitchen.


“I wonder what’s cooking with him, maybe some trouble with the wife,” speculated Neil.


It was only 11:30 and the lunch rush hadn’t started. Hank and Neil were one of the few people there.


“One regular coffee, skim milk and sugar for you Hank, and a diet Coke, little ice and two limes for you, Neil.”


“Pull up a chair, Razul. Not too many customers yet,” said Hank. “Tell us what’s up.”


Razul took Hank up on his invitation and reached for the metal chair at the next table. Razul took a seat and took a deep breath.


“I just got some bad news!” Razul’s face looked worried. “I just got some test results back and it looks like I won’t be around much longer.”


“What? What happened?” Neil blurted.


Razul looked troubled. “The boss doesn’t know yet, but I’ve been diagnosed with leukemia and I can’t afford proper treatment.”


“You’ve told the right guys. That’s our specialty. Why don’t you come in tomorrow,” offered Neil.


“But, Doc, I don’t have the money.”


“But, Razul, you’re like family,” Neil reassured him. “It’s on me. Don’t worry about it”


“Are you sure?”


“ I wouldn’t make the offer if I weren’t.”


“We’ll help you get through this,” added Neil in a comforting tone.

***

A few weekends later…

“Awfully quiet today, Neil,” said his wife from the passenger seat of their car. 


“Just trying to focus on driving,” Neil said, seeming a bit distracted.


“C’mon, tell me what’s really going on.”


“Remember I told you about Razul?” Neil continued. “Well, I’ve noticed that no dose of XYZ has had any real effect.”


“Have you tried anything else? What about another drug?” 


“Another drug? There is no other drug! I know that none of them will work.”


“Calm down, Neil, I’m sure you’ll find a way. Have you mentioned this to Hank?  Maybe he can help.”


Suddenly, Neil slammed on the brakes. 


“Geez, Neil, what was that?”


“Just a stupid little raccoon.”


There was silence until they came to a lit driveway. Neil turned right and drove up to a house where the din of a party could be heard as they got closer.

***


A few evenings later, Neil’s wife could hear the turning of a key in the front door. Then the door slammed and the clink of keys dropping on a metal tray could be heard throughout the house. Neil’s wife walked out of the bedroom. “Hey, honey, how was work?”


“Fine! Fine! Same as always.”


“Still having trouble with XYZ?”


“Yeah still has its flaws.”


“Don’t worry, it’ll get better,” reassured Neil’s wife. “And don’t get too comfortable. Once Juliet gets home from soccer practice, we’re going out for dinner. I made a 6:30 reservation for Al Parmigiano.” 


“Can I just watch the news quickly? It won’t matter if we’re a few minutes late.”


“Fine, but be sure to keep track of the time.” Neil’s wife looked at her watch. “ALEX,” she called. “Is your homework done? We’re going out for dinner!”


Meanwhile, Neil went into the den, placed his briefcase on his desk and plopped down on the couch, reaching for the remote. He turned on the TV and tuned into the 6 o’clock news.


“Good evening, I’m Bill Simmons with your nightly news. Breaking stories: Are manufactured goods from China safe? The Cubs in a slump? And a dolphin found a couple miles from the shores of Lake Michigan. We’ll have more after this short break.”

***


“Mom, can you pass the breadsticks please.”


“Sure, though don’t eat too many, we still have food coming.”


The scent of garlic wafted from table to table at Al Parmigiano, as waiters scurried out of the kitchen carrying big round trays of pasta and pizzas. Families continued streaming into the busy restaurant as the maitre’d greeted each of them with the same happy smile.


A cheese pizza arrived at the table and they each took a slice.


“So what did you find out in the news?” asked Neil’s wife, sprinkling some oregano on the pie.


“It looks like China’s done it again! Now we can’t even trust the toys they make.”


“What are you talking about, Dad?”


“Remember when we threw out that building set you had when you were little? It had lead in it.”


“And we also had to throw out the pet food we got for Ruffy,” added Neil’s wife. “It turned out to have plastic in it.”


“Nothing’s safe these days!”

***


A few months went by as Neil continued to receive more and more negative results with XYZ. Meanwhile, Hank’s patients were responding surprisingly well to the same drug, including Razul. 


As schedules got busier, Neil and Hank had cancelled weeks of Chicago Diner breakfasts, but they managed to squeeze one in that day.


It was 11:30 and Neil had arrived a few minutes early.  He slid into the usual worn, red leather booth. As he slipped off his jacket he saw Razul coming out of the kitchen looking more like his old self. Neil wondered how XYZ seemed to be working for Hank, but not for him. How can a drug have such varied results? Razul noticed Neil and waved, motioning that he’d be over in a minute. 

***


A week went by. Neil had just finished seeing his last patient. Another nonresponse to XYZ.  This put Neil over the edge. Feeling puzzled and frustrated, Neil rummaged through a stack of business cards on his desk, until he got to the one he was looking for: 

Dr. Harold Irwin 

Federal Drug Administration

Director of the Center for Drug Evaluation and Research


Neil picked up the phone and dialed the number on the card.


“Harold Irwin speaking.”


“Hal, it’s Neil.”


“How’s it going up in the windy city?”


“Holding up!”


“To what do I owe this call?”


“I was wondering if you could take a look at the trial test results for XYZ,” asked Neil.  “I have a couple of questions about them.”


“Sounds like something’s concerning you. I’m actually very familiar with them and I know they passed approval easily. So what’s the problem?” Hal asked, as he pulled up the information on his computer.


Neil went on to explain the discrepancy of the results.


“I don’t get it,” Harold Irwin said. “It doesn’t jive with our statistics. Let me get back to you.”


“Thanks, Hal.”

***


Several weeks later, back at the office, Neil was attending to a patient. 


“I’ll be right back. I just need to get another vial,” said Neil.


Neil walked down a couple of doors to the stockroom. Sitting on the center table were several newly delivered cartons of XYZ. Neil took out one of the vials from the thermal case of ice packs and returned to the patient.


Neil had just finished administering the drug, when there was a knock on the door.


“Doc, you’ve got a call on line 1. It’s Dr. Irwin from the FDA. He says it’s urgent,” said the receptionist.


 “See you in a couple of weeks,” Neil said to his patient and went into his office. 


Neil picked up the phone. “Hal, please tell me you got some news.”


“I think we just made the front pages!”


“What are you talking about?”


Hal went on to explain what had happened.


“So you know a few weeks back when you asked me to double–check the XYZ test results?”


“Yeah,” mulled Neil.


“Well, they all measured up, but the recent statistics that came in didn't line up with the originals.  I started doing my own tests, using multiple batches of the new shipment.  The results came in a couple of days ago, and it turns out that almost half the tests didn't show the expected results.  Neil, the vials that didn't pass the test were contaminated with melamine, which is used to make concrete and plastics.”


“Hey, isn’t that the chemical that’s been found in a lot of the products made in China that have been recalled?!” exclaimed Neil.


“And where do you think the latest batches of XYZ were made?...in China!”


“You gotta be kidding! How do you know?” questioned Neil.


“It says so on the boxes.”



“I can’t believe this! How could this have slipped by?”

***

A couple of months later…


“One club, whisky down, 86 the tomato!” screamed Razul, bounding into the kitchen through the swinging doors. “Add an egg-white cheddar and mushroom omelette, extra pepper and a bagel with a schmeer.”


Hank took a sip of the freshly brewed coffee and gently placed the mug back on the table, then dabbed his mouth with a napkin.


“So, Neil, thanks to your pal over at the FDA, it looks like we have the answer to your questionable results,” said Hank.


“Yup, I get a new shipment in today…Made in the USA!”


