The Fellow Servants

Description:

“And white robes were given unto every one of them; and it was said unto them, that they should rest yet for a little season, until their fellow servants also and their brethren, that should be killed as they were, should be fulfilled.” Revelation 6:11

When reporter Whitney Noland learns that she has cancer, she decides to do an in-depth investigation on researchers who are seeking the illusive cure to the deadly disease. She follows a trail of deception and wealth that leads her into a secret society composed of self-perceived “fellow servants”—a society that, if exposed, would change the world of medicine forever. As Whitney desperately struggles to escape her fate, a web of murder and intrigue draws her deeper and deeper into this underworld of power and greed.

Chapter List:

1.
The Plan

2.
Becky Long

3.
Mutual Attraction

4.
The Organization

5.
Becky Makes Her Move

6.
A Grisly Murder

7.
Tightening The Screws

8.
Treatments Begin

9.
Success

10.
Stan Plays His Hand

11.
Mind Games

12.
Desperate Measures

13.
Maggie’s Courage

14.
Disaster

15.
Epilogue

First Chapter:

If she’d only listened to the warning that had echoed through her mind or if she’d never shown up for her appointment, things might have turned out differently. A foolish notion, but one she’d entertained nonetheless. Fresh out of college, Whitney Noland had applied at a local newspaper and was persistent enough to land a job. The task of writing the stories for the ladies fashion section didn’t rate very high in the newspaper hierarchy but it was a beginning, and she was doing what she’d been born to do—write. So Whitney mustered up the necessary pride and jumped in with as much relish as she could fabricate.

All of this took place seven years ago, and Whitney had worked her way up to the cherished position of “feature writer”. To be sure, it wasn’t a glamorous job but did offer the opportunity for bigger and better newspapers. Things went smoothly for a while in her new position, then her world suddenly fell apart. Plagued by persistent headaches, the pain finally reached a point where she was forced to see a doctor. Tests were made, and a tumor was discovered. The doctors opened up her skull, poked around, and passed their verdict. The growth was inoperable—and terminal. During her convalescence, she went through the usual denials, anger, and finally acceptance. When she went back to the paper, she at first poured herself into her job, but soon realized that she couldn’t sustain the effort—her life had changed too drastically. After much thought she soon decided how she was going to spend her last days on this planet. Her mind made up, she went to her editor to inform him of her plans.


“Whitney, you can stay here until…” Doug Lyons began, hesitantly.


“…I get too sick to work?” she finished, grimly. “I don’t think so! I’ve worked out how I’m going to blow this world, and I want you to help me,” she added, emphatically, as if it were a done deal.


“I read through your outline, and frankly I can’t see your discovering anything new.”


“You’re joking!” Whitney snapped. “Surely you can’t believe that after all the money that’s been pumped into cancer research they haven’t discovered a way to cure it! I’m going into the trenches, and I’m going to write about our cherished medical profession. I will find out just how far they have truly come in curing cancer. Doug, look at all the money being made in just keeping people alive! Can you imagine what a negative effect a true cure would have on the profit margin?! Not only for the hospital corporations but the pharmaceutical manufacturers as well! Just how committed are they to finding a cure?” Whitney forced herself to calm down. She wasn’t going to let Doug’s skepticism knock her off course. Besides, she needed his help and, most importantly, his connections.


Doug sighed and shook his head. He studied Whitney quietly for a moment, searching for a sign of the cancer growing in her brain. She looks the same, he thought, noting the pretty oval face, the flashing brown eyes, and the same flawless complexion he’d admired for so long. No signs of illness. She seemed a little thinner, but there was nothing to warn an observer that she was dying.


“Whitney,” he began, clearing his throat. “If you must do this, you’ll need a good cover, and I can help you there. You know how much I care about you—I’ve always cared.”


“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” she replied, all smiles. “We’ve been through so much together, and I won’t let you down now—I’ll deliver one helluva piece.” Pausing for a few moments, she swallowed back her emotions. “Doug, I’ve always cared about you, too.”


“I wish I could do more, Whitney!” he cried. “It’s just so unfair.”


“Just remember all the good times and laughs we’ve shared. This story will let me go out feeling like I’ve accomplished something. It will give me the purpose I need to keep going until I can’t anymore. It will save me,” she whispered, tears in her eyes.

Doug looked away from her pained face and said, “Yeah, we’ve had our share of good times. Now let me think on what would be our best approach.” He walked over to the window and stood looking out, with his hands clasped behind his back.


Whitney started to interrupt his contemplation but caught herself. Doug was a thoughtful and meticulous man. It might take him awhile to come up with an idea but when he was done, an excellent plan had been born. She hadn’t encouraged him to fall in love with her. It had simply happened, and she regretted having to hurt him. After a few weeks it was forgotten, or so she thought, and neither had brought it up again. 

  Doug purposefully returned to his desk and sat down. ”I know a doctor who can help you get into a research facility to provide access to their programs. He works with another doctor who has done amazing things in treating different forms of cancer. He’s focused on this theory that all cancers can be treated by cell manipulation—whatever that means. It’s hush-hush, but it could be what we’re looking for. This Stan Kilvington has had outstanding success with animals and such. It will be up to you to find out how his theory works with humans. I’ll give our contact a call and see what can be arranged.”

 “Doug, I’m impressed! You’ve been doing your own research.”

 “When I found out about you, I had to do something to make it seem like there was hope,” he said. “I felt so useless!”


“That means so much to me. You know me better than I thought!” 


“Anyway, I’ll give our payroll doctor a call and see what he can come up with.”


“Okay, but I don’t want your ‘payroll’ doctor to know about me—what I’m going to really be working on. You can come up with a plausible story. You could tell him that I’m simply working on a story about various research projects and want to learn more so I can keep our readers better informed. I could even enroll in a few classes. I don’t want special treatment from anyone, and I certainly don’t want anyone there to know I have terminal cancer!”


“That could be dangerous.”


“I know, but I need to do this my way or I won’t find out the truth. Besides, what do I have to lose?”


 “Okay. If that’s how you want to do this, then I’ll go along. But I can’t help wondering—what if they could help you, and we don’t let them?”

“I’m too old to believe in fairy tales.”


“It’s just…”


“Just what?”

“It’s not fair! God, you’re so young. If I could trade places with you, I would!”


Whitney reached across the desk and squeezed his hand. “Doug, I went through the ‘it’s not fair’ bit myself. If I can be strong then so can you. Be the ol’ Doug,” she said, firmly.


He held up his hands in mock defeat. “You always could bring out the best in me. Now, how do you want to work this setup?”


“You’re the boss.”


“Okay,” he shrugged. “I’ll have you placed on assignment. You’ll be posing as a student but will actually be working on a neat, tight story on cancer research for the paper. The public can’t get enough information on that.”


“Now that’s the boss I’ve come to know and love,” she answered, softly. “Tell me about this Doctor…Kilvington. What do you know?”


Doug smiled. “I knew that would be your next question.” He stood and went over to the file cabinet. “Get me a cup of coffee, please,” he said, over his shoulder, while fishing through the files. Used to his routine, Whitney hurried out of the office, and when she returned he was seated with his glasses perched on the end of his nose, thumbing through some pages. He didn’t look up when she set the cup down beside him. She quietly took her seat and waited.


“Well?” she finally asked.


“Kilvington is thirty-eight years old and has been in research for eight years. He was one of the first to see the benefits of interferon.”


“I’ve heard of that,” she said, with approval. “It’s only those with money who get to use it though. It’s a damn shame that it’s so expensive!”


“That would be a good angle for the story—the cost of treatments,” Doug mused, aloud.


“What more do you know?”


“Well, he’s a member of some special order of doctors—like the Masons, for example. I guess this organization is a cut above the A.M.A. It’s not connected with them, and from what I’ve been able to determine, it’s very secretive.”


“I’d say that’s very interesting. How did you come to know about this organization?” asked Whitney, thoughtfully.


“When you became ill, I was determined to find out more about the disease. I wanted to do something.”


“Don’t you think it’s a little strange that doctors would form a secret organization? How reliable is your source?”


“Very. He hasn’t steered me wrong yet. Get me some facts, then we’ll discuss it further. I don’t see anything wrong with a group of doctors getting together—if it’s on the up-and-up. That’s for you to find out.”


“Does this Kilvington focus strictly on research?”


“Almost entirely.”


“Has he done anything outstanding in the field—like finding a cure?” she smirked.


Ignoring her sarcasm, Doug replied, “Not lately, although two years ago he did tell the press that he was close to finding one.”


“I remember something about that, but I didn’t have a personal stake in the disease then,” Whitney said, dryly. “And nothing else has come out since?”


“He’s been very quiet. Too quiet, if you ask me.”


“Good,” she said, smugly.


“Good?”


“Yeah, it gives me something to look into. I want to find out exactly what he’s been doing and how far he’s gotten in perfecting this long sought after cure. Is he married?”


“No.”


“Another plus. There won’t be a wife to deal with,” she laughed. Turning suddenly serious, she asked, “Can you get me in without too many people knowing who I am?”


“It’s best if we make you out to be a student who will continue to work for the paper while she’s in school. Hell, a lot of older people are deciding to become doctors nowadays,” he said, slyly.


“I like the way you put that,” laughed Whitney.


“You’ll be incognito except for the few who will have to be in on the details. I’ll take care of getting you in, finding a place for you to stay and, of course, will see to it that you meet the esteemed Doctor Kilvington. If I’m not mistaken, he teaches only one class. I’ll be able to give you all details and pertinent information…” he stopped and looked at his watch, “…in a couple of hours. Say about four?”


“That will be fine,” Whitney said, as she turned to leave. She stood by the door looking fondly at Doug and whispered her thanks before hurrying out.


Thoughtfully Doug watched her leave. Shaking his head, he reached for the phone to set the wheels in motion.

For the first time in a long time, Whitney felt alive. Because of her illness and the knowledge that she didn’t have much time left, she wanted to savor every moment. She drove slowly through the quiet, sleepy village, her eyes feasting on the autumn colors. Maggie Lacy lived a mile from the old high school. It was vacant now and still held many special memories for her.


She parked her Chevy and nervously walked up to the front door of the small, brick house. Maggie had been her favorite teacher, and they’d formed a strong friendship over the years. Maggie had become the mother she’d never known as a child. When she was six years old, her mother suddenly disappeared from her life. Whitney never knew the reasons for her departure, and her father had refused to talk about it. She’d always held out hope that her mother would come back for her and blamed her father for her motherless life. He was a sour man who encouraged no one, much less his daughter. In times of trouble she’d had no one to turn to until her high school English teacher took pity on her. Maggie was waiting at the door for her and smiled as she walked up.


“It’s so good to see you, Whitney,” she said, sweetly. She ushered Whitney into the study and motioned for her to sit. “Would you like some coffee or tea?”


“No…thank you, Maggie. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by. I’m not disturbing you, am I?”


“Now, Whitney Noland!” she laughed. “I know you better than that! Tell me what’s troubling you.”


Whitney studied her friend and mentor for a moment before replying. The years had been kind to Maggie Lacy. She’d weathered her husband’s recent death well and seemed, at least on the outside, none the worse for the loss. Her black hair had just a touch of gray, which contrasted nicely with her hazel eyes. Her skin was fair with only a trace of lines around the warm eyes, eyes filled with wisdom and concern.


“Maggie,” she finally stammered, “do you ever think about dying?”


“Lord, child, everyone thinks about death at one time or another. I try not to dwell too much on the matter. Aren’t you a little too young to be worrying about that?”


“Death doesn’t necessarily wait for age.”


“That’s true, but why is the possibility bothering you right now?”


Whitney looked away from Maggie’s penetrating stare. “We’ve been friends a long time. You’ve always been like a mother to me. I still don’t understand why you took pity on me and took me under your wing.”


“Perhaps it was because I could feel your loneliness. I knew you were bright—a little lazy though. Do you remember when you turned in that poetry assignment? Well, I knew then that you had the gift.”


“The gift?” Whitney asked, puzzled.


“That’s what I call it. It’s the ability to feel beyond the here and now, to write about your feelings. Yes, you have the gift with words, to mold and shape them into reality. You needed encouragement and understanding to unlock the door, a door you’d closed and bolted yourself. You don’t know how happy it made me the day I picked up the newspaper and first read your byline.” They were sitting next to each other on the sofa, which gave Whitney the comforting feeling that she was home. Maggie reached over and squeezed her hand. “So what’s troubling you, child?”


Whitney shrugged her thin shoulders. “I’m in one of those blue moods where I feel like such a failure—that I haven’t done anything with my life. I feel like I’ve wasted time. I find myself looking back and wondering why I made so many mistakes. There’s no comfort in the future for me.”


“And what brought this on?” Maggie prodded, realizing she was holding back. She frowned at her as if to say, “This isn’t the Whitney Noland I know.”


Whitney stood and walked over to the bookcase. “Do you still read all the time? You were the one who got me into reading. Maggie, that’s one love I’ll always have. I used to dream about writing the novel.”


“Why not make your dream work for you?” answered Maggie, sternly. “Whitney, why are you quitting on life? It’s not like you to throw in the towel!”


Whitney turned and faced her teacher. “I didn’t say I was quitting. I’m going through a tough time right now, and I’m questioning all my motives and desires. Perhaps I’m finding out that I’m not the person I thought I was. Maybe you’re giving me too much credit. I look at my life and see only a vast wasteland.”


“Nonsense, child, you’ve got to pull yourself together and start telling me what’s at the bottom of this sudden change. You’re hiding something from me, Whitney! Come back over here and sit down.”


Reluctantly Whitney returned to her seat next to Maggie. Unable to hold back the tears any longer, she told her about the cancer and what she was planning to do with her remaining time, without revealing the true motives behind her return to school.


Stunned by the tragic news, Maggie hugged her and fought back her own tears as struggled to find the right words to comfort Whitney. She realized that more than anything she needed firm support. “Your idea sounds good.  You’ve got to keep yourself busy.” Maggie almost choked on her words. “Going back to school will help.”


Whitney drew a quick, startled breath. “Damnit, Maggie!” she cried, in anguish. “Didn’t you hear me? I’m dying!”


“I heard you,” Maggie whispered, while pulling away from her. “And it’s because I love you that I’m telling you to get off your butt and keep plugging away.” Ignoring Whitney’s pleading stare, she continued, “You’ve got to be strong. You’re the daughter I never had, and it hurts terribly to know that God is taking you away from me, but I will not tell you to lock yourself away from the world and wait for the end. You can still write, so get to it!”


They remained quiet for a few moments, each struggling with her own thoughts. Whitney broke the silence. “Thank you, Maggie. You’ve given me the kick I needed. My editor likes the idea behind the story I have in mind so I’m sure I can handle it. I was looking for some firm guidance, and you’ve given it to me.”


“If I can do anything to help, you know where to find me.”


“I’ll keep you posted,” Whitney responded, with a thin smile.


“Good. Now let’s go make some coffee, shall we?” Maggie stood and took her hand. “Do you believe in miracles?”


“I don’t know—I guess I do.”


“Who knows?” Maggie said, encouragingly, as they walked to the kitchen. “There might be one out there for you.”


“God, I hope you’re right, Maggie,” Whitney replied, weakly.

Review:

“Whitney Noland is a newspaper feature writer that has worked hard to make it to the top. Plagued by severe headaches, Whitney goes to her doctor. The diagnosis is bad, very bad, the worst. At a time when she should be enjoying her hard won career successes, Whitney now has to deal with the inevitability of death. 

With strength, courage, and stubbornness that defines Whitney Noland, she takes on her final newspaper assignment. Whitney’s assignment is to pose as a student at a research facility that specializes in top secret cancer treatments. Rumors have surfaced that the facility has discovered an actual working cure for cancer. However, strange accounts of staff suicides, missing persons, and homicides have also plagued the organization. Will Whitney find the story of the century or will she die trying? 

The Fellow Servants is a very active, entertaining story with lots of depth. I like the added wrinkle of Whitney having cancer as it makes her circumstances less black and white and more human. I also thought that the tantalizing cat and mouse type relationship between Whitney and Dr. Kilvington added an intriguing dimension to the overall plot as well as illustrating important characteristics of both individuals that made the story that much more captivating and realistic.” Tami Brady, TCM Reviews
