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Chapter 1

"Have you noticed how many more prescriptions
we've been filling lately?" Louise asked. Her question surprised
me. Although she's only worked here since August, my new staff
pharmacist rarely wants input from me.

"It's seasonal," I explained. "We'll be even
busier as more and more winter visitors arrive."

"I've never seen so many women with the same
three scripts," she said. "An antibiotic, a blood clotting agent,
and a pain pill. And always on Wednesdays and Fridays."

I looked at Louise Rettenberg, trying to
gauge whether she was concerned about her ability to work in a busy
store. She's a recent pharmacy school graduate, but until now I'd
considered her to be self-assured and efficient.

"They come from the clinic on E. Arizona
Street," I said.

She looked puzzled. "I know that."

"Abortions," I added–and waited.

"Oh!" She tugged on the neat dark braid that
reached just below the collar of her white lab jacket, a nervous
gesture I'd seen before.

"Does it bother you?" I asked bluntly.

"Only because most of the women seem so
young."

I suppressed a smile. Louise is at least
thirty years younger than me. But she was right, and my amusement
died quickly as I remembered how frightened and teary-eyed many of
these patients look. Some have boyfriends or husbands along; others
are with their mothers. But too many seem to be alone, and they're
the ones I worry about.

"Don't get me wrong," she added. "I can
handle it."

She sounded upset and I hurried to reassure
her. "I wasn't doubting your professionalism. Since I'm the
pharmacy manager, though, I need to know about potential
problems."

Although I'm the pharmacy manager, Louise has
never confided in me during the two months we've worked together.
She seems to talk more to our young technician, Karen, but the only
personal conversation I ever overheard centered on Karen's latest
boyfriend.

Louise, Karen, and me--Ruth Kantor Morris.
More than half of today's pharmacy graduates are women, but our
all-female pharmacy is unusual enough to invite comments from
customers and other pharmacists.

Louise was right; we were busy. People seemed
to arrive in Scottsdale hourly from the East and Midwest. I had
even noticed a few Canadian license plates in the parking lot.
Although most Arizonans call these seasonal arrivals "snowbirds," I
prefer the polite term, "winter visitors." After all, many of them
are my customers here at the Food Go pharmacy.

Compared to the weather they're escaping
from, our October days are warm. After surviving another Arizona
summer, however, I feel chilly in the early mornings and evenings.
That's why I arrived at the pharmacy a little while ago carrying my
white cotton cardigan--too warm to wear now, but I'm on the night
shift. I'll need the sweater when I leave work this evening. Now, I
put on my professional jacket and started to help Louise clear the
backlog of prescriptions. We had no time to talk.

Louise's shift ended about an hour later.
Karen, our technician, was off today, so I'd be working alone until
closing. I tried to move fast to keep up with the flow, but as
quickly as I filled prescriptions, they kept coming in. At one
point, at least four people were at the window. Others took the
opportunity to shop while they waited, which was one advantage of a
supermarket pharmacy.

"Is my prescription ready?" A thin, thirtyish
woman with dark eyes that darted from side to side and never looked
directly at me was next.

I took her name and looked through the "will
call" stack. Nothing. The Rx's we were keeping "on hold" for a
doctor's telephoned okay also yielded nothing. The only other place
to look, the stack waiting for incoming inventory, was another
miss. I rubbed my forehead, wondering what I'd overlooked and
checked the computer.

"Nothing here for you," I told the
customer.

"Has to be. Didn't my doctor call you?"

"No. I'm sorry." I looked at the screen. The
computer showed that we filled a script for Toradol, the
non-narcotic pain reliever, for this patient on the 10th of October
and refilled it on the 12th. Today was the 14th of the month.

"Toradol, that's right," she said when I gave
her the details. "That's the one I want."

"I'm sorry," I repeated. "You got it
already."

"How can you tell?"

That was an odd question, but I showed her
the original written prescription with the stickers that the
computer generates when we fill each script. By this time, five or
six other people had lined up behind her. I would never catch
up.

"Somebody else got my medicine," she
announced to the crowd. "I never did."

"Would you like me to call your doctor?"

"Never mind. I'll take care of it myself."
She turned again to the people behind her. "I didn't even see the
doctor until today."

"That's strange," I countered. "Right here,
in the doctor's own handwriting, it says October 10th."

I saw some of the other customers trying not
to laugh, but a waiting teenager seemed lost in her own thoughts,
and the older woman with her looked grim. Before walking away, the
woman threw one parting dart at me. "Well, I don't care what you
say. You made a mistake."

This was a serious accusation, and I glanced
quickly at my other customers to see their reactions. I intercepted
a few sympathetic looks, and the next woman in line even reminded
me that it takes all kinds. I smiled at her, but thought it would
be unprofessional to agree.

Working as quickly as I safely could, I
finally got to the last of the line of waiting customers and saw
that no new ones had approached. Maybe I'd have some breathing
space to do some paperwork tonight.

The last people in line were the teenager I'd
noticed before and her dour companion. The younger woman handed me
prescriptions for an antibiotic, a blood clotting agent, and a pain
pill. I felt a surge of sympathy, knowing she'd probably just had
an abortion.

Although the young woman wasn't alone, she
was the kind of patient I worried about. She was wearing jeans and
a pink T-shirt that advertised a popular amusement park. A typical
teen at first glance, but her eyes were bloodshot with dark smudges
below, and she seemed to be making an effort to hold herself
together. She was thin enough to appear emaciated, and her face was
pale. I looked at the first script again. Her name was Amy
Brookman. She was sixteen.

"It'll take about ten minutes," I said.

"Okay."

"Can you make it faster?" the older woman
demanded. Her voice was deep, but I couldn't tell whether it was an
emotional huskiness or her natural tone. She was about sixty, with
well-shaped features and short white hair. I thought she looked too
old to have a teenage daughter. Neatly dressed in a black and white
herringbone suit and crisp white blouse, she seemed to have just
stepped out of one of the office buildings across the street from
Food Go. I wondered if Amy had been left to face the surgery alone
while mother went to work. That was unfair, I reminded myself. Not
everyone could afford to lose a day's salary.

Usually, I hate it when people try to rush
me. They can't really think I take my time deliberately. Amy,
however, looked as if she couldn't stand up much longer, so I
buried my annoyance.

"I'll do my best," I answered mildly and
moved over to the computer. While the labels for the three scripts
were printing, I pulled the bottles from the shelves and counted
out the dosages. She was getting the usual--10 Doxycycline, the
antibiotic, to be taken one capsule twice a day. Then, her 20
Vicodin pain pills for the cramps. I used the generic here to save
her money. And, finally, the 12 Methergine to control the
bleeding.

Taking the labels from the printer, I checked
each vial before labeling them. Amy and the older woman hadn't
moved or spoken to each other. I reached across the pharmacy window
and showed each vial, in turn, to Amy before bagging them. "The
blue capsules, the Doxycyclines, are the antibiotic. You have to
take one capsule twice a day for five days. Be sure to take them
all." I paused a moment and added in my most professional tone,
"That's very important."

She wasn't meeting my eyes, and I wondered
how much patient counseling was getting through. At least her
mother seemed to be listening.

"The purple ones are to stop the bleeding," I
continued. "Take one tablet four times a day for three days. Be
sure to take them until they're all gone, too."

Now she looked at me. I could see the sudden
realization that I knew what her medications were for.

"The last ones, the white tablets are for
pain," I said, keeping my voice as detached as possible. "Take one
every four hours if you need them. That will help with the
cramps."

"Did you understand, dear?" The husky voice
was solicitous, and I was glad to see the girl's mother was
supportive. Sometimes when a teenager is involved, the mothers
humiliate their daughters by berating them right in front of me and
any other customers who might be listening. And when boyfriends or
husbands accompany the young women, their attitudes range from
tenderness to abusiveness.

"Yes, Auntie."

Well, I had guessed wrong. As they left the
pharmacy area, I wondered momentarily where her mother was. I would
never know the girl's story, but she seemed so fragile that my
heart went out to her. Both telephones in the pharmacy began to
ring just then, and I forgot all about Amy. By the time I took care
of the call-ins, more customers were at the window. The next
prescription I filled was for Clomid, a fertility pill, but I was
too busy to reflect on life's ironies.


Chapter 2

My memory of Amy Brookman revived with an
unexpected jolt two days later when I recognized her picture under
the headline, "TEEN DIES FOLLOWING ABORTION." Either stories of
local interest were scarce that day or the newspaper was using
scare tactics to support its anti-abortion stand and its campaign
against teenage pregnancies. In any case, I stared at the photo.
Amy looked even younger than she had in person. Perhaps it was an
old picture. She wasn't smiling but had the same serious expression
I remembered.

I read the article. Amy had hemorrhaged and
gone into shock before she could be helped. There were few details.
The reporter said that the girl's parents were separated, and Amy
had been living in Scottsdale with an aunt, her mother's older
sister. The story served as a departure point for statistics about
deaths from abortions per thousand procedures. Both pro-life and
pro-choice activists were interviewed, but the doctor who performed
the operation could not be reached. Nor would anyone in Amy's
family comment.

"Did you read this?" I asked Denise Seaford
after ordering my lunch at the Food Go Coffee Shop. Denise was a
waitress there, and we'd become friendly after my husband's death
two years ago. During the summer, Denise and I had suffered through
the ordeal of a murder investigation. I still felt guilty when I
remembered that, for a while at least, I had thought she was the
murderer.

Denise, who'd been smiling when she seated
me, turned pale. "I wonder sometimes what would've happened if
Craig and I had kids," she said.

"Did you want children?" I never had the
nerve to ask before.

"Yes, but we were always saving for something
or other. The time just got away from us, I guess."

I knew what was coming and braced myself.
"What about you?" she asked.

"No luck."

"Didn't you see a doctor?"

"Of course, I did! We both were tested and
retested, but there weren't so many options then."

I thought about Bob and myself in the first
years of our marriage. In those days, women expected to marry and
have children. And I was no different even though I'd become a
pharmacist at a time when few of us were in that profession. It
took three miscarriages before I gave up.

Denise left to turn in my order, but I could
see our conversation had to wait because two men had seated
themselves at the opposite end of the coffee shop. I watched as she
handed them menus, filled their water glasses, and took their
beverage orders. They were in their forties, wearing white shirts
and ties, but no jackets. I figured they were attorneys from one of
the nearby office buildings. Engrossed in conversation, they paid
little attention to Denise; but I noticed the way she looked at the
one with thinning dark hair and old-fashioned horn-rimmed glasses
and guessed she was interested in him.

Denise sometimes dated her customers, but I
could never understand why these men faded from her life so
quickly. She looked younger than her forty-five years, with a zest
for life that showed in her flair for color combinations in her
makeup and clothes. Today, she was wearing a lime green blouse with
splashes of old rose that would have looked unfashionable on anyone
else. Her skirt matched the rose in the blouse and so did her
makeup. With the dark green aprons supplied by Food Go for their
coffee shop waitresses, the effect was surprisingly attractive.

Denise soon returned with the tuna salad and
iced tea I always ordered. When the weather cooled off a little
more, I would switch to coffee or hot tea. At this time of year, I
preferred hot beverages in the mornings and evenings, iced tea
during the day.

"Do you know him?" I asked.

One of the things I like about Denise is her
lack of pretension. Another woman might have asked what I
meant.

"He comes in for lunch a couple of times a
week. When he's alone, we get to talk, so I know he's
divorced."

"Do you think he's interested in you?"

"I don't know. Maybe I started daydreaming
about him because I get so lonely sometimes."

"Yes," I said. "No matter how busy we are,
the nights are long."

"You have Michael now."

"I don't have Michael."

"Please don't think I'm envious, Ruthie. It's
just harder for me now. I feel like I'm the only one who's
alone."

I thought about Michael Loring. He had come
back into my life with overwhelming impact when he had wanted
access to some prescription files. Michael was sure the records
would prove his daughter had nothing to do with her husband's
sudden death.

"He just comes up from Tucson to see his
daughter," I assured Denise.

"Could be, but he takes you to dinner
whenever he gets to Scottsdale."

"We're old friends," I said.

Denise looked skeptical although I'd never
told her that many years ago, Michael and I had planned to marry as
soon as we both graduated from pharmacy school. "I don't know about
that. You've been a widow for two years now. It's perfectly normal
to date an attractive man."

"Men in their fifties aren't interested in
their contemporaries," I said, knowing I sounded cynical, but
unable to completely hide my uncertainties "They prefer younger
women."

The two men at the other table signaled for
coffee refills, and Denise hurried across to their table. Then, she
had to detour to seat a middle-aged, casually dressed couple, and
took their order before coming back to me.

"I know you won't talk about your patients,"
Denise said, "but I can guess this Amy who just died was one of
them. Otherwise, you wouldn't be so shook up."

"Am I upset?"

"Maybe you can fool other people, Ruthie, but
not me."

The light above the counter was flashing,
which meant an order was ready. Denise left to deliver it to the
two men. Meanwhile, a group of high school kids came into the
coffee shop, and I knew she would be too busy to talk for quite a
while. I finished my lunch and went to the office to clock in.

My night shift shouldn't be too hectic
this time, I thought. Louise wasn't scheduled to leave for a
few more hours and our technician, Karen, would be in after school.
I entered the pharmacy and, seeing at once how busy Louise was at
the computer, waded into the fray.

"Have you been helped yet?"

Mrs. Wilmer, a white-haired woman in her
seventies, handed me her prescription. She was a feisty one,
despite the many ailments that frequently brought her into the
pharmacy, and I always enjoyed helping her.

I saw immediately that the physician had
checked off "Dispense as written," which meant I could not legally
fill the script with a generic drug. I remembered, however, that we
charged $43.55 for 30 capsules of the name brand, while the generic
equivalent would cost her considerably less--under five dollars. I
took the time to explain the price difference to her.

"Then, of course, I prefer the generic," she
said.

"There's just one problem," I told her. "Your
doctor always writes for the brand name. We've asked him to use
generics before, but no luck."

"Let me try." The customer's tone was firm.
"That is, if I may use your telephone."

I handed the phone to her through the window.
"Yes, I'm sure Doctor is busy, but I want my prescription
changed to the generic," I heard her say. A long pause followed.
"Please go back again and tell him I can't afford the extra money.
It's close to $40 more."

This time the wait was longer. "Fine," she
said. "Maybe Doctor would like to pay the difference."

After a moment, the customer handed the phone
to me. I took down the change in the script and replaced the
receiver. "I guess you got his attention."

She laughed. "Would you believe it? He said
he didn't know I felt so strongly about the cost."

A heavyset man in gray came up to the window
as she walked away and placed his open wallet on the counter. I
expected to see a card from some insurance plan. It was an ID from
the Arizona State Board of Pharmacy.

"One moment," I said and unlocked the door
for him. Periodically, someone from the State Board arrives
unannounced to check on each pharmacy in the state. The examiner
looks for outdated drugs, makes sure the pharmacy is clean, checks
that the licenses of the registered pharmacists on duty are
displayed, and audits Schedule II drugs--the ones the government
considers most likely to be abused. These routine inspections are
supposed to help pharmacists comply voluntarily with state and
federal laws. As pharmacy manager or, as the State of Arizona puts
it, "pharmacist-in-charge," I'm responsible for any violations the
inspector may find, and I always feel slightly nervous until he
fills out his report and hands it to me.

Karen, who had arrived just before the
examiner, and Louise both stopped what they were doing and watched
the man as though they expected him to perform magic tricks. I
figured a State Board visit must be a new experience for both
women. And although I'd been through so many of them during my
years in pharmacy, I felt a sudden chill. My records were always in
order; I couldn't understand why I was so much more apprehensive
than usual.

After the examiner introduced himself as Jim
Dalton, I waited for him to begin inspecting the pharmacy. Instead,
he asked me to call up Amy Brookman's records on the computer.

Not a routine visit, I thought. For
some reason, though, my nervousness increased as I busied myself
printing out the information Dalton wanted.

"Her visit on the 14th was the first time
here?"

I nodded. My throat felt too dry to
speak.

Louise and Karen, still ignoring customers at
the window, moved closer. "That's the young woman who died, isn't
it?" Louise asked. "I didn't realize she was one of our patients.
She must have come in after my shift ended."

Louise sounds like she's giving herself an
alibi, I thought. What's going on here?

Dalton was looking at the printout. "Did you
counsel her?" he asked.

"Of course, I did." I knew I sounded
defensive.

"Do you remember what you said?"

"I always say the same things to abortion
patients."

He was silent, waiting for me to continue. I
cleared my throat, willing my voice to sound natural. "As you see,
she got the usual three scripts," I began.

"And you personally handed them to her."

"I was the only one here."

"How busy were you?" He emphasized the
word "busy," and again I felt defensive.

"It doesn't matter how busy I am. I hand
every vial to every customer separately, naming the drug, and
mentioning the color as an added safeguard." My stomach was in
knots. Why did I always feel guilty even when I knew I hadn't done
anything wrong?

"Then I tell them the dosage, and I stress
how important it is to follow the full regimen--to take the
medications until they're gone."

He looked down at the printout. "And you
filled the script for 12 Methergine to control the bleeding."

Now I understood why I was reacting so
tensely to Dalton's visit. Before conscious thought, my body had
known the danger I faced and had gone into fight or flight mode. I
remembered the newspaper account. Amy Brookman had bled to
death.

"How could she hemorrhage when she was taking
Methergine?" I asked the question as it leaped into my mind.

"That's exactly what we're trying to
determine," Dalton said. "We're analyzing the contents of the vial
with the Methergine label. The tablets are purple all right. But I
have to tell you, to the admitting doctor at the hospital, they
looked more like Coumadin."

"Coumadin," I whispered. "No, that's
impossible." Coumadin is an anti-clotting agent, a blood thinner.
It's probably saved innumerable lives of people who may be prone to
heart attacks or strokes. But if Amy had taken a drug that
prevented clotting after her abortion instead of one that aided it
... No, it didn't bear thinking about.

"We were terribly busy that afternoon,"
Louise said. Now she sounded like she was trying to give me
an alibi. I didn't want an alibi. There was no way I could have
made such a mistake.

Dalton turned to her. "Didn't you say your
shift had ended?"

"That's true. But when I left, we were way
behind. I would have stayed and helped Ruthie clear the backlog,
but I had an appointment."

What is she doing, I wondered.
She's trying to protect herself, but now she's making it worse for
me. Even though my physical distress was increasing by the
minute, I had to say something.

"Mr. Dalton, it's not possible that I could
have substituted Coumadin for the Methergine, if that's what you're
implying. We don't shelve them anywhere near each other. And even
though they're both purple, you know they don't look alike.
Besides, no matter how busy we are, I always double check
medications before I hand them to the patient."

"I'm sure you do," he said, but his tone
didn't match his words.

Years ago, I'd attended an assertiveness
seminar. It was time to make use of the techniques I'd been taught.
I took a deep breath and spoke forcefully. "You'll find I'm very
professional in everything I do. I think we should wait for the
analysis before we continue this discussion."

He gathered up the printout, thanked me for
my help, and left the pharmacy.

Karen looked like she was about to cry. I
patted her shoulder lightly. "Don't worry," I said, not knowing
whether I was talking to her or trying to reassure myself. "It will
be okay."

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Louise
shrug. "Are you sure you didn't make a mistake?" she asked.

"Louise, don't even joke about something like
that."

"I wasn't joking."


Chapter 3

I stared at Louise, unable to believe she had
so little confidence in me. It's true we've only worked together
for two months, but surely she could see by now that I'm methodical
and careful. Because there were so few women pharmacists when I
graduated from pharmacy school more than thirty years ago, I had
known I must excel to prove myself. I had worked hard during those
early years to be accepted as a capable professional. And the
habits I developed then had never changed.

"Every pharmacist makes mistakes," Louise
said in a low voice so the waiting customers couldn't hear her.
"One of my professors told us that. What you have to do, he warned
us, is minimize your legal liability. Cover yourself."

This was a new Louise. I was surprised at her
cynicism and wondered what they were teaching in the pharmacy
schools nowadays.

"Listen to me, Louise," I said as firmly as I
could. "You know there's no way I could have made such a mistake.
The Methergine is a coated tablet with white printing, not
embossing like Coumadin. And Coumadin is flatter, uncoated, and a
much lighter shade of purple."

"And if you just registered that the tablets
were purple?"

"No. It's impossible. They don't look alike
at all." I wanted to suggest that she transfer to another Food Go
pharmacy if she had so little confidence in my abilities, but a
customer was tapping on the counter. I didn't blame the young man.
He'd waited patiently for at least ten minutes.

I walked over to the window and took his
three prescriptions. "They're for my friend," he said, his
expression daring me to comment. Doxycycline, Vicodin, and
Methergine. His "friend" must be another abortion patient.

The scripts seemed to burn my fingers. I
stood staring at them for a moment and, suddenly unable to cope,
handed them to Louise to fill. At least the next customer, a
middle-aged woman, would need some other medications.

I looked down and saw the same three
prescriptions. This was becoming nightmarish. How could my head be
burning this way when I felt so cold?

"It's for my daughter," the woman said. "I
don't know what to do with her. Two abortions already, and she's
only eighteen."

I'd heard this lament before and tried to
look sympathetic. Any comment would be unprofessional. Karen was at
the computer, doing the labels for the previous customer while
Louise took down a prescription over the telephone. I would have to
pull myself together and retrieve these medications from the
shelves.

My fingers felt clammy as I took down the
three bottles. I looked at their labels and compared them to the
scripts. Then I checked again. When I counted out the Methergine,
my hands shook, and I took four or five deep breaths to steady
myself. The tablets were coated and darker than Coumadin.
Methergine, without a doubt.

I gave the prescriptions to Karen to do the
computer work. Louise was at the window, handing out the young
man's medications. "And you must tell your friend to take these
purple tablets four times a day for three days. Otherwise, she can
bleed to death."

Good God, I thought. What kind of patient
counseling is that?

Karen had the labels ready and I attached
them to the scripts I'd just filled, checking each vial again. This
time, I also rechecked as I told the woman how her daughter should
take each one.

"The instructions are on the labels, but be
sure to go over them with her and be certain she understands," I
said.

Louise was now behind me, looking over my
shoulder. "Did you double check everything?" she asked.

The customer couldn't miss her words, and I
felt my face flush from combined embarrassment, chagrin, and anger.
"Louise," I said softly. "I've been a pharmacist since before you
were born."

Now why did I say that, I wondered. I don't
have to justify myself to her. What's happening to me?

Louise gave another expressive shrug and went
to help the next customer. I wanted to talk about her scare tactics
with the young man but couldn't bring myself to confront her. I
walked into the back room. Ordinarily, I would ask Karen to unpack
the order that was waiting. I started to do it instead, knowing I
was hiding back there. I couldn't help myself.

Nothing like this had ever happened to me.
I'd had encounters with addicts who presented forged prescriptions.
Only two months ago, I escaped from a murderer who tried to drown
me in my own swimming pool. But this was different.

In the quiet back room of the pharmacy, I
thought about Amy Brookman. Could I have made a mistake?
Not one like that, I told myself. I probed to see if my
reaction was wishful thinking or self-delusion. If I'd done nothing
wrong, why was I so upset?

Louise left about an hour later, and my own
shift continued with no further problems until I finished at nine
o'clock that night. The next day, my Saturday to work, was
uneventful except for a call from Michael.

"I meant to dash up from Tucson sooner," he
said. Michael's vitality showed even in his word choices. When we
were in school together, I never heard him plan to do homework
problems or write a paper. He was always going to tackle the
assignment or race by the library. "I hope it's not too late to ask
you out for Sunday brunch."

His voice turned the telephone wires into a
lifeline. I wondered if I could tell Michael about Amy Brookman and
my self-doubts. When we had been in love, all those years ago, I
wouldn't have hesitated. Even now, if we were alone ... On the
other hand, if his widowed daughter, Betsy Stokes, was going to
join us, I knew I could say nothing. I would have to wait and
decide tomorrow.
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Saturday evening, after I arrived home from
the pharmacy, I found myself regressing to my coed years, to the
young woman who so joyously dressed for dates with Michael. I
remembered one special evening, a Sunday night dance at our
synagogue. My parents had argued with me for days.

"You can't take that one to a dance at the
shul."

"His name is Michael."

"I know his name. Michael this and Michael
that. It's a household word around here."

My family had moved to Tucson from New York
before I was born, so I was that rarity--a native Arizonan. I lived
at home--no dorms for Ruthie Kantor--and my mother was always in
the kitchen when I returned from classes at the University. She
usually helped Dad in his drugstore for a few hours during the late
mornings and early afternoons. No matter how busy the store was,
Mama was waiting with a snack for me. In some ways, she was the
stereotype of the Jewish mother–not the kind some people joked
about or vilified in recent years. Instead, she was the "yiddische
mama" of song, the one whose jewels were her children. In this
case, child, because I was the only one she had carried to
term.

"Ruthie, you know we want only good things
for you."

"Mama, I'm not marrying him. I just want to
take him to the dance."

"What's wrong with Bernie Levine? What's
wrong with Stanley Harris?" When my mother followed this track, she
could continue indefinitely. I once counted 17 names before she ran
out of steam.

"I enjoy talking to Michael. We're in class
together. With other boys, I never know what to say."

Although I was a university student, my
mother insisted I have milk and cookies every afternoon before I
went to take her place at the drugstore. Milk for strong bones.
Well, that medical insight turned out to be surprisingly accurate.
I wondered if Mama was also right about Michael. Would we have been
happy if we'd married or would it have ended in divorce the way his
eventual marriage to Betsy's mother had ended?

"My yiddische mama, I need her more than
ever now." The words of the song ran through my mind as I
thought about Michael and how much I still cared for him. It was
the first time since he'd come back into my life that I'd admitted
those feelings, even to myself.

As I remembered that dance so many years ago,
I was rummaging through my closet, trying to decide what to wear
tomorrow. The weather forecast was calling for just over 100
degrees. Temperature in Arizona is relative, however. In Spring, we
make bets as to when the thermometer will first hit that 100-degree
mark. And despite our air-conditioned environments, we suffer when
the temperature begins to climb.

Now, in Fall, it was different. "It's just
perfect today," people tell each other. "Only 101 degrees."
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When Michael turned into my driveway, Sunday
morning, I was sitting in the dining room where I could see the
street from my bay window. I had decided to wear a rust and white
print dress with a matching short-sleeved jacket. Now that the
winter visitors were returning to Scottsdale, the restaurant
probably would have the air cranked to their needs. For residents,
that could be too chilly.

I watched as Michael walked up the path to my
front door, knowing I couldn't be seen from the street. In the
sunlight, his hair looked more white than blond, but the vigor of
his stride denied the years that had passed. Before the door chimes
sounded, I had time enough to register that he was wearing tan
slacks, an off-white shirt, and a tan and navy tie. He looked
wonderful to me.

"Ruthie." His tone was warm, but he made no
attempt to kiss me. In this age of casual acquaintances who never
hesitate to peck each other's cheeks, I could only guess he was
deliberately avoiding a gesture that I might misinterpret.

We had only seen each other twice since
August, when his son-in-law's murderer had nearly drowned me. Both
times, Michael had taken me to dinner. Brunch seemed more casual
somehow--not what we would have called a real date when I was
young.

He held open the door of his silver-and-gray
Lexus for me and waited while I seated myself and buckled my seat
belt. Since I had ceiling fans throughout the house, I was no
longer using my air conditioner at home, but cars could still heat
up quickly. Even in the short time Michael's car was parked in my
sunny driveway, the interior had become uncomfortably hot, and I
was thankful when he turned the motor on and the air kicked in.

We were awkward with each other for a few
minutes. I asked after his daughter and whether she would be
joining us at brunch.

"Betsy wanted to sleep late. But she told me
to be sure and whisk you back to her house."

I knew his daughter was having a difficult
pregnancy. She must be in her fifth month, I calculated. Several
times, Michael had driven up from Tucson to be with her when she'd
sounded despondent over the telephone. He had called me those
times, too, but hadn't wanted to leave Betsy alone. I knew he
worried about her.

"She tries to sound cheerful," Michael told
me. "But I understand how much she misses Harry."

Despite an initial negative reaction to
Betsy, my feelings toward her were sympathetic now. At least her
inheritance from Harry Stokes and her father's support will see her
through, I thought, relieved for her sake. Many of the young
women I saw in the pharmacy seemed to have far less going for them
than Betsy. I shivered as I remembered Amy Brookman and determined
to tell Michael about her. He was a pharmacist, too; he would
understand.

Michael had made brunch reservations at one
of the luxury resorts on Scottsdale Road. We were seated in a
corner near the windows, and I wondered if he'd requested that
quiet table. I decided to wait until we'd taken the edge off our
appetites and then confide in him.

A waitress brought champagne and we sipped it
slowly, in no rush to join the crowd at the buffet tables. Michael
told me a few stories about the hospital pharmacy he managed, not
naming the patients, of course. I had no idea what he did when he
wasn't at work or whether he was seeing anyone in Tucson. As far as
I could tell, he lived alone, but I wasn't even certain about
that.

How did one find out? I was new to the jargon
of the singles scene but supposed I could ask if he were involved
in a relationship. What was the term nowadays? Significant other. I
could just hear myself saying that!

Not wanting to talk shop yet, I toyed with my
champagne glass. Today, talking shop meant telling Michael about
Amy Brookman and, although we were alone, I was strangely reluctant
to broach the subject. "Let's get some food," I said finally.

We walked over to the omelet bar and gave our
orders to the chef. While we waited for him to make the omelets
with our choice of ingredients, Michael stood close beside me.
"Your hair is longer than it was in August," he said. "Now you look
just the way I remember you."

"I've been letting it grow since summer's
over."

For a moment, I thought he was about to put
his arm around me, but he suddenly moved away to take the plate the
chef held out. "Mushrooms, cheese, and salsa," Michael said. "This
must be yours."

His own omelet, which came up next, was
topped with ham. As we reseated ourselves, he glanced at the meat
and back at me. "This wasn't too sensitive on my part. Does the ham
offend you?"

Michael had told me back in August, the first
time we had dinner together, that he would have encouraged me to
keep my traditions, even though our religions were different. "No,"
I said. "I think I told you Bob wasn't observant. We never had pork
or shellfish in our own home--I couldn't bring myself to do
that--but he ate it elsewhere."

"Do you realize, Ruthie, we never discussed
how to make it work? You and your parents were so insistent that
you could never marry a non-Jew."

I wondered why he was bringing that up now.
It had been so many years ago, and we were very different people
today. So different that two months ago, I'd even suspected Michael
of murder. I looked down at my plate and ignored the question.

"For a while, I was rather bitter," Michael
said. "Please don't misunderstand; I'm not criticizing."

He wasn't eating much, but I deliberately
concentrated on my omelet to avoid replying. The salsa suddenly
seemed too spicy to bear.

"Over the years, I gathered up every book I
could find about Judaism, and I thought for a time I had some idea
why you wouldn't marry me. But I don't think I really understood
then."

"Let's not dwell on the past, Michael."

"This is something I feel compelled to tell
you," he continued. "Have you been to the holocaust museum in
Washington?"

"Not yet."

"I flew over to D.C. earlier this year for a
hospital pharmacy convention. It was just before we met again."

He concentrated on me with that vitality I
remembered so well. The waitress came by to refill our champagne
glasses, but now neither of us was eating or drinking. I had lost
my appetite but, at the same time, wanted to cram food into my
mouth so I wouldn't have to respond to Michael's words.

"I couldn't believe it when we met again. I'd
been thinking about you for months."

Now I was afraid he'd ask whether I'd ever
thought about him. I didn't want to reveal my vulnerability. This
was going to be worse than the first time. It would take me much
longer to recover from Michael than when I was twenty years
old.

"You've probably read how they create empathy
at the museum. Each visitor takes on the identity of someone who
was caught up in the holocaust. At the end, you discover what
happened to your person."

He paused and I was surprised to hear the
catch in his voice. "My person died at Buchenwald. I cried when I
found out."

No longer worrying about my own
vulnerability, I reached out and put my hand on Michael's. I
suddenly felt incredibly alive as he turned our hands so that mine
was enveloped in his larger one.

"Yes, it makes you appreciate being alive,"
he said, as though he'd read my mind.

"And I wanted to tell you then, but I didn't
know how to reach you."

The moment was too intense. I was glad when
the waitress came by and asked if we wanted clean plates. We
returned to the buffet tables and filled our plates, seemingly
absorbed in our own thoughts, but they must have been following
parallel lines.

"How young we were," I started to say as we
walked back to our own table. At almost the same moment, Michael
said, "We were too young to rush headlong into life."

"My parents kept telling me we were too
young. We should wait and see if we still felt the same way later
on."

Michael held out my chair for me. "And did
you still feel the same way?"

I hesitated for a moment, then decided to be
honest. "By that time, it was too late. You had already transferred
from the U. of A."

"But I hurried away from the University of
Arizona because you told me it was hopeless, that we could never
marry."

"Michael," I said and repeated, "Let's not
dwell on the past." I tried to erase from my voice traces of the
despair I'd felt all those years ago. "It doesn't do any good."

We both had heaped our plates with the usual
Sunday buffet food, but neither of us had tasted any of it. I
picked up my knife and spread cream cheese on the two halves of a
small onion bagel. Then I speared some Bermuda onion rings and a
slice of tomato, added them, and topped it all off with smoked
salmon. The smoked salmon looked delicious, a much better quality
than I usually found in the Food Go deli. When I tried to eat,
though, everything tasted like cardboard. I put the bagel down.

"I think we do need to talk about the past,"
Michael said. "If we're going to remain friends, and I'd like to,
we have some cobwebs to brush away."

"Maybe, you're right."

"For a long time, I was overwhelmed with
resentment. I jumped past that years ago, but I need to understand
some things." He had chosen a croissant instead of a bagel, and I
watched as he broke it and slathered it with strawberry jam and
butter--but he wasn't eating either.

"Go ahead, Michael. I guess it is time to
take our memories out of storage and look them over once more
before we throw them away."

"Since we met again last summer, I've thought
about something you told me before we broke up. It was about
intermarriage not being fair to children." He turned the full
intensity of those blue eyes on me. "But you never had a child,
Ruthie."

My eyes filled with tears, but I couldn't cry
in front of him. I concentrated on rearranging the food on my plate
until I could control myself. "It wasn't intentional."

"Another irony," he said. This time it was
Michael who reached out for my hand. "Ruthie, I'm sorry. I didn't
intend to hurt you, but I just had to know. "

"The early years, when Bob and I wanted a
child so badly--that was when it hurt. Women would come into the
pharmacy with their new babies, and I'd wonder why not me. But it's
a long time since I felt that way."

He was silent, but I could sense his doubts.
I hurried to be absolutely truthful. "Lately, since Bob's death,
I've thought about children again. About how wonderful it would be
to have family now."

At Michael's expression, I hurried to add
with a little laugh for emphasis, "Don't worry. These bouts of
self-pity don't happen very often." In reality, I despised myself
when self-pity took over; and I couldn't understand why I'd
revealed so much to him. "It's just lately with the abortion clinic
sending so many patients to my pharmacy."

"Abortion clinic?"

"Yes. The way it affects me is strange,
Michael. Some of them ... some are just girls. And it hurts to see
them discard what I wanted so badly."

"Did you and Bob consider adopting?"

I thought back to the early years of my
marriage. Bob Morris was the son of a family friend. His name was
one of the many Mama used to mention when she wanted me to go out
with a nice Jewish boy instead of Michael. I didn't marry Bob on
the rebound, though. When I finally agreed to meet him, it was more
than two years after Michael had transferred to an eastern
school.

I liked Bob right away. Although we were the
same age, he had a serious air that made him seem older. We dated
every Saturday night, as young people did in those days, and we
might have drifted apart if Bob hadn't been drafted during the
Vietnam War. It was while he served overseas that I realized how
much I missed him. And when he returned, we decided to marry.

We lived in Tucson because I still worked for
Dad. Immediately after I graduated from pharmacy college, Dad had
enlarged the drugstore to make room for his only child. I enjoyed
working with him, and I learned faster and smoother ways to make
ointments, how to sell over-the-counter items, and other things
that had never been taught in school.

The pharmacy was an old one, with paneled
walls and thick shelves that still held many old-fashioned medicine
bottles. We had no computers in those days, just an old manual
typewriter, and if I made a typo in a label, I had to redo it
completely.

Bob and I alternated Friday night dinners
between my folks and his parents and, no matter which home we were
at, we heard the same question each week, "Well, when do we get a
grandchild?"

After a few years, the pressure mounted. Our
families convinced us that I would carry to term if only I stayed
at home and didn't work so hard--not an uncommon belief in those
days. So I left my profession and bustled around the small house we
had bought in Tucson, looking for things to occupy my time. And
nothing happened. Meanwhile, one of the dreaded supermarket chains
had opened across the street from Dad's drugstore. Their pharmacy
drained customers from us, and when I wanted to return to work,
there was no longer enough business to keep two registered
pharmacists busy.

At about this time, Bob was invited to work
at a start-up company in Scottsdale. We decided the time was right
to leave Tucson and, especially, to put 120 miles between ourselves
and the parental nagging that, gentle though it was, never
stopped.

I went back to work, this time at a pharmacy
in a small medical building in Scottsdale and stayed with them
until I transferred to Food Go sometime later. We bought the house
I still live in and were a comfortable couple until Bob's death
just over two years ago.

My retreat into the past had taken only
moments, but I realized Michael was waiting for an answer to his
question. "Yes," I told him. "We talked about it, and then we made
the mistake of mentioning the possibility to our families." The
ensuing uproar had been a major factor in our decision to move from
Tucson.

Remembering how much parental approval or
disapproval meant to us then seems unreal in today's world.
Thinking back to the social climate in those days and trying to
comprehend why it affected us so much is nearly as difficult as
reading Jane Austen and understanding the way Emma catered to her
father's wishes. Even after we moved, we were unable to ignore
their opposition to adopting children.

I told Michael, and he wanted to know why
they opposed adoption. "If they ever gave us reasons, I don't
remember them." It was the truth. Either I'd repressed the memory,
or they had felt reasons were unnecessary.

"And what happened after you moved up
here?"

"I don't know. There were no more
pregnancies. We spent some time going to fertility specialists and
found out the problem was with Bob." I smiled ruefully. "Ironic,
isn't it? I gave up pharmacy for more than a year because of an old
wives' tale."

"You haven't eaten anything," Michael said.
"I'm sorry I brought up such a painful topic."

"It hasn't been painful for a long time now.
I guess what happened last week is affecting me more than I
realized."

"Let's get some dessert and talk about it,"
he said.

We walked over to the dessert table and
looked at the array of cakes and pastries. I chose a slice of pecan
cheesecake and waited while Michael decided on a double chocolate
layer cake. My appetite hadn't improved, but I tasted the
cheesecake to avoid talking. You're foolish, I told myself.
This is the opportunity you wanted. Michael's a pharmacist, too.
See what he thinks about the Amy Brookman situation.

"Michael," I said hesitantly. "Have you ever
dispensed the wrong drug?"

He rose quickly and came to my side of the
table. "What pharmacist hasn't?" he asked.

"If I really did this, it was a fatal
error."

I told him about Amy Brookman's prescriptions
and about her death. Then I recounted the visit by the State
Pharmacy Board inspector. Michael listened quietly, but he seemed
to crackle with barely constrained energy.

"What I'm hearing," he said finally, "is that
there's some connection in your mind between your own miscarriages
and childless marriage and the way you react to women who undergo
abortions."

"No, I don't think it has any bearing on this
case."

"Are you sure?" Michael's words sent a chill
through me that had nothing to do with the air-conditioned
restaurant. "Could it have disturbed you enough to substitute an
anti-clotting agent for the Methergine?"

"But that would be murder," I said, barely
able to get the words out. That was when the doubts really took
over. First Louise, and now Michael. I felt betrayed.


Chapter 4

Although Michael tried to apologize, we had
very little to say to each other after that. And nothing more was
mentioned about going on to his daughter's house. I tried to tell
myself that Michael's questions were natural ones. There was no
reason to take it so badly. Others would be asking me tougher
questions; I could not be so sensitive about my
professionalism.

Disappointment with Michael and expectation
that the Pharmacy Board inspector would reappear at any time made
for a miserable work week. Each day, I read every news item in the
Arizona Republic and the Scottsdale Tribune. I could
find nothing about Amy Brookman, which heightened my nervous
state.

By Thursday, I was too tense to carry on a
normal conversation. To avoid Denise, I had lunch at home instead
of the coffee shop and arrived at Food Go just before the start of
my night shift. As I entered the supermarket and turned toward the
pharmacy, one of the meat cutters stopped me. Jeremy Douglas is a
big man with a soft voice that contradicts his girth and the
shrewdness of his expression.

"Ruthie," he said. "Just the person I'm
looking for."

I was accustomed to this opening from friends
and acquaintances, usually on social occasions, and wondered what
medical advice he wanted.

"Can we go to the lunchroom?"

The employee lounge, where many Food Go
people prefer to have lunch instead of the coffee shop, was empty
at this hour. Jeremy led the way to a table in the farthest corner
of the long, narrow room and we sat down. He peered around as if
expecting to find someone hiding under another of the tables. I
decided he must need information about contraceptives or maybe
something like Antabuse, which is a drug used to prevent alcoholics
from drinking.

"How's my favorite pharmacist?" he asked. He
always calls me that, and I remembered how he came to my defense
back in August when Detective Moreway questioned me in this same
employee lounge.

I managed a weak grin. "Fine," I told him,
but the words seemed to stick in my throat.

"It's like that, is it?"

His comment didn't make sense to me. I hadn't
been sleeping well and thought I must have missed some nuance.

"My little niece was buried today," he said
suddenly.

What is he getting at? Did he want Prozac
without a prescription?

"Hell, I'm not doing this right. Listen,
Ruthie, you know they're not just empty words when I call you my
favorite pharmacist. I don't forget how you telephoned just about
every drugstore in Arizona to get Ritalin for my boy when there was
a shortage." He leaned forward, and his voice was soft but
sincere.

"I could see how busy you were, but you kept
on until you found it. And then you had to convince that pharmacy I
was legit, that my kid really is hyperactive."

"That's my job," I said, although I was
pleased to be appreciated. Periodically, we experience shortages of
Ritalin, which is the main treatment for hyperactivity in children,
or attention-deficit-disorder as it's called today. What happens is
that the Drug Enforcement Agency establishes quotas for Ritalin
manufacture. When demand exceeds supply, parents of children with
this disorder find it very hard to cope.

"Sure. But not everyone cares about people
the way you do. That's what I told all of them. I said ‘Ruthie
Morris wouldn't make such a terrible mistake. Something else must
have happened to Amy.'"

I froze. The cuddly bear had been replaced by
a canny animal, whose acute gaze never left my face.

"Amy Brookman was your niece?"

"That's what I'm trying to say."

"But the aunt who was with her. She's not
your wife."

"No, no. Not Lupe. I mean the mother's
sister. Me, I'm from the father's side of the family. Amy's father
and I are half-brothers. That's why my name's not Brookman." He got
up suddenly. "You look like you need a cup of coffee. Sit here, and
I'll bring some back for both of us."

Jeremy walked to the opposite side of the
employee lounge where management had provided a microwave, small
refrigerator, and 40-cup percolator. Coffee was available all day
long, and employees paid a quarter a cup on the honor system.

I preferred iced tea but sipped the hot
coffee without protest while I waited for him to continue his
story. He wrapped his big hands around his cup but didn't
drink.

"Ruthie, I didn't want to be the one to tell
you. But I think you should know, so you can be prepared. Maybe
hire a lawyer."

"A lawyer?"

"The family is going to sue you. I couldn't
talk them out of it."

"No, it can't be." I could feel the rising
hysteria, but I couldn't seem to modulate my voice.

"Don't you carry some kind of insurance? You
know, like the doctors," he said. "What do they call it?
Malpractice insurance, that's it."

Like most pharmacists in today's litigious
society, I do carry malpractice insurance, just in case--but it
would never cover the kind of award juries make nowadays. And that
wasn't the point, anyhow. I pride myself on my professionalism and
couldn't bear to be publicly accused of a fatal error. Despite the
way my confidence plummeted when Louise and Michael doubted me and
despite what Jeremy was telling me now about his family, I was sure
I had not given Amy the wrong drug.

I thought about her, so young and so unhappy
that day. What a terrible death and how frightened she must have
been. If only I could relive the day she handed me her three
prescriptions. No, I must stop wavering or they'd convince me that
I caused her death.

Jeremy was still speaking, peering at his
coffee cup and avoiding my eyes. "You probably know that Amy's
doctor called the Pharmacy Board. And now the police may be looking
into it."

"The police?"

"Didn't they question you?"

I shook my head, unable to speak. My world
was crashing down around me, and there was no one I could turn
to.

"The family doesn't want to wait for them to
investigate. They got hold of a lawyer. Actually, he's a distant
cousin of mine." Jeremy suddenly looked up at me and stood,
slamming his coffee mug on the table. "You're not going to pass out
on me?"

His bulky figure loomed over me, cutting off
the light. Or maybe he was right, and the darkness was a physical
reaction to his news.

I made an effort to pull myself together.
"I'm okay. Tell me the rest of it."

"You know how people think nowadays. Anything
happens and they want to sue everyone in sight." Jeremy returned to
his seat. "They're going to sue you and also Food Go. I couldn't
talk them out of it," he repeated.

I wanted to find out more from him, but the
wall clock showed me I was nearly twenty minutes late. I had to get
to the pharmacy. "Could we talk more about this?"

"Maybe I shouldn't have said anything. I
didn't want to upset you."

"It's better for me to know," I told him.

"I guess we both gotta get to work now. But
the wife said I should bring you to the house to discuss the
situation. We want to help you."

Until now, we'd been lucky to avoid
interruptions, but I saw Denise in the doorway with one of the
young women from the bakery department. Denise came right over to
our table.

"Your other pharmacist is complaining
bitterly because you're late," she told me.

"I'm on my way," I said.

"Are you off this Saturday?" Jeremy asked.
When I nodded, he said he'd be working until two o'clock. "Why
don't you come here and I'll drive you?"

I saw Denise raise her eyebrows. "It's not
what you think," I said as I left the employee lounge.

Like many workplaces, Food Go with its
hundred or so employees was one huge gossip mill. I was sure I
could trust Denise not to say anything, but the young woman from
the bakery looked as if she couldn't wait to dish out this
interesting tidbit. Well, I had more important things to worry
about. And I faced one of them as soon as I reached the
pharmacy.

Three customers were standing at the window,
and Louise and Karen each had a phone to her ear. Karen smiled at
me as I came through the door, but Louise grimaced.

Don't let it get to you, I told
myself. After all, you're the manager here. A persistent
inner voice reminded me it might not be for long.

I went to help the person who was first in
line. He was a tired-looking man in his seventies who handed me a
bottle with the original label on it. It was for 100 Pepcid, dated
nearly two months earlier.

"This is my stomach medicine that I got a
while back," he told me. His tone was mild, and I waited to see
whether he had a complaint or merely wanted information. The bottle
was empty, so I assumed he wanted a refill and started over to the
computer to look him up. He called me back.

"I want to show you this," he said. He had a
smaller prescription vial for 30 Pepcid, filled three days earlier.
I looked inside and felt my stomach lurch. Two large, white
pills--definitely not Pepcid--and the label had my initials on
it.

It couldn't be a mistake. If I had made this
error at a time when I was rechecking every prescription even more
than normal procedure called for, then I could no longer trust
myself. I stood there holding the vial, wondering what to do.

"Sir, did you have a question about this
prescription?"

"Why did I only get 30 pills?"

"But where are they? I just see two here," I
said, knowing I couldn't wait much longer to tell him about the
error. To add to my distress, Louise had finished her telephone
call and joined me at the window, about to help the next customer.
She would hear every word.

The man smiled at me. I remembered him as one
of the pleasant customers. At least, he probably wouldn't get nasty
when I told him I had given him the wrong pills. That was beside
the point, though. My professional integrity was at stake.

"These two pills don't mean anything," he
said. "This here's my wife's medicine. I just needed somewhere to
carry them."

The relief was so intense, I wanted to cry
out. I quickly pulled myself together. "I don't understand, sir.
What's the problem?"

He pointed to the original bottle. "I told
you. Last time, I got 100." Then he lifted the smaller vial and
repeated, "This time I only got 30 pills for the same seven
dollars."

I walked over to the computer and looked at
his record. His doctor had called in the prescription for 30
tablets with four refills, but his insurance company required a
copayment of seven dollars for each script. It didn't make any
difference if the prescription was for 30 Pepcid or 100 Pepcid.
Rather than argue, I redid his prescription, using the allowable
refills, and checking twice to make sure they really were
Pepcid.

Louise and Karen were chatting while I filled
the next prescription. Although I was disappointed at Louise's
reaction to the Amy Brookman catastrophe, I had always appreciated
my new pharmacist's friendliness toward our young technician. The
contrast with my previous staff pharmacist, who had considered
himself too superior to treat technicians like human beings, still
surprised me.

When Louise's shift ended shortly afterwards,
I continued to work the window while Karen fielded telephone calls.
After a while, business slowed down enough for me to come out from
behind the pharmacy and straighten shelves in the health and beauty
area. I don't often have time to "face" the shelves, but unlike
some pharmacists, I enjoy the chance to do it. For one thing, I can
keep track of these items for customer information. Often, the
pharmacist is the only person they can find to ask when they can't
locate vitamins or suntan lotion or whatever. Also, I can think
while I "face," and I badly needed to think.

I started at the far end, knowing I could
depend on Karen to call me if she needed me. The hair care displays
were a mess and I moved along, pulling bottles and boxes forward in
an even line, beginning at eye level with Food Go's own label
shampoos. As I worked, I tried to solve my problem.

In reality, I had two areas of concern, but
they overlapped. I feared I was losing my self-confidence, so much
so that a few minutes ago, I'd been ready to believe I was making
basic errors and couldn't trust myself to fill prescriptions
correctly. I understood the cause. Not only had a patient of mine
died because she took a blood thinner instead of a clotting agent,
but I had also been accused of substituting that drug for the one
her doctor prescribed.

And now, Jeremy Douglas had told me that Amy
Brookman's family was planning a malpractice suit. Unless I could
be sure that I'd filled Amy's prescriptions correctly, I could not
cope. Yet, how was I to convince myself? Worse, without a firm
belief that I hadn't contributed to her death, how could I convince
anyone else?

I'd already tried to reconstruct that
afternoon dozens of times. It was impossible to remember exactly
what had happened. Suddenly, however, a calm feeling enveloped me
for the first time since the Pharmacy Board inspector had come in.
I reminded myself that checking my work was automatic, a habit so
ingrained that there was no way I could have mistaken Coumadin, the
blood thinner, for Methergine. No matter what anyone else
believed--the inspector, Louise, Michael--I knew there had to be
some other explanation for Amy Brookman's death. And when I met
with Jeremy on Saturday, I would do my best to discover what really
happened.


Chapter 5

On Saturday, I dressed as carefully as I had
for brunch with Michael earlier in the week. This time, I
concentrated on achieving a professional look. I knew that Jeremy
Douglas and his wife believed in me. The two-piece gray dress, its
short sleeves banded in white to match the white notched collar,
was to bolster my own newly regained assurance.

Just after two o'clock that afternoon, I
followed Jeremy's white Ford pickup to his home. Jeremy and
Guadalupe Douglas lived in an older section of the city, which in
Scottsdale meant the house had probably been built in the early
1960s. The neighborhood boasted many grapefruit trees, and I could
see the huge crates of the citrus pickers along the curbs. At the
Douglas home, however, two large mulberry trees dominated each half
of the lawn. We parked in the driveway and walked along a brick
path to the front door.

It was a concrete block house, beige, with a
brown shake roof and brown shutters. Only the paint colors
distinguished it from the other houses on the street and, in fact,
every third or fourth house was also beige and brown. Because these
were older homes, I could see individual touches of ownership in
the landscaping and add-ons like bay windows and brick
planters.

Lupe opened the door as we approached it.
Like her husband, she had a large frame, but she, too, was tall
enough to carry her weight. If he resembled a teddy bear, she
looked like the mother figures in R. C. Gorman's lithographs.

"Come in, Ruthie. Welcome."

Since her husband usually picked up any
medications for the family, I had only talked to Guadalupe Douglas
a few times at Food Go. I remembered when I met her because Lupe
had handled a potentially embarrassing incident with grace. She had
come in with a prescription for her son's Ritalin. We have a number
of Hispanic customers, and Food Go computers are programmed to
translate into Spanish. So when I saw that the patient's name was
Manuel and heard her speak to the little boy in Spanish, I asked if
she wanted the label in that language.

Ritalin is usually prescribed to be taken
"Tabs i qd," which means one tablet each day. To create a Spanish
label, I could simply place the letter "S" in front of my entry.
For Manuel's medicine, the label would read "tome una tableta
cada día."

Lupe had laughed softly and said in barely
accented English, "That won't be necessary."

"I guess I shouldn't jump to
conclusions."

"Nothing wrong with that. It was thoughtful
of you to ask."

I always enjoy the pleasant customers and,
when I found out she was Jeremy's wife, I looked forward to seeing
Lupe and Manuel at the pharmacy. Now, despite her warm greeting, I
felt uneasy at what I might learn today from Jeremy.

He led me into a living room that mirrored
the exterior beige and brown with walls of the former color and a
brown and gold striped sofa. I sat in a comfortable armchair
covered in a floral pattern of rust, gold, and taupe. The earth
tones added to the relaxed atmosphere, and I marveled at finding
one Scottsdale home that had escaped the "mauving" of America.
Jeremy took the other armchair while Lupe sat on one of the
sofas.

A marble cocktail table was laden with a
platter of vegetables and chips arranged around a guacamole dip,
and Lupe urged me to try some. I hesitated. This wasn't really a
social visit, and besides I didn't want to crunch veggies while we
talked.

"Let me fill a plate for you."

I agreed rather than be rude. We chatted
about the weather until each of us balanced a gold cloth napkin and
a plate of vegetables and chips, with a mound of guacamole in its
center.

"You need to know about Amy's family first,"
Jeremy said. "On her father's side, Quentin and I are the only
ones. But even though we're brothers, we don't see much of each
other. I'll tell you about that later."

"If you're afraid to upset me, don't worry. I
made peace with that one's bigotry long ago," Lupe said.

"Bigotry?" I asked.

"My folks didn't want me to marry Lupe. They
considered her a foreigner even though her family's lived in
Arizona more than a hundred years. Anyhow, Quentin sided with the
folks. After they passed on, Quentin and I made up. Amy even used
to babysit for us."

His features softened when he mentioned her
name, and I thought he really cared for his niece. Lupe seemed on
the verge of tears. I quickly looked away from the two of them and
concentrated on dipping celery and chips into the guacamole on my
plate.

"Quentin and Amy's mom split up, about two or
three years ago I guess it was. Amy couldn't seem to settle down
afterwards. She lived with her mother at first. You probably know
what sometimes happens. Whenever they argued, Amy threatened to
move out, to go to her dad. And she did, off and on. Then she'd
argue with him and move back with Leila." He looked at Lupe. "Do
you remember what they argued about?"

"The usual teenage tug-of-war, I think. But
when the parents are divorced, it seems to be worse. The children
can play one off against the other."

Jeremy had eaten some of the veggies on his
plate while Lupe spoke; he cleared his throat before he continued.
"Next thing you know, Amy wasn't getting along with her dad or her
mom. So her aunt Virginia, her mom's sister, took her in." He
looked at me. "She's the one you met."

"I didn't exactly meet her. She was with Amy
that day."

Lupe nodded. "The day of the abortion."

Confidentiality obviously was not a problem
here. Anyone who could read a newspaper knew about Amy's
abortion.

"How did Amy die?" I asked. "Was the story in
the paper accurate?"

They looked at each other. "We all knew,"
Lupe said. "About the baby, I mean. Quentin wanted us to talk her
into marrying the baby's father."

"Was the father willing?"

"He's a high school kid. Like Amy was.
Neither one was ready for marriage."

"He wasn't with her when she went to her
doctor?" I made it a question, but I was pretty sure I knew the
answer. If he'd been with her, I would have seen him at the
pharmacy, too.

"No. Virginia took off from work that
afternoon," Lupe said. "She made a big fuss. Said her office was
very busy this time of year. Wanted me to go instead. I would have,
too, if I had a sitter for Manuel."

Lupe bit at a fingernail. "No, I guess that's
not true. I wouldn't go with her because I don't believe in
abortion."

"We offered to adopt the baby even though
Manuel's a handful with that attention deficit or whatever they
call it now," Jeremy said. "We used to call them hyperactive
kids."

"I can't have more children," Lupe told me.
"And Amy's child would've been a blood relation to Manuel."

I'm always amazed at the personal things
people tell me. Maybe because they usually see me in my white
jacket with the badge that says, "RUTH KANTOR MORRIS, PHARMACY
MANAGER."

"And she turned down your offer?"

"She was confused. She didn't know what she
wanted," Jeremy said.

"I figure she would have agreed," Lupe added.
"But I think her mother talked her into the abortion."

"They still saw each other?"

"Yeah," Jeremy said. "And never stopped
arguing."

"What is Amy's mother like?" I needed as much
information as I could get about this family who were going to sue
me for malpractice.

"Frivolous. Just the opposite of her older
sister."

"You probably noticed that Virginia's kind of
like the maiden aunt you see in old movies."

"Frivolous in what way?" I responded to
Lupe's comment first, but it was Jeremy who answered.

"She was only interested in going out to
dances. Quentin met her at a dance, but then he settled down and
she never did."

Lupe leaned forward and spoke in a near
whisper even though we were the only people in the room. "She was
running around on him. That's why Quentin wanted a divorce."

"Amy wasn't like her mother at all. She was a
serious kid. Studious. And then after her folks split up, she
changed."

"Oh, yes. Amy was perfect," Lupe said. "She
..."

Jeremy didn't raise his voice, but his
anguished tone stopped Lupe in mid-sentence.

"Lay off. She's passed on."

"Sorry." She seemed upset, too. Whether for
Amy's sake or Jeremy's, I didn't know.

"She felt they'd let her down," Jeremy said.
"It was like she'd do anything to get their attention."

"You think that's why she got pregnant?"

"I don't know." Jeremy shrugged his big
shoulders. "I just don't know."

"But," I mused aloud, "surely if her purpose
was to get attention, she would've wanted to keep the baby."

"Some young girls don't realize how much time
a child needs. But Amy babysat here. She had a more realistic
outlook."

"She had to cope with Manuel, and he's a
handful sometimes." Jeremy sounded proud of his son's problem
behavior, and I wondered if Lupe--who spent more time with the
boy--would agree.

"This isn't helping Ruthie," Lupe said.
"Let's tell her what the family is up to."

I listened carefully. My professional future
could hang in the balance. It wasn't a question of losing my
livelihood. Between our savings and Bob's pension and insurance, I
could manage even if I stayed at home. My work, however, had been
important to me all my life and since widowhood, it had taken on
greater meaning.

Jeremy explained that the family had met at
Quentin's place. "Even Amy's mother was there with her current
boyfriend. Also, her Aunt Virginia and the two of us: Uncle Jeremy,
and Aunt Lupe. And we had invited the young man who was responsible
for Amy's pregnancy.

"It was a free-for-all at first. Everyone
blaming everyone else. But Leila, that's Amy's mom, got them to
listen to her."

I pictured the scene as Jeremy continued his
story. Leila had reminded them that pointing the finger wouldn't
bring Amy back. "Nothing will bring her back," the young man had
said. "Why wouldn't she marry me? I would have taken care of her
and the baby."

"That's just what I mean," Leila told him.
"We have to stop blaming ourselves. Amy would be alive today if
they didn't give her the wrong drug."

"We can't be sure of that," Jeremy said.

Leila ignored her brother-in-law. "Luckily,
we're talking about a big supermarket chain. We can sue the pants
off them."

"That won't bring Amy back either," the young
man insisted.

"No, but it will make them pay."

Virginia, who usually took the opposite view
in any discussion between the sisters, agreed. "I was there with
Amy. They were too rushed to give her proper attention."

"You told me the pharmacy manager was the one
who filled the prescriptions," Jeremy said. "That's Ruthie Morris.
She wouldn't make such a mistake."

"What's the good of having a lawyer in the
family, if we can't call on him for help now," Quentin said,
ignoring his brother's comment. "Let's get Eric on this right away
and see what he can do."

"You mean that cousin of yours?" Leila asked.
"I must say he helped you during the split. My lawyer didn't have a
chance."

Quentin jumped up and started to shout at
her. "You got more than you deserved. If I had my way ..."

"Forget all that now," Jeremy told his
brother. "I think we should talk to the pharmacist and find out
what happened."

"Yes, it's too soon for lawyers," Lupe
said.

Leila turned on her. "Easy for you to say. If
it was Manuel lying there in his grave, you'd want a lawyer,
too."

"You're wrong. I'd want to know what
happened. But I wouldn't be trying to make money off my child's
death."

"Quentin, that woman insulted me."

"Look, Leila, I'm not going to argue with my
brother and his wife no more. We made up our quarrel, and it stays
made up."

"Mr. Brookman," the young man said. He was a
scrawny teenager who looked younger than his seventeen years. "We
need to remember Amy."

He sounded like he was holding back tears,
and Jeremy paid attention to him for the first time. "Of course
we're considering her," Jeremy assured him. "That's why we're here,
John."

"Tommy."

"That's what I meant. Tom."

The discussion continued aimlessly for a
time. First Lupe, then Jeremy again, tried to get the family to
wait before calling their lawyer. The family outvoted them,
however, and Quentin was delegated to get in touch with their
cousin Eric.

"And tell him we don't want him to drag
things out the way lawyers always do," Leila said. "We want him to
find out exactly what happened. Take those depositions or whatever
they do. And if we can sue Food Go and this Ruthie, let's get right
on it."

Lupe and Jeremy stood up to leave. Lupe was
crying. "You're monstrous," she said. "Why do you want to hurt the
woman just to line your own pockets?"

"She killed my daughter, and she's going to
pay."

As I listened to the end of Jeremy's account
of this family meeting, I shuddered. It was even worse than I'd
expected. If the girl's mother saw her death as a money-maker,
there'd be no way to convince her that I had filled the
prescriptions correctly.

"Did they call the lawyer? What did he say?"
The words emerged so indistinctly that Jeremy asked me to repeat
them.
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