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    Chapter 1 
 
    Larisa Bergman is a very successful real estate agent in Los Angeles. She worked hard for her success, giving up many things to accomplish her goals; including friends, or a husband and family. Larisa had gotten pretty good at navigating the “Boy’s Club” agents and developers, although it took a while, years, in fact, she earned their respect. So, when Mr. Lee, a multi-million-dollar developer, subtly hinted that if she were to sleep with him, he would give her one of his new developments to sell exclusively, she almost lost it.  
 
    As she got into her white Audi A7 to head back to the office, she did her best to calm herself down. Even though she knew she was right for walking out, she felt terrible. She really wanted that building, but there was no way in hell she was going to sleep with Mr. Lee to get it. She couldn’t believe he would do this; she really misjudged his character. As Larisa sat in her parked car, she wondered if she had done something to make him believe she would go for something like that. It’s no use trying to figure him out he’s just a pig, she told herself.  
 
    She pulled the visor down and revealed a lighted mirror. She touched up her eye makeup, reapplied her lipstick, and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length auburn hair. She was naturally a blonde, but after years of trying to keep the color fresh, she decided to take a risk and try an auburn color, and she’s never looked back. Her blue eyes were a little red from all the dust at the construction site, so she squirted a little Visine in them. 
 
    Just as she was pulling into traffic, her phone rang. The caller id said it was Molly, her new assistant.  
 
    “What’s going on, Molly?” 
 
    “I just got a call from Derik Wallen. His client wants to put in a full price offer for 5681 River Drive.” 
 
    “Really, I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “When I showed it to his client, neither he nor his wife seemed all that taken with it. In fact, I don’t remember either of them saying anything positive about the house or the property.” 
 
    “He said he'd send the paperwork over immediately; oh, and he needs a ten-day close.” 
 
    “Ten-day close? The Baker’s are never going to go for that. Damn, my day just got worse. I’ll be in the office shortly. When that offer comes through, print it out, and put it on my desk.”  
 
    Larisa had no idea how she would finagle this one, the Baker’s were great clients, but they could be difficult. They typically moved into a new house every three to five years. They like to buy low and fix the property up, live in it for a few years, and then sell it for a profit. They always ask Larisa to find the new homes and sell the old ones, and as long as things progress smoothly, they are happy; but if a problem arises, they became very vocal. Like the last time they moved and realized that they wouldn’t be able to get as much out of the house as they paid in renovations. 
 
    As Larisa rolled up to the stop sign to make a right turn, her heart suddenly started racing, and her hand went all tingly. She knew the signs; this was another one of the panic attacks she had been getting for the past couple years. She turned into the gas station parking lot that was conveniently located on that corner and put the car in park to wait it out. She knew better than to try and drive during one of the attacks.  
 
    The attacks were becoming more frequent these days; 
 
    she wasn’t sure why, but she had a pretty good idea. It was getting close to the twenty-fifth anniversary of the night that changed her life forever. She did her best not to think about it, going so far as to make a pact with herself never to think of it again. She had buried it, and it was over. However, like most things, it was much easier to make the pact then it was to uphold it. She reached into her purse to grab the medication she had gotten for the attacks. After dumping the entire contents of her handbag on the passenger seat, she found the pill bottle… empty. 
 
    Larisa knew this was a problem because she didn’t have any more refills available; she would have to see someone to get it renewed, and this was something she did not want to do. She didn’t like talking about her problems, especially this one. It was always the same, she goes in and tells the doctor or therapist she gets anxiety attacks, and they want to talk it out. There was no way she could ever tell anyone what she did twenty-five years ago. 
 
    Once she pulled into her office parking lot, she was feeling normal again. Molly was waiting for her when she arrived with surprising news. Molly was tall and thin, with soft pink long hair she preferred to wear down with no apparent style. Larisa hired her as a favor to a friend. Molly wasn’t the best assistant she’s ever had, but she also wasn’t the worst.  
 
    “I just got a phone call from Mr. Lee. He said he must speak with you as soon as possible if you want the exclusive on the Berkshire building.” 
 
    “What the damn hell?” Larisa said as she told Molly about her earlier meeting with Mr. Lee.  
 
    “What a pig. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, I’m not going to sleep with him. I don’t know why he would think I would do something like that to get an exclusive in the first place.” 
 
    “Is he hot?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Well, maybe he thought you were attractive and wanted a piece.” 
 
    “I don’t care; it was completely inappropriate behavior.” 
 
    “Maybe; but what if that wasn’t his intention?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter; either way, inappropriate behavior.” 
 
    “Man, you’re tuff.” 
 
    “I worked way too hard to ruin my reputation by sleeping with a client or developer.” 
 
    “Even if a quick romp could skyrocket your career?”  
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    “Are you going to take the building if he offers again?” 
 
    “Maybe, if he offers it without the strings. I guess I’ll have to call him.”  
 
    When she called Mr. Lee, he was very apologetic; telling her he was wrong and that the building was exclusively hers if she wants it… no strings attached. Larisa was thrilled but wondered what sparked his sudden change of heart. She accepted, although she still had a few reservations. 
 
    The rest of the day flew past and after multiple phone calls and two difficult negotiations, Larisa was finally ready to call it a day and go home and relax. When she got there, she changed into her favorite Dark Horses concert t-shirt, a pair of black leggings and a thin black sweater, found an intriguing suspense movie on Netflix, and opened a bottle of white wine to enjoy with the sushi she picked up from Sushi Koi, her favorite sushi restaurant, on her way home.  
 
    That night she had trouble sleeping again. It was the same dream all the time. It starts with her standing in the kitchen of her childhood home, and she’s looking at the white office supply box sitting on the kitchen table. Then the dream fast forwards to the woods, and she can see herself burying the box. Before she covers the box with dirt, she thinks about opening it, but doesn’t. Then she always wakes up in a cold sweat. 
 
    As she lies in bed trying to go back to sleep, she can’t stop her mind from drifting back to that night twenty-five years ago. She often wondered if she should have opened the box one more time before she buried it, just to be sure. She quickly pushed the thought out of her mind. I can’t change things now, she told herself. After a while, she was able to fall back asleep until morning. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful sunny morning here in L.A., and it’s going to be a hot one too, we have temps today reaching ninety-two degrees,” the announcer on the clock radio said, when it went off promptly at 7:00 a.m. She pulled herself out of bed, went into the kitchen and put the coffee on, then took a quick shower and got dressed. 
 
    Larisa had a busy day ahead of her; she would have to be at her best. She had meetings all morning and this afternoon, plus she had to meet with Mr. Lee regarding the details of her new assignment. She also had a listing appointment and a couple of showings scheduled. Larisa was somewhat apprehensive about meeting with Mr. Lee again, but he had apologized, so she believed she should give him a second chance. 
 
    When she got into the office, it was already buzzing like crazy. Phones were ringing off the hook, and clients were coming in left and right. Her morning was starting out well, and she closed three deals by lunchtime. Even though Larisa was incredibly busy, she couldn’t stop her mind from trailing back to the dream she had the night before. She knew it wasn’t healthy to continue going over and over it, but she couldn’t get it out of her mind. She had the same dream almost every night. She told herself it has to be because the anniversary was coming up, and hoped that by next 
 
    week she could put it to rest.  
 
    As Larisa sat at her desk, blankly staring at her computer screen, she let her mind drift back to the night that changed everything. The memories were so vivid, almost like she was really back again. She remembered how she carefully packed the  
 
    contents of the white office supply box and how she waited until the wee hours of the morning to go into the woods to bury it so no one would see her. She took great care to make sure all traces of the contents of the box were gone too, in case Leo, her older brother, happened to stop by for a visit. 
 
    As the memory continues to play, she remembers walking out into the thick forest that backed up to their house to find the best place to bury the box. She must have walked for almost twenty minutes, but she had to be sure she was deep enough in the forest that someone wouldn’t accidentally dig up her box and find her secret. Once she dug the hole, she carefully placed the box inside. She thought about opening the box one last time before burying it, just to make sure, but she didn’t, and it’s haunted her ever since. 
 
    She hadn’t been back to her childhood home since that night. As soon as she buried the box, she walked back to the house, packed a bag, got in her car and drove to Phoenix, Arizona, to start a new life. Larisa vowed never to look back. Once in her car and driving south, she had no idea what she was going to do; all she knew was that she had to change everything about her life.  
 
    “Larisa, Emily Rockman just called. She wants to change the time for that showing today,” Molly said, as she walked into Larisa’s office and sat down in the chair across from Larisa, knocking her out of her memory. 
 
    “Seriously, she always calls to reschedule, I should have known this would happen. What does my afternoon look like? Do I have time, or will I be bumping this to tomorrow?” 
 
    “Let me see… this afternoon…” Molly began, as she casually scrolled through the schedule she had on her Smartphone, “looks like you could squeeze her in around 4:00 p.m. today.” 
 
    “Ok, will you call her and see if that works for her?” 
 
    “Absolutely; and if it does, I’ll call the homeowner and make sure he’s ok with the change in time too. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    When Molly got up and went back to her desk, Larisa let herself fall back into the memory. It was the summer of ’93, and Larisa wasn’t Larisa, she was Daisy Mills. She was working as a waitress at the Sunshine Diner in a downtown area of Phoenix, Arizona. The job didn’t pay much, but it was a start. She had been working there for about six months, and then one day she met a customer that would change her life.  
 
    Her name was Lindsey Myers, and she was a big-time real estate broker in Los Angeles. Lindsey was a very well put together woman; wearing a pale-yellow business suit, and her hair neatly pulled into a loose chignon at the nape of her neck, allowing some stray hairs to fall loosely around her face. She was sitting in a booth with a client discussing what sounded like a heated real estate transaction. 
 
    Daisy couldn’t hear all the details of what they were saying, but she could tell by the body language of the lady’s client, that the nicely dressed lady in the pale-yellow suit was getting fired. Her client wasn’t quiet or discrete at all; she yelled profanities at the lady and then abruptly got up and left. Daisy could tell the lady in the business suit was upset, but possibly more embarrassed at the scene that her client made. Daisy watched as the lady quickly composed herself; she felt bad for the lady and wanted to do something nice for her. 
 
    Daisy noticed that Lupe, the other waitress on duty that 
 
    morning, had just put out a freshly baked prickly pear pie, something that the diner was known for. ‘Best prickly pear pie in Arizona!’ the sign on the front window said. It was one of Daisy’s favorite pies too. She walked over, cut a piece, and placed it on a  
 
    plate with a small scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side, and set it down in front of the lady. 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am, there must be a mistake, I didn’t order any pie.” 
 
    “There’s no mistake, and there’s no charge for the pie. I just thought you needed some cheering up, and this pie is absolutely amazing. Trust me, you won’t feel sad after you try it,” Daisy said, as she left the pie with the lady and went back to her station. 
 
    A few minutes later, the lady wearing the pale-yellow business suit motioned for Daisy to come over to her table. 
 
    “Is there something else I can get you, maybe more coffee?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you. This was a really thoughtful gesture. And you’re right, this pie is amazing, and I feel much better.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Please, sit for a moment.”  
 
    Daisy looked around and noticed that every table in her section seemed to be okay, so she motioned to the other waitress… 
 
    “Hey Lupe, would you please watch my station, I’m going to take a couple minutes,” Daisy said, as she sat down with the lady. 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Lupe replied. 
 
    “I’m Lindsey Myers, and you’re Daisy…” 
 
    “Daisy Mills.” 
 
    “You remind me of myself Daisy, many years ago, of  
 
    course. How old are you?”  
 
    “I’m eighteen; I’ll be nineteen next month.” 
 
    “Do you like working here?” 
 
    Daisy shrugged her shoulders and said, “It’s a job.” 
 
    “What would you like to do?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. What do you do, you look very successful.” 
 
    “I am very successful. I’m a real estate broker in Los Angeles.” 
 
    “What does a real estate broker do?” 
 
    “Basically, I sell very upscale houses and condos. I can help you if you’d like.” 
 
    “Help me how, what do you mean?” Daisy was intrigued. 
 
    “Well, and please excuse my forwardness, but you look like a girl who wants more out of life then this cute little diner with amazing prickly pear pie can give you. Am I right?” 
 
    “Sure, that would be great, but don’t have any real skills.” 
 
    “That’s ok. If you’re interested, I can help you change your life. I did it myself almost twenty years ago. My real name is Myrtle Dilly, and I grew up in a very small town in rural Nebraska. I moved west, changed my name, my hairstyle and clothes, and got a job working at a real estate firm as a receptionist. While I was working there, I got my real estate license, and well, I guess the rest is history.” 
 
    “I don’t know; I’m not sure I could sell anything.” 
 
    “Look, I have to catch a flight back to L.A., but here’s my card. If you change your mind or find yourself in Los Angeles, give me a call. I can help you reinvent yourself and start you out in a great career,” Lindsey said, as she got up and handed Daisy her business card. 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll think about it,” Daisy said, as she looked at the card and placed it in her front pocket for safe keeping. 
 
    “Don’t take too long, it’s never too soon to start fresh. And, thanks again for the pie. That was really a nice thing to do, and I really appreciated it.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” Daisy replied, as she watched Lindsey walk out of the diner and get into a black Mercedes and drive away. 
 
    Suddenly there was a knock on the door, and Molly popped her head in; pulling Larisa back into the present. 
 
    “Larisa, Mr. Johnson is here to sign those contracts. Do you want me to show him to the conference room?” Molly asked. 
 
    “That would be fine. I’ll be right there. Please offer him some coffee or water while he waits,” Larisa said, as she tried to compose herself. 
 
    “Are you ok? You look tired.” 
 
    “I haven’t been sleeping very well lately.” 
 
    “Is everything ok?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it’s just stress.” Larisa wasn’t about to go into the real reason with Molly. Although she was a good assistant, she couldn’t control her gossiping, and Larisa didn’t want others in the office to know her personal problems. 
 
    “If you want, I know someone who can give you meds… you know, to sleep.” 
 
    “Thanks, but really, I’m fine.” She hoped that Molly would take the hint and switch topics. 
 
    “Don’t forget about Mr. Johnson in the conference room.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m on it. I’ll be heading out for a listing appointment right after I’m done with him. I’m not sure if I’ll come back into the office or not. Oh, and keep me posted on the situation with Emily Rockman.”  
 
    When Larisa got home that evening, she poured herself a healthy glass of red wine and collapsed on the sofa. It had been a good day with only one panic attack. She had to figure out how to control these attacks; what if they happened while she was at a listing appointment or showing, that could be detrimental to her career. She couldn’t let that happen. She decided to find another therapist and get more medication.  
 
    Maybe I should ask Molly for the number of the person she knows, she thought. It could be a risky move since Molly isn’t the most discrete person in the world. How can I ask for the number without her knowing it’s for me? She wondered. Larisa couldn’t let this problem get out; if word got around town, she would have a much bigger problem. 
 
    That night, as she lay awake, waiting to fall asleep, her mind drifted back to when she met Lindsey Myers. She decided to let the memory run hoping maybe it would put her to sleep. Larisa remembered how after Lindsey Myers left the Sunshine Diner that day, she thought long and hard about her offer. 
 
    About a week after meeting Lindsey, Daisy decided to make another bold move and relocate to Los Angeles. She didn’t know anyone there, except for Lindsey, but she didn’t know anyone in Arizona either. At least in L.A., there was someone who was offering to help her. She decided to take a leap of faith and take Lindsey up on her offer. 
 
    Lindsey was thrilled to hear from Daisy and immediately found her a place to live; a good friend of hers had a vacant guest house that was perfect. She also offered Daisy a job as a receptionist at her agency. It wasn’t a high paying position, but it paid much better than her waitressing job did, and it was a lot more interesting. Then one day, Lindsey asked Daisy to go to lunch with her. 
 
    They drove to the Whiskey Lily Bistro, a popular lunch destination near the Santa Monica pier, and found a table on the patio. After sitting down and ordering, Lindsey pulled a manila folder out of her briefcase and handed it to Daisy. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s your new life, Daisy, or should I say, Larisa Bergman?” 
 
    “Larisa Bergman? That’s such a grown-up name. Are you sure I can pull it off?” 
 
    “With my help; absolutely.” 
 
    “I like the name.” 
 
    “Good because I legally changed it and got you a new license. You are now Larisa Bergman. I thought after lunch, we could go shopping and get you some new, more professional looking clothes.” 
 
    “That would be amazing.” 
 
    “Have you given any more thought to what you might like to do, I mean, do you want to continue being a receptionist?” 
 
    “I think I want to get my real estate license. It’s been so interesting working at your agency; I think I want to pursue it further.” 
 
    “That’s great; I was hoping you would say that. I’d love to mentor you while you get your real estate license, and when you’re licensed, I’ll help you find clients.” 
 
    “Why are you doing all this for me? I mean, I’m incredibly grateful, but what do you want in return?” 
 
    “I don’t want anything except the satisfaction of knowing I helped someone who was down on their luck. I believe in paying it forward. When I first came to town, someone helped me, and I’ve always said, if I get the chance, I will pay it forward. Besides, I like you, and I think you’ll make a great agent, with my help, of course.” 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.” 
 
    “Make a happy life for yourself, and build a great career; then maybe one day, you’ll get the chance to pay it forward too.” 
 
    “I promise I will.”  
 
    She had a hard time feeling worthy of the kindness Lindsey was showing her, especially after what she did before moving to Phoenix. She knew Lindsey wouldn’t be this kind if she knew her secret. Daisy still believed that she was a terrible person, and couldn’t forgive herself, but sometimes, good things happen to bad people. She was desperate to start over, and now she had the chance. She vowed not to ever let Lindsey down, and she never did.  
 
    After Larisa got her real estate license, selling just seemed to come naturally to her; and just as she promised, Lindsey set her up with a few clients. Soon after, Larisa was finding her own clients left and right. Her business started to take off. Within five years, Larisa had gotten her broker license and had a small staff of her own. She had money in the bank, a charming apartment, and best of all, after changing her name and appearance, her terrible secret was buried forever, or so she thought… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Mila Thorton got into her silver, 2004, Mercedes SLK 350, popped in Shinedown’s, Amaryllis cd, and started the drive back to Rockville, CA, which was about an hour and a half north from Santa Monica. The trip itself was all highways, but once she got into the mountainous area along the curvy Angeles Crest Highway, the views were almost breathtaking. However, today, Mila didn’t care much about the scenery. 
 
    It had been three days since her mother died; she was going home for the memorial service and to close up her childhood home. Mila wasn’t herself; she was consumed with grief. She hoped that maybe the drive would be therapeutic for her, give her time to clear her head and think; and it did just that. During the journey, she laughed at memories, cried, and even yelled a few times. There were so many emotions running through her she couldn’t keep track. One minute she was laughing, the next she was crying. 
 
    As she approached Rockville, she saw the large wooden welcome sign at the edge of town, ‘Welcome to Rockville home to 57 friendly residents’, it said, but the seven was crossed out, and someone had already written fifty-six above it. The sign was very weathered, and still had the small chip on the right side where Stacy Williams, a local resident, crashed her car back in 2008. 
 
    As Mila drove through the main drag of Rockville, she couldn’t help but smile even though her heart was broken. She had so many happy memories growing up here with her mom. As she passed Jake’s diner, where she had her first job, she remembered her first kiss in the back room with Bobby Sullivan. Then there was the ice cream shop where she and her friends would hang out almost every day after school; and just down the road, on the 
 
    outskirts of the town limits was Richmond High School where she  
 
    graduated with honors and a full scholarship to college.  
 
    Rockville, CA, was about half an hour to forty-five minutes inside the Angeles National Forest, depending on how fast you drove and weather conditions. It was a tiny town, the type you would miss if you happened to blink while you were driving through it. There were a couple of small towns around it, Freyhill and Stogie being the closest, but the rest was a very thick and dense forest. Rockville was secluded, but Mila never minded that. 
 
    Mila loved growing up in Rockville, the people were so friendly, and everyone knew everyone else. Her mom had lived there most of her life too. Her mother, Krystal Thorton, was an inspiration to Mila; proof that you could change your life if you wanted it enough. When her mother was young, she got herself into some trouble running with a rough crowd. She never told Mila the details, or what actually happened. When Mila would ask, Krystal would just say, ‘The past is the past, let it lie in peace.’ 
 
    Mila could hardly believe her mom was gone, it happened so quickly; she never got to say good-bye. When she got Leo’s call, she almost let it go to voicemail, but something inside her told her she should answer. When he said that her mother suddenly passed away, she didn’t believe him at first. Why would she, her mother was one of the healthiest people she’s ever known. To think that she was gone forever was nearly impossible. 
 
    Mila felt horrible that she wasn’t able to visit her mother more, but Krystal Thorton wasn’t the type to complain. She understood what it takes to get a college degree and make a living from it afterward. Krystal and Mila spoke on the phone weekly, they were very close, but Mila still believed there were some things her mother kept from her about her life. She always wondered, but when she would approach the subject, her mother would just say, ‘Leave the past in the past.’ As she drove up to the 
 
    house, a mid-sized, two-story, green craftsman with cream trim,  
 
    and a covered porch, she saw Leo sitting on the front step. She didn’t know much about Leo except that he was her mother’s boyfriend and that he had been around Mila’s whole life. She and Leo were never close, but she knew that if she ever needed his help, he would be there for her. 
 
    He looked the same as always. He was a big guy, not fat, but very muscular and tall; Mila guessed he must be at least six foot three. He wore his long blonde hair pulled back in a long pony with several binders holding in line; and completed his look with a short beard and a long goatee. Today he was wearing his usual tee shirt, jeans, and boots. His face looked sad, and his eyes slightly red and swollen from crying. 
 
    Her mother told her once that Leo played professional football for several years, but he never talked about it. He always tried to stay in the present moment; Mila thought he probably did that to please her mother. He was very kind and caring and always treated Krystal like a queen and Mila like a princess.  
 
    As she put the car in park, Leo got up and walked towards the car. Mila quickly pulled the visor down to reveal a mirror. She smoothed her long, wavy blonde hair which was neatly pulled into a chignon, reapplied her lipstick and wiped the mascara from under her eyes. She didn’t want to look like she had been crying, but it was useless, her eyes told the story. Even with Visine, her eyes were still red and puffy. 
 
    “Hey Mila, nice to see you; so sorry about your mom,” he said, as he gave her a hug. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Mila asked.  
 
    Leo’s eyes were swollen like he had been crying too, but he did his best to hide it. She thought this must be very difficult for him; he had loved her mother for almost thirty years. She wondered how he was coping. 
 
    “I’m ok. Damn, I miss her so much,” Leo said, as he   
 
    choked back tears. 
 
    “Me too… so you were the one that found her…” Mila said as she and Leo went into the house.  
 
    “Ya, I talked to her earlier that day and told her I was coming by. She asked me to pick up some of those strawberry-rhubarb, cheesecake cupcakes at the bakery, she just loved those damn cupcakes,” he said, as he started to tear up again, but he quickly wiped the tears away and finished the story. 
 
    “When I got here, she didn’t answer the door, but her car was here, and I could hear Metallica’s “Master of Puppets” playing in the house, so I just went in, and that’s when I found her laying on the living room floor. I tried to wake her up, but she must have already been gone. I was just about to call the EMT’s, but they showed up before I had a chance. They verified that she was gone, and quietly loaded her into the back of their truck and brought her over to the hospital,” he said sadly. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. It must have been horrible.” 
 
    “Better me than anyone else, she would have wanted it that way. EMT’s said it was a massive stroke, she died instantly, so she never suffered.” 
 
    “I’m so glad she didn’t suffer. I just don’t know what I’m going to do without her,” Mila said, as tears started to form in her eyes and slowly trickle down her cheeks. Leo immediately put his arm around her shoulder to comfort her. 
 
    “It’s going to be ok. I’m here, and I’ll help in any way that I can, so don’t worry about anything.” 
 
    “You’ve always been so amazing to us. You know Mama loved you more than anything? She told me once that you were the love of her life, the only man she ever loved or trusted. You meant everything to her.” 
 
    “Thank, Krystal was the love of my life too,” he replied as 
 
    he smiled to himself. Soon it was time to go to the memorial service at the old funeral home on Bleaker Street. Leo had put together a series of photos of Krystal’s life for the service, and Mila was impressed with his choices. The turnout was great; almost everyone from town made an appearance or sent flowers. Mila could tell that her mother was very much loved.  
 
    After the service, everyone went back to Maggie Pachool’s house for refreshments. Maggie was a long-time friend and co-worker of Krystal’s. She was very distraught by Krystal’s passing, but she did a great job covering it up. Mila was grateful that Maggie offered to host; Mila just didn’t feel up to it. 
 
    When Leo dropped Mila off at home after the service, he offered to stay, but Mila wanted to be alone. It wasn’t the first time in her life that she felt alone, but this time, she really was alone. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get through this, but she knew her mother would be with her in spirit.  
 
    As she walked around the house, floods of memories came back to her. The marks on the side of the kitchen entryway showing how she grew over the years, the pictures of her and her mother being silly for the camera hanging on the wall, and the purple crocheted blanket her mother always had draped over the side of the recliner. It felt like her mother would walk around the corner at any time. 
 
    After she took a long shower and had a good cry, she put her pajama’s on and went downstairs. There was a lot of stuff, she realized, that would have to be packed up in the next few days. Since she wasn’t at all tired, she decided to get started boxing some things up. 
 
    As she walked into her mother’s bedroom, she could smell her mother’s perfume everywhere. Just the smell brought Mila to tears. She wondered if it might be too soon to pack up her mother’s life. As the tears started forming and gently falling down her face, she tried to wipe them away, but they just got stronger until she was sobbing face down in her mother’s pillow. 
 
    The next morning, Mila woke up in her mother’s bed. At first, she forgot why she was in her mother’s room and not her own, but reality soon hit, and she remembered, so she decided to go downstairs and get some breakfast. Everything felt so surreal; as she walked down the stairs, she could almost smell her mother’s famous French toast, but as Mila neared the kitchen the smell went away as she realized that her mother wasn’t there and there wasn’t anything but cold cereal to eat. 
 
    After eating a little cereal, and drinking a large cup of coffee, Mila began boxing some of her mother’s personal items up. She started in her mother’s bedroom. It was difficult, but Mila knew it had to be done, and she was the only person who could do it. When she got most of the clothes out of the closet and into boxes, she noticed a large box that said ‘Mila’ on it. She pulled the box out and quickly opened it.  
 
    The box was filled with memories from Mila’s past. There was the clay handprint ashtray that she made in kindergarten, several pieces of art that Mila had drawn over the years, some locks of hair, and some old photos of Mila when she was a baby. At the bottom of the box, she found a copy of her birth certificate. She quickly looked at it, hoping it would tell her about her father, but it only listed Krystal’s name. 
 
    Mila thought for a long time that Leo might be her father, but Krystal made it very clear that he was not. Her mother told her that her father was killed before she was born, and she never wanted to talk about him. It was always a sore subject when Mila  
 
    brought it up to Krystal, and after a while, Mila just quit asking. She didn’t feel like she missed anything; if she needed a man’s opinion on something, she could always ask Leo, and he was more than happy to help. She put the top back on the box and moved it  
 
    to the side. She could go through that one later, she thought. When she pulled the box labeled ‘Mila’ down, another box had fallen, and some of the contents spilled out. They looked mostly like legal papers and relevant documents that her mother kept over the years. She tried to pick up as much as she could and put it back into the box. When she finished, she looked into the closet to make sure she got it all. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard a glass of water spill behind her. When she looked up, she saw it was Smokey, her mother’s cat, who knocked over a glass of water on the nightstand.  
 
    “Dammit, Smokey!” 
 
    She quickly grabbed a blue checkered shirt off the bed and tried to mop up the water from the top of the nightstand. She knew this nightstand was meaningful to her mother because Leo had made it for her. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would come back Smokey, maybe next time be a little more careful,” she said jokingly, as Smokey jumped down and ran out of the room. 
 
    Mila was wiping the top of the nightstand down when she noticed some of the water dripped down one of the sides. She quickly took the shirt and wiped it off, and then suddenly, a little drawer on the side popped open. All these years, she never noticed the secret drawer before. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked as she slowly opened the secret drawer. She reached inside and pulled out what looked to be some type of book, maybe a diary or journal, Mila thought. It was beautiful. The leather was aged and mocha brown with an embossed Moroccan design on the front of it. The spine of the book had a darker piece of leather with lighter pieces placed in all the right spots. There was a small brushed silver lock that looked like it could be from the seventeen-hundreds on it keeping all her secrets safely inside. It looked like a diary or journal; she never knew her mother kept one, and she thought she knew almost everything about her mother. 
 
    She tried to open the lock, but it wouldn’t budge, it required a key. She put her hand in the secret drawer again and started to feel around. As she reached in, all the way to the back of the drawer, she pulled out a small trinket box. 
 
    The box was beautiful, carved out of wood; it looked like someone may have made it for her. On the bottom was an inscription. It was a little hard to read, as it was very faded, but she was able to make it out. It said, ‘Forever yours, L.’ 
 
    Mila guessed the ‘L’ stood for Leo. He and her mother had been together as long as Mila could remember, and he always surprised her mother with little handmade gifts like this. He told Mila once that making things with wood relaxed him, and reminded him of his childhood when he used to help his father with his furniture making business.  
 
    Mila opened the wooden trinket box, and low and behold, there was a small key that looked like the perfect fit for the old lock on the diary. She thought about opening the diary and reading it, but something stopped her, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to read it at all. She missed her mother so much already, but she was also afraid of what she might find out if she did read it.  
 
    She thought she knew almost everything about her mother, but as Mila went through her mother’s personal belongings, she realized that there were many secrets that Krystal kept over the years. Mila took a deep breath and put the tiny key in the lock and turned it. As she heard the lock click open, she knew she had to keep going. As she opened the journal, she held back the tears that tried to come when she saw her mother’s handwriting. She took  
 
    another deep breath and read the first entry dated Wednesday, January 21, 1987, (six years before Mila was born…)  
 
      
 
         Today, I was released from Middlefort Penitentiary for Women. I will never allow myself to get caught up with the wrong man again. Even if I never go on another date, I’ll be okay with that. I never want to go back to prison again. I never should have listened to Willie (that son-of-a-bitch) and helped him break into that house, I knew it was a stupid idea, but I was lost in love. Willie never loved me, he didn’t even come and visit me, not even once in a year – and I’m the one who got pinched! He got away. 
 
         I’m going to change my life. The only good things that came out of this whole ordeal are that I got rid of Willie and earned my GED. Tomorrow I’m going to drive over to Freyhill and apply for a job at the hospital there. Somehow, I don’t know how yet, but somehow, I am going to put myself through nursing school and make a new life for myself. 
 
    Her mother never told her that she did time, she just said she ran with a shitty group of people, dropped out of school in her senior year, and got in some trouble. She never went into details, and when Mila asked her about it, her mother would just tell her it was the past, and that’s where it should stay. She closed the journal and gently placed the lock back on. This was all she could handle for now. She wondered who this Willie guy was and how her mother got caught up with someone like that. It was so strange reading these things about her mother. She believed all these years that she knew almost everything about her mother, now she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Mila packed up the rest of her mother’s personal  
 
    belongings and brought the boxes downstairs and started to stack them in the front room. She planned to have someone from the Salvation Army or maybe Goodwill come and get the clothes and some of the less personal items. She wasn’t sure what to do with the furniture or the house itself for that matter. She didn’t want to make that decision yet; it was too soon. 
 
    Later that evening, she decided to read a little more of her mother’s journal. She opened it to the page she left off at. The next entry was dated Monday, January 26, 1987… 
 
      
 
         I’m so excited, I got the job, and I’ve been accepted to their nursing program. Things are really looking up for me. I can’t believe I’m actually going to be a nurse one day! I saw Willie the other day; he was leaving the liquor store as I was pulling into the parking lot for the library. He didn’t see me, thank God! I start classes next Monday. I’m so excited! 
 
      
 
    Mila wondered if this Willie person was still living in Rockville. She decided to read more of the journal to find out. The next entry was several months later, dated Monday, November 16, 1987… 
 
         Classes are going great; I think I may have a knack for this. The hospital assigned me to the maternity ward. I get to assist the nurses and help the patients. This may be where I want to specialize, I’m not sure though, it’s all still so new. There was a terrible storm last night, two of the  
 
    huge trees from the back of the house fell; one fell right into the barn. I’m going to have to hire 
 
    someone to fix it. Not sure how that’s going to happen. 
 
      
 
    Mila got up and got herself a glass of water. She was learning so much about her mother. It was both exciting and sad at the same time. She so wished her mother was still here to answer some of her questions. She could tell by the dates of the journal  
 
    entries that her mother didn’t write consistently, Mila wondered if she only recorded the essential things. The next entry skipped to Tuesday, October 11, 1988… 
 
         I got a raise today! I’m thrilled. School is still great; I still can’t believe I’m actually doing it! Something else great happened today, I went to Jake’s Diner to have lunch, and I ran into Marcie, and she told me that Willie got pinched for murder! Yippee Whoohooo! He’ll be spending the next twenty-five years in jail. I no longer have to worry about running into him. Such a relief! 
 
      
 
    Well, that answers my question about Willie I guess, Mila thought. She decided to get some lunch and continue reading. When she went to the refrigerator, she realized that there really wasn’t much for food; she would have to go out. She grabbed her keys and purse and drove up to Jake’s Diner and ordered a burger and fries to go. While she waited, she looked around the diner, and casually waved a polite hello to some of the people.  
 
    She could still remember when she worked as a waitress here, several years ago. In fact, the diner hadn’t changed much in the last ten years. As always, several flyers were advertising various events around town on the front window, Emma Harris’s delicious pies were displayed on the front counter and the ‘No Playing Hacky-Sack Inside’ sign that went up the year Mila graduated, was still stuck on the wall next to the men’s bathroom. 
 
    She was a little surprised to see that Guy Schmidt, the fry cook, was still working here; he was the cook when she worked here too. There were less and less young people staying in Rockville after graduation. It made sense, there wasn’t much for work in these parts, and most of her friends went to the bigger cities like Los Angeles or San Francisco. 
 
    “Oh my God, is that you Mila?” A sweet high voice said. 
 
    “Marie?”  
 
    Mila was shocked to see that Marie was still working as a waitress at the diner. She thought Marie left after graduation and went to New York City like she always talked about. 
 
    “Yep, it’s me,” she said, as she proceeded to give Mila a warm hug.  
 
    Marie hadn’t changed much since high school, except her fabulous figure was a little rounder and thicker, and her fiery waist length curly red hair was now cut into a very short bob. 
 
    “Wow, how have you been?” 
 
    “Things have been pretty great. Rob and I got married about a year after high school, and we have three kids already. Can you believe it, I’m somebody’s mom!”  
 
    It was a little hard for Mila to believe. All through high school, Mila listened as Marie told her about her plans to move to New York City after graduation and become a model. She had never talked about wanting kids or marriage; in fact, Marie swore she’d never get married until she was at least forty years old. To see that Marie was still waitressing was a little sad, but she seemed to be happy, so Mila didn’t say anything. She was happy for her friend. 
 
    Marie noticed the look on Mila’s face go from happy to sad when she mentioned that she was someone’s mom and said…  
 
    “I’m really sorry about your mom. She was such a terrific 
 
    lady, and she’ll really be missed.”  
 
    “Thank you for saying that, you’re so sweet.” 
 
    “I tried to make it to the funeral, but I had a sick kid at home, and Rob was out of town on business.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you married Rob Wickenburg, your high school boyfriend?” 
 
    “I did; surprised?” 
 
    “Ya, I thought you two broke up after graduation because he was going to school in Arizona, and you were going to New York. What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, we were screwing around, and I got myself knocked up. I didn’t ask Rob to stay, he just showed up one day with a ring and a great proposal. I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    “That’s cool. You seem really happy.” 
 
    “I am. Who would have thought I, out of everyone, would end up staying here? So, how long are you in town? Do you think you’ll move back?” 
 
    “I’m just here for the funeral. I have a practice in L.A., so I’ll be heading back at the end of the week.” 
 
    “A practice, what do you do now?” Marie asked as she sat down in the chair next to Mila. 
 
    “I’m a clinical psychologist; I help people with addictions, phobias, and anxiety issues mostly.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s impressive. I, as you can see, haven’t achieved my goal of becoming a supermodel; however, I am head waitress now since Myrtle retired last year. It’s just me and Guy left. Everyone else is new blood.” 
 
    “Waitress, I need some more coffee,” Gary Osborne, who owned Osborne’s liquor store in town said. 
 
    “Sorry, lunchtime is always pretty busy,” she said, as she stood up to grab the coffee pot to refill Mr. Osborne’s cup. 
 
    “No worries. I think that’s my order anyway, so I’ll let you  
 
    get back to work. I’ll swing in again before I leave town.” Mila said, as she paid for her lunch and walked towards the door. 
 
    “I’d like that. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    As Mila got back into her car, she noticed there was a new message on her phone. She quickly listened to it. It was Lacy Williams, one of her patients, asking to change her appointment. She always had to change her appointment; it was one of her issues, and Mila was expecting the call. She made a mental note to call Lacy back when she got back to the house.  
 
    After she enjoyed her hamburger, she decided to read a little more of the journal. The next entry was dated Friday, Feb 3, 1989… 
 
         I’ve decided to get the barn fixed and maybe do a little remodel on this kitchen. I’ve been looking at these cabinets from the fifties for too many years. I think I want something a little more current. Mrs. Geller recommended Leo Mills, a local handyman. I’m going to call him. It’s time. Nurse Chestin told me today that I was the best candidate in class. Hard to believe she could say something nice. She‘s a tuff teacher, but a great nurse. 
 
    Mila continued to read. The next entry was Monday, February 20, 1989… 
 
         The handyman started work on the barn today. Boy, he sure is handsome, and kind. I was surprised. He rode up on a Harley wearing a leather jacket, white t-shirt, jeans, and boots. He  
 
    has long blonde hair which he pulls back with several binders, and he wears a blue bandana around his head. He is kind, shows manners, and has a great sense of humor. I think I’ll enjoy having him around, as long as his work is as good. 
 
    Mila knew that her mother and Leo had been together a long time, but she had no idea they met back in 1989. The next entry was a couple months later, Thursday, May 18, 1989… 
 
      
 
         Leo was here working on the kitchen today, and before he left, he asked me if I would like to have a picnic down by the lake with him on Saturday afternoon. I was shocked. No one has asked me out in so long, I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded yes. He’s so different than the other guys I’ve known. He’s polite, smart, and interesting, and damn, he is HOT! 
 
    The next entry was dated, Sunday, May 21, 1989… 
 
      
 
        My date with Leo yesterday was magnificent. We rode out to the lake and had a lovely picnic lunch. He took care of everything. He brought fried chicken, potato salad, and these amazing strawberry rhubarb cupcakes for dessert.    
 
        He told me how he won a spot as a running back, with the Sacramento Sequoia, by a walk-on tryout, and how much he loves playing football. He moves up to Sacramento in mid-July and he comes back 
 
    after the season ends in January.  
 
         I know it means that he will be gone a lot, and there will be times he’ll be gone for months, but I’m fine with that. My life is so busy with school; I don’t have a lot of time for a boyfriend. Who knows, I think I’ll see where this goes. 
 
      
 
    Mila put the journal down and closed her eyes. She was learning so much about her mother. It was hard; she had questions, and no one to answer them. She thought about asking Leo, but she figured he probably wouldn’t offer much. Mila decided to leave the rest of the journal for later. She still had a few rooms to go through before she leaves to return to L.A. tomorrow. She had hoped to see Leo before she left too. She made a mental note to swing into the tattoo shop he worked at before she left town. Mila hoped that he would be ok; a loss like this could be devastating for him. He and Krystal had been together for a long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    When Leo opened the door and found Krystal lying lifeless, in a fetal position on the floor, he was devastated. Days later, even after her memorial service, he couldn’t imagine his life without her. She was his everything. They had been together for almost thirty years. He would have married her, but Krystal was dead set against marriage.  
 
    Everyone told Leo to take time off and grieve, but that wasn’t something he thought he could do. He wanted to be busy, so he didn’t think about his dear Krystal being gone. The day after her memorial service, Leo got up at his regular time and drove over to Lucky Tat, where he worked. His first client showed up around 9:30 a.m. He was a walk-in, and he wanted a black and white, realistic tattoo of a lion on his upper arm. 
 
    Leo found it more difficult then he thought it would be. As he was creating the stencil of his drawing, his mind kept wandering back to Krystal, and he worried that he might not do the best tattoo. He tried his best to push her out, but she just kept creeping back in. Leo persevered and completed the lion, exceptionally well, considering his mindset. His client was thrilled with is work, and vowed to tell all his friends to come to Leo for all their tattoos. 
 
    “Dude, your 11:30 a.m. called, he’s running a little late. You sure you’re ok to work today?” Ringo, Leo’s boss, asked as he was admiring himself in a mirror, fluffing up his green Mohawk and matching goatee.  
 
    Ringo wasn’t a big guy, standing at only five foot seven inches tall, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in loyalty. Ringo and Leo met in high school and became fast friends. He was there for Leo during the good and bad times. 
 
    “I’m fine, besides it’s just John from high school, I have to 
 
    do something, I can’t just sit around, I have to get her out of my head for a while,” Leo said, as he fought back the tears. 
 
    “I get it, man, when Nadine left me and took the kids, I couldn’t think straight for weeks, I threw myself into work too. I know you’re hurtin’ man, and you think work will help, but dude, trust me, you need time away. Just think about it.” 
 
    “I will,” Leo replied as he walked back to his station to prepare for his next client.  
 
    As he was cleaning up the inks from his first client of the day, he just broke down. Not wanting Ringo or anyone else to notice, he quickly walked to the bathroom and went inside to be alone and compose himself. After a few minutes, he realized that Ringo might be right, and he should take some time to grieve. When he felt he could control his mind enough, he left the bathroom and went to find Ringo. 
 
    “Hey, Ringo, you got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, what’s up, buddy?” 
 
    “I know I told you I just wanted to get back into it, but I think you might be right, I think I need to take some time off to grieve.” 
 
    “How much time do you think you need?” 
 
    “I thought I could finish up the appointments that are booked for today, and then I’d like to take a couple of weeks to get my head straight.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan. Take as much time as you need. I’ll have Lori call and cancel your appointments for the next two weeks, and not to reschedule or book anyone until I hear from you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that. Thanks, Ringo; you really are a good friend.” 
 
    “Ah, stop, you’re making me blush, and the red with my green Mohawk is making me look like a fucking Christmas 
 
    tree!” Ringo said, as they both laughed and he walked into the back room. 
 
    Just then, Miles Cavanaugh, the town’s lawyer, that was also handling Krystal’s will, walked into the tattoo shop. Miles was a southern gentleman that moved to Rockville to be closer to his wife’s family. It was clear he didn’t really fit in. Every day Miles wears a suit and tie, even when he isn’t working, he is always impeccably dressed. He is also very educated, holding a doctorate in law. His manners are impeccable, and unfortunately for him, he’s sometimes regarded as a bit snobby by those not quite as schooled in good manners.  
 
    Leo often wondered why Miles would marry someone like Mary Jo Penning. She was nothing like him; she liked to dress very casually, rarely wore makeup and usually wore her hair tied in a messy bun on the top of her head. Mary Jo didn’t make much of an effort with her appearance. She was a nice person, but her manners definitely needed work. When she popped back into town after living out east for several years, everyone was shocked to meet her husband Miles. He was her complete opposite, in every way, but somehow, they made a marriage. 
 
    “Ah, Leo Mills, just the person I’ve been looking for,” Miles said, as he wiped the sweat off his brow with a kerchief. 
 
    “Miles, what can I do for you? I’m going to guess you aren’t here for a tattoo,” Leo said, as they each smiled, and Miles politely laughed. 
 
    “No, no, I’m not here for a tattoo. First and foremost, I want to extend my deepest sympathy for your loss. I thought Krystal was a lovely person, and we lost her way too soon. If there is anything at all that I can do, please let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Would you possibly have a moment to spare?” 
 
    “Sure, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, as you may know, Krystal hired me several years ago to put together her will. She also gave me this envelope and asked me to give it to you should anything ever happen to her,” he said, as he handed Leo the envelope. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know; when she gave it to me, it was already sealed. She was very adamant about me getting it to you as soon as possible if something ever happened to her.” 
 
    “I had no idea she was so prepared. She truly was an amazing woman.” 
 
    “She also requested that you be the one to scatter her ashes,” he said, as he handed the urn to Leo. 
 
    “Did she happen to mention where?” 
 
    “She said, you would know just the place.” 
 
    “Of course, she did,” Leo said, as he slowly grinned. Krystal was always placing way more faith in him then he thought he deserved. 
 
    “Well then, my work here is done. I won’t take any more of your time, and again, my deepest condolences. If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “Thanks, Miles, I appreciate you bringing these things by; are you sure I can’t interest you in a tattoo while you’re here?” Leo teased. 
 
    “As much fun as it would be to say I got a tattoo from Leo Mills, one of the greatest running backs for the Sacramento Sequoias, I am going to have to pass. I don’t think it would go over so well with the wife, but thank you so much for the offer. Maybe one day…” 
 
    “Consider it an open offer,” Leo replied, as he walked Miles to the door.  
 
    Leo wondered if Miles would ever have the nerve to do something his wife didn’t approve of. It was very evident who 
 
    was in charge of that family. Leo chuckled as he walked back towards his station. 
 
    After Miles left, Leo got ready for his client, John Williams, a high school friend of his, who wanted a new school tattoo of his Doberman Pincher, Butch, wearing a yellow zoot suit while shredding on a guitar, placed on his upper arm. Leo enjoyed tattooing very much, and if it weren’t for Krystal, he probably never would have started. Damn, he missed her so much. 
 
    As he was finishing up the new school drawing of John’s zoot suit wearing Doberman, he thought about where he would go to scatter Krystal’s ashes. She was still heavy on his mind, but he knew he had to push those thoughts to the back while he was tattooing. John was a good friend of his, and he had to do his best. So, when he heard the bell on the front door, he quickly pulled himself away from thoughts of his beloved Krystal. 
 
    John Williams was a childhood friend of Leo’s. They played football in high school together, and when Leo got the scholarship to play football at USC, John drove out for every home game, just to cheer Leo on. He did the same when Leo played in the NFL. John wasn’t the most handsome man; he was very tall, standing around six foot two, with a beer belly and a scruffy beard. His hair was a dirty blonde color, shoulder length, and kind of stringy. His face was average, but he did ok with the ladies. 
 
    “Hey, John, good to see you, ready to get started?” 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely.”  
 
    “Alright then, have a seat. I think you’ll like what I’ve drawn for you,” Leo said as he showed John his sketch of Butch wearing a yellow zoot suit while shredding on a Gibson guitar. 
 
    “That is amazing dude! Fuck ya, it’s perfect. Maybe on the collar, you could put his name in?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem; give me a minute, and I’ll transfer it to a stencil, and we’ll see how it looks on your arm.” 
 
    “So how are you holding up? I thought for sure you’d call and cancel the appointment. You sure you’re ok?” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I’m going to fuck up your tat, I won’t.” Leo tried his best not to sound agitated, but he seemed to be on edge today. 
 
    “I know you’ll give me a killer tat; I’m asking as a concerned friend if you are ok.” John could understand why Leo would be a little touchy today; he tried his best to keep things light. 
 
    John was genuinely concerned about Leo, but Leo wasn’t the kind of guy who voiced his feelings. Sometimes it was impossible to tell what was going on in his mind. John, like Ringo, was worried that Leo might be trying to go back to normal too soon. 
 
    “I’m ok, but I really miss her. How’s the placement?” Leo really wanted to talk about absolutely anything but Krystal, so he quickly turned the conversation back to business. 
 
    “Perfect, love it. Man, this is dope. Don’t forget to sign it too.” 
 
    “You’re like one of the only people that insist on that. What are you going to do, cut off your arm, and sell it for money if I die?” Leo asked, ribbing his friend. 
 
    “How much do you think I could get?” They both laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know man; you are really twisted. Are you ready for this?” 
 
    “I’m good. Be gentle…” 
 
    Leo wasn’t himself, he always loved joking around with John, but today almost everything John said just annoyed him. He did his best not to let on. Leo just needed to get away and sort out his feelings. He took a couple of deep breaths and placed the tattoo machine on John’s arm and began work. 
 
    “I saw Mila was back in town, is she planning on sticking 
 
    around for a while?” John asked as he moved his eyebrows up and down like he wanted to get a piece or something. Leo stopped tattooing and looked John straight in the eye. 
 
    “No, she’s heading back to the city later this week. Don’t get any crazy ideas, John; she’s definitely not your type, besides she’s way too young for you,” he said, as he began tattooing again. 
 
    Leo really liked John, but he was quite the player. If a single girl came around, John would hit on her. He hit on every woman in town, dated several of them and even married a few… and of course, divorced a few. Leo felt like he had to protect Mila now that Krystal was gone and there was no way in hell, he was going to allow John near her. 
 
    After four hours, the tattoo was finished. 
 
    “Ok, what do you think?” 
 
    “Oh, dude, that is amazing work. I love the way he’s holding that guitar; it really looks like he’s shredding. I love it, and thanks for signing it.” 
 
    Every now and then, people would ask him to sign his tattoos once they found out he was a famous NFL running back for the Sacramento Sequoia from ‘88 to ‘93. Every tattoo he had done for John had to be signed; John was by far, after Krystal, his biggest fan. As he was cleaning up his station, he thought about those days.  
 
    When he was a senior in high school, he played football and loved it. He had no plans to attend college, he wasn’t big on book learning; he really just wanted to play football. So, when he was offered a full scholarship to USC to play for their football team, he jumped at the chance; and since Leo loved to draw, he majored in Art History. 
 
    During his third year at USC, a scout from the NFL team, the Sacramento Sequoia approached him and asked if he would like to try out in a walk-on spot. He did, and they signed him to play running back for them. He took a chance, quit college, and played football. It was everything he dreamed it would be and more. He played four seasons with only minor injuries, but at the end his fifth season, he tore his ACL, and his career was over.  
 
    When he came home, he didn’t know what to do with himself. He thought about going back to USC and finishing his degree, but he didn’t know what he would do with it anyway.  It was then Krystal told him that his drawings were amazing and encouraged him to see if his buddy, Ringo, who owned the local tattoo shop, Lucky Tat, would be interested in buying some of his work. 
 
    Leo did just that, but Ringo didn’t want to buy the drawings; instead, he wanted to show Leo how to tattoo and took him on as an apprentice. Leo never thought about a career in tattooing, but he didn’t have anything else going on, so he gave it a shot and ended up loving it. He was a natural. He’s been tattooing ever since, all thanks to Krystal’s suggestion. 
 
    Leo looked at the letter that Miles brought by, it had her handwriting on the front; just seeing her writing made him choke up. He quickly folded the letter in half, and put it in his back pocket, and walked over to the front desk where Lori, their receptionist, was sitting. 
 
    Lori had worked at Lucky Tat for years; Leo often wondered why Ringo didn’t go for her after Nadine left. They were always joking and laughing together. They often did lunch together, and sometimes, hit the bar after work. Lori loved tattoos, and you could tell. She was covered with them. She wore her bright red hair short, so she could show off the dragon that was tattooed around her neck. It was a cool tattoo; done by Ringo  
 
    himself to look like the dragon was just sitting there hanging out on her neck. 
 
    “Lori, what does the rest of my day look like?”  
 
    “Nothing booked for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Nothing? That’s weird.” 
 
    “Not really, I didn’t mention that most of them, except for your buddy John, called and rescheduled a few weeks out. I guess everyone thought you would take more time off.” 
 
    “Ok, well, in that case, I guess I’ll see you in a couple weeks,” he said, as he grabbed his helmet and keys and walked out of the shop. 
 
    As he was starting his bike, he noticed Mila walk up. He wondered what she was doing here; he thought she was leaving today. 
 
    “Hey, Mila, how are you doing?” Leo asked as he got off his bike and gave her a hug.” 
 
    “I wanted to stop by to say good-bye, and to give you this,” she said, as she handed Leo a wood framed photo of him and Krystal. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “I thought you might like a photo of the two of you. I always loved this one; Mama must have too, because she had it displayed on her nightstand.” 
 
    The picture was a nice touch; it meant the world to him that she gave him that photo especially. Mila didn’t know it, but that picture was taken on the day that he and Krystal declared their love for each other. It was always their secret. 
 
    “Thanks, this is really thoughtful of you. I don’t think I even have any photos of us together, so this really means a lot to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. I know Mama would have wanted you to have it.” 
 
    “What are your plans now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure; I think I’ll just go back to L.A., my practice and life. I’m not sure when I’ll be back up in these parts; since Mama’s gone, I really have no reason to come back.” 
 
    “What about the house?” 
 
    “I don’t know; I’m going to sit with it for a while. I can’t bring myself to sell it yet.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on it for you if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’d like that. So, you’re sticking around town?”  
 
    “Ya, I’ve got a good business here, and I like the town. I’ve been here so long I wouldn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    “Do you want the house? I mean, I really can’t see myself moving back here anytime soon.” 
 
    “No, honey, that’s yours. Besides, I don’t think I could live there; too many memories, ya know? Look, if you decide to sell, let me know and I’ll handle what I can on this end for you.” 
 
    “I’m going to hold you to that. Miles mentioned that she wanted you to scatter her ashes.” 
 
    “Ya, go figure, she was always volunteering me,” Leo replied, as they both laughed.  
 
    It was true, Krystal always “loaned” Leo out. If one of her friends needed something fixed, she would ask Leo, and he would always do whatever she asked. He couldn’t say no to her, and she just wanted to help people. 
 
    “She loved you so much, and I think she believed you could do anything.” 
 
    “She had a way of putting a lot more faith in me then I think I ever deserved.” 
 
    “Have you decided where you’re going to scatter her?” 
 
    “No clue, I have some ideas, but nothing seems right, ya know?” 
 
    “I get it. I’m sure Mama will find a way to let you know where she wants to be scattered.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. Are you sure you don’t want to stick around a while longer?” 
 
    “I should get back. There really isn’t anything here for me anymore, and the longer I stay, the more I miss her.” 
 
    “I understand. This must be really hard on you. I really want you to know that if you ever need anything, I’m here for you, call me anytime. I know we aren’t technically family, but you’ve always seemed like the daughter I never had,” he said, as he gave her one more hug before she left. 
 
    “That means the world to me Leo, thank you,” she replied, as tears started to collect in her eyes, “I should probably get on the road, I’d like to get back before it gets too late.” 
 
    “Ok, have a safe drive. Maybe drop me a line every now and then so I know you’re doing ok…” 
 
    “I’ll do that, and if you ever find yourself in L.A., make sure you swing in and say hello. Bye Leo,” she said, as she walked over to her car and got inside.  
 
    Leo watched as Mila pulled out and drove down the street. It was like watching an essential chapter in his life close for good. He wondered if he would ever see her again, he hoped he would. When Mila’s car was no longer in sight, Leo secured Krystal’s urn on the passenger seat of the bike, put on his helmet, started his Harley and drove off towards the unknown. 
 
    Once out on the open highway, Leo realized he had no idea where he was headed; so, he decided to ride up to Hoople near Santa Barbara, where he and Krystal would go every year, the ride would be beautiful. He remembered how much Krystal liked it and wondered if she would be happy scattered there. Leo thought he would ponder it for a while, he wasn’t in a rush. 
 
    After riding for about an hour and a half, he pulled into the Drake Motel to get a room for the night. He and Krystal always  
 
    stayed at the Drake on their way up to the lake cabin. It was their tradition.  
 
    He walked into the familiar lobby, with the crazy purple and red psychedelic wallpaper and matching carpet. Stepping into the Drake Motel was a little like stepping back in time. The décor was very sixties with all the wild colors, making it look like time just stopped there. He could smell freshly brewed coffee, and there were some of Sally’s delicious homemade chocolate chip cookies sitting out on a plate for anyone who wanted some. 
 
    He walked up to the front desk and rang the bell to alert someone that a guest had arrived. Minutes later, a tall, older, thin man dressed in a flannel shirt with jeans and long grey hair came out. It was Charlie, the owner.  
 
    “Why, is that you, Leo? I wasn’t expecting you. Where’s that lovely girl of yours?” 
 
    “Hi, Charlie, it’s good to see you. I’m flying solo this trip.” 
 
    “I hope everything is ok…” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’ll hear sooner or later… Krystal passed away earlier this week.” 
 
    “Oh no, I am so sorry to hear that. Just a moment, hey Sally, can you come out here a minute please?” he yelled to his wife who was sitting on the sofa in the back watching her favorite reality show, ‘Till Death Do Us Bark’, a marriage boot camp for people who married their dogs, and are now having problems in the relationship.  
 
    “What do you need love?” she asked as she came out into the lobby, “Leo, I didn’t know you and Krystal were coming. It’s good to see you.”  
 
    Sally was a petite woman who always wore a long skirt with a flannel shirt. Her hair was long, grey, and straight. Sometimes she pulled it back and secured it with a colorful bandana, but not today. 
 
    “Krystal passed away,” Charlie quickly told his wife before Leo could say anything. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, that is horrible. I am so sorry for your loss. Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “No, I’m ok; just need a room for the night.”  
 
    “Sure, that’s no problem. Where ya headed, if you don’t mind me asking?” Charlie asked as he prepared the necessary paperwork. 
 
    “Our cabin on Lake Hoople.” 
 
    “Ah, the annual trip, maybe a little later this year…” Sally said. 
 
    “Ya, I was thinking about scattering her ashes up there.” 
 
    “That is a beautiful idea. I think Krystal would love that.” 
 
    “Alright, Leo, you’re all set. Room fourteen is ready.” Leo reached in his back pocket to pull out his wallet. 
 
    “Oh no, it’s on the house.” 
 
    “Are you sure? That’s really nice of you, I appreciate that. Is the diner still open?” 
 
    “Diner’s open until 9:00 p.m. tonight. If you need anything else, just give me a jingle.” 
 
    Leo took the key, thanked the Drake’s again, and went back to his bike. He grabbed the urn and his pack and went inside the room. The room wasn’t anything special, but he didn’t need anything more than a clean bed and a shower.  
 
    Leo saw Krystal’s face everywhere, so beautiful, so delicate and perfect. It was almost like he could reach out and touch her. He missed her so much it physically hurt. This wasn’t his plan, they were supposed to grow old together, but now he had to go on by himself. He wasn’t especially hungry, but he knew he had to eat, so he put on his leather jacket, grabbed the room key, and walked across the parking lot to the diner. 
 
    The diner wasn’t bustling, just a couple of truck drivers 
 
    and a few locals eating, so Leo grabbed a booth in the back. While he was looking over the menu, a young, fragile looking, woman, wearing a yellow dress and a white apron with her hair neatly pulled back in a chignon covered with a hair net appeared at his table.  
 
    “What can I get for you, sir?” Delores, the waitress, politely asked. 
 
    “I’ll have the Famous Burger.”  
 
    “How would you like that cooked?” 
 
    “Medium-well.” 
 
    “Do you want fries, potato salad, cottage cheese, or fruit?” 
 
    “Would it be possible to get potato salad, and a side salad instead of fries?” 
 
    “Sure, that’s no problem. Do you want a beer or something to drink?” 
 
    “I’ll take a beer, whatever you have.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be back with your side salad in just a few,” Delores said, as she walked back behind the counter to put in his order. 
 
    After she left, Leo reached in his back pocket and pulled out the letter that Miles gave him. It was a letter that Krystal had written years ago, it was dated May 14, 1995… 
 
    My dearest Leo,  
 
         I want you to know that you are the love of my life. The first day you came by to work, I remember thinking how handsome and intelligent you were. I think I had a crush on you from the very beginning, and every day afterward, you continued to make me fall deeper and deeper in love with you.  
 
        You were always so kind and understanding. I know I wasn’t always easy to be with, I have a lot of baggage, but you didn’t care, you just loved me anyway, and for that, I will always be grateful. You made my life so full. 
 
         That fateful night you brought Mila to me, I wasn’t sure what I would or even could do, but you had complete faith in me, and it paid off. She was exactly what I needed to make my life complete, and I sincerely thank you for that. I know the little family we made with Mila was anything but conventional, but to me, it was perfect. 
 
    He had to stop, it was already making him tear up, and he just wasn’t ready for that right now. He would read the remaining portion when he gets to Hoople. He carefully folded the letter back up and placed it neatly in the envelope. Leave it to Krystal to think ahead and say goodbye. He was perpetually amazed by her, and everything she did just made him love, and miss her more. He took a large gulp of his beer and wiped his eyes before any tears could fall. It wasn’t like him to be so weepy; he wasn’t sure how to handle it. Her death really caught him by surprise; he never thought she would go before him.  
 
    “Here you go; is there anything else I can get for you?” Delores asked as she placed the steaming hot ‘Famous burger’ in front of Leo. 
 
    “Wow, this looks amazing… just ketchup please.”    
 
    After finishing his meal, Leo went back to his room, it had been a long day, and he was exhausted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The clock radio on the nightstand struck 3:20 a.m. and Larisa woke up in a cold sweat. She pushed the blankets down and turned to look at the clock, still early, she thought, I can go back to sleep. She laid there on top of the covers for a few minutes while she tried to calm herself down; this was becoming a regular thing, and she was getting really tired of it.  
 
    Each night she would go to sleep with hopes that she would sleep through the night, but it rarely happened that way. It felt like almost every night; she would wake up in a cold sweat from a panic attack. Larisa forced herself to think of pleasant things as she tried to drift back into sleep, but her mind kept drifting back to that fateful night, twenty-five years ago, and the white office supply box. 
 
    Since sleep didn’t appear to be coming any time soon, she decided to pull out one of the trashy romance novels she had stashed in a box next to her nightstand and read awhile. The box was left by the previous owner in the master bedroom. Larisa found it the day she moved into her new bungalow and decided to keep it; she thought it was a bit sad though since the previous owners sold because of a nasty divorce. Whenever she had trouble sleeping, she would pull one out and read for a while; it always put her to sleep, that is, until recently. 
 
    Larisa sat up and placed two pillows behind her back so she could lean back comfortably while she read, then reached over to pull one of the paperbacks out of the box. What’s it going to be tonight, she wondered. She had a pretty good idea once she got a glimpse of the cover; there was a handsome man with shoulder length dark brown hair embracing a beautiful blonde-haired woman wearing a slinky bikini on the beach, this one will do, she  
 
    thought. 
 
    She read for about twenty minutes when she started to feel a little sleepy, so she put the book down, fluffed her pillow, skooched down under the covers, and closed her eyes again. For the next few hours, Larisa went in and out of sleep. When she did sleep, she had nightmares of the past; so, when her alarm went off promptly at 6:00 a.m., she was more than ready to get up.  
 
    As she sat at the breakfast bar, nonchalantly paging through the current issue of Vogue and picking at her avocado toast, she thought about her day. She had an important listing appointment scheduled for this morning, one that could open several new doors for her. Larisa was very excited about the opportunity and also a little apprehensive; what if I have another one of those panic attacks during the listing, she thought. 
 
    Larisa knew she would have to figure out how to get her anti-anxiety medication refilled, and soon. The panic attacks were coming more often, and they were getting worse. She had been lucky so far that none of the attacks happened while she was with a client. Her main problem with the doctors was that they wanted to talk about the issue. For her, that wasn’t an option, she would never tell another living soul what she did. She would have to make something up, but what… 
 
    She decided to take a chance and sent a text to Molly, 
 
    Do you have the number for that doctor with the sleep meds? 
 
    After a few minutes, Molly sent a text back, 
 
    Dr. Mila Thorton, (213)555-5364, you’ll like her.  
 
      
 
    Larisa didn’t want Molly to think the appointment was for  
 
    her, so she told a little lie… 
 
    Not for me, please keep confidential, for a client. 
 
    Larisa hoped that by telling Molly it was for a client, she would be able to keep this request between the two of them and not broadcast it all around the office. It was a risky move, but it was a risk she had to take. She had to get these attacks under control; and soon, before they ruined her life. 
 
    After she finished eating, she walked into her bedroom and gave herself a once-over. Larisa tried to smooth her shoulder-length auburn hair, but today it seemed to have a mind of its own. So rather than fighting with it all day, she grabbed a binder from the drawer and neatly pulled all the hair back into a low pony and placed a beautiful barrette over the rubber binder. She applied a second coat of mascara and called herself done. 
 
    Larisa went to her closet and picked out a complimentary pair of heels to go with her outfit. Ever since Larisa made her first million, she has been obsessed with Jimmy Choo’s and over the years has collected several pairs. It was quite rare to see Larisa in any shoe that didn’t have at least a three-inch heel; she liked the feeling of being taller, even if the extra height only brought her to five foot seven. 
 
    When Larisa arrived at the listing appointment, she looked at her watch and realized she was a little early. She used the extra time constructively and looked up the therapist that Molly recommended making sure she was on the up and up. She checked credentials, and everything checked out, so Larisa mustered up the courage, dialed the number, and made an appointment for later that week. 
 
    Once the appointment was set, she actually felt a sense of relief. Larisa had no idea what she would tell the therapist was 
 
    wrong and causing the panic attacks, but she had a few days to come up with something. She put the appointment to the back of her mind and concentrated on her listing appointment. 
 
    She was meeting with Mrs. Gisela Roth, a new client. Larisa really wanted this listing and was thrilled when she got the call from Mrs. Roth, for the opportunity. The house was on Mockingbird Lane, in the famous Bird Streets neighborhood of L.A. This would be her first opportunity to have a listing in this area. These listings usually went to other brokers more accustomed to the area, but luckily for her, Mrs. Roth wanted someone different. If this listing went well, Larisa could expand her territory and possibly her business. 
 
    As she was getting out of her car, she was amazed by the property. It was a beautiful two-story, Mediterranean Revival style home with smooth white stucco siding, and a terra-cotta tile roof. The front doorway had an elaborate arch and a very tall carved-wooden door. The facade was beautiful, with detailed stonework around the door and windows above. The house itself was quite large, eight-thousand square feet of living space, and the lot was almost two acres. From the back of the house, Larisa imagined that there were stunning views of the city. She was very excited to see the inside. 
 
    As she walked up to the sidewalk of the impeccably manicured grounds, she couldn’t believe how beautiful it was; every plant was trimmed to perfection, and even the perfectly placed palm trees along the front of the house seemed to be swaying in the breeze in unison. She walked up to the front steps, admired the grand front door, and rang the doorbell. 
 
    Moments later, the door was answered by a young woman in her mid-to-late twenties, with long dark hair pulled neatly to the  
 
    side and secured in a pony. She was wearing a conservative brown, A-line dress with beige pumps and gold jewelry.  
 
    “Hello, I am Francesca, Mrs. Roth’s personal assistant. Please come in and make yourself comfortable. Mrs. Roth will be with you shortly. Would you like something to drink while you wait?” She asked as she escorted Larisa into the den.  
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Very well, Mrs. Roth will be with you shortly.”  
 
    When Francesca left, Larisa started looking around the room. It was fascinating; there were several awards on the shelves, each with a photo of Mr. Roth receiving the award. On the walls there were several photos, some old, some new; Larisa thought some were probably family; others were of famous actors, musicians and even some presidents standing alongside the Roth’s. 
 
    “Ms. Bergman, I presume,” Mrs. Roth said with a thick German accent when she entered the room. 
 
    Gisela Roth was a petite woman; no more than five foot two, with soft gray hair, neatly pulled back into a chignon. She didn’t wear a lot of make-up, just enough to enhance her natural beauty. Mrs. Roth didn’t have many wrinkles for her amazing age of ninety-eight, just a few small lines around her eyes and mouth. She wore a beautiful white Chanel skirt suit, with gold and black detailing. Around her neck, she wore several strings of pearls, all intertwined to make one piece. She finished the look with black pumps. 
 
    “Mrs. Roth. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Larisa said, as she extended her hand to shake. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you also, my dear.” 
 
    “What an amazing room of memories you have here. May I ask what your husband did for a living?” 
 
    “Of course, my husband, Wilhelm, wrote screenplays for a living.” 
 
      
 
    Larisa noticed a black and white photo in an ornate metal frame which looked like it had been taken in the forties of a very young bride and groom.  
 
    “What a beautiful photo; is this your wedding photo?” 
 
    Mrs. Roth walked over and picked up the photo and ran her fingers over it as she remembered the day. 
 
    “Oh yes, that is Wilhelm and me in Germany right after we got married. We were so happy that day… but it was the last time either of us saw our families,” she said sadly.  
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that, what happened?” 
 
    “The following day, while Wilhelm and I were on our way to London for our honeymoon, soldiers moved in and completely destroyed our village. They killed everyone they could find and stole anything that was of value. What they didn’t steal, they destroyed.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, that sounds horrible.” 
 
    “When we returned from London a couple of weeks later, there was nothing left of our village or our families. We couldn’t see a future for ourselves in Germany anymore. We thought about starting over in London, but with the war and all, we felt that it would be safer for us to leave Europe altogether and start a new life here.  
 
    “Wilhelm had a friend who left Germany a few years earlier. He was living here in California writing screenplays for Hollywood and making a good living at it. So, we took a leap of faith and moved out here. When we arrived in 1946, Wilhelm’s friend offered him a job writing screenplays for a studio, and the rest, as you say, is history.” 
 
    “What an amazing story. I must say, your home is absolutely beautiful, I can’t wait to see the rest of it.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, dear, Wilhelm had it built for us shortly after we got here. I raised seven children here, and now, I have 
 
    thirteen grandchildren and six great-grandchildren.” 
 
    “Is this your entire family?” Larisa asked as she looked a large family portrait hanging on the wall in the hallway just outside of the den. 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s most of us, that was taken about ten years ago, right before my dear Wilhelm passed. I have three more grandchildren now and one new great-grandchild.” 
 
    “You have a beautiful family; you must be very proud.” 
 
    “You’re sweet to say that, would you like to see the rest of the house now?” 
 
    “That would be lovely.” 
 
    Mrs. Roth took Larisa on a tour of the property, during which she told several stories of her life. Larisa didn’t mind, the stories were compelling, and some of them were pretty funny. She was really enjoying the appointment. When they finished the tour, they went and sat outside by the pool. 
 
    “Well, my dear, what do you think, can you sell this for me?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Did you have a price in mind?” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to you, as I’m sure you’ve done your homework, and know what the property is worth; however, out of curiosity, what do you think it’s worth?” 
 
    “Going by what has recently sold in the area, I think we should list it at $29,995,000. I think at that price we can get some bidding wars going and possibly drive up the price. Do you need to find a new home before you close on this one?” 
 
    “I’m going to move to the beach house in Newport. Two of my daughters live in Irvine, and I’d like to be closer to them and the grandbabies.” 
 
    “Ok, then, I have everything I need to get started. I’ll put the necessary paperwork together and get the property listed for you.” 
 
    “Thank you very much. I do have one request; I don’t want you to sell to a developer. I would like this home to go to a family that will actually live here. I expect that they would want to remodel, but I don’t want to see this house torn down. I would rather hold on to the house than have it go to a developer, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. You should know that it may take a little longer, but I completely understand, and will do my best to find the perfect buyer for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, I have another engagement I have to prepare for, so Francesca will show you out.” 
 
    “Thank you very much and I’ll be in touch,” Larisa said, as Mrs. Roth left the room and Francesca walked in. What an eccentric and interesting lady, Larisa thought. 
 
    Larisa got back into her car and headed to her office. As she was pulling into her office building parking lot, her phone rang, it was her assistant Molly calling. 
 
    “What’s up, Molly, I’m in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Oh, I was just calling to tell you that a courier just dropped off an envelope for you.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll be inside in a few.”  
 
    Molly was a good assistant; she just wasn’t very confident and checked in way too much. Larisa tried talking to her about it, but Molly didn’t change. It was frustrating to Larisa, but she didn’t have time now to train a new assistant, she would have to make due. Molly was waiting at the door when Larisa walked in. 
 
    “This envelope just arrived by courier.” Larisa took the envelope and started to open it as she walked back to her office with Molly following closely behind. 
 
    “Oh, cool, now I don’t have to use will-call,” Larisa said casually, as she pulled a Dark Horses concert ticket and back-stage pass out of the envelope and walked into her office and sat down. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is… a ticket and back-stage pass for the Dark Horses concert tonight?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you score that? I’ve been trying to find tickets for weeks. They’ve been sold out for months.” 
 
    “I know someone in the band.” 
 
    “You know someone in Dark Horses? Who? Who do you know in Dark Horses?” 
 
    “I know the guitar player, Zak Rhodes, and his wife, Ariana Montrichard.” 
 
    Molly was beside herself with envy.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I used to rent their guest house. It was several years ago, but we’ve kept in touch.” 
 
    “In touch like you go to their house for dinner or parties?” 
 
    “Yes, and I also swing by just to hang out too.” Larisa knew that Molly was green with envy, so she was having a little fun at her expense. 
 
    “That’s so awesome. I wish I knew a rock star and could go hang out with them,” Molly replied in a pouty voice. 
 
    “They are people just like us, but you’re right, it is pretty cool. Now, can we get back to work?” Larisa didn’t feel like going into any more detail with Molly.  
 
    “I guess; how did the listing appointment with Mrs. Roth go?” 
 
    “It went great, and that house, oh my God, it’s amazing. We’re listing it at $29,995,000.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little low?” 
 
    “Maybe by a thousand or two, but I’m hoping to create a bidding war and drive up the price. It’s such a unique property, it’s difficult to price. There isn’t anything like it in the area, most of the other homes are all new moderns.” 
 
    “I’ll get the paperwork ready and leave it on your desk.” 
 
    “Actually, would you have it couriered over to Mrs. Roth? I’d like to get started as soon as possible. We also have to figure out what to do for the broker open, which we should schedule for next week sometime. It’s a Mediterranean style home in the bird streets, so let’s get some ideas going for it.” 
 
    Molly took some notes, and when Larisa was done, she got started with the paperwork and planning the broker open. When Molly left, Larisa got up and closed her door so she could concentrate better. Larisa sat down at her desk, closed her eyes, and tried to clear her mind. Although her listing appointment went exceptionally well, she was still feeling stressed. 
 
    As she tried to relax and control her breathing, her mind started to drift. She was suddenly thinking about when her mother died; Larisa was only fourteen years old. Life changed drastically once Mama was gone. Her brother, Leo, was already living in Sacramento, playing pro football for the Sacramento Sequoias, so it was just her and her father left at home. 
 
    At first, her father tried to manage, but as time went on, it became harder and harder for him. He missed her mother so much; he could hardly handle life without her. He started drinking a lot and staying out all night. Larisa pretty much had to raise herself. Leo would come home now and then, but he had a girlfriend, and when he wasn’t playing football, he was usually with her. 
 
    Things were all right for a while; she even scored a date with Kurt Nettle, the captain of the football team, to a holiday party. She was so excited, but a little nervous too. She had never been on a date before, and she had no one to talk to about it. She  
 
    went to the party with Kurt, but later that night, he forced himself on her, telling her that all the girls were doing it. She let him have his way, and the next day, he dumped her. She was devastated; she had no idea what she had done wrong. 
 
    Then one night shortly after New Years, her father was sitting in his usual recliner watching television. When she walked into the room, he looked at her, and he told her that it was getting too difficult for him to be here with her. When she asked him what he meant, he said that as she was getting older, she was beginning to look more and more like her mother and he couldn’t take it. Later that night, he went out, like he usually did, but this time he didn’t come back. 
 
    Now she was utterly alone. She thought about calling Leo, but she couldn’t ask him to give up his dream to come back and stay with her. Instead, she kept it a secret. She never told anyone that her father left and she was living alone, she didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her or worse, pull her from the only home she’s ever known.  
 
    It wasn’t as hard to pull off as she thought it would be. Larisa was the one who did all the shopping and errands anyway, they might miss her dad at the bar, but otherwise, no one would be the wiser. Her father continued to put money in the household account that she could draw off of, even after he was gone. 
 
    Soon the school year would come to a close, and she would be graduating. Larisa thought for several months about her options, but she saw only two. She could stay in Freyhill, keep her job at the ice cream shop, and hope that her father would come back; or she could muster up the courage to leave the only home she’s ever known, and start over from scratch. Both options had good and bad points, and after weighing them all, Larisa decided to take a leap of faith, and move to Phoenix, Arizona. 
 
    She had never been out of the state of California, and had never gone any farther south than Los Angeles, so even the thought of moving to Phoenix was exhilarating. She started to plan and save money, and by the time the school year ended, she had saved enough money to move. 
 
    Then one night she was sitting at home dreaming about what her new life in Phoenix would be like, and her stomach started to ache. At first, it wasn’t that bad, she thought maybe it was just indigestion, so she took an antacid. However, as the night progressed, the pains were coming more often and getting much more painful. She didn’t know what to do, she thought about calling 911, but she didn’t have money to go to a hospital.  
 
    Then Larisa remembered the kind nurse that used to come to the house when Mama was sick. The nurse only stopped by a couple of times, but she was so compassionate and helped her mother so much. Larisa knew the number for the nurse was somewhere in the house, she just had to find it, and quickly. She searched the entire house, and finally, she found the number in a kitchen junk drawer, and she called it. The nurse came over immediately. 
 
    To her surprise, it wasn’t indigestion causing the excruciating pain in her stomach, she was in labor! She had no idea she was pregnant, or what she would do with a baby. That night a baby girl was born; she named the baby, Ella. She didn’t know what to feel or what to do; and when the nurse asked her if she wanted her to call someone, Larisa told her there wasn’t anyone to call, and begged her not to tell anyone she had the baby. The nurse asked if she was sure, and when Larisa said she was, the nurse agreed not to tell anyone.  
 
    It wasn’t that unusual for people to be secretive in that area; although the towns were small, many of the people were very private. When the nurse asked her how it was possible that  
 
    she didn’t know she was pregnant, Larisa explained that she got a period every month, so it never crossed her mind. The nurse was understanding and offered to help her. The following day, the nurse came back and brought a bunch of supplies that Larisa would need for the baby. Larisa was very grateful.  
 
    A couple of weeks passed, and Larisa thought she was starting to get the hang of being a mom. She still had plans to move to Phoenix, but now she would have to wait until baby Ella was a little older, maybe a couple of months. Larisa would continuously dream of their new life in Phoenix, but recently, baby Ella started to become very fussy. Larisa didn’t know what to do. She tried calling the nurse, but there was no answer; so again, she was on her own. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, baby Ella had colic and cried constantly. It was more than Larisa could take, so one night she gave the baby a little of the herbal potion that her mother always used when she and Leo were little to stop coughing and help them sleep. Larisa thought for sure it would calm the baby and fix whatever was wrong. She had no idea what was in the potion, her mother always got it from a local herbalist, and there was always a bottle in the house.  
 
    She found the bottle in the back of the medicine cabinet of the upstairs bathroom, and gave some to baby Ella to help her calm down, stop crying, and to go to sleep. After a few minutes, it was like a miracle; the baby stopped crying and went to sleep. Finally, she did something right. Larisa was thrilled, she gently placed the baby in the drawer bed she made out of the dresser next to her bed, and then laid down in the bed beside her and almost instantly fell asleep from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    The next morning Larisa woke up feeling refreshed and ready to tackle the day. She looked at baby Ella, who was still sleeping peacefully and smiled to herself, remembering how she  
 
    solved the crying; and thought she might just be getting the hang of being a mother. She went downstairs and found something to eat while she waited for baby Ella to wake up.  
 
    Hours pass, and still, the baby slept. Larisa wondered if it was normal. She knew that babies slept a lot, but this felt excessive. Larisa was beginning to worry that something might be wrong but convinced herself that she was just acting paranoid. She made a mental note to ask the nurse for a book about babies the next time she came to check on her.  
 
    That evening, when baby Ella still didn’t wake up, Larisa tried gently shaking her, but it didn’t wake her up. She tried shaking baby Ella harder, but nevertheless, she didn’t wake up. Something was very wrong. She picked baby Ella up and took her out of the drawer bed she was sleeping in, and cradled her in her arms. Larisa put her ear to the baby’s chest to see if she was breathing, but she didn’t feel any movement. 
 
    Larisa was terrified, she didn’t know what to do; she had somehow, accidentally killed her baby. She couldn’t tell anyone, not even the kind nurse, they would hall her off to jail, and she would be there the rest of her life. No, she had to handle this on her own, just like everything else.  
 
    She carefully wrapped baby Ella in a soft pink blanket, kissed her on the forehead and gently place the bundled baby into a white office supply box she found in Leo’s old room, probably left over from when he was packing to move to Sacramento.  
 
    Afterward, she quickly walked around the house, gathering all the supplies that the kind nurse brought for her and put them into a separate box and sat it next to the front door. Then she went up to her bedroom and packed a suitcase with anything she thought she would want in her new life in Phoenix.  
 
    As she came out of her bedroom and walked toward the staircase, she grabbed a family photo that was hanging on the wall  
 
    in the hallway and shoved it into the front pocket of her suitcase. She then took the box of baby supplies, and her suitcase, and placed them both in the trunk of her car, and then went back into the house. 
 
    When she was sure she removed every trace of the baby  
 
    from the house, she took the white office supply box with baby Ella inside, found a shovel and flashlight, and went out the back door and into the woods. By now it was very late, and a summer storm was brewing. The sky was filled with clouds, and thunder rumbling like a locomotive coming down the tracks. Every now and then, a bolt of lightning would shoot down out of the sky and light her path. 
 
    Larisa walked into the woods for about twenty minutes until she came across a tree with flowers around the bottom. She noticed that the tree had a lot of holes from birds in it and thought it would be the perfect resting spot for her dead baby. She carefully dug a hole and placed the white office supply box inside; after she said a little prayer and covered the box with dirt.  
 
    Just then, she heard something that sounded like someone walking on leaves coming up behind her. She quickly looked around, hoping no one saw what she just buried. She didn’t see anyone and thought that it was probably just an animal; these woods were filled with deer and other small animals. 
 
    Larisa waited a moment, then got up and walked back to the house. Tears were streaming down her face uncontrollably, but no one would ever notice because the rain had started; it was coming down hard, making it difficult to see.  
 
    Once she finally got back to the house, she went inside and dried herself off. She wiped up any water she may have brought inside with her and made sure things were all in order. Then she turned some lights off, locked the doors, and walked out to her car. 
 
    Tears were rolling down her face uncontrollably now. She was so scared, and she had no idea what she was going to do. She took one final look at the only place she had ever called home, got into her car, and drove out of town. To this day, she’s never told anyone what she did. It’s her secret, it haunts her every day, but she will take it to her grave.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    As Mila was driving back to Los Angles after the funeral, she thought about her mother. She missed her so much already, and it had only been a few days. She still couldn’t believe her mother was gone, and she would never be able to talk with her or see her again. She looked over at Smokey, her mother’s cat, who was in the passenger seat all curled up like a furball, sleeping peacefully and wondered if he misses her too. She zoned out as she watched the tall trees of the forest slowly turn into the busy city of Pasadena.  
 
    When she finally arrived home at her apartment, it was dark out, and she was exhausted; both mentally and physically. As soon as she got the door open, Smokey jumped down and started to explore his new home. She made a mental note to swing into a pet store and get a few things for him tomorrow. Mila kept thinking her phone would ring any minute with her mother calling to make sure she got home ok, but it never did. 
 
    Once she had everything inside that she brought from her mother’s house, she sat down and allowed herself to relax. There wasn’t much to put away, just her suitcase and a couple of boxes of memories. When Mila went into the kitchen to get something to eat, she realized she didn’t have much food in the house; she had planned to swing into Ralph’s Supermarket the day she got the call about her mother, but she never got the chance. She checked the cabinet and found a can of tuna, which she promptly opened and gave to Smokey. He devoured it like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. 
 
    She decided to order some lo mein from her favorite Chinese restaurant, Peking Moon, for herself. While she waited for the order to arrive, she pulled out her mother’s diary and started to read more. There was a significant gap in time from the last entry. This one was dated Tuesday, June 15, 1993… 
 
         It’s been a crazy couple of days. Sunday, I got a call from a young girl in Freyhill who was having severe stomach problems. She didn’t want to see a doctor, so I went over to see if I could help. I had been to the house twice before, almost four years ago, and it was her mother that was sick.  
 
         When I arrived, the young girl was down on the floor curled in a fetal position crying; it appeared that the pain was almost more then she could bear. I was worried it might be appendicitis, but after a few minutes, I realized it wasn’t a stomach problem at all; she was in full labor! I delivered a healthy baby girl that night. It came as a surprise to her too, she had no idea she was pregnant. 
 
         She was all alone, no parents around, no friends either. I hesitated to leave her alone, but she was very brave and told me she would be fine. I went back yesterday and brought her a few weeks worth of supplies to help her get started. She was so grateful, so I told her I would check in on her again in a few days. 
 
    As Mila finished reading the passage, she heard the buzzer for the door. She quickly ran over and buzzed in the delivery person and grabbed her purse for money. 
 
    As she ate her lo mein, she thought about the young Freyhill girl her mother helped and how frightened that girl must have been; all alone and not even knowing she was pregnant. She wondered where this girl might be now. She was thrilled to be learning so much about her mother, but Mila wondered why her mother never told her any of this when she was alive. 
 
    When she finished her lo mein, she picked up the diary to 
 
    read more. She really wanted to hear what happened to the girl. The next entry was dated Wednesday, June 30, 1993… 
 
         My life has changed forever. Last night there was a terrible storm. The electricity was out, and I was trying to read by flashlight. I’m not sure what time it was, I know it was very late, well past midnight, when there was a loud rapping on the door. I went to see who it was, but it was so dark, I couldn’t see anything out the window. Then I heard someone calling my name; I recognized the voice, it was Leo. It was raining so hard outside that he was drenched from head to toe.  
 
         When he came inside, I noticed he was holding something in his arms; it was a baby! I asked where he got it and who it belonged to, but he told me he couldn’t tell me, but to please trust him. He said that the baby needed a good home, and I was the only person he knew that could help.  
 
         I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do; I guess I’ll figure that out in the next couple of days. Who knows, maybe I’ll keep the baby and raise her myself, but I’ll have to really think about that, and make sure I’m the best option for this child. 
 
         The baby is so young; she must only be a few weeks old. Who would abandon such a beautiful child? The baby looked a little sleepy, maybe a little hungry, too, but otherwise, she looked healthy. Luckily, I have some baby things that I planned to bring over to the young girl in Freyhill later this week, so I won’t have to go into town tomorrow to get anything. 
 
    Mila slowly put the diary down and tried to collect her thoughts, which were suddenly going crazy. Why wouldn’t she tell me that I was adopted? She thought about it for a few minutes; Ok Mila, don’t freak out, it never said it was you, although the birth dates sure are close. She talked herself off the ledge and reminded herself that she only read part of the story, she would have to read more to find out if she was, in fact, the baby that Leo found.  
 
    “Hi Smokey,” Mila said, as her new bushy friend jumped up and demanded couch space next to her.  
 
    As Smokey snuggled in beside her, she realized he was really a pretty cat. Mila guessed he was a Siamese, even though her mother always said he was a moggie or mixed breed. He had soft grey fur over his entire body with a thin black mask over his eyes, nose and mouth, and black “booties” on his feet. His bright blue eyes looked up at her inquisitively, possibly wondering if this was his new home and if she was his new food source.   
 
    Mila was anxious to read more of her mother’s diary. Now she really wanted to know if she was, in fact, this baby. The next entry was dated Friday, July 2, 1993… 
 
         Yesterday, I asked Mrs. Geller to watch the baby for me while I went over to check on that young girl in Freyhill. I told her I was watching my sister’s baby so she wouldn’t ask any questions. When I arrived at the girl’s house, something was strange, it didn’t look like anyone was home - and she was supposed to be expecting me. I went up to the house, but it was all locked up, and when I peeked into the front window, although I could see the furniture inside, it looked like the house was vacant. I tried ringing the bell several times, but there was no answer.  
 
         I thought about leaving the supplies on the stoop for her, but something told me she wasn’t coming back. I sure hope she and her baby are ok. As I was driving home, I remembered that she mentioned that she wanted to move to Phoenix to start a new life; maybe she’s already left… 
 
    Mila continued to read the next entry, dated Tuesday, July 6, 1993… 
 
         I can hardly believe it, but I’ve decided to keep the baby and raise her myself. I’m going to call her Mila, after my mother. I asked Maggie to help me with the birth certificate. When she asked me about Mila’s natural mother, I lied and told her that my sister was a surrogate for me.  
 
         I felt horrible lying to her, but I had no other choice. If I had told her the truth, she would have been obligated to get the police involved, and then I might lose the baby for good. Sometimes I think it’s ok to tell a lie, as long as it’s not hurting anyone. Maggie put my name as the mother on the birth certificate and left the father’s name blank. 
 
         I don’t know what kind of mother I’ll make, but I swear, I will do my very best. I promise to give this baby a good life and never tell her how her natural mother threw her away. 
 
         I really wish I knew more about the natural mother. I suppose I should have Mila examined by a doctor, just to be sure everything is fine. I wish Leo would have told me more. I wonder if he is protecting someone or if the way he found her was  
 
    too disturbing, and he’s actually protecting me. Either way, I love him for doing it. If he wants me to know, he will eventually tell me. I have to be patient, and I have to be ok if he decides that I can never know. 
 
    As Mila finished reading the entry, the book slipped out of her hands and on to the floor. Oh my god, it’s true, I’m the baby Leo found. She could hardly believe it. As she sat on the couch waiting for the truth to really sink in, Mila wondered about her birth mother; who was she and why did she throw me away? Mila was so confused and didn’t know what to think. All these years, she never knew what her mother did for her. Oh, she wished her mother was still alive so she could talk to her about this. 
 
    For a brief moment, she thought about calling Leo and asking him about this; but it didn’t feel right. He was always very kind to Mila, but they were never very close. He would come over in the evenings, have dinner with them, and then stay a while afterward, but Mila usually went up to her room and did her own thing rather than hang out with the adults.  
 
    Leo was never there in the mornings when she got up and came down for breakfast either, although, she did see him sneaking out the back door a few times over the years. She wondered why her mother and Leo never married. To Mila, it seemed inevitable that they would, but it never happened.  
 
    As Mila glanced at the clock, she realized she had lost track of time. It was well after midnight, and she had an early appointment with Lucy Manacourt, one of her least favorite patients, scheduled for the following morning; now only a few hours away. She put the diary in her dresser drawer and got ready for bed. 
 
    The following morning, as Mila was looking through her 
 
    closet trying to decide what to wear, she did her best to stay focused and not think about what she read the night before. It was difficult, but she had to be on her game today. She decided on a soft pink, knee length, pencil skirt, with a simple white blouse, and of course her favorite pair of Manolo Blahnik pointed-toe heels. She loved wearing heels, something she and her mother never saw eye to eye on.  
 
    She glanced over at the clock, 7:25 a.m.; she was running late, and that was never good when Lucy Manacourt was coming in. She quickly finished her makeup and pulled her hair up into a messy bun, grabbed her shoes and purse, and ran to the door. As she was getting ready to walk out, Smokey started to walk around  
 
    her feet and rub up against her legs, obviously looking for something from her, probably breakfast.  
 
    “Oh, my poor baby, you’re hungry, aren’t you,” Mila said, as she picked up Smokey and gave him a hug.  
 
    She never had to take care of a pet growing up, and she quickly realized that she would have to make some changes; like starting her day a little earlier, to accommodate Smokey. 
 
    Mila quickly fed Smokey the remaining can of tuna, gave him one more hug, got into her car, and left for her office. On the way, she stopped for an iced coffee and blueberry muffin at her favorite little shop, The Brew House.  
 
    Her first appointment that day was with Lucy Manacourt. Lucy was the seventeen-year-old daughter of the famous director Richard Manacourt and his wife, the distinguished actress, Lily Riverdale. She had been coming to see Mila for about two months now, trying to get rid of her anger issues; it was court ordered due to the severity.  
 
    Lucy was your typical Hollywood kid who was big into rebelling. She wore her hair in long deadlocks, with several brightly colored strands, and her language was usually foul. Lucy 
 
    always dressed like she was going to a Goth nightclub, in a mid-length black dress and tall black boots. She painted her eyes with dark smoky colors and to top it off, she wore a small silver chain that went from her upper lip to the ring in her nose. 
 
    When Mila pulled up to her office, she saw Lucy’s car in the spot right in front of her office door. She knew that Lucy would be impatiently waiting inside; not something she liked walking into. Mila knew that when Lucy showed up early, she was usually much more aggressive and challenging in the session. What a great way to start my day, she sarcastically thought as she parked her car, took a deep breath, and went inside. 
 
    She walked into her office, quickly tossed her purse in a drawer, and immediately went to let Lucy in. 
 
    “About damn time you show up!” Lucy yelled when Mila opened the door to the waiting area. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Lucy. I see you are upset, let’s go inside my office and talk it out.”  
 
    Mila knew that it was going to be a challenge to get Lucy to calm down, she hadn’t quite figured out why she was always so quick to anger.  
 
    “My time is important, and I don’t like waiting around,” Lucy screamed, trying to get a rise out of Mila. 
 
    Mila looked at her with a calm face and thought, you’re seventeen, and your only responsibility is going to school you spoiled brat; but instead, said in a very calming voice… 
 
    “The clock on the wall says 7:50 a.m. your appointment is scheduled for 8:00 a.m. I’m not late, you’re early, and that’s great, but you need to control your emotions and practice patience like we discussed last week.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Mila was careful not to let Lucy see that she was shocked by her response, as it was usually what Lucy was going for. 
 
    “Lucy, I’ve told you before, you cannot use that type of language here. I understand you are frustrated, but again, you must control your emotions. Let’s go inside my office, it will be more comfortable for us to talk.” 
 
    Lucy followed Mila into her office like a child who was about to be punished, and let out a loud sigh when she plopped down in the chair; just to show Mila she was still upset. As Lucy waited for Mila to start the session, she picked at her nail polish and blew bubbles with her gum. 
 
    “I got a call from your parole officer; he said you got into another fight. Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “Not really,” she nonchalantly replied, as she continued to pick at the few chunks of black nail polish still left on her thumbnail. 
 
    “Well, since you are here on a court order, I think we should talk about it.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Ok, I can see where this is going, Mila thought as she glanced at the clock, only forty-two minutes left to go; I hope this isn’t a glimpse into the rest of my day. 
 
    “Lucy, you aren’t going to be able to get rid of me that easily. Now, let’s talk this out, and maybe then, you’ll feel better.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Lucy didn’t want to talk, she enjoyed hurting people. It made her feel important since her parents didn’t seem to have any time for her these days. 
 
    “So, what started the fight?” 
 
    “Stupid bitch just wouldn’t do the speed limit, she had to drive slowly. If the speed limit says forty-five then go forty-fucking-five not forty,” Lucy yelled as she clenched her fists and her face went red. 
 
    “Try and calm down, and tell me what happened next.” 
 
    “I followed her into the drug store parking lot, and when she got out of her car, I ran over and just started whaling on her,” 
 
    Lucy replied with a grin. 
 
    Mila could picture this poor woman innocently getting out of her car when suddenly, out of nowhere, she’s attacked by this Goth looking kid. 
 
    “How did you feel after beating her?” 
 
    “I felt great; she, of course, was a total mess. There was blood flying everywhere, just like a bloody horror movie. I blackened both her eyes, broke her nose, and split her lip before the cops showed up. She never saw me coming. I was like a superhero, but dark.” 
 
    “Is the lady going to be ok?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I really don’t care; she was stupid and needs to learn to drive the speed limit. The cops said I hurt her pretty bad, but she pissed me off. What was I supposed to do, just let it happen?” 
 
    “Well, yes. Do you still feel good about it now?” 
 
    “Actually, I kind of feel bad. I could have used my time better.” 
 
    “What do you mean when you say you could have used your time better?”  
 
    Mila wondered, just for a moment, if Lucy might be having a breakthrough. Maybe she wasn’t as cold and heartless as Mila thought, perhaps she did feel remorse and sad after she hurts people. 
 
    “If I wouldn’t have been so busy watching to see when the cops were coming, I could have gotten a few more punches in. I was just getting to the point where I felt pure rage, and that’s when I fight the best. But don’t get me wrong, it was awesome, and I’d do it again in a minute.” 
 
    By this time, Lucy was fully standing and acting out some of the punches; telling the story was like an adrenalin rush for her. Mila was disappointed, she had hoped that Lucy was going to say to her that she felt terrible for hurting that innocent woman, but Lucy was anything but sorry. 
 
    “Have you been practicing the exercises I showed you, and going to the group like we talked about?” 
 
    “Sometimes… but I don’t like the group. They’re just a bunch of losers who sit in a circle, and tell each other how sorry they are for hurting the people they hurt; over and over, the same stories every week; I can’t take it anymore, I’m going to lose it and kill one of them.” Lucy was becoming agitated again. 
 
    “I can find a different group for you if you like.”  
 
    You psycho spoiled brat, Mila thought. 
 
    They talked until the clock struck 8:45 a.m. when Mila told Lucy the session was over. By this time, Lucy was calm and quietly left. 
 
    Once Lucy was gone, Mila let out a sigh of relief. Lucy was one of her most challenging patients; because she never knew what kind of mood she would be in, or how to approach the session. Mila thought it was possible that Lucy might be suffering from bipolar disorder, but she was beginning to think it looked more like intermittent explosive disorder.  
 
    Mila also wondered if maybe, just maybe, Lucy was doing all of this just to get attention from her parents. It was a long shot, but Mila had seen this before. It was prevalent with young Hollywood kids, because their parents were usually traveling or working long hours, and can’t give them the attention they so desperately want; which could definitely be the case with Lucy. 
 
    Unfortunately for Mila, she will have to endure a few more sessions with Lucy before she can make a clear-cut diagnosis. She made the necessary notes in Lucy’s file, placed it in the billing pile, and then pulled out her next patient’s file. 
 
    Mila’s next appointment that day was with a new patient, Larisa Bergman. She didn’t have much information to go on 
 
    except for what Larisa told her on the phone; that she was having problems sleeping and was suffering from severe anxiety attacks.  
 
    Promptly at 9:00 a.m., the buzzer went off, and Mila knew that someone was in the waiting room. She quickly composed herself and went to greet her newest patient. 
 
    When she opened the door, she was surprised to see a very well put together woman sitting in the waiting room. The woman was dressed in a pale beige pencil skirt, with a cream blouse, and a brown belt tying the look together. She had a pretty, girl next door, face, and her hair was shoulder length and a beautiful shade of auburn that she wore pulled back in a low pony with several small strands hanging perfectly around her face. She looked very confident.  
 
    “Hello, I’m Dr. Thorton, you must be Larisa Bergman. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please come in.”  
 
    Larisa set the fashion magazine she was paging through down on the coffee table and followed Mila into the office. 
 
    “Wow, I love what you’ve done with your office,” Larisa said, as she walked into Mila’s office. 
 
    “Thank you. Would you like some coffee or tea to drink while we talk?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Thank you.” 
 
    Mila could tell that Larisa was nervous and did her best to make her feel comfortable. 
 
    “You said on the phone that you were having problems sleeping, and were getting some severe anxiety attacks. Do you have any idea what might be causing the anxiety?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No idea at all? Nothing happened that upset or scared you?” Mila was fishing, her patients always told her they had no idea where the anxiety was coming from; Mila rarely believed them.  
 
    “I have a rather stressful job, so maybe that has something to do with it.” Larisa was treading lightly; she didn’t want to dive too deep into the why because she will never tell anyone the real reason. 
 
    “Ok, that’s really common. What do you do for a living?” 
 
    Oh, let me guess, a model or a real estate agent, gotta be one of the two, drum roll, please… Mila thought. 
 
    “I’m a real estate broker.” 
 
    Oohh, a broker, well at least I was close, beauty and a brain, Mila thought.  
 
    “I can see how that could be stressful. What do you typically do when you feel an attack coming on?” Mila asked. 
 
    “Well if I’m driving, I always pull over; otherwise, I just go somewhere I can be alone and ride it out. I had some medication that was working great, but the prescription ran out.” 
 
    “I can renew that for you before you leave. Have you tried any yoga, meditation, or breathing exercises to try and relieve the stress naturally?” 
 
    “Nothing seems to work except, like I said before, the medication.” 
 
    Mila thought, of course, the meds work; the key is fixing it to get off the meds…why do they always just want the meds? 
 
    “Do the attacks have a pattern? Like, do they always come in the morning, or when you talk to a specific person or think about a specific topic?” 
 
    Larisa knew they did, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell the therapist that they always came when she thought about how she might have killed her baby.  
 
    “No pattern.” 
 
    “Ok, what do you think might be causing the problem?” Mila always likes to ask even though she rarely got an answer. 
 
    “Look, I’m not someone who talks about my feelings; is 
 
    there any way I can just get the prescription and be on my way?” 
 
    Mila smiled and gave a polite little laugh, “It would be nice if it worked that way, wouldn’t it. Unfortunately, we have to do some talking before I can prescribe any medication.” 
 
    Why doesn’t anyone ever want to talk things out? Mila thought. 
 
    “Maybe you could just ask the questions, and I’ll try and answer them.” 
 
    “Sure. First, I’d like to give you some information on yoga, meditation and such that you could practice on your own. I’ve found with several of my patients that it really helps along with medication, and of course, the dreaded talking.” 
 
    “I’ve tried meditating, but I can’t concentrate on nothing, my mind just keeps wandering, and that ends up stressing me out much more.” 
 
    “There are other practices besides meditation that might be beneficial to you. One thing I like to use is yoga breathing. It’s effortless, and you can do it as soon as you feel an attack coming on, or any time you feel stressed. It might not stop the attack, but it will make it less severe. What you do is slowly breathe in for four counts, and then breathe out four counts.” 
 
    “And that actually works?” 
 
    “It actually works. Let’s try it together, breathe in slowly for four counts, good, and now exhale slowly for four counts. Again, in for four counts and exhale four counts. Good, how do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel a little calmer.” 
 
    “Good, if you practice it, you’ll get even better results.” 
 
    They talked a while longer, and before Larisa knew it, the session was over. Before she left, as promised, Mila wrote her a prescription for one month of anxiety pills. 
 
    “Thanks for renewing this,” Larisa said as Mila handed her the prescription sheet. 
 
    “It’s for one month. I do think weekly sessions would help. Would you be willing to schedule another one?” 
 
    “Sure, are you available same time next week?” 
 
    Mila opened her laptop and checked her schedule… 
 
    “Yes, I will mark you down.” Mila walked Larisa to the door, and Larisa left. 
 
    Once Mila finished with her last patient, she spent a couple of hours completing paperwork before she left to go home. As she was getting into her car, she thought about Larisa Bergman. She could tell she was hiding something, but she wasn’t sure just how to bring it out of her. Most of her patients crack after a couple of appointments and spill, sometimes more than they should. Mila hoped that Larisa would too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Leo carefully secured the urn to the back of his bike, said his good-byes to Charlie and Sally, and started the second portion of his journey. The cabin on Lake Hoople wasn’t more than an hour ride from the Drake Motel. It was a beautiful day for a ride, with the sun shining brightly, and a gentle refreshing breeze.  
 
    He wondered how Mila was doing, he was a little worried about her being so far away and all alone; he hoped she would be ok. He was very touched when he received a text from her saying she made it back to L.A. with Smokey safely.  
 
    As he rode, his mind drifted to Krystal; he missed her so much. He thought about the first time he and Krystal went to the cabin; it was vivid in his memory like it just happened yesterday, not years ago. He let his mind drift back to that day… 
 
    They were sitting in Krystal’s kitchen, just finishing up some grilled cheese sandwiches when Krystal got a phone call. 
 
    “I just got off the phone with Aunt Millie, you remember my eccentric hippie aunt that lives in L.A.?” Krystal asked. 
 
    “Is she the one that moved there to take care of her daughter while she was going through cancer treatments?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s her. After her daughter died, Millie decided to stay and not come back to Rockville.” 
 
    “Didn’t she live in L.A. before she was married or something too? I remember you telling me some crazy stories about her and some rock star from the sixties.” 
 
    “Ya, she lived in L.A., well, Venice Beach to be exact, during the sixties. She was very into the rock scene, I think she might have been a groupie, but I’m not completely sure.” 
 
    “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s doing really well; she asked if Mila could spend the  
 
    summer with her, said she really misses her. I can’t believe Millie’s been in L.A. five years now.” 
 
    “Maybe you and Mila should drive down and see her. Mila will be out of school for summer break soon.” 
 
    “It’s like you read my mind, but I have a bit of a twist to add.” 
 
    “You got my attention, babe…what’s the twist?” 
 
    “I thought that I could drive Mila down, and you could follow on your bike. We could spend a few days in L.A. with Aunt Millie, and then you and I could take off on a vacation of our own.” 
 
    “I like the way you think. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I found the cutest cabin in Hoople, this small resort town up by Santa Barbara, and the cabin is right on Lake Hoople too. It’s small, and there isn’t access to the internet or television, but it does have indoor plumbing and electricity. There’s a dock too. What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s a long ride from L.A., are you sure you can do it?” 
 
    “I’ve already mapped it out; we’ll do half and stop for the night in Ventura. I’ve already booked a room at the Drake Motel; we can stay overnight and then do the remainder of the trip the next day.” 
 
    “In that case, count me in. Just let me know when, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “I was thinking next week. Is that too soon?” When she looked at him with those big hazel eyes, he became putty in her hands.  
 
    “Next week? Naw, I’ll talk to Ringo and make sure, but I can’t foresee any problems.” 
 
    “Great, because, like I said, I’ve already booked it.” 
 
    Suddenly, the car in front of Leo swerved and put on the brake lights to avoid a small piece of luggage that had fallen off 
 
    someone’s luggage rack. Leo quickly followed suit. 
 
    Whew, that was a close one, Leo thought as he maneuvered his bike around the debris. 
 
    Hoople was a resort town, and for the summer months, the town was busting at the seams with people; but once fall came, most of the people left to return to their lives. Krystal and Leo would usually spend June and or July in Hoople, whenever Mila would visit Aunt Millie in Los Angeles. Some years they came up with Mila for the holidays too. 
 
    As Leo entered the town limits of Hoople, his emotions started to stir. At first, he felt happy, remembering how much fun they always had when they were here, but then he felt great sadness because he remembered he was here to say good-bye to Krystal. He wondered if this might be the last time he visits for a long time, he didn’t like being here without Krystal.  
 
    The entire trip only took about two and a half hours, but Krystal always wanted to stop in Ventura, which was about halfway. She told him her bum got sore from riding so long. So, after the first trip, Leo always booked a room at the Drake Motel. 
 
    As he drove down Hoople’s main drag, he decided to stop for a few groceries before heading over to the cabin. He pulled into the familiar Briggs Market and parked his bike. He grabbed a basket at the door and proceeded to fill it with milk, bread, lunch meat, eggs, and a six-pack of beer. As he was walking over to the cash register line, he heard a raspy voice that he knew instantly was his neighbor at the lake, Phyllis Rutherford.   
 
    “Is that you, Leo?” Phyllis quickly pulled her cart around and ran over to see Leo. 
 
    Phyllis was a plump woman, with long gray hair that she wore pulled up in a baseball cap most of the time. She was quite the talker, rather loud, and sometimes a bit obnoxious, but she had a kind heart and was always very friendly and neighborly with him 
 
    and Krystal. 
 
    “Hi, Phyllis, how are you?” Leo knew better than to try and avoid Phyllis, even though he would have preferred to today. 
 
    “Wow, what a surprise! We didn’t think you guys were going to make it up this year. Dick is going to be thrilled; does he know you guys are here yet?”  
 
    “Actually I…” 
 
    “Well, he is going to be over the moon! In fact, he was just saying this morning, how much he wishes you and Krystal would come up for the whole summer like you used to. Is Krystal outside? Oh, I can’t wait to see her,” she said, as she moved back and forth trying to see around Leo and out the front windows. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Krystal isn’t here with me.” 
 
    “Oh no, what happened; you two didn’t break up or anything crazy like that, right?” Phyllis leaned in close like she was getting a big scoop or something, and didn’t want others to hear. 
 
    “We didn’t break up, look, Phyllis, there’s no good way to say this, so I’m just going let it spill, Krystal died last week.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you poor thing; you must be devastated. How did she die, if you don’t mind me asking? She was so young.” 
 
    “It was a massive stroke, she died almost instantly.” 
 
    “I am so very sorry for your loss; although it must give you some comfort knowing she didn’t suffer. Oh, you poor thing; this is devastating news. You must let me know if there is anything Dick or I can do for you.” 
 
    “Yes, hmmm...” Leo tried his best to stay in control, but his eyes watered up anyway. 
 
    “How is Mila taking it?” 
 
    “Mila is taking it as well as can be expected, it happened so quickly I think it will take a little time for it to really sink in. She and Krystal were so close; they used to talk almost daily.” 
 
    “Is Mila with you today?” 
 
    “No, she wasn’t able to make the trip with me because she had to get back to her practice in Los Angeles. So, I came solo to scatter Krystal’s ashes, and I guess, to say good-bye to her.” 
 
    “Mila’s practice? What does she do now?” 
 
    “She’s a clinical psychologist, helps people with addictions and such.” 
 
    “Wow, you and Krystal must be so proud.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re very proud of her.”  
 
    “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m just taking it one day at a time for now.” 
 
    “Well, like I said, if there is anything we can do, please let us know. How long are you planning on staying?” 
 
    “It’s up in the air right now.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight, I’m making a pot roast,” she sang hoping to entice him into joining them for dinner. 
 
    “That’s really nice of you to offer, but I think I’d prefer to be alone tonight. No offense, your pot roast is amazing, but I really need to start getting my head straight, and figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “I understand completely, but if you change your mind, the roast will be done around 7:00 p.m.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, as he paid the cashier, grabbed his bag of groceries and walked out to his bike.  
 
    When he arrived at the cabin, everything looked the same as when they were up here last year. Leo had hoped that they would come this year, but in June, Krystal got an opportunity to teach a two-week seminar on post-natal care to new teenage mothers, and it was just something she couldn’t pass up. She always had such a giving heart and wanted to help everyone. 
 
    As Leo grabbed the groceries and urn off his bike, he 
 
    glanced out at the lake, so still and beautiful, he couldn’t wait to go sit out on the dock. He brought his things inside, and as he was carrying in the last bag, Dick from next door walked up. 
 
    Dick Rutherford was not a large man; he stood about five foot seven with a very slim build, almost too skinny, Leo thought. Before retiring, he worked as a stockbroker. Dick had a very successful career, but when he was in his mid-fifties, he had a heart attack from the stress and was forced to retire. Since their children were grown and away at college, he and Phyllis decided to move into the lake house permanently.  
 
    To help lower his blood pressure, his doctor suggested he take up a hobby. Phyllis suggested that he try making a birdhouse since he enjoyed building things so much. After the first one he was hooked, and now there’s a birdhouse on every tree in the Rutherford’s yard, and a few on the garage, cabin, and even one that Dick mounted by the dock for larger birds.   
 
    “Hey, buddy, I just wanted to extend my condolences. Phyllis told me about Krystal. I just… I just can’t believe it,” he said, as he shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Thanks, man. I know what you mean, I still expect her to walk up behind me any minute.” 
 
    “Are you sure there isn’t anything you need?” 
 
    “I’m cool. I just need to put things back into perspective. We were together so many years; I’m just not sure what to do without Krystal.” 
 
    “I hear ya, man, I know I bitch about Phyllis all the time, but if I lost her, I would be devastated.” He could tell Leo was getting anxious. “Alright then, I’ll leave you to your business. If you need anything, we’re right next door.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dick, I really appreciate it. I’ll swing by tomorrow, and we can catch up.” 
 
    “That would be great. I’d really like that, I’ll see you  
 
    tomorrow.” 
 
    Finally, he was alone again. He was surprised how difficult it was to tell the story of Krystal’s death, over and over. When he walked into the cabin, everywhere he looked, he saw her. There were several pictures of them being silly hung on the walls, blankets she knitted hanging over the chairs and sofa, and maybe it was just his imagination playing tricks on him, but he thought, for a couple of seconds, he could even smell her perfume. 
 
    After putting the groceries away and opening some windows to get rid of the musty smell, Leo grabbed a beer, went outside and down to the dock to read the remaining portion of Krystal’s letter.  
 
         Having Mila changed my life most spectacularly. I’ll always be grateful for that. If something happens to me while Mila is still young, I would like you, Leo, to watch over her. You are my first and only choice in this decision. I know what I am asking of you, and I know if life should take this turn, you will be exceptional. 
 
         There’s also the issue of the diary I kept. I needed to write things down for a while, and so I kept a journal. I hid it very well, but I would hate for Mila to accidentally find it, and learn the truth about how she came to be my daughter without someone there to explain. I keep the diary in the secret side drawer of the beautiful side table, which you built for me, that sits next to my bed. If something happens to me, please, get the diary and hold on to it. I just don’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. 
 
        As of now, I haven’t decided if I want to tell 
 
    Mila the truth, but she is only two, so I may change my mind as time goes on. If I am gone and you are raising Mila, it will be your decision whether or not to tell her the truth. If you decide to tell her, please give her the diary to help her understand. If you choose not to, please destroy the diary. 
 
         Thank you for loving me all these years, I know it wasn’t always easy, but you did it with such grace and love. I’ll do my best to watch over you and Mila from up here, and of course, I’ll put in a good word for you (like you’d need it, ha-ha). Good-bye, my love, I’ll see you in the next life.  
 
         Forever yours, 
 
    Krystal 
 
    Leo stopped reading, wiped away the tears that were forming in his eyes, and looked out at the lake.  Wow, she would have wanted me to raise Mila. He never thought about that. Fortunately for him, Mila was an adult now. 
 
    Leo never thought about telling Mila the truth. He figured that since Krystal hadn’t said anything to her yet that she wasn’t planning on telling her. He made a mental note to swing by the house and get the diary when he was back in town. He didn’t feel it was urgent since he watched Mila drive out of town earlier that week. She mentioned that she didn’t want to do anything with the furniture yet, so he felt confident that he could wait. 
 
    That night after eating a pastrami sub, he picked up at Toasty’s Subs, in town, for dinner, he picked up his sketchbook and sketched out an incredible likeness of Krystal from his memory. He made sure it was absolutely perfect, then rolled it up to bring it home. After drawing for a few hours, he wanted something else to do, but there wasn’t much to choose from. He  
 
    thought about sitting outside awhile, maybe even getting a bonfire going, but the wind was picking up, and clouds were quickly moving in. The weather seemed to be turning ugly. 
 
    It was funny, Leo never seemed to notice the lack of activities before, probably since Krystal was always with him, and they could talk for hours and be perfectly entertained. Several books were sitting on a shelf that he thought about reading, but after looking through the titles, nothing seemed to interest him, so instead, he decided to just go to bed. 
 
    That night there was a terrible storm. Leo tossed and turned along with the lightning and thunder outside. The wind was howling, and tree branches were cracking and falling to the ground. The rain came down hard and sounded like a locomotive on the cabin’s metal roof. Leo tried to sleep but was often awakened by the thunder. 
 
    The next morning, he woke early but didn’t feel rested. He was a little disoriented, and for a brief moment, expected to hear Krystal busy in the kitchen whipping up her famous French toast. But he soon realized that she was gone; he was alone now, and there would be no French toast unless he made it himself.  
 
    He laid in the lonely king-sized bed, teetering between getting up and just pulling the covers over his head and staying in bed forever. He reached around the headboard and pulled the curtain back so he could see out. If it’s cloudy and rainy, I’m not getting up… but the sun was out, and the birds were chirping; it was turning into a beautiful day.  
 
    Come on, Leo, you can’t lay in bed all day, you have to do something productive, he told himself as he pulled himself out of the warm blankets. He quickly got dressed and went into the kitchen to find something to eat. There wasn’t much to choose from unless he wanted to cook and that wasn’t something he enjoyed. Krystal always did the cooking, and she was amazing at it. Leo decided to pop some bread into the toaster and use some of the lunch meat he bought for sandwiches; it wasn’t Krystal’s delicious French toast, but at least he won’t starve. As he was finishing his sandwich, he remembered he told Dick that he would swing by for a visit today. Usually, Leo really enjoyed talking with the Rutherford’s, but he wasn’t feeling it today. He really just wanted to be alone. 
 
    While he tried to think of an excuse to give Dick, he brewed a pot of coffee. In his mind, he could hear Krystal telling him to go and visit, but he tried to block it out. Leo wanted to be sad today, maybe if he just felt the pain, it would go away, and he could feel normal again; but would he ever feel normal again? 
 
    When he felt he had his emotions under control, for the time being at least, he filled his coffee mug and walked next door to Phyllis and Dick’s. They were sitting out on the dock enjoying their morning coffee when they noticed him and waved. 
 
    “Quite a storm we had last night,” Phyllis said, breaking the ice. 
 
    “Ya, looks like I got some branches to clean up today; did you guys have much damage?” 
 
    “Just some branches over by the garage, and I lost a few of the hanging birdhouses,” Dick said with sadness. He was very attached to each birdhouse he made. 
 
    “So, Leo, what are your plans now?” Phyllis asked as she leaned in towards him. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I still can’t believe Krystal’s gone. I’m just trying to survive each day.” He was tearing up again. 
 
    Phyllis noticed that Leo was very uncomfortable and quickly changed the subject to something lighter. 
 
    “Did Dick mention that our oldest, Sarah, is graduating this year?” 
 
    “That’s terrific, what is she going to school for again?” 
 
    “Computers, she creates these amazing apps that can do whatever she wants. She just finished some game, and she sold it for ten thousand dollars; can you believe it?” 
 
    “Wow, that’s great.” 
 
    They talked for an hour or so longer, mostly about trivial things, and then Dick had to leave for a doctor’s appointment in town. Leo took this opportunity to excuse himself. As he was walking back towards his cabin, he noticed that there was more clean-up needed then he initially thought. Shit, I’m going to be doing this all day, he thought. 
 
    He started to pick up the fallen branches, and before he knew it, he was done; it looked much worse than it actually was. By now, it was almost lunchtime, and he was getting hungry. The idea of yet another sandwich didn’t sound all that good to Leo, so he got on his bike, rode into town, and went to Geno’s Diner, for some real food.  
 
    When he returned to the cabin with a full belly, he knew what he had to do. He tried to put it off, but he knew it had to be done. He went inside and got the urn. He brought it outside and down to the dock; and held it on his lap while he thought about his options. Then it came to him, clear as day he heard, ‘under the big oak,’ in his mind. He could have sworn that it was Krystal’s voice, but he knew that wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Thanks, babe, I knew you’d let me know somehow.” 
 
    As he scattered Krystal’s ashes around the big oak tree he and Krystal planted shortly after they purchased the cabin several years ago, he said a few words... 
 
    “I guess this is it, babe, I think you’ll be happy here. You always loved coming up here so much. I hope you know how happy you’ve made me all these years.”  
 
    It was becoming more and more difficult for him to hold the tears back, and eventually, he couldn’t stop them. He                 
 
    wiped his eyes with his sleeve and continued. 
 
    “I promise to be there for Mila, should she ever need anything. You did such an amazing job raising her; she’s grown into a beautiful, kind, and smart young woman. I knew when I brought her to you all those years ago, that you were the best choice. I’m sorry I never told you the whole story, I just couldn’t. I never got to tell you how much I appreciated that you didn’t push the subject either. You were amazing, and I will miss you every day for the rest of my life. I love you, sleep peacefully, my love.” 
 
    He poured the contents of the urn around the tree and said a short prayer. By this time, the tears were streaming down his face, and he couldn’t stop them, so he sat down by the side of the tree and sobbed. Once he felt he could no longer produce any more tears, he got up and went inside the cabin.  
 
    He sat down at the table and tried to draw, it usually relaxed him, but not today, he was anxious and fidgety. It was frustrating, nothing seemed to please him, so he decided to ride up to the trailhead, and spend some time in the woods. He walked about four miles when he decided he had enough nature, and started heading back to his bike. That night he slept deep, and when he woke the following morning, he actually felt rested.  
 
    After another lunchmeat sandwich for breakfast, Leo decided to head back to Rockville and get back to his life. He would have to figure out how to be without Krystal. He quickly packed up the few clothes he brought with, threw out the remaining food, closed up all the windows and blinds, got on his bike, and rode out of town. 
 
    He was making good time, so he decided to ride straight to Rockville rather than stop for the night; the stop was more for Krystal anyway. When he got home, he was mentally exhausted and just left his bags in the entryway, and plopped down on the couch to veg out on the TV for a few hours. 
 
    The next morning, he woke up on the couch feeling sad and empty; he knew he had to get up and do something, although,  
 
    all he really wanted to do, was crawl back under the covers and disappear. 
 
    Cheer up, man, no one wants to be around someone sad and depressing, he thought. 
 
    He got dressed and rode over to Lucky Tat to start his day. As he pulled up and parked his bike, he waved to Myrtle Fontane, the eccentric lady who ran the second-hand clothing store that was next to the Lucky Tat. She was outside sweeping the front sidewalk like she did every morning. When he walked into Lucky Tat, he saw Ringo first. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Leo; I thought you were spending some time up at the cabin,” Ringo asked when he saw him. 
 
    “I’ve had enough nature; I need to get back to work. All this extra time is allowing me time to think, and all I think about is her. I need to keep my mind occupied; I feel like I’m going crazy.” 
 
    “I get it, man. We’ve been pretty busy the last few days, so I’m sure there will be plenty of walk-ins.” 
 
    “That’s cool. Why so many walk-in’s? What, did every tattoo place around us close down while I was gone?” Leo asked jokingly. 
 
    “Get this, you remember Bad Ink Tattoo, over in Stogie?” 
 
    “Ya, Butch Austin owns the place, right? What about them?” 
 
      “Place went up in flames a couple of nights ago, now everyone is coming here for tats.” 
 
    “That’s a lucky break for us, but what a bummer for him. It was a pretty large shop, what happened?” 
 
    “Apparently, Butch owed a lot of money to that biker gang, oh shit, what do they call themselves… oh ya, the Reckless, anyway, he owed them from what I hear, over half a million dollars, and couldn’t pay, so they beat the shit out of him, and burned his tattoo shop down.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s insane. Is Butch ok?” 
 
    “Ya, a couple broken bones, a broken nose and a lot of bruises, but he’ll live. They torched the shop after it closed for the night, so luckily, no one else was hurt. Unfortunately, I don’t think Butch will be opening up another shop any time soon.” 
 
    “Wow, go away a few days, and all hell breaks loose. So, I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you would be willing to tattoo this on my chest,” Leo said, as he unrolled the beautiful life-like portrait of Krystal that he drew. 
 
    “This is amazing, man; did you draw this from memory?” 
 
    “Ya, I figured since her face is permanently tattooed on my memory, it would be a good idea to get a matching one on my chest over my heart.” 
 
    “Damn, you are an incredible artist. I’d love to tattoo this for you, but why me?” 
 
    “Because you’re the only person I know, that would do it justice. You do amazing portraits, I know this one is already drawn for you, but you and I both know that’s the easy part,” Leo said, as they both chuckled a bit. 
 
    “I’m touched that you would bestow this honor on me.” 
 
    “Bestow this honor on you, really, man?” Leo said with a smirk. 
 
    “You got me all choked up… oh, fuck you. Do you want this tat or not?” Ringo replied, feeling slightly embarrassed, but he was genuinely touched that Leo would trust him with something this important. 
 
    “When do you think you’ll have time to do it?” 
 
    “I’ll make time; you want color or black and gray?” 
 
    “Black and gray for sure. What do you think, about five or six hours?” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “Let me know when you have time, I’ll sit anytime.” 
 
    “We can start today; I don’t have many appointments booked. If I can convince Margo to take my next appointment, we can get started right away. I booked Scottie and Spitball to come in at 10:00 a.m. so, we’ll have plenty of people to cover the extra clients.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have everything worked out. Are you sure your next appointment won’t be upset if you switch?” 
 
    “Naw, they didn’t request me. Have a seat, and I’ll get the stencil ready.”  
 
    Leo sat down in the chair and mentally prepared for the tattoo. He had several others, but he always likes to prepare himself, especially when it was going to be a long one.
  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    After Larisa Bergman left, Mila had one more appointment before the end of her day; this one was with George Wilkowski, one of her more interesting patients. George had been coming to see Mila for a little over a month now, complaining of depression, mood swings and sleepwalking; however, after a few sessions, Mila realized that he either had multiple personalities or an alter ego, he called Marco. 
 
    George Wilkowski was born Georgie Peppercorn, twenty-seven years ago to Blanche Peppercorn and some unknown john she was with one night. He grew up without friends or siblings at his mother’s brothel, in the tiny town of Flackton, Nevada, in Crescent County where prostitution was legal. 
 
    On George’s seventh birthday, his mother told him it was time he started pulling his own weight; and put him to work in her brothel. At first, George thought he would be cleaning rooms or something like that, but that wasn’t even close to what Blanche had in mind. Blanche figured out that people would pay big bucks to spend some alone time with a young boy. This was about the time Marco started appearing. 
 
    Doing the sexual things with the adults made George very uncomfortable, but he liked to watch, so when it came time for him to perform, he let Marco take over and watched from the background. Then one day, when he was about twelve years old, a lady from child protection services showed up and took him away. He suddenly found himself in a new foster family; this one didn’t make him do the nasty stuff with the adults like Blanche did.  
 
    He started to come out of his shell a little, and eventually he was officially adopted by the foster family. When his new mother, Mabel, suggested he take their last name he was thrilled and changed his name to George Wilkowski. Over the next few 
 
    years, Marco seemed to fall into the background as George concentrated on school work and his growing coin collection. 
 
    Then one afternoon, as he was packing to leave for college, his mother, Mabel, came into his bedroom wearing only a tee-shirt and her panties. She asked him to do to her what he used to do to the customers at Blanche’s Ranch. He was disgusted and deeply hurt, but called on Marco to do what his new mother asked. After that day, Marco became stronger and never left. 
 
    Mila wasn’t sure which version of George she would see today; the soft-spoken accountant who collected coins and listened to classical music or Marco, the crazy, brash, willing to try anything once guy. All the signs were pointing to multiple personalities, but Mila still wasn’t sure, there was something that just didn’t jive. 
 
    As she was waiting for George to arrive, she checked her messages. There was one from her colleague, Dr. Blackmore, which she missed while she was in session with Larisa Bergman; she quickly listened to the message. 
 
    “Hi Mila, it’s Dr. Blackmore, I wanted to let you know that another payment has been deposited into your account. I was also wondering if you have any other candidates for me. Give me a call when you get a chance.” 
 
    Just as she was dialing Dr. Blackmore back, the red light and buzzer went off telling her that her next appointment had arrived. Mila quickly went to the door to let George in. As she opened the door, she noticed he was dressed in a dirty tee-shirt and a ripped pair of jeans, not the usual khaki’s and pressed white shirt George typically wore. 
 
    “Hello, George, please come in.” 
 
    “George, that wimp isn’t here today. Can’t you tell us apart yet, doc?” 
 
    Great, I get the perv today, she thought. 
 
    “Of course, hello, Marco, please come in.”  
 
    Marco conducted himself much differently than George did. He wasn’t shy or reserved, and he had no problem getting in people’s faces like George did. Marco had the confidence that George lacked. 
 
    “That’s better… hey, you’re looking pretty hot today; I really like what you’re wearing; now that skirt really makes your ass look sexy,” he said, as he looked her up and down. 
 
    “George, I mean, Marco, you know saying that to me, isn’t appropriate, right?” 
 
    When George let Marco take over, he was always saying inappropriate things to Mila, most of them sexual. Some were harmless, like his backhanded compliment about her skirt, other times the comments were more direct and disgusting; like the time he told her that her lips and mouth were the perfect shapes for giving a blow job. 
 
    “Whatever, I tell you that you look nice, not my problem if you can’t take a compliment,” he said, as he purposely walked around the office and avoided the sitting area, picking up photos and anything he could find.  
 
    “Ok, let’s sit down and start the session. How are things going?” 
 
    Marco walked over, plopped down in one of the chairs, and slouched down. 
 
    “Just business as usual…” 
 
    “How is your job going?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “You told me you were an accountant for Ness Tax & Bookkeeping Services; did you get a second job?” 
 
    “Not recently, we’ve been doing both for years.” 
 
    “What is the second job?” 
 
    “I can’t divulge that information; George would kill me.” 
 
    “Why would George be upset if you tell me about your second job?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want anyone to know about it.” 
 
    “But you do?” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed of it, like him.” 
 
    Marco sat in the chair nervously looking around, and licking his lips. Mila could tell he was nervous, and wanted to talk, but wasn’t sure what would happen if he did. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me? Maybe I can help George feel better about it.” 
 
    “Oh, I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because he’s fucked-up, broken; doesn’t know a good thing when it lands in his lap.” 
 
    “Are you saying this second job just fell into his lap?” 
 
    “Hell no, I worked my ass off to get us this opportunity, but George doesn’t see it that way. He wants to keep it all a big secret, but I hate secrets. You know what? I think I’m going to tell you, what do you think of that, George?” 
 
    Mila carefully watched as Marco tried to face off with George, and she got a brilliant idea. 
 
    “Marco, would you like a glass of water?” 
 
    This was not normal water she was offering; this water was laced with a truth serum like drug that her colleague, Dr. Blackmore, created. It put the patient into an almost trance-like state, in which they feel compelled to tell their truth, and the best part is that the patients don’t remember what they say, it just feels like a blip of time was lost.  
 
    “Sure, I’m feeling kind of thirsty.” 
 
    Mila walked over to the table behind Marco and poured a glass of the water from the pitcher into a tall glass, and then handed it to Marco who immediately drank it. She paused a moment while she waited for the water to take effect. 
 
    “You were saying, that you were going to tell me what your second job was,” Mila said. 
 
    “Oh ya; you know George is going to kill me for telling you this, but what the hell. I can handle him. George and I have this scam going where we kidnap young girls and boys and sell them to these whore houses for cash.” 
 
    Mila wasn’t expecting to hear that, she thought he was going to say he was working part-time somewhere; not that he kidnaps children. What a disgusting excuse for a person, she thought. 
 
    “You kidnap children and sell them?” 
 
    “More like pre-teens, the girls have to be at least twelve and the boys at least eight. Ya, we get phenomenal money for them, and it’s not that hard to do. Of course, I usually have to do most of the work; George just handles the money part. He’s such a wimp, we can sample the merchandise, but he never wants to, I always have to take over at that point.” 
 
    Mila remembered seeing a report on the news about a young boy being abducted last month. I wonder if this guy is to blame. She suddenly realized that George would be a perfect candidate for Dr. Blackmore’s study. 
 
    “Marco, is there any way I might be able to talk with George? I promise I won’t mention that you told me about the second job.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I like to stay in control…,” he paused, “oh ok, but don’t forget, you promised not to tell him what I told you.”  
 
    He sat back and closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, he changed his posture and became George again. 
 
    “George?” 
 
    “Yes, who did you think it was?” 
 
    “A colleague of mine is doing a study with a new medication that I think would really benefit you. Do you think you might be interested?” 
 
    “You were talking with Marco earlier, weren’t you; he didn’t tell you anything he wasn’t supposed to, did he?” George asked, cautiously. 
 
    “No, we were just talking about your job.” Mila watched as George tried not to look worried. 
 
    “My job…” 
 
    “Yes, the one at the accounting firm…” 
 
    Mila could tell by George’s body language that he was very nervous.  I wonder if Marco might just be an alter ego and not a different personality; either way, he is a perfect candidate, she thought. 
 
    “Ok. So, this study, what does it entail, and what’s the medication cure?” 
 
    “You would go to my colleague’s office, and he will administer the first dose of the medication which should help you get rid of …” 
 
    “You know who?” George quickly injected. 
 
    “Yes, it will definitely get rid of you know who.” 
 
    “Then I’m in. When can we do this?” 
 
    “How about I schedule you for next Tuesday at 2:00 p.m.?” 
 
    “That sounds good to me. Thank you.” 
 
    Mila and George talked for a while, and then he left. When he was gone, Mila could hardly wait to call Dr. Blackmore back. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore, its Mila Thorton. I might have another candidate for you.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, when will you be sending them over?” 
 
    “Next Tuesday.” 
 
    “Perfect, I can’t wait; tell me about the patient.” 
 
    “He’s 27 years old, appears to be in good shape, and says there aren’t any illnesses that might enhance his condition.” 
 
    “Why does he see you?” 
 
    “He has multiple personality disorder, or else a very strong alter ego; I haven’t really been able to figure out which one.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like a good one.” 
 
    “I thought you’d think so. I actually might have another one for you too, but I’ll have to see her a couple more times to be sure. Thank you for the payment by the way. I’ll speak with you later in the week when I have more details.” 
 
    Mila hung the phone up and jotted down a few notes about George in his file. It was getting late, so Mila packed up her briefcase, locked up, and headed home for the night. 
 
    When Mila opened the door to her apartment, she couldn’t believe her eyes. She had left Smokey alone all day, and he made sure to show her how that made him feel. The apartment was in shambles. Smokey had knocked over several glass trinkets which when they fell off the shelf and hit the tile floor, shattered into a million tiny pieces. There was toilet paper strung around everything like Smokey had taken the end and ran all over the apartment, and several pillows were scratched to death with their cotton innards laying everywhere like a fresh layer of snow. 
 
    “I see you were busy today, Smokey,” she said, as she put down the bag of groceries and picked him up and gave him a big hug. Mila wanted to scream at Smokey for making such a mess, but she knew he wouldn’t care. He was just acting out. she knew the next few weeks would be trying, but Smokey was her only link to her mother now. She hoped things would settle down and Smokey would acclimate to his new home sooner rather than later. 
 
    After eating a little dinner, Mila decided to read more of her mother’s diary. It had been a few days since she last read from  
 
    it; she was still trying her best to process that information. She was learning so much, but she still had so many questions. Mila wished more than anything that her mother was here to explain, but she wasn’t, and now Mila had to figure things out for herself. She learned that she was adopted, but had no idea who her birth mother was or maybe is. 
 
    I wonder if my birth mother is still alive. Who is she, what’s she like? Maybe if I keep reading, you’ll tell me or at least give me a clue. Why the hell didn’t you tell me I was adopted to begin with, Mama? What else did you keep from me? 
 
    Mila thought for a while about whether or not she even wanted to know who her birth mother was. Krystal had raised her from an infant, so really, wasn’t Krystal, her real mother? She thought about it while she cleaned up Smokey’s mess. Once her apartment was back to normal, Mila poured herself a glass of wine, grabbed her mother’s diary, and sat down in her favorite chair. As Smokey quickly jumped up and snuggled in next to her, she started to read the next entry.  
 
    The entry was dated several months later, Sunday, November 21, 1993… 
 
         I’ve had Mila for almost four months now. She’s so amazing. She’s the joy of my life. I did notice something strange when I took her in for her first checkup with Dr. Miller at the hospital. She mentioned that in her blood work, she found a high amount of Belladonna, a toxic plant that some use for various homeopathic treatments. It’s not native in this area; I wonder how it happened to get in Mila’s blood. I guess this is just another one of those questions that will go unanswered... 
 
     
 
    Mila stopped reading. What the hell is Belladonna? She quickly went to her computer and typed it in. It said it was an herb and could be toxic if not used properly, but could be used to control the heart rate and relax muscles, and some doctors also use it to treat a cough or sore throat. So why did her biological mother use it? That was the million-dollar question. 
 
    There were a lot of herbal doctors in the area that touted their special potions to anyone who would try them. Krystal always said that it was better to go to the doctor because you never knew what was in the medicines from the herbal doctors.  
 
    It really bothered Mila that her birth mother would give her something that was possibly toxic; was she trying to kill me, or was I sick when I was born? It was an important question, it showed motive. Oh Mila, so many questions, and you will never know the answers because there’s no one left to tell you.  
 
    She got up and poured herself another glass of wine. Things were just getting more and more crazy, the more she read. Mila wasn’t sure how much more she could take. Her whole life was being turned upside-down. She decided to read a little more of the diary… 
 
         I never asked Leo for any details about how and where he found Mila. I wondered, but I figured he would tell me when he was ready. I don’t even know why he was in town that night; he was supposed to be in Sacramento getting physical therapy on his knee, so maybe he could play next season.  
 
        Last night, he came over and said he had something important to tell me, something that he had been keeping from me. Leo said he didn’t feel right keeping it from me, and he told me how he came to find Mila. He said that earlier that day, the doctors told him that his knee injury was permanent and he wouldn’t be able to play pro ball anymore. He was heartbroken and devastated and just wanted to go home and talk to his dad.  
 
         It was around 1:00 a.m. when Leo got to the short cut in Stogie. He was going past Oswald Park when he noticed a young woman pacing back and forth near a dumpster. He thought it was strange since it was so late and it was raining so hard. He said he wanted to get out of the car to try to talk to her, but he thought that might just scare her. 
 
         So, he parked his car across the street from the park and secretly watched the woman as she paced back and forth like she was trying to decide something. It was nearly impossible to see what she was holding because the rain was coming down so hard, but whatever it was, he said she held it tightly almost like she was trying to protect it. 
 
         He watched as she lifted the black plastic top back and gently placed whatever she was holding inside and closed the lid. She waited a moment, and then she ran away. Once she was out of sight, Leo got out of his car and went over to the dumpster to see what she placed inside. He said he couldn’t believe what he found. 
 
         At first, he wasn’t sure if the baby was alive or not. It wasn’t moving around, but when he poked at it, he heard a gurgle or something, so he kept poking until the baby cried. He looked around to see if the woman who placed the baby in the dumpster was still in the area so he could tell her, but she was long gone.  
 
         Leo said he brought the baby to me because he wasn’t sure if she was ok or not, but he knew, either way, I could help. When he handed the baby to me, I quickly brought her over to the counter and started to pull off the wet blanket and clothing. As I pulled the blanket from around her, a delicate gold necklace with a little gold heart on it fell out and onto the floor. When I picked it up and looked at it, I noticed the clasp was broken. There were initials on it that read, D.M. I wonder if those are the mother’s initials or the baby’s… 
 
         I put the necklace in my pocket, so it didn’t get lost. I kept it because it might be important someday down the road. I put the blanket, the little onesie she was wearing, and the necklace in a box, and put the box in the back of my closet. I don’t know how I can ever tell Mila about this; it would be devastating. Maybe some truths don’t need to be told… 
 
    Mila thought about what she just read; it was a lot to process. Not only was she adopted, but her birth mother possibly tried to poison her and then throw her away like trash! She wasn’t sure how to process the enormous amount of feelings that were surging through her. She was angry, but at the same time, curious; why would someone do that?  
 
    The anger that was starting to simmer deep down inside her was getting darker and stronger; the more she thought about what happened to her all those years ago. She wanted to find this woman and hurt her. The logical side of her told her that would be stupid, it was years ago, and you don’t know all the facts; but the vengeful side was singing a very different tune. 
 
    She quickly got up and found the box that was labeled ‘Mila’ which she had put into the hall closet with hopes of going through later. She threw the top off and started digging around to find this necklace with the initials on it that her mother mentioned in her diary. Mila went through several papers and drawings before she got to the bottom of the box. She had found the blanket and onesie, but no necklace.  
 
    Once everything was out of the box, she was crushed; the necklace was nowhere to be found. She grabbed the box and threw it across the room, narrowly missing Smokey, who was playing in the area with a ball of yarn. He screeched and ran for cover under the bed. 
 
    Mila sat down, and for the first time in days, she cried. At first, it was just a few tears, but as she allowed herself to open up, she began to sob. Things were getting too complicated. At first, she was just dealing with losing her mother, now she has to figure  
 
    out how to process not only being adopted but being thrown away by her biological mother. It was more then she could take.  
 
    She could see Smokey peeking out from under the bed. Poor thing, he was scared, he didn’t understand why things were flying across the room at him. Mila walked over and pulled him out from under the bed and held him in her arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry Smokey; I didn’t mean to scare you, I just got frustrated. Do you think we can be friends again?” 
 
    She waited while Smokey sniffed around her face and then very gently gave her a little sandpaper kiss on her chin. Then he wanted to get down and go about his regular business. 
 
    “I sure wish I could forgive and forget as easily as you Smokey.” 
 
    The more she thought about what she read, the madder she 
 
    became. What kind of person would do this? Her psychiatric mind started to wander, and she began wondering if she also had this evil inside. Was my birth mother mentally ill, or was she just heartless? The anger Mila felt was slowly turning into rage; a rage she didn’t know if she could control. 
 
    She walked over to where the box was laying and picked it up. When she did, she could hear something sliding around, like something might be stuck between the fold or something. She set the box on the table and reached in, carefully pulling the bottom flaps up one by one. As she pulled up the last fold, she saw something shiny.  
 
    She quickly pulled the flap up more and revealed a delicate, gold necklace with a small gold heart charm which had the initials D.M. engraved in cursive on it. She carefully pulled it out, noticing the broken clasp at the other end. Are the initials really of my biological mother, or are they mine; is it possible she might have named me? As she held the necklace in her hands, her mind drifted back to an earlier journal entry about a young girl who had a baby in Freyhill. I wonder if that young girl is my biological mother… 
 
    Mila quickly grabbed the diary and looked for another entry about the girl, but there weren’t any. Then she noticed something sticking out of some pages deeper in the diary. She pulled it out. It was a postcard with a picture of a lone Saguaro cactus in the desert at sunset, and it was postmarked Phoenix, 1993. She quickly read it… 
 
         Thank you so much for everything you did, Ella and I are doing fine. I will always be eternally grateful to you.  
 
    D. 
 
    Well, that threw a wrench in her plan; the postcard put her back at square one. The girl from Freyhill can’t be her mother; she and her baby are in Phoenix. This was so frustrating, Mila didn’t know how to feel, she had so many emotions to choose from, but nothing felt right. 
 
    She wished there was someone who could answer her questions; Aunt Millie would have been perfect. Unfortunately, she passed several years ago. She thought about calling Leo, but she didn’t know if she could talk to him about this. Even though he was with her mother all those years, he wasn’t around her that often. He would come over in the evenings, but he would always be gone in the morning. She wondered if that was his idea or her mothers. It was almost like he purposely kept his distance from her. 
 
    Feeling frustrated, she opened her computer and casually started surfing, hoping it would relax her. She noticed a pop-up ad on the side for a detective agency, and she began to think about searching for her birth mother. Do I really want to meet the woman who threw me away like trash? She wasn’t entirely sure. On the one hand, I would finally have closure and know where I came from; on the other hand, this woman could be a dangerous nut-job. If she could throw her baby away while it was still alive what else could she do; her psychiatric mind was reeling with questions. 
 
    Out of curiosity, she clicked on the ad and was taken to the website. The detective’s name was Kurt Swanson, and he was based out of Santa Monica. She liked his face, it looked honest. His bio said that he worked for the Santa Monica police department as a detective for several years before starting his own agency. He claimed he could find anyone, even those who don’t want to be found. Mila saved the link in her favorites and then shut down her computer. 
 
    Her mind was racing. She looked around for Smokey; he was laying spread eagle in the middle of the bed. He appeared so comfortable like he didn’t have a care in the world. She walked over to the bed, sat down next to Smokey, and started to softly pet his exposed tummy. Smokey immediately wrapped his paws around Mila’s arm and bit her hand. Mila quickly pulled her hand out of Smokey’s grip and rubbed the bite area. 
 
    “Ok, I guess you don’t like to have your belly rubbed. I won’t try that again.” 
 
    Smokey slowly turned his body over and looked at Mila, his bright blue eyes gazed up at her with complete innocence. He looked so sweet that she reached over and tried to pet him again, this time on the back; he allowed it and started to purr. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Larisa was happy she decided to go to the therapy session. She really liked Dr. Thorton, although she wasn’t sure this doctor was any different than all the others she had seen in the past. She did refill the prescription, which was the goal of the visit, she thought, but she also roped me into another session. 
 
    Larisa dreamed of a time when she didn’t get anxiety attacks, she was so tired of them and just wanted them to be done and over with. She wasn’t naïve; she knew that if she really wanted this to be over, once and for all, she would have to do some fast talking. What can I say is giving me these stupid panic attacks, she asked herself, I can’t tell her the truth, I wish I could, but I know I can’t. 
 
    As she sat at her desk, pondering various ideas, Molly burst into her office without knocking and pulled her back into reality. 
 
    “Mr. Bower just showed up without an appointment and is demanding to talk to you. I didn’t know what to do with him, so I put him in the conference room. Oh, and heads up, he looks pissed.” 
 
    “He always looks pissed. Tell him I will be right with him, and see if he wants a coffee or water or something to drink. Oh, and Molly, I need you to knock before walking in my office, ok?” 
 
    “Sure, sorry.” 
 
    Gregory Bower was an incredibly successful yet very insecure developer in Los Angeles. He had created some of the most beautiful and expensive condos in L.A., each one more luxurious then the last, and Larisa was thrilled to be working with him. She was currently in the process of selling out his latest project, Mar Grande, consisting of seventy-five, high-end, luxury  
 
    condominiums. 
 
    Larisa set the file she was working on to the side and went to see why Mr. Bower was here. 
 
    “Hello, Gregory, how’s it going?” 
 
    “You tell me. I have eighteen unsold units just sitting around collecting dust,” Gregory said, as he crossed his arms defiantly and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Larisa knew to proceed with caution; she didn’t want to set him off. He was very high strung for someone in his line of work; and had no problem screaming at people if he felt like it, or firing them, whether they deserved it or not. This project was much larger than anything he had ever done, and Larisa knew he was probably getting anxious to move on to his next project, which he couldn’t entirely do until he sold out Mar Grande.  
 
    “I realize you’re frustrated, but don’t forget about the fifty-seven units that have sold. Sales have been slower lately, but I assure you we are doing everything we can to get those last units sold. I showed the penthouse yesterday, and they absolutely loved it, except for the price. That seems to be where I lose them.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you want a price reduction?” he screamed. 
 
    “I’m telling you that when I show the units, the clients love them, but they all mention that the price is awfully high. We discussed this, and I know you insisted on continually increasing the price with each sale, but I think we need to rethink that strategy so we can get the last units sold.” 
 
    “I want those last units sold in the next two weeks – or I’m pulling you from the listing,” he screamed as he pointed his finger at her. 
 
    “Gregory, be reasonable. I’m doing everything in my power to get these units sold, but I can’t promise they will all be sold in the next two weeks. Look, it boils down to this, these last  
 
    condos are overpriced; if we bring the price down to match the last sales, I believe we can get the remaining ones sold.” 
 
    There was dead silence. 
 
    “You really believe they are overpriced?” 
 
    “Yes. I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but in my professional opinion, I believe we should have topped out at the last sale; you’ll still be breaking records with the price.” 
 
    Larisa waited patiently as Mr. Bower thought it over. 
 
    “Ok, you haven’t steered me wrong yet, I’ll allow the price reduction. Is there a way to do it without broadcasting it to the whole world?” 
 
    Larisa could tell the price reduction was hitting Gregory hard.  
 
    “Absolutely; I think we should also do another event. Maybe we could put together something for people who live in the area, not just brokers or agents, but actual buyers. We could showcase the local restaurants and shops in little booths, to give people a better idea of how great the neighborhood is. What do you think of that idea?” 
 
    “I like it as long as it sells units. When could you do this?” 
 
    “I think we could pull something together in about a week.” 
 
    “That long?” 
 
    “It takes time to plan these events. We have to go to each shop and restaurant and talk with them to see if they would like to participate. It will take a few days to make the arrangements, but I honestly think we could put a nice event together by the end of next week.” 
 
    Again, dead silence, as Mr. Bower pondered the idea. 
 
    “Alright, I think this is a great idea, keep me in the loop.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll get started on it this afternoon,” Larisa said, as they both stood and she walked Gregory to the door. 
 
    As she was walking back to her office, she took a hard right at the copier and went to see Molly. 
 
    “Molly, I need you in my office, pronto.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We need to plan another event.” 
 
    “But I’m already swamped,” she whined. 
 
    “I know, but if we don’t knock this one out of the park, we’re going to lose the Mar Grande building, and that’s not something I want to happen. We’ve already sold a majority of the units in the building; we just have to get these last ones sold.” 
 
    Larisa filled Molly in on her idea and enlisted a few of the other agents to help. 
 
    Later that week, Larisa went to a second session with the therapist. She still wasn’t sure what she would say when Dr. Thorton asked her why she gets the anxiety, but at the very least, she had to get more pills.  
 
    “Hi Larisa, it's great to see you again,” Mila said, as she escorted Larisa into her office. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too; cute shoes, by the way, Jimmy Choo’s?” 
 
    Larisa could always spot a cute shoe. She walked over to the chairs and sat down. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, yes, I just got them; good eye. So how are you doing?” Mila was a little thrown off guard with Larisa’s knowledge of shoes, but was somewhat impressed that she knew they were Jimmy Choo’s. 
 
    “I think better, I’ve only had one attack so far this week.” 
 
    “How many do you usually get, on average, in a week?” 
 
    “It really depends on the week and what’s going on.” 
 
    “Just in general, two, three, more?” 
 
    “A good week, one or two; a bad week three to five, and they are more severe.” 
 
    “And you still have no idea what might be setting you off?” 
 
    “No, no idea,” she lied as she shook her head. 
 
    “Did I suggest hypnosis in our last visit?” 
 
    “I don’t know about hypnosis…” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe. It will just help you relax and hopefully remember things you may have blocked out, but you will still be in control. Are you worried about what you might say?” 
 
    Of course, I’m worried about what I might say, you would be too if you knew what I did, Larisa thought. 
 
    “No, not really, I just don’t like to give up control.” 
 
    “Ok, I understand, that’s very common.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m intrigued by the hypnosis, but I don’t want to walk around clucking like a chicken or anything afterward.” 
 
    Mila smiled and tried not to laugh. 
 
    “I assure you that you won’t be clucking like a chicken at any time.” 
 
    “How long does it last?” 
 
    “As long as you want it to; you see, you can break the trance at any time, just open your eyes. It will feel like you are walking through a dream.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I…” she stopped suddenly. 
 
    “Are you worried that it might bring on an attack?” 
 
    “Will that happen?” she asked as her eyes got wide and inquisitive. 
 
    “Not usually. While you are in a trance, you will feel so relaxed that your body won’t think to have an attack. It’s kind of like this, have you ever been driving, and you get to your destination, but you suddenly can’t remember how you got there?” 
 
    “That happens to me all the time; I thought I was just absent-minded,” Larisa replied, as they both chuckled. 
 
    “That is a form of hypnosis.” 
 
    “What if I can’t be hypnotized?” she asked quickly. How could she tell the doctor that her main concern was going into the dream and telling the whole story?” 
 
    “It will be ok; I’ll be here to guild you through.” 
 
    “Can I think about it?” 
 
    “Of course, and if you choose not to try it, I will think of something else. This is completely up to you. I will say that several of my other patients have had great success with it.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it and let you know. In the meantime, would it be possible to get this prescription refilled?” Larisa asked as she held up the empty pill bottle for Mila to see. 
 
    “I’ll give you five pills. That should be sufficient until our next session.” 
 
    “Only five, what if I need more?” 
 
    “I don’t think you will, but if you do, give me a call.” 
 
    “No offense, but it sounds like a ploy to get me to pay for more sessions; you know, I don’t have time to keep coming back again and again.” 
 
    Mila noticed that Larisa’s mood changed suddenly, she was agitated and defensive. Mila wondered if it was really about coming in for sessions to get well, or if Larisa just wanted the drugs without sessions. 
 
    “I understand, but I can’t in good faith keep prescribing you medication if you just use it as a crutch.” 
 
    “I can’t keep taking this time off during the day; I have clients and deals I’m working on. These appointments are taking too much of my time. I know they are only a forty-five-minute session, but there’s drive time and such involved. I need to work; I can’t lose my business over this.”  
 
    “I understand; would it be easier for you to make an evening appointment?” 
 
    “That might actually work better, depending on the day.”  
 
    “Good. I’m willing to work with you.” 
 
    “Could we schedule the next appointment for 6:00 p.m.?” 
 
    “Sure, that would be fine.” 
 
    They talked for a while longer and then Larisa left. As she was driving back to the office, she noticed a young mother with her baby at a crosswalk. The girl couldn’t have been much older than she was when she moved here. Even though it was over twenty-five years ago, the memory was still fresh. She wondered what her life would have been like if baby Ella had lived. 
 
    She quickly pushed the thought from her mind and concentrated on traffic; the roads were jam-packed; it was almost rush hour. As she slowly inched down the street, her mind began to wander again. She thought about the neighborhood event she had to plan, and about getting those last few condos sold; it would be incredibly challenging to do in the two-week deadline.  
 
    As she turned the corner, just blocks from her office, she started to feel that familiar feeling of an anxiety attack. Her breathing was becoming more rapid, and she couldn’t slow it down. Her vision was going in and out; she knew she had to pull over. Once Larisa was safely off the main road, she put the car in park and closed her eyes. She quickly reached into her purse to get the bottle of pills she had, but soon realized that she hadn’t refilled the prescription yet. She would have to tuff this one out. 
 
    She wondered if the attacks could actually be from work. Things were almost always stressful lately, and she got most of the attacks while she was working; this might be the answer, she thought. I’ll play along with her questions, and in the end, I’ll conclude that work is the reason behind my panic attacks, and  
 
    because I love my job and would never quit, I’ll need a regular prescription for the anti-anxiety pills. It was brilliant. 
 
    That night when she was alone at home, she thought again about telling the therapist the truth. It would be quite a risk, but she is a therapist so she can’t tell anyone… Oh, who am I kidding, I can’t tell her the truth, she would have me thrown in jail, and my life would be ruined. The baby died by accident, so technically it wasn’t my fault… No, no one would see it that way, I need to keep to my plan, she thought. 
 
    A week passed, and Larisa went for another appointment with the therapist, but this time, she had a plan. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. Have you given any more thought into trying the hypnosis we talked about last time?” Mila asked hoping she had decided to try it. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “What did you decide?” 
 
    “Is there any other way, I just don’t feel that comfortable with hypnosis.” 
 
    “Of course, we could try positive visualization; it’s just talking. Sometimes if you can relax your mind enough, it will tell you what you need to know.” 
 
    “I’m willing to give that a try.” 
 
    Larisa knew she had to be careful about what she said, and definitely had to make sure she never got so relaxed that she spills her awful truth. 
 
    “Good. Let’s begin with some simple breathing exercises. I want you to take a deep breath in through your nose and exhale through your mouth, very slowly.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    “Let yourself relax, and I want you to remember a happy time in your life.” 
 
    Mila watched as Larisa’s body seemed to start relaxing. 
 
    “As you continue to think about this happy time, you may feel like closing your eyes; if you do, that’s fine. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I am feeling pretty relaxed.” 
 
    “Good. Now I want you to imagine a staircase, and you are going to walk down it, and as you do, I want you to think about your childhood.”  
 
    “Ok, I see a staircase… I’m walking down the stairs…” 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” 
 
    “It was a tiny town, so small you would miss it if you blink.” 
 
    “Did you have a happy childhood?” 
 
    “For a while, then when I was fourteen, Mama died, and it was just Papa and me.” 
 
    “That must have been difficult for you, losing your mother at such a young age. Did you have a good relationship with your father?” 
 
    “After Mama died, he started drinking a lot. He missed her so much; I think her death broke him. He would go to the bar every night after dinner, and wouldn’t come home until late. So, I guess, no, we didn’t have much of a relationship.” 
 
    “What about brothers and sisters?” 
 
    “I have a brother, but he’s seven years older, and he was already gone and living somewhere else by then.” 
 
    “Are you and your brother close now?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen or talked to him in over twenty-five years.” 
 
    “Did you have a fight, or what happened so that you two don’t keep in touch?” 
 
    “I left home right after graduation, and we just lost touch.” 
 
    “Why did you leave home so early, were you off to college?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t go to college; I had to leave for other reasons.” 
 
    “What do you mean you had to leave for other reasons?” 
 
    Mila noticed that Larisa was starting to get uncomfortable; she was moving around a lot, and she was beginning to breathe a little harder. I’m getting close, I can feel it, she thought. 
 
    “I couldn’t stick around after what happened, I mean, people in small towns talk, this isn’t something you can keep private for long.” 
 
    “What happened, what were you trying to keep private?” 
 
    “I can’t say… it’s too horrible.” 
 
    “This is a safe place, Larisa, you can tell me anything, and it will be confidential.” 
 
    “Too risky,” she said again, as she shook her head back and forth. 
 
    “Ok, let’s jump forward, and talk about what might be causing your panic attacks.” 
 
    Larisa wasn’t listening; her mind was stuck on the past and the horrible situation she was in. 
 
    “I’m so worried…” 
 
    “What are you worried about?” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone to know what happened.” 
 
    “I understand you don’t want anyone to know, but remember you are in a safe place and anything you tell me is confidential; that means I can’t tell anyone. So, why don’t you tell me what happened that was so bad that you don’t want anyone else to know about it.” 
 
    Mila waited a moment while Larisa thought. 
 
    “My baby…” 
 
    Holy shit, that wasn’t what I thought she was going to say. This is getting interesting…, Mila thought as she continued to probe. 
 
    “What about your baby? I wasn’t aware that you had children.” 
 
    “I don’t have children.” 
 
    “I see. What happened to your baby? Did you give it up for adoption?” 
 
    “No, it’s much worse than that.” 
 
    “It’s ok; you can tell me about it. What happened to your baby?” 
 
    After what felt like hours, she replied, 
 
    “She died.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that; it must have been devastating for you. How did your baby die?” 
 
    “I put her to sleep one night, and she didn’t wake up the next day. I waited and waited, I tried shaking her, but it was no use. I even listened at her tiny chest to see if I could hear her breathing, but she wasn’t,” Larisa said, as tears started running down her cheeks. Mila reached across the coffee table and offered her a tissue. 
 
    “Did you call 911 or someone to help you?” 
 
    “There was no one to call.” 
 
    “So, what did you do?” 
 
    “I had to bury her myself. I put her in a cute onesie then wrapped her in a blanket and gently placed her in a white office supply box that I found. Then I walked out into the forest behind my house and looked for a good tree to bury her next to, it was raining so hard, I could hardly see where I was walking.” 
 
    “How old were you when this happened?” 
 
    “I was eighteen.” 
 
    “Eighteen is awfully young to have a baby. It must have been a tough time for you. Where was your father during all this?” 
 
    “Papa went to the bar one night earlier that year, I think it was just after New Years, and he never came back.” 
 
    “Are you saying he left you all alone?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Did you have the baby while you were alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But someone helped you deliver the baby; you couldn’t have done that yourself.” 
 
    “I did, I was alone,” she lied. 
 
    I wonder if she’s lying or protecting someone; it seems a little unbelievable that a young girl could safely deliver a baby without any help, especially someone who’s only eighteen. Who are you protecting? Mila wondered. 
 
    “Why wasn’t there someone to look after you, what about your brother, or a relative or neighbor?” 
 
    “I guess no one knew I was alone. I mean, Papa continued to put money in the household account so I could buy food and pay the bills when they came, just like I had been doing since Mama passed. I was almost eighteen years old, almost an adult. I was completely capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    “Do you ever have nightmares about that time in your life?” 
 
    “I try not to think about it. It was a long time ago. Looking back, I don’t think I should have done what I did, but it was the only answer I could think of. I did what I had to do to survive.”  
 
    “What do you mean you did what you had to do, what did you do?”  
 
    This is starting to get juicy, Mila thought. 
 
    “I gave the baby… I mean… I took care of things myself, just like I always have.” 
 
    That was a close one, I almost spilled. Have to be more careful, Larisa thought. 
 
    “It must have been challenging and frightening for you to have to deal with this all by yourself. You were very young. You started to say that you gave your baby something, what did you give the baby?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Larisa said defensively, as she quickly opened her eyes and sat up straight in the chair.  
 
    “Are you sure, we are making breakthroughs…” 
 
    Come on, you were just going to tell me your truth… Mila 
 
    thought to herself. 
 
    “I’m sure; I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” 
 
    “I understand; we can stop here. I think we made real progress today. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Ok, I guess,” she lied.  
 
    Larisa was freaking out. Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, I almost told her my horrible secret. I have to be more cautious, what the hell was I thinking? I couldn’t stop myself; the words just came out, almost like she was pulling them out of me. She was worried she might have said too much. 
 
    “Ok. Let’s schedule another appointment for next week. You made terrific progress today. How are you doing with the pills?” 
 
    “I need a refill.” 
 
    “Already, I thought you said that you had a good week.” 
 
    “I did. I meant to say that I didn’t get as many attacks. The ones I did get were so bad, that I had to take a couple pills to get rid of them.” 
 
    “I see. I don’t want you to double the medication anymore. I know it must have felt like you needed to, but if you wait for the medication to work, one pill will take care of the anxiety just fine.” 
 
    “I’ll try, but you don’t understand how bad they get, plus I can’t let people see me like that, my job is all about appearance.” 
 
    “I understand. Sometimes when you start talking about issues, you will experience more anxiety. This only means we are getting close to what is really bothering you. Please be patient and let the process work.” 
 
    Something about Larisa’s story made Mila believe there was a deeper issue that she was hiding. Mila noticed that she almost said something about her baby’s death before she quickly pulled herself back. That was the piece she had to fish for in the next session. Larisa was starting to sound like a favorable candidate for her side project with Dr. Blackmore, but she would need to dig a little deeper next time to be sure. 
 
    As Larisa got into her car, she thought about what just happened. She was terrified, what if the therapist goes to the police and they investigate? Her breathing was starting to become irregular, and another panic attack began. She quickly reached for the bottle of pills in her purse and took one. 
 
    Slowly her mind stopped racing, and her breathing slowed. One pill was actually working, just like the therapist said. She drove over to the pharmacy and had the new prescription filled. As she was leaving the pharmacy, she wondered if it was a good idea to continue with this therapist. She said way too much already, how much more would come out in the next session, she wondered. She had to be more careful, more selective of her words if she planned to take this secret to her grave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    As Leo was leaving the tattoo shop after getting his most prized tattoo, a portrait of his beloved Krystal, he noticed Miles Cavanaugh walking briskly towards him. 
 
    “Hey, Miles, how’s life treating ya?” 
 
    “Leo, just the man I need to see. Is there somewhere we could talk privately?” Miles seemed very nervous; he kept checking behind his back and looking around. Leo wondered what was up. 
 
    “Sure, do you want to go back into the shop?” 
 
    “Is there a back room or somewhere we could talk in private? I assure you, it’s quite important.” 
 
    “Ya, we could use Ringo’s office, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Please, I’d rather wait until we are alone,” Miles replied, as he quickly looked around again to see if anyone was watching him. 
 
    Leo escorted Miles through the tattoo shop, into Ringo’s office, and closed the door. He offered Miles a seat, but Miles was too nervous to sit. 
 
    “Ok, we’re alone, what’s going on? You got me a little freaked out.” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, it’s not my intention.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it; just tell me what’s got your knickers in a twist?” 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, my knickers are in quite a twist over this; I just found out that Krystal came to see me the day before she died. I was in Los Angeles at a two-day legal seminar, but Bella, my assistant, talked to her briefly.” 
 
    “What did she want?” 
 
    “Apparently Krystal brought over a dish of her famous strawberry-rhubarb oatmeal bars, and when Bella explained that I was away at a seminar, Krystal got quite agitated. She told Bella to make sure I got the bars, and then she left. Bella said she was acting very nervous and was constantly checking over her shoulder like she thought someone was watching her.” 
 
    “Damn, love those bars, I can’t believe I’ll never taste that delicious slice of heaven again.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree, they are amazing. Hopefully, Krystal wrote out the recipe.” 
 
    “So, what did Krystal want?” 
 
    “That’s the problem, when I returned the next day, I tried calling her, but I didn’t get an answer. I even drove over to the house, but she wasn’t there. So, I called the hospital, but they said she wasn’t working that day. Of course, that afternoon was when you found her. After the funeral, I had forgotten about the baking dish until today, when my assistant was washing it up and found this letter taped to the bottom.” 
 
    “Another letter? Why would she tape a letter to the bottom of a dish? Do you have any idea what’s in the letter?” 
 
    “I have no idea; there was a small post-it on it, telling me to give it to you. Leo, I’m so sorry, I had no idea she taped it to the bottom of the dish. I just hope that I got it to you in time.” 
 
    Miles gave Leo the letter, and Leo immediately opened it. It was dated the day before she died… 
 
         Leo, 
 
         I am very worried about Mila. I think she is involved with some very nasty people here at the hospital. I was at work a couple of weeks ago, and I saw her talking with Dr. Blackmore, a real piece of shit, he’s always into crooked things. It looks like  
 
    she might be working with him. I waited until she was done talking with him and walking out to her car before I called her. I didn’t let on that I knew where she was, I just spoke like it was a random call. She lied to me and said she was just leaving the gym, and asked if she could call me back later. 
 
         Mila never lied to me before, I know something is wrong. I started to do a little snooping on my end to see if I could figure it out, and you won’t believe what I found. I started a file to keep everything organized, which I keep in my office desk at the hospital in the drawer with the combination lock. The combination is 76-19-93, Mila’s birthday. 
 
         I think someone might be on to me, I feel like I’m being watched all the time and not just at work. Sometimes I feel like I’m being followed too. I wanted to tell you this in person, but I’m afraid that my house or office might be bugged, and I certainly don’t want to put you in any danger. 
 
         If something happens to me, please protect Mila, I don’t think she knows the type of people she is dealing with, and bring the evidence I collected to the police. 
 
         Forever yours, 
 
    Krystal 
 
    Miles waited until Leo was finished reading and said, 
 
    “Please tell me it wasn’t bad news.” 
 
    “I wish I could, Miles. Look, I have to go take care of something, was there anything else with this letter?” 
 
    “Just the baking dish…” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me. I really appreciate it. 
 
    Are you going to be around later? I might need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Absolutely, just give me a call.” 
 
    Miles left, and Leo immediately got on his bike and rode over to the hospital. When he got there, he went directly to Krystal’s office. Leo tried the door, but it was locked. As he was  
 
    trying to figure out a way to get in, a tall, but very slim, male orderly tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with sir? This is Nurse Barron’s office. You aren’t supposed to be in this area.” 
 
    Leo turned towards the man and smiled as he said, 
 
    “I was hoping to get into Krystal’s office, well her old office, to pick up her personal items,” Leo lied. 
 
    “Ah yes, Krystal passed away last week. I’m very sorry for your loss, but you can’t be in this area. Her personal items would be with the HR department, do you know where that is?” 
 
    “Ya sure, that makes sense, thanks,” Leo said, as he casually started walking towards the nurses’ station.  
 
    As he was pondering his next move, he wondered if Maggie Pachool, Krystal’s friend, was working today. Luckily for him, when he turned the corner, Maggie was standing at the nurses’ station looking over a file. 
 
    When Maggie spotted Leo, she quickly put down the file and walked over to talk with him. 
 
    “Leo, wow, it sure is good to see you. How are you holding up?” Maggie asked as she gave him a big hug.  
 
    Maggie Pachool was of medium height, with a slim build, and short, spiky, brownish red hair. She was very outgoing and smart, but also knew her place. She and Krystal were best friends, having gone through nursing school together and working together most of their careers. They trusted each other implicitly. 
 
    “I’m doing as well as can be expected. I sure miss her. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m ok, but I miss her too. My new boss, Nurse Barron, is a bitch and not nearly as fun to work with as Krystal, but things are starting to go back towards normal. What brings you in today?” 
 
    “I was hoping to get something out of Krystal’s office, but the door is locked. Is there any way you might be able to let me in?” 
 
    “That might be tricky. Nurse Barron has already moved in, and she can be quite difficult, but I might be able to run interference for you if you have a cup of coffee with me.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    They walked down to the cafeteria, got some coffee, and sat down at a table in the back. 
 
    “Did Krystal ever mention a Dr. Blackmore to you?” Leo asked when they were seated. 
 
    Maggie’s eyes got large as she leaned in towards Leo. 
 
    “How do you know about Dr. Blackmore?” Maggie asked quietly like she didn’t want anyone to hear. 
 
    “Krystal left me this disturbing letter saying that she was very concerned that Mila might be involved with him in some way; apparently, according to Krystal, he’s pretty bad news. That’s why I was trying to get into her office. She said she was investigating him, and found some incriminating things, and was compiling it all into a file she kept in her office drawer. To be honest, I’m not really sure what I’m looking for, or what I’m going to do with it once I find it.” 
 
    “I am. I was helping her,” Maggie said, as she looked around to make sure no one could hear what they were talking about. She noticed Nurse Barron over by the coffee bar and hoped that she didn’t see her talking to Leo. 
 
    “You were? That’s fantastic. Tell me everything, you know.” Finally, he thought, someone with some answers. 
 
    “I will, but I think you should know that I think…”  
 
    Maggie suddenly stopped talking and gave Leo a look to do the same. She looked extremely nervous, almost terrified. Leo noticed Maggie’s eyes get larger as she watched a large woman  
 
    wearing a nursing uniform, with her hair pulled back so tightly that it almost stretched her face, and a scowl on her mouth that even made Leo uncomfortable, approaching the table. 
 
    “Nurse Barron, I was just taking a short break. This is Krystal’s boyfriend, Leo. He came to pick up her personal belongings.” Leo noticed that Maggie was incredibly uncomfortable around this nurse. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, and I’m very sorry for your loss.” The words were comforting, but the tone of her voice was monotone and borderlining on creepy. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I need you back upstairs, pronto,” Nurse Barron said to Maggie in a very stern voice. 
 
    “Leo, I have to go. I’ll stop by the tattoo shop tonight after my shift. We’ll talk then,” she said, as she quickly got up and followed Nurse Barron upstairs. 
 
    Leo could tell that Maggie was nervous about something, and she was clearly uncomfortable with her new boss. He waited about ten minutes after she left, and then he walked back up to the maternity ward where Krystal’s old office was.  
 
    He was careful not to call attention to himself as he walked thru the maternity ward, blending in as much as possible. He noticed Maggie was standing on the other side of the nurses’ station in conversation with Nurse Barron about a patients file. He tried to establish eye contact, and just when he was about to give up, Nurse Barron turned, and Maggie quickly signaled him to go.  
 
    He quickly walked around the corner towards the offices. When he got to the door, he tried the knob, and to his surprise, it wasn’t locked anymore. He looked around to see if anyone had seen him and then quickly went inside the office and closed the door behind him. He went immediately to the desk and found the drawer with the combination lock. 
 
    He put in the first two numbers of the combination before he heard talking outside the door. He quickly looked to see if anyone was turning the doorknob, then he looked for somewhere to hide.  
 
    He couldn’t make out what was being said on the other side of the door, but he could tell it was a man talking to Nurse Barron. When he noticed the knob turning, he quickly bolted up and hid in the closet. He hoped she wouldn’t need to get into it.  
 
    When Nurse Barron walked into the office, Leo wasn’t sure who the man with her was. He tried to see through the levers on the door, but they were too close together for him to see anything except the floor below. He stayed hidden and listened. 
 
    “I need more subjects, I can’t continue my work without them,” the man’s voice said very sternly. 
 
    “I understand Dr. Blackmore, but I don’t know what you expect me to do, this is the maternity ward. I don’t think you’ll find anyone here. I would have to look in a different department, and I don’t have time to do that with all my duties here.” 
 
    “I don’t appreciate your attitude, Nurse Barron. I brought you in to help with the process, not stall it out. Have you heard any more about the candidate that Mila Thorton suggested?” 
 
    “No sir, I wasn’t aware she suggested anyone. Will the candidate work?” 
 
    Leo wondered how Mila was involved; she wasn’t a medical doctor or a nurse. He continued to listen when suddenly; something fell off the top shelf and made a loud noise. He quickly moved to the back of the closet, hoping he wouldn’t be seen if Nurse Barron were to open the door. 
 
    “What was that?” Dr. Blackmore asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It sounded like it came from the closet,” Nurse Barron said as she walked over and grabbed the handle to open the door. As she turned the handle and started opening the door, Dr. Blackmore spoke, and she stopped. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. I need you to find three more candidates by the end of the week, or don’t bother coming back to work next week.” 
 
    “You’re being unreasonable Doctor. I…” 
 
    “No more excuses, Nurse Barron. All the others have been bringing in candidates, why aren’t you? I can’t continue this if I don’t have support here. I have orders to fill. Here’s a list of what I need.” 
 
    “You have my full support, Doctor. I will find three candidates by the end of the week,” she said meekly, as she looked at the list of criteria. 
 
    “Good, because, like I said, the orders are coming in faster than I can keep up with. I have to leave and get back down to Los Angeles; I have a procedure scheduled for tomorrow. Text me if you have any other problems,” he said, as he abruptly left Nurse Barron standing with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    Leo hoped that she would leave too, but she didn’t. Instead, she sat down at her desk and cried. After a few minutes, she pulled herself together and left, locking the door on her way out. 
 
    Leo waited a minute before he opened the closet door, to make sure Nurse Barron actually left and didn’t just lock herself inside. Once alone in the office, he went directly to the file cabinet, put the combination in, and unlocked the cabinet drawer. Leo pulled the drawer open, and to his surprise, it was empty! It looked like someone just grabbed everything all at once. There weren’t any file folders or anything left inside, just a couple of scraps of paper on the bottom of the drawer. 
 
    Shit. What am I going to do now? The proof is gone. 
 
    He thought for a minute about what Dr. Blackmore said, something about candidates for his work. Leo wondered what kind of doctor he really was, especially since Mila was involved.  
 
    What have you gotten yourself into Mila? He asked himself. 
 
    Leo did his best to put everything back in its place so no one would know he had been there. He purposely left the box that fell in the closet on the floor, in case Nurse Barron checked later. He walked over to the door and slowly opened it enough that he could peek outside to see if anyone was coming. When he saw that the hallway was clear, he quickly left the office and headed for the hospital's main entrance. 
 
    Once he got to the safety of his bike, he could finally exhale. Unfortunately, he suddenly realized, that not only did he forget to swing into HR to get Krystal’s personal items, he also forgot to lock Nurse Barron’s office door. He wondered if she would notice and become suspicious. He thought about going back in, but decided against it; instead, he got on his bike and rode to the tattoo shop where he would meet up with Maggie soon.  
 
    Leo waited, for what felt like hours, for her to show up. After a few hours, he tried calling her, but it just went to voice mail. He wondered what was going on and hoped that she was ok. Things were getting weird. He waited until 10:00 p.m. that night, and when Maggie didn’t show up, Leo hoped that she either forgot or got detained. He knew that she would contact him soon and fill him in on what was going on. 
 
    When he still hadn’t heard back from Maggie the following day, he got worried. She seemed so nervous at the hospital, I sure hope everything is ok, he thought. I wonder if maybe Nurse Barron figured out that I was in her office and  
 
    accused Maggie of helping me. I sure hope she didn’t get into trouble. 
 
    Leo knew he should be cautious contacting Maggie; he wasn’t sure why she offered to help and then just vanished. When he called the hospital, they said she took a leave of absence, and wouldn’t be back for a couple weeks. Leo asked for more details, but they refused to give any. He was confused, what the hell was going on, and how was Mila involved?  
 
    Oh, my love, what have you gotten me into now?  
 
    He figured his only option was to “drop in” on Mila in Los Angeles. Maybe he could get some answers. It was a long shot, and he knew it, but it was all he had to go on. He talked to Ringo, explaining as much as he could before stopping at home to pack a bag, drop off his bike and switch to his Dodge Charger for the drive. 
 
    Once in Los Angeles, Leo realized he wasn’t sure where Mila lived, or where she worked. He quickly found a mom and pop motel, The Chester Inn, and pulled in. Luckily for him, they had an opening and Leo checked-in. He put his bags in his room before going back to the lobby to see about a computer he could use. 
 
    “Excuse me; do you have a computer room or office center here?” Leo asked the clerk at the front desk. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry we don’t. However, if you don’t mind a short walk, there is a public library just on the other side of the park across the street. You can take the walking path around the park to get there.” The clerk said as he pointed out the door. 
 
    “Oh, thanks, man.”  
 
    Leo walked out of the Chester Inn, and down to the crosswalk. It was a beautiful day out, and maybe a walk would be  
 
    a good idea. It only took a few minutes to get around the park, and then he saw the library. It was a very old building made entirely of brick, with a wide staircase in front leading to the double entry doors. 
 
    As Leo climbed the steps, he noticed the building was built in 1897, had double pillars around the staircase, and large windows with several panes. He wondered if this library was as old on the inside too. Leo readied himself for the musty smell he always remembered with libraries, but when he opened the door and entered, he was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    The inside of the library was completely modernized. To Leo’s right was a desk with several young ladies working, and to the left, were several rows of books. In the center of the library, were several rows of computers. As he went through the metal detector at the door, he realized it has been several years since he was in a library.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir; may I please see your library card?” 
 
    Leo turned and noticed a young woman, maybe in her early twenties, with long pink hair, dark eyes, and a bright white smile. 
 
    “I don’t have one. Could I get one here?”  
 
    “Do you live in L.A. County?” 
 
    “No, I’m just in town a couple of days. I need to use a computer, the Chester Inn, where I’m staying, doesn’t have one for guests.” 
 
    “Oh, I can help you with that, I’ll issue you a guest pass for the day.” 
 
    “What if I need it for more than one day?” 
 
    “That’s no problem; just ask for another guest pass.” 
 
    “Cool, that’s easy enough.” 
 
    The nice girl with long pink hair brought Leo over to the desk and issued him a guest pass, and then she walked him over to 
 
    the computer stations and got him started. 
 
    Leo first looked up Mila’s practice on the internet and found the address; he wanted to make sure he got that first and foremost. He planned to swing into her office late in the afternoon when she should be close to finishing up for the day. Leo didn’t want to cause any trouble or make her suspicious.  
 
    He then typed in Dr. Blackmore, Los Angeles, California, and pressed enter. Leo was shocked when he saw how many entries there were. Dr. Irving Blackmore was an older man in his mid-sixties, with short brown and grey slicked back hair that just grazed his shoulders. He also had a short grey beard and mustache. 
 
    Leo found out that Dr. Blackmore was a very well-known psychiatrist, based in Los Angeles. He had won several awards for his research work, and also several grants. Then Leo noticed something interesting, it said that Dr. Blackmore started out wanting to become a surgeon before he got into psychiatry. The article said that he never started the surgical residency program; he changed his course and went into psychiatry instead. 
 
    Leo thought for a moment; and suddenly remembered that when he was hiding in Nurse Barron’s office, Dr. Blackmore mentioned that he had a procedure scheduled for the following day. Leo wondered what type of procedure Dr. Blackmore would be performing. Things were starting to get interesting, confusing, but definitely interesting. 
 
    Leo realized he needed help; he couldn’t figure this out by himself. He wondered who he could ask, the only person that came to mind was Krystal, and obviously, that wasn’t possible. Leo really wanted to talk with Maggie, she said she was helping Krystal, but he couldn’t get a hold of her. He had to wing it; maybe Mila could give him some answers. 
 
    He waited until 5:30 p.m. and then went over to Mila’s office. Leo saw her car in the parking lot, so he knew she was still  
 
    there. He thought about going in, and surprising Mila, but thought it would probably be best to wait, just in case she was with a patient. 
 
    About a half hour later, he saw Mila walk out of her office building with a man, and not just any man, she was walking with Dr. Blackmore. Leo watched as the two got into a black Mercedes. He quickly slouched down in the driver’s seat so that Mila didn’t see him when their car drove past. Leo waited for them to turn out of the parking lot, and then he followed them. 
 
    They drove to a warehouse area a few miles away, parked the car, and went inside one of the buildings. It didn’t look much like a medical building, but Leo assumed it must be. More and more doctors were opening offices in different places. He wondered what kind of medical office this was. Leo waited until he saw Mila and Dr. Blackmore come out and leave, before he got out of his car to do a little snooping around. 
 
    He walked up to the door of the building they were in, but the door was locked. He tried to see in, but from the sidewalk, it just looked like a medical waiting room. He would have to come back tomorrow when they were open to see what was going on. 
 
    Leo went back to the Chester Inn to figure out his next move. He felt completely lost. Leo wished that Maggie had shown up to fill him in. He tried calling her again, but like the last few times, it went directly to voice mail. This time he left a message. 
 
    “Hey Maggie, it’s Leo, just calling to see what happened to you the other night, hope everything is ok. Give me a call when you get this. Thanks.” 
 
    As he hung up the phone, he thought about calling Mila to see if she would like to meet for dinner or something, but decided against it. He thought it might be better to see her at her office first, although he knew that might be awkward too. 
 
    The next day, he went back to the library, and searched the internet for more information on Dr. Blackmore, but came up  
 
    empty. There really wasn’t anything that sounded out of the norm, Leo was confused. Why was Krystal so worried about Mila working with him, it seemed logical to him. Mila was a clinical psychologist, and Dr. Blackmore was a psychiatrist. It made perfect sense for them to work together. What was he missing? 
 
    After trying a few more search words, Leo decided to quit looking for information on Dr. Blackmore. He thought it might be better to just go to the clinic and see what he could find out there. Leo quickly found the building, but when he tried the door, it was still locked. It looked like a medical office, but it didn’t appear to be open regular hours. He looked at his watch and noticed it was almost 5:30 p.m., so he decided to try and catch Mila after work again tonight.  
 
    When he arrived at Mila’s office, he noticed that there were still patients going in and out. He saw a woman going in that reminded him so much of his sister Daisy. Leo wondered what she was like now, what her life was like. He felt bad he didn’t try and find her all those years ago, but he had so many other things going on and had no idea where she might have gone. 
 
    About forty-five minutes later, the lady came out and got into her car. A few minutes later, Mila came out. This time she was alone. When Mila walked out of the building towards her car, she didn’t notice Leo until he said something.  
 
    “Mila.”  
 
    She looked around to see where the voice was coming from. It was then she saw Leo sitting on the front end of his 1974 black Dodge Charger. Mila wondered what the heck he was doing not only in Los Angeles but here at her office. 
 
    “Leo? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You said if I ever find myself in L.A. to drop in, so I’m dropping in. I hope I didn’t come at a bad time,” Leo said, as he flashed a huge smile. 
 
    “Um, no, I guess I’m just shocked to see you. So, you just decided to come to L.A.?” 
 
    “Well, I came down to get some supplies for the tattoo shop, but I thought as long as I was here, I would swing in and say hello.” Leo could tell Mila was nervous, he wondered if he had come at a bad time and she was just too polite to say something. 
 
    “You came down here to get supplies? Interesting...” 
 
    Leo could tell she was questioning his being here, it was a flimsy story, but sometimes implausible stories work because they could be believable. He quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “I’m only here for a couple days. Thought I would take a chance, and see if you’d like to get some dinner, my treat.” 
 
    “I would love to, but unfortunately, I’m on my way to a meeting on the other side of town. How about we meet for dinner tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Tomorrow is fine, but could we do lunch? I’ll be heading back to Rockville tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Sure, I can switch some things around and meet you, how about 11:00 a.m.? Do you want to meet here, or would you like me to pick you up at your hotel?” 
 
    “I can meet you here.” 
 
    “Great, then I will see you tomorrow. I’m sorry, but I really have to get going, I’m already late.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    As Mila got into her car to meet Dr. Blackmore, she wondered why Leo was really in Los Angeles. 
 
    Leo watched as Mila pulled out of the parking lot. He thought about following her but decided against it. Instead, he went back over to the warehouse medical building to see if he could find any clues.  
 
    When he pulled up, he could see that there were lights on inside, so someone had to be working. Leo wondered if they were  
 
    taking late appointments, or if just the doctors were there. Hopefully, he could casually chat with the receptionist to find out what type of medical office it was. Leo walked in, and  
 
    immediately, the woman with the long curly black hair behind the desk said, 
 
    “Sir, are you lost?” 
 
    “I was just wondering what type of business this is,” Leo asked as he looked around the office; it was very nicely decorated with leather back chairs, pictures on the wall, and a large fish tank mounted on the back wall.  
 
    “It’s a medical office. We are closed right now; besides, you need to have an appointment.” 
 
    She was polite but very short with him, and he could tell she wanted him gone. Within minutes, a tall man with dark hair, and chiseled features, dressed in scrubs, came out to see what was going on. 
 
    “Everything ok, Sofia?” 
 
    “Yes, this gentleman was just leaving.” 
 
    “Maybe you can help me, I was just asking her what type of medical office this is,” Leo asked again. 
 
    “The type you need an appointment for. Now, let me show you to the door,” the large man replied, as he walked towards Leo until he was at the door. 
 
    “It’s cool, I’m leaving. Sorry to have bothered you,” Leo said, as he turned and walked out.  
 
    As he approached his car, he wondered why they ushered him out so quickly; he was polite, and although they claimed they were closed, the door was unlocked. There was no reason to want him gone unless they were doing something, they don’t want anyone to know about. 
 
    When Leo got back to his room at the Chester Inn, he checked his phone and noticed he had a message. It was from Maggie. 
 
    “Leo, call me when you get this.” 
 
    Leo immediately called Maggie back. 
 
    “Maggie, I got your message. What happened to you the other night?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure; it’s been a bizarre couple of days.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was finishing up my shift like I do every day, and suddenly, I felt this horrible pain in my back, and I passed out. When I came to, I was in post-op, and I found out they removed one of my kidneys. They told me I had some sort of attack, but something seems fishy to me. Maybe I'm just being paranoid, but something just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? Did you have problems with your kidneys?” 
 
    “That’s the thing; I’ve never even had a kidney infection. When I asked about it, I was told I had to talk to the doctor, but the doctor never came in; and the only nurse that took care of me was Nurse Barron, and you’ve seen her bedside manner. It all seems very suspicious. They wouldn’t leave a chart in my room either, so I could never see what was going on.” 
 
    “Are you still in the hospital?” 
 
    “No, they released me, and I’m at home.” 
 
    “Do you think someone did this to you deliberately?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what I think. All I know is that they removed one of my kidneys, and there doesn’t appear to be a medical reason for it.” 
 
    “Do you think it was Dr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “I only have a fuzzy memory of the doctor, and he was in full scrubs, so I couldn’t really see much of his face. I do know it was a man, and I have a funny feeling it was Dr. Blackmore. But like I said, I don’t have any proof; it’s more of a hunch. Do you think you could stop over later? I have something I think you need 
 
    to see.” 
 
    “I’m in Los Angeles right now, and things here are weird. I found Mila’s office, but guess who I saw her talking with?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “That’s interesting; Krystal was really afraid that she might be working with him,” Maggie said, sounding concerned. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what they may be working on? I know that Dr. Blackmore is a psychiatrist, but I overheard him saying that he had a procedure he was going to perform the following day. What kind of procedure would a psychiatrist perform?” 
 
    “Krystal and I were trying to figure out what his extracurricular activities were too.”  
 
    “This is getting crazy. Krystal wrote me this letter that said I should get some file out of her desk drawer, but I didn’t find anything in the drawer; it was completely empty like someone went in and just took everything out all at once. Do you know what was supposed to be in there?” 
 
    “She was compiling evidence against Dr. Blackmore; I’m not exactly sure what all was in the drawer though. I told her it was a bad idea to keep it there, but she wouldn’t listen. They must have somehow, found the evidence.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Leo said, as he ran his hand over his goatee.  
 
    “I do have something else I think you’ll be very interested in seeing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I need to go over this with you in person. I’m not sure if the phones are safe. When will you be back in town?” 
 
    “I’m leaving tomorrow afternoon, after lunch with Mila. Do you want me to swing by and see you?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry about calling first, I can’t go anywhere 
 
    anyway. So, you mentioned that you saw Mila leaving with Dr. Blackmore, do you have any idea where they went?” 
 
    “I followed them to this make-shift medical office a few miles away from Mila’s office. I went inside the place and was immediately escorted out by a guy in scrubs. They wouldn’t answer any of my questions.”  
 
    “Leo be careful, you don’t know the type of people you are dealing with. They are very dangerous. I don’t know exactly what Dr. Blackmore is up to, but it’s not good; and from what I’ve heard, it could be multiple things.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. I just wish I knew what I am supposed to be looking for. My main concern right now is Mila. I have to find out what her connection is, and if she’s in any danger.” 
 
    “Maybe you should just let this go, I mean, look what happened to Krystal and me.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are you insinuating that this guy might have had something to do with Krystal’s death?” Leo could feel his blood start to boil. 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but the timing is weird, don’t ya think? Maybe it’s just more of a hunch.” 
 
    “The timing is weird...” 
 
    “Just be careful.” 
 
    “I will be, but I have to watch over Mila now that Krystal is gone.” 
 
    “It’s your decision, but I would proceed with extreme caution.” 
 
    “I will, I promise. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    As Mila drove to her meeting with Dr. Blackmore, she wondered what Leo was really doing in Los Angeles; he said he was picking up some supplies for the tattoo shop, but that seemed a bit flimsy. I do remember telling him that if he ever found himself in L.A. to look me up, so maybe he was just dropping in, Mila thought, she laughed at herself for being so paranoid. 
 
    When Mila arrived at the restaurant, she immediately went to the hostess station to secure a table, the restaurant was getting busy, and she wanted to make sure they wouldn’t have to wait.  
 
    “Hello, welcome to Middleton’s, how many in your party today?” The tall hostess with long black hair and a face full of freckles asked. 
 
    “There will be two, but would you mind checking if there might be a reservation for Blackmore?” 
 
    “We don’t take reservations; however, I do know that Dr. Blackmore has arrived, and has been seated. Please follow me,” the hostess said, as she led Mila through the restaurant and onto the back patio. 
 
    “Hello Mila, you’re looking ravishing as usual,” Dr. Blackmore said, as she approached the table. He quickly stood and pulled her chair out for her, and she sat down. 
 
    “Oh, thank you. It’s good to see you. How are you?”  
 
    Mila always felt a little uncomfortable around Dr. Blackmore, but she wasn’t exactly sure why. There was just something about him that rubbed her wrong; although it wasn’t enough to force her to stop working with him. 
 
    “I’m fucking fantastic, business couldn’t be any better, I can hardly keep up with the orders,” he boasted as he ran his fingers through his short brown and grey hair. 
 
     
 
    “That’s good to hear. I know I’m definitely enjoying the commissions. It’s so exciting to be a part of this whole study you’re doing.”  
 
    “Yes, and we are helping these people so much. I can’t imagine how they live with these mental ailments day in and day out.” 
 
    “How did Mr. Lanchard do, he would have met with you yesterday.” Mr. Lanchard was the most recent of Mila’s patients to try Dr. Blackmore’s new medication.  
 
    “He was amazing. Got any more like him? I’m sure you’ll be pleased with your commission from him,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “I seem to be running into a lot of good candidates lately,” Mila said, as she thought about how many patients she had sent over recently. 
 
    “It’s surprising how many fucked up people there are in the world, isn’t it,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I’m just glad we can do something to help.” 
 
    “Are you still using the herbal mixture I gave you to find their truth?” 
 
    “Yes, it works like a charm; I just wish it lasted longer. Sometimes I have to double dose the patients just to finish up my questions.” 
 
    “Interesting; I’ll think about that and see if I can tweak the recipe a little next time.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “Enough shop talk, let’s have some dinner,” he said, as he handed Mila a menu. 
 
    “Have you been here before, they have amazing food, especially the mango swordfish,” Mila said, as she looked over the menu to decide what to order. 
 
    “That’s what I heard; I’m excited to try the swordfish,” 
 
    Dr. Blackmore said, as he motioned for a waiter to come and take their order. 
 
    After her dinner meeting with Dr. Blackmore, Mila went home. When she got there, her buddy Smokey was anxiously waiting for her at the door. 
 
    “Hey, buddy. Did you have a good day? I bet you’re hungry; let’s get you something to eat,” she said, as she picked Smokey up and carried him into the kitchen. 
 
    She pulled a can of his favorite food out of the cupboard; an all-natural cat food with slow-cooked flavors of chicken, turkey, and beef. As she was emptying the can into his bowl, Smokey quickly used his head to push her hand out of the way so he could start eating. 
 
    “Geez, Smokey, you could benefit from some manners.” 
 
    Smokey didn’t care, he was hungry, and the food was delicious. He ate until the bowl was empty and then he licked the sides to make sure he got every last bit. 
 
    After feeding Smokey, and playing a short round of his all-time favorite game, chase the string ball, she pulled out her briefcase to do a little work before bed. She looked over each of the patients’ files that she would see the following day. There was one patient, though, that she just couldn’t get out of her mind; that was Larisa Bergman. 
 
    There’s definitely something dark about this woman, I’m just not sure what it is. I know she’s hiding something… could be big… but how do I get her to spill? Why is she so secretive if her baby died of SIDS…? What the hell is her truth? Mila asked herself. 
 
    The next day came faster than Mila wanted. Her 8:00 a.m. appointment was with Mercedes Whithouse, who was seeking help with OCD. Mila glanced at the clock; it was 8:10 a.m. This patient had a bad habit of skipping appointments; Mila wondered  
 
    if she was going to show up today; she only had five minutes left before she would have to reschedule. Then, just as the clock struck 8:14 a.m., the buzzer for the waiting room went off. 
 
    Mila got up and went to greet her. Mercedes Whithouse was your typical Los Angeles trophy wife. She was quite beautiful, with silky long bleached blonde hair, and a perfect complexion. She was five-foot-nine and very thin, almost too skinny, but it worked for her. She was dressed to the nine’s and always wore stiletto heels. 
 
    Her husband, Rolland Whithouse, almost forty years her senior, is a business tycoon. In the early eighties, he invested heavily in tech stock and has been living the high life ever since.  
 
    “Hi, Mercedes, it’s nice to see you again. Would you like to come in and sit down?” 
 
    “Sure, sorry I’m late, L.A. traffic…. l-a-t-e-l-a-t-r-a-f-f-i-c.” Mercedes got up and walked towards the office door, as she casually starts silently spelling out what she just said. 
 
    “I see you are still spelling your sentences out. Is that getting better, worse, or is there no change?” 
 
    “I think it’s about the same. …a-b-o-u-t-t-h-e-s-a-m-e.” Mila waited patiently after each response. 
 
    “What about the dark thoughts, are you still having those?” 
 
    “Yes, y-e-s.” 
 
    “What type of dark thoughts are you having?” 
 
    “I think about what it would be like to slash my husband’s wrinkly throat whenever I pick up a steak knife, or really any sharp object that cuts.” Mercedes took a moment and silently spelled out her sentence while Mila waited patiently. 
 
    “Do you…” Mercedes quickly held up her index finger to signal Mila to wait a moment with her questions so she could finish spelling.  
 
    This is getting tedious; just spit it out, lady! Mila thought. 
 
    “Do you see yourself performing the act in your mind?”  
 
    “Yes, I can see the blood gush out, and the sparkle in his eyes fade to black. I like that part. …b-l-o-o-d-g-u-s-h-o-u-t…” 
 
    “How do you feel about your husband? Do you love him?” 
 
    “I love his money… h-i-s-m-o-n-e-y.”               
 
    “But how do you feel about him?” 
 
    “He’s not horrible, he’s just so old and boring, but he’s gone now. …g-o-n-e-n-o-w.” 
 
    “What do you mean he’s gone now?” What did you do girl…, Mila wondered. 
 
    “He doesn’t live with me anymore. …d-o-e-s-n-t-l-i-v-e-w-i-t-h-m-e-a-n-y-m-o-r-e.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t’ he live with you anymore, did the two of you separate or get a divorce?” 
 
    “No, n-o.” 
 
    “How long has he lived somewhere else?” 
 
    “A few months, I guess. …f-e-w-m-o-n-t-h-s…” 
 
    “Do you still talk to him?” 
 
    “Sometimes. S-o-m-e-t-i-m-e-s.” 
 
    “Do you have dark thoughts about anyone else?” 
 
    “No. n-o.” 
 
    “You don’t?” Mila thought this was a little strange, but kept it to herself.  
 
    “Well, sometimes I’ll see someone, and I’ll think about what it would be like to just walk up to them and slash their throat. …s-l-a-s-h-t-h-e-i-r-t-h-r-o-a-t,” Mercedes said, as she took her finger and pulled it along her throat. 
 
    What the hell…, Mila’s thoughts were racing. 
 
    “Are you on any medications I don’t know about or illegal drugs?” 
 
    “No, but if you could suggest something that would stop 
 
    these thoughts… it would probably be a good idea. …b-e-a-g-o-o-d-i-d-e-a.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, do you find yourself wanting to act on these thoughts?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, but I don’t… well not usually… n-o-t-u-s-u-a-l-l-y.”  
 
    Now we’re getting somewhere… Mila thought. 
 
    “Is it difficult for you to control yourself, and not act on the thoughts?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but I’ve been doing really well. It’s just that I can’t always get the images out of my head. …i-m-a-g-e-s-o-u-t-o-f-m-y-h-e-a-d.” 
 
    There’s definitely more to the story then she’s telling me. I have to get her to spill her truth, Mila thought. 
 
    “Mercedes, would you like a glass of water?”  
 
    “Sure, sounds delicious. …s-o-u-n-d-s-d-e-l-i-c-i-o-u-s.” 
 
    Mila poured Mercedes a glass of the special water and handed it to her. She drank it all, and then put the glass on the side table.  
 
    “That water was delicious; I like the hint of lemon in it. …l-e-m-o-n-i-n-i-t.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it; now, let’s talk about your husband.” 
 
    “Ok, what about my husband? …m-y-h-u-s-b-a-n-d.” 
 
    “You said earlier that your husband was gone, what did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Oh, he died, and now I have all the money to myself …m-o-n-e-y-t-o-m-y-s-e-l-f.” Mercedes closed her eyes for a moment as she spelled; like she was relishing the thought. 
 
    “He died? Why didn’t you say that earlier?” Is she messing me? Mila wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe you didn’t ask the right question. …a-s-k-t-h-e-r-i-g-h-t-q-u-e-s-t-i-o-n.” 
 
    “You also said you still talk to him now and then, what did you mean by that?” 
 
    “He haunts me. …h-a-u-n-t-s-m-e.” 
 
    “He haunts you?” Oh, this just keeps getting better and better, Mila thought. 
 
    “He haunts me, night and day. I see him everywhere, and not just at the house. He haunts me at the nail salon, while I’m in the car, and when I’m getting my weekly massage at the spa...a-t-t-h-e-s-p-a.” 
 
    “How did your husband die Mercedes?” Come on, girl, make it good, Mila thought. 
 
    “I slit his throat… with a steak knife…” she stopped but didn’t start spelling. It was almost like she was reliving the event in her mind before she began to spell out her sentence. 
 
    “Mercedes, are you ok?” 
 
    “Ya, I was just remembering… j-u-s-t-r-e-m-e-m-b-e-r-i-n-g,” she said, as she sat back in her chair with a massive grin on her face. 
 
    “You were remembering slitting your husband’s throat?” You sick bitch, Mila thought. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was something to see; you would have loved it. …w-o-u-l-d-h-a-v-e-l-o-v-e-d-i-t…”  
 
    “Mercedes, do you realize what you’ve done?” 
 
    “I guess, but it wasn’t my fault. …w-a-s-n-t-m-y-f-a-u-l-t.” 
 
    “How was it not your fault?” This ought to be good, Mila thought. 
 
    “He was standing in the kitchen while I was trying to make a sandwich for him. I don’t cook, the woman who does took the day off, so I had no choice; anyway, he interrupted me while I was trying to spell. …t-r-y-i-n-g-t-o-s-p-e-l-l.” 
 
    “Did you explain to him that you would appreciate it if he didn’t interrupt you when you spell before you hurt him?” 
 
    “There wasn’t time …w-a-s-n-t-t-i-m-e.” 
 
    How the hell wasn’t there time, you were the one holding the knife! Mila thought. 
 
    “What do you mean, there wasn’t time?” 
 
    “It was too late, I watched the knife jump into my hand, oh, it felt so good …f-e-l-t-s-o-g-o-o-d. Then I put the knife up to my husband's throat, and I could feel it as it pierced his skin …p-i-e-r-c-e-d-h-i-s-s-k-i-n. It went through the first set of wrinkles and then a second, and then before I knew it, I had slit his entire wrinkly old throat! …w-r-i-n-k-l-y-o-l-d-t-h-r-o-a-t.”  
 
    “Holy shit!” Mila couldn’t help herself, it sounded like she was listening to a horror story, but this one was true. 
 
    “I watched the blood squirt out of my husband’s neck as he fell helplessly to the floor. …f-e-l-l-h-e-l-p-l-e-s-s-l-y-t-o-t-h-e-f-l-o-o-r,” she said with glee, as she jumped up and down in her chair while clapping her hands. 
 
    This woman is a bat-shit crazy lunatic, and definitely a menace to society, Mila told herself. 
 
    “Did you try and help him?” Mila could hardly believe what she was hearing. How could someone be that cold and heartless? She tried her best to remind herself that this woman was mentally ill, but it was a challenge. 
 
    “No, I was too busy watching the blood come out …b-l-o-o-d-c-o-m-e-o-u-t…  It was incredible; I’ve never seen anything like it …a-n-y-t-h-i-n-g-l-i-k-e-i-t… I wish I would have filmed it. I couldn’t believe how far the blood squirted …b-l-o-o-d-s-q-u-i-r-t-e-d… There was so much blood …s-o-m-u-c-h-b-l-o-o-d… Don’t worry, though, nobody knows about it. …n-o-o-n-e-k-n-o-w-s-a-b-o-u-t-i-t.” 
 
    “How can you be sure nobody knows about it?” 
 
    “I took precautions …t-o-o-k-p-r-e-c-a-u-t-i-o-n-s.” 
 
    “What kind of precautions?” 
 
    “After, I carefully cleaned everything up using bleach, I repainted the kitchen in a lovely shade of yellow, and then I buried his body in the back yard. When I was just about done, I planted a couple of hibiscus bushes over him. …h-i-b-i-s-c-u-s-b-u-s-h-e-s-o-v-e-r-h-i-m.” 
 
    Mila was shocked because it appeared that Mercedes enjoyed the act very much. She was smiling, and the tone of her  
 
    voice was almost like she was bragging about getting away with it. 
 
    “You never reported this to the authorities? What about his friends and family, didn’t they ask any questions?”  
 
    “Hell no, I didn’t report it, why would I, I got rid of all the evidence, there’s really nothing to report. As far as his family, well, they are all dead or just don’t give a shit. …d-o-n-t-g-i-v-e-a-s-h-i-t.” 
 
    “I see.” Isn’t that convenient, Mila thought. 
 
    “I was surprised how easy it was too. I thought at least someone would come out of the woodwork looking for him, but that was over a month ago; Apparently, no one cares …n-o-o-n-e-c-a-r-e-s.” 
 
    Mila looked at the clock; she had to quit asking questions, Mercedes would be coming off the effects of the drug soon. She would be a perfect candidate for Dr. Blackmore. 
 
    “Mercedes, are you ok?” Mila asked when Mercedes sat silent for a moment. 
 
    “I’m fine; I just can’t remember what we were talking about. …t-a-l-k-i-n-g-a-b-o-u-t.” 
 
    “You were telling me that you would be open to trying a new medication that would take away the dark thoughts.” 
 
    “I was? Hmmm, ok, whatever, so this medication really works? …r-e-a-l-l-y-w-o-r-k-s.” 
 
    “We’ve had great success with others who have tried it.” 
 
    “Ok, I’m in, when can I try it? …t-r-y-i-t.” 
 
    “I can set up the appointment now. You’ll have to go to a different location for this one; since the drug is in the testing mode, we have to be very careful. The office is only a few miles from here. How does Friday sound?” 
 
    Mila gave Mercedes the address to Dr. Blackmore’s office and walked her out. Once she left, Mila quickly sent a text to Dr. Blackmore telling him about the appointment. Mila was physically sickened by what some of her patients told her, but at the same time very excited, because the more sick patients she had, the more her bank account grew… and it was growing faster than she could have ever imagined. 
 
    A few minutes later, the buzzer in her waiting room buzzed. Her next appointment had arrived. Mr. Rylie Whittaker was seeking her help quitting smoking. He had tried several other therapists and never had any luck. This would be their first visit. 
 
    “Rylie Whittaker?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s me.” 
 
    Rylie Whittaker was a tall man with blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. His features were chiseled, and he looked like he may have been a model at one time, but now he had a bit of a pouch on the front of his stomach; probably from his favorite guilty pleasure which was drinking beer and watching sports on television. His hair was perfectly combed back and held in place with a little styling gel, and he dressed like he had money; after all, he was the CFO of a multimillion-dollar company. 
 
    “Please come in. You said on the phone that you are looking for help to quit smoking, is that correct?” 
 
    “Ya, my doctor thinks it’s killing me, and I need to quit,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    “You don’t sound like you agree with him.” 
 
    “I don’t personally believe that smoking is bad, I think society has just decided that it is, and everyone is just going along 
 
    with it.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting take on the issue. Are you married?” 
 
    “Naw, I divorced that lying bitch years ago. She just couldn’t keep her big mouth shut, always bitching about something; and if she wasn’t bitching at me, she was out spending all my money.” 
 
    “So, you’re divorced. Do you have a girlfriend now, or are you single?” 
 
    “I’m single. I’m done with anything more than one-night stands. Women are such trash these days, only good for one thing, you know…ummmm, no offense Doc,” he said, as he noticed the disgusted look on Mila’s face. 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    Mila was getting a creepy vibe from him. She couldn’t figure out what exactly was bothering her, if it was just his flippant attitude towards women, or if it was something else. She decided to try the special water on him right away to find out. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
    “Is it flavored?” 
 
    “It has lemons in it.” 
 
    “Sure, what the heck,” he said, as Mila poured him a glass of the special water. He immediately took a sip and then drank the rest. 
 
    “This is delicious water; it must be the lemon that makes it so tasty. Maybe you should think about bottling it, I bet you would make a fortune.” 
 
    Oh, trust me, I’m making a fortune from it, Mila thought as she watched him drink it. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” she said. 
 
    She waited a moment while the drug took effect then asked, 
 
    “Do you like women?” 
 
    “Hell ya, I like women, I’m not into guys. Do I look like a back-door bandit or bumhole engineer to you? I’m a man, and I like sex with women. I just want the sex without the rest of the crap; that’s why I love the whores at the bars,” he said passionately. 
 
    “Are you talking about prostitutes?” 
 
    “Hell no, those skanks are dirtier than the sluts at the bars. You won’t catch me with a hooker!” 
 
    “So, who are you referring to when you say whores at the bar?” 
 
    “The women at the bars; you know what I mean, those sluts that wear revealing clothes and flirt, but then won’t give you the goods, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “So, you wish these women would sleep with you and not tease?” 
 
    “Oh, they sleep with me, but I usually have to give them a ruffie or la rocha or something to get them into the mood.” 
 
    “You use date rape drugs on the women to get them to sleep with you?” 
 
    “Ya, I don’t like to do it, but some things just need to be done.” 
 
    “Why do you think you need to drug these women?” 
 
    “Because otherwise I could end up talking to someone all night and get nothing for it. Wasted time is what I say.” 
 
    “So, you drug them to ensure that you will have sex?”  
 
    You’re disgusting. I wonder what you’re hiding… Mila thought. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What do you do once they are drugged? Do you take them to your apartment or house?” 
 
    “Hell no, that’s how people get caught. I’m much smarter than that. I pick them up at the bar, and take them to a dumpy motel on the bad side of town, you know what I mean, the side of town you don’t even want to drive through in broad daylight.” Mila noticed that he was getting excited; just talking about it seemed to get him aroused. 
 
    “What happens next, when you get them to the seedy motel on the bad side of town?” 
 
    “First, I always pay in cash; dude at the counter won’t look twice if you do. Second, I prepare the room. I place plastic over the bed, chairs, and carpeting. Third, I bath the girl. I need them to be clean when I mount them, no funny lotions or perfumes. I put them in the bathtub, and I wash them with castile soap. When I’m done, I dry them, and place them gently on the large sheet of plastic I’ve put over the bed.” 
 
    “This sounds like a ritual; do you do the same thing for each girl?” 
 
    “Usually; once they are clean and on the plastic, I take off my pants, put on a condom and place a thin piece of plastic with a hole only large enough for my penis to go through on the girl. I don’t want any part of me to touch her actual body. When I’m done, I clean up the bodily fluid, remove all the plastic from the room, take the girls clothes and burn them in the tub, and then leave the girl passed out in the bathtub with her burnt clothes.” 
 
    Wow, definitely a candidate, how do these nut-jobs keep finding me? Mila thought. 
 
    “Why do you burn their clothes?” 
 
    “I do it so that when they come to and realize what happened, they can’t just get dressed and leave, and go about their lives. I want them to feel the shame of what they’ve done when they have to call someone to come and pick them up. They are all trash and need to be treated that way.”  
 
    “Aren’t you worried that one of them will report you to the police?” 
 
    “Hell no, I always wear a disguise. There’s no way I’ll get caught.” 
 
    Famous last words, Mila thought. 
 
    Mila had heard enough. She waited a couple of minutes until the drug wore off and then asked him about the therapy. 
 
    “That’s weird; I can’t remember what we were talking about. Ha-ha, brain fart.” 
 
    “We were discussing a new medication to help you quit smoking, that one of my colleagues is testing. I was telling you that he has had a lot of success with it.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “You go to my colleague’s office once; he will run some tests and then give you the medication. Then the next time we meet, you tell me how it’s working for you. You’ll take the medication for about a month, and then you’re done.” 
 
    “That sounds doable, when can we start?” 
 
    “Let me check the schedule, how about next Tuesday?” 
 
    “Tuesday works for me.” 
 
    Mila gave him the directions to Dr. Blackmore’s office and then walked him out. As he was leaving, Laura Stedman was entering the waiting room and started ringing the buzzer over and over. When Mila opened the door to greet her, Laura Stedman was livid. 
 
    Laura Stedman was a middle-aged woman with short dark brown hair which was cut into a lob. She originally came to Mila a few months ago because she couldn’t stop cutting herself. After just a few sips of the magical water, Laura admitted, with glee,  
 
    that she suffocated her infant son; holding his nose closed with her fingers, and covering his mouth while he struggled for air. She watched and waited until his tiny body became lifeless. 
 
    Laura told Mila that she enjoyed watching him struggle and gasp for air, and was relieved that he died because she never wanted him to begin with. She covered up his death by telling her family that she decided to give the father, who lives on the east coast, full custody of the baby. Mila knew right away that she was a great candidate and immediately sent her over for treatment. 
 
    “Something is really wrong. I haven’t felt normal since you sent me to see that Dr. Blackmore last week. What did you do to me?”  
 
    “Tell me how you feel different.” 
 
    “It feels like something is living in my head, I can feel it moving around. I get numbness in my arm and then it goes away, I’m confused a lot, my vision goes in and out, my balance is off, and I’ve been getting these severe headaches.” 
 
    “Have you changed your diet or lifestyle in any way since you started the medication?” 
 
    “No, all of this started happening a few days after I started taking the medication.” 
 
    “These all sound like side effects of the medication and should wear off soon. How long does your arm stay numb?” 
 
    “Usually just a few minutes and then I feel better, all of them only last a few minutes; except the headaches, they last longer.” 
 
    “How long do the headaches last?” 
 
    “Sometimes, I have them all day, but usually I take something, and it goes away.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure after a couple of weeks you will feel completely normal again. Remember this is a clinical trial; we  
 
    haven’t gotten all the bugs out yet. These side effects were all listed in the pamphlet we gave you before you left.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do until I feel better?” 
 
    “You’ll just need to be patient. Are you still struggling 
 
    with the urge to cut yourself since you started the medication?” 
 
    “That’s the other thing, I haven’t thought about doing it, but I’m still doing it.”  
 
    “What do you mean you are still doing it, I thought you said you aren’t thinking about it.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it; I must be doing it subconsciously.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because of these cuts on my arm, they’re new, and I don’t know where they came from. I always remember cutting myself, sometimes it’s the next day, but I always remember,” she said, as she pulled her sleeve up to expose small razor cuts up and down her arm. 
 
    “You have no memory of it at all?” 
 
    “That’s my point, I always remember, sometimes it’s not until the next day, but I always remember.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “If I’m still cutting myself, does that mean it isn’t working, and I should quit taking it?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, it always takes a while for a medication to start working. You’ve only been using it a week, I say give it until the end of the month, and I bet you start noticing that you aren’t cutting yourself anymore, and the physical side effects subside too.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this a whole month.” 
 
    “You have nothing to lose but your OCD. Isn’t a little discomfort a small price to pay for not cutting yourself anymore?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Why don’t we set up an appointment for you to come back, and we can talk more.” 
 
    “Can’t we talk now?” 
 
    “I’m sorry we can’t. I have another patient scheduled. I do have an opening around 6:00 p.m. tonight, would you like to come back then?” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll come back at 6:00 p.m. tonight.” 
 
    When Laura left, Mila quickly sent a text to Dr. Blackmore, telling him briefly what just happened. While she was waiting for his response, the buzzer rang, telling her that her next appointment had arrived. 
 
    “Hi, Larisa, please come in and have a seat. How are things going?” Mila asked, as Larisa walked in and sat down in the chair across from Mila.  
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    “Have you had any anxiety attacks this week?” 
 
    “I had an attack earlier today. It was pretty bad, are you sure you can’t just give me an on-going prescription?” 
 
    “That isn’t how therapy works. The medication is used as a tool, but in the end, what usually helps the most is talking. I know it isn’t what you like, but you’re doing great. Last time we made great progress.” 
 
    Mila knew she had to find Larisa’s truth; it wasn’t going to be easy; she was really good at dodging questions and only saying what she thought Mila wanted to hear. She almost said something last time, I need to get her to say more, but how…, Mila wondered. 
 
    She thought for a moment and then said, 
 
    “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
    “That actually sounds really good, thank you. It’s so hot outside today; it reminds me of when I was living in Phoenix.” 
 
    Mila poured Larisa a glass of the unique water and handed it to her. She immediately took a sip, and then another and another. Mila waited a moment for the drug to take effect before asking her questions. 
 
    “Would you like to get started?” 
 
    “Yes, isn’t it amazing how sometimes a glass of water just hits the spot?” 
 
    “Yes, I agree. Would you like to tell me more about your baby?” 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell, she died,” Larisa replied flippantly. 
 
    “You mentioned that in our last session, how did she die?” 
 
    Come on, baby, give me something good, Mila thought. 
 
    “I told you, she went to sleep one night, and never woke up.” 
 
    “Let’s take a moment and think back to that time. What was your life like?” 
 
    “It was summer, and I just graduated high school. One night I got these horrible cramps. I was so scared because I didn’t know what to do to make them go away. I tried everything I could think of, but they just got worse and worse.” 
 
    “What did you end up doing?” 
 
    “I found the number for this nice lady that helped my mother once when she was sick. I called her, and she immediately came over. She saved me; I didn’t know I was pregnant, I just thought I ate something that didn’t agree with me.” 
 
    “Did this nice lady help you deliver the baby?” 
 
    “Yes, she was very kind. She helped me after the baby came too.” 
 
    “How did she help you?” 
 
    “She brought me supplies like food and blankets, and clothes for the baby.” 
 
    “Let’s jump ahead and talk about the night your baby died. Do you remember that night?” 
 
    “How could I ever forget it; it was horrible, and I was just beginning to like her too,” Larisa said, as she closed her eyes to watch the memory. 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “The baby, Ella, but she wouldn’t stop crying.” 
 
    “Was she colicky?” 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t know that at the time, but now I do.” 
 
    “Larisa, how did your baby die?” 
 
    The moment of truth, make it a good one…, Mila thought. 
 
    “She wouldn’t stop crying, it went on for days. It hurt my ears, and I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I gave the baby some medicine. It worked, too; she stopped crying and went to sleep.” Larisa stopped talking and sat quietly. 
 
    “Are you ok, why did you stop talking Larisa?” Mila wondered if the water mixture had worn off early. 
 
    “Because I think I gave her too much, and that might be why she died. I wasn’t trying to kill her, or maybe I was, I don’t know. I was going crazy, I was only eighteen years old, and I was all alone, and I couldn’t tell anyone I had the baby. I had to take care of things on my own, just like I always have.” 
 
    “What did you give the baby?” 
 
    “The herbal mixture Mama used to give me when I had a cough or cold.” 
 
    “Do you know what the ingredients are?” 
 
    “No, Mama just got it and used it when we were sick.” 
 
    “Do you know where she got the mixture?” 
 
    “From the lady that lives at the top of the hill, Mama used to say she was a good witch.” 
 
    “What did you do when the baby died?” 
 
    “I cried, and then I wrapped her in a blanket, and placed her in a white office supply box. There was a terrible storm that night, it was raining so hard, but I had to walk out into the woods to bury the box. I could hardly see where I was going, but I eventually found the perfect tree to bury her under. I dug the hole and placed the box inside, and then placed the dirt on top of the box until it was completely buried.” 
 
    Mila watched as tears started to fall down Larisa’s face, she could tell this was an extremely painful memory for her. Mila thought it was best to stop with the questions since Larisa would be coming off the medication soon.  
 
    So, she killed her baby, excellent candidate, Mila thought. 
 
    “There is an experimental drug that we are testing, and I think it might help you get rid of your anxiety. Would you be interested in being in a clinical study?”  
 
    “What would you need me to do… I’m so busy with work. I don’t have much extra time.” 
 
    “It would be one appointment. We run a few tests and then administer the medication; that’s it. All you have to do is tell me how it’s working for you the next time we meet.” 
 
    “Tell me more about this new medication.” 
 
    “It isn’t cleared by the FDA yet, but we have seen wonderful results with patients experiencing severe anxiety like you. It takes the anxiety away completely.” Among other things, Mila thought as she snickered to herself. 
 
    “How long will the appointment take?” 
 
    “No more than two hours, probably less.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll try it. It can’t hurt, right?” Larisa had no idea that she told Mila her truth; she didn’t remember any part of the conversation. As far as she was concerned, they only talked about her attacks and then Mila suggested the new medication. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Leo rolled over and looked at his phone sitting on the nightstand next to the bed, it read 7:30 a.m., he sighed, rolled over on his side, and went back to sleep. He was exhausted and decided to sleep in this morning. He knew it was going to be a little strange having lunch with Mila today, and he needed to be at his best.  
 
    When he got up at 8:00 a.m., he started thinking. How can I approach the subject of Dr. Blackmore without coming off like her parent? I have to be very careful, I’m not her father, but it’s my responsibility to watch over her now that Krystal is gone. This is going to be tricky. 
 
    At 10:30 a.m., Leo went out to his car to meet Mila, but just as he was about to start the car, he got a text from her. The text said that she was running late and asked if she could meet him at the restaurant. He texted back that was fine and asked for the address of the restaurant.  
 
    Leo arrived at Rutherford’s Bistro just before 11:00 a.m., but it didn’t look like Mila was there yet. Before asking for a table, he quickly looked around, just to make sure she wasn’t already seated, and then walked over to the hostess station. 
 
    “Will you be dining alone, sir?” A young man with short spiky hair asked him. 
 
    “No, there will be one other person joining me; would it be possible to seat me before she arrives?” 
 
    “Sure, usually I can’t, but we aren’t very busy yet, so I don’t think it will be a problem.” He grabbed two menus and led Leo to a small open table on the patio. “Will this be ok?” 
 
    “This is great, thanks,” Leo said, as he pulled a chair out and sat down. 
 
    “I’ll send a waiter over right away to take your drink order.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Rutherford’s Bistro was a nice restaurant with a large open-air setting and several tropical plants and flowers placed strategically around. For as open as it was, the tables felt very private. It was a lovely day to dine outside, the sun was shining, and there was a slight cool breeze. As the clock struck 11:00 a.m., Leo watched the door for Mila to arrive. Ten minutes later, she walked in. 
 
    When Leo saw her, he quickly stood up and waved.  She immediately saw him and came over. 
 
    “I’m so sorry; things have been really crazy this morning. Have you been waiting long?” Mila asked. 
 
    “No, I just got here too. This is a really nice place, have you been here before?” 
 
    “I have, and the food is wonderful.”  
 
    “It’s great to see you. Do you want to order something to drink before we order lunch?” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful; they have a delicious peach iced tea here.” Leo motioned for the waiter and ordered them each a peach iced tea. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly to take your food order,” the waiter said. 
 
    “So, how are you?” Leo asked, hoping to break the ice. 
 
    “I’m doing ok, although, I do find myself dialing Mama’s number about a million times a day. I have to keep reminding myself that she’s gone; but you know, I guess that’s normal. How about you, how are you doing?” 
 
    “About the same; it’s hard. I feel so lost without her.” Leo looked down, hoping that Mila didn’t notice him choking up just thinking about Krystal. It still felt a little weird being alone with Mila, but Leo hoped that soon conversation would take over and the feeling would go away; but right now, there was a definite awkward silence. 
 
    “So, where did you decide to scatter her ashes?” Mila asked, hoping it would lead to other topics. She felt the awkwardness of being alone with Leo, too; she kept thinking her mother would walk up at any moment to join them. 
 
    “I was really struggling with that; I wasn’t sure if I should keep her close or bring her somewhere we visited. So, I just let fate, or maybe Krystal herself, who knows, guide me, and it led me straight up to the cabin on Lake Hoople. I wasn’t sure if it was the appropriate place, but then I saw that beautiful oak tree we planted right after we bought the place, and I knew it was. I waited until dusk, her favorite time of day up there, and then I said a little prayer and scattered her around the tree.”  
 
    “Sounds like the perfect place. I know the cabin was one of Mama’s favorite places to be. She always said she had such great memories from the times you guys spent there. I didn’t get it; I was bored when I was up there with you guys those few times, no tv, no internet, no thank you.”  
 
    Leo chuckled to himself; he knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    “You should have seen the sunset that night; it was amazing, the vibrant colors and the way it reflected on the lake, it was almost like the sky was paying tribute to her.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing; I wish I could have gone with you.” 
 
    The waiter brought their peach teas and took their lunch order; while they waited, they made small talk. 
 
    “Leo, can I ask you something that I’ve been wondering about for years?”  
 
    Mila thought about asking who her real mother was but decided against it. If he didn't tell Krystal, he probably wouldn’t tell her either. Besides, then she would have to explain how she found out she was adopted, and she didn’t feel like going down 
 
    that road today. So instead, she asked him about something else that she’d been wondering about for many years. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you and my mother ever get married?” 
 
    Leo sat back in his chair and softly chuckled. 
 
    “What did your mother tell you?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t tell me anything. Every time I asked, she quickly changed the subject.” 
 
    “Damn, she’s good; any chance that would work for me?” He asked with a big smile. 
 
    “Is it that bad? I mean, I just always wondered.” 
 
    “Why do you think we didn’t marry?” 
 
    “I’ve never been able to figure it out, you two always seemed so in love and disgustingly perfect for each other. Please tell me, it’s something I’ve always wanted to know. I could never understand why my mother wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll tell you, but it’s probably not what you think.” 
 
    “That’s ok; I’ve made up so many scenarios in my mind over the years, I’d just like the truth.” 
 
    “That’s fair. Damn, I sure hope she doesn’t have me struck dead for this.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’d love for you to tell me. Please tell me.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but anyway, it wasn’t because we didn’t love each other; we were both hopelessly in love with each other. A lot had to do with her father and her childhood.” 
 
    “She never talked about her father or her childhood for that matter.” 
 
    “I’ll just start at the beginning. When your mother was about six years old, her father started molesting her. She told her mother, but her mother wasn’t much help because if she ever said anything that her husband didn’t like, she got a severe beating.” Leo looked over at Mila and wondered if she could handle this, was it too  
 
    soon after her mother’s death? He wondered. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, that’s horrible. How long did it go on for?”  
 
    “She said it was constant until she was about fourteen, and then one day, her father had a massive heart attack and died. After her father’s death, her mother basically fell apart. She no longer talked, and she started drinking whiskey like it was water. She was always either drunk, on her way to being drunk, or passed out.  
 
    “Since Krystal was too young to get a full-time job, she did the only thing she could think of and called her older brother Hurley. He reluctantly agreed to move back and help them out. For a while, things seemed to be looking up. Hurley had a good job at the local mill, and she was able to get a part-time cashier job at Jasper’s grocery store. Between the two of them, they made ends meet. 
 
    “Then one day, when Krystal was finishing her shift at Jasper’s, she met a boy. She never went into details, but she did say he was quite popular and very handsome. He asked her out on a date that night. She was so excited; it was her first date. He took her to the drive-in, and then things went bad.  
 
    “The boy was a few years older than Krystal, and his intentions were anything but pure. As soon as the movie started, he made his first move. Krystal didn’t know what to do; she had never been on a date, so she just followed along. When the boy took things farther then she wanted, she just closed her eyes and waited for him to finish, just like she did with her father. 
 
    “After that night, Krystal didn’t go on any more dates, she knew what would happen if she did, and she didn’t want that anymore. As far as she was concerned, men were pigs and only wanted one thing from girls; they couldn’t be trusted. So, she concentrated on her schoolwork and dreamed about moving far, far away once she graduated. 
 
    “When Krystal was sixteen, Hurley lost his job at the mill, 
 
    and money got really tight. She tried to increase her hours at Jasper’s, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Then Hurley got this asinine idea of marrying Krystal off in exchange for money. He found a guy who lived in Utah, who offered him a couple thousand dollars for Krystal, and Hurley jumped at it. The guy was several years older than Krystal and didn’t treat her very well at all. He was an old school Mormon and had several wives already. He firmly believed that beating and raping them was the only way to teach them to be submissive. I won’t go into details. 
 
    “Krystal said she tried to make it work for about a month, and then she was done. She ran away in the middle of the night and came back to Rockville. She thought Hurley’s wrath would be less than all the beatings her husband would give. When she got home, she found out that Hurley got busted for selling drugs and was away in prison, leaving her drunken mother to fend for herself.” 
 
    “What happened with the guy she was married to, did he ever come looking for her?” 
 
    “She said someone must have been smiling down on her because he never did.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she went through all this; I never would have guessed.” 
 
    “She was very careful not to bring up the past; she believed that life was meant to be spent in the present time.” 
 
    “She used to tell me that all the time,” Mila said, as she smiled thinking about her mother. 
 
    “So anyway, now she was back taking care of her mom. She had dropped out of school when Hurley married her off, and now she had to get a job to support herself and her mom. She went back to Jasper’s and started cashiering full-time. Krystal was young and naïve and had no real skills. That was about the time  
 
    she met Willie. This guy was very devious; he ran with that biker gang, the Reckless, and tried to get your mother to join too. Krystal was smart though; she didn’t fall for his tricks, well, not at first, at least. He was the first man to treat her better than her father, husband, or brother ever had.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “Well, one day, she found herself pregnant. She was so excited, but Willie wasn’t. He didn’t want kids, and he was determined not to have them either, so when Krystal told him about the baby, he stared blankly at her and then started punching her in the stomach, over and over as hard as he could, until she miscarried.” 
 
    “That’s horrible. So, did she leave him?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, she didn’t, she was too afraid of what Willie might do to her. Before he left her alone that night, he put a gun in her mouth, held her tightly by the back her neck, and told her if she ever crossed him again, he would beat her to death; she was terrified. Then one night he told her that they were going to break into this guy’s house, and get some money that this guy apparently owed Willie. That son of a bitch sent your mother in first, and long story short, she got pinched.” 
 
    “What about Willie?” 
 
    “Interestingly enough, he got away. When the cops asked who was there with your mother, she lied and said she was alone. She didn’t know what else to do; she was terrified that if she told the police about Willie, he would find a way to kill her. Once she was inside, Willie never tried to contact her. So, she did her time, got her GED, and vowed to change her life… and she did, she decided to go to nursing school when she got out.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he just left her there, what an asshole.” 
 
    “She and I didn’t meet until a few years later. After we started dating, she told me all about her childhood and Willie. Then you came into the picture, and her whole world turned upside down. At first, she would barely let me hold you or even be near you. She explained that she couldn’t trust any man, no matter who he was, around her daughter. I could understand; she didn’t have any good memories of what a man was supposed to be like.” 
 
    “That explains a lot… but I’m confused; you mentioned that you were dating my mother when I came into the picture. Do you know who my father is?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.”   
 
    “Oh well, I had to ask,” she said with sadness in her voice. 
 
    Leo could hear how disappointed she was in her voice, but he was much more worried that she would ask more questions about her birth, and he didn’t want to be the one to have to explain that whole story to her. 
 
    “So why didn’t you guys get married after I left for college… Was it because she was still married to that guy in Utah?” 
 
    “That’s a good guess, but not the reason… she eventually found out that her husband in Utah had died, but things between us were great, and we just didn’t want to change them. I proposed one night, but she wasn’t all that hip on marriage, she believed that it ruined things. I can understand why she thought that way.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, that must have been really hard for you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie, it sucked, but in all respects, we were already married, we just didn’t live together. I always thought of Krystal as my wife, and I still do. I loved her so much, I just wanted to be with her, and if this was the only way, I really had no other choice.” 
 
    “You are really amazing. I don’t think I could have done that.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what you’ll do for love.” 
 
    “I don’t know Leo; I don’t think I’m that strong. I can’t believe my mother went through all that and still came out as amazing as she did.” 
 
    “Ya, your mother was an amazing woman. She always lived in the present, never dwelling on the past. I wish I could be more like her.” 
 
    “Me too. Thanks for telling me Leo, and don’t worry; Mama loved you way too much to have you struck dead.” They both laughed. 
 
    “God, I hope so.” 
 
    The food arrived, and they started to eat. It was then that Leo noticed Dr. Blackmore walk in with a couple of people. He watched to see Mila’s reaction. As Mila looked up, Dr. Blackmore motioned a hello to her; she quickly nodded her head, hoping that Leo didn’t notice. 
 
    “Do you want to go over and say hello?” Leo asked casually when he noticed the nod. 
 
    “No, why would I? I barely know him,” she replied defensively. 
 
    “I see,” he said, as he took a big bite of his burger. 
 
    “He’s just a colleague I work with now and then.” Calm down Mila, he’s just asking. Don’t make him suspicious, she told herself. 
 
    “Isn’t his name… Dr. Black something?”  
 
    “Dr. Irving Blackmore; do you know him?” 
 
    “I don’t; your mother mentioned that she knew him,” he said, as he casually took another bite of his burger. 
 
    “My mother knew him?” 
 
    “Ya, probably from the hospital or something; I don’t know. How much do you know about him?” Leo tried his best to sound nonchalant so she wouldn’t become suspicious. 
 
    “Like, what do you mean?” What the hell is he getting at? She wondered as she moved the lettuce around on her plate. 
 
    “Well, your mother thought he was pretty bad news. You know her, she never went into details, but she made it pretty clear that she was not a big fan of his.” Careful Leo, don’t overdo it. Stay cool, it’s just a conversation, he told himself.  
 
    “What do you mean? Did she say something about him to you before she died?” Mila was getting nervous. Was it possible 
 
    that her mother knew what was really going on? 
 
    “We had a conversation or two, look, I just know she didn’t think very highly of him, and I think if you’re working with him, you might want to be cautious. That’s all.” Leo watched as the look on Mila’s face went from worried to angry. 
 
    “Well, you obviously don’t know what you’re talking about. Dr. Blackmore’s a highly respected psychiatrist.” Mila was getting very flustered. How dare he come in here and start interrogating me about who I work with, she thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to upset you.” Leo could tell he hit a nerve. 
 
    “I just don’t understand why you think he’s bad news.” Breathe Mila, don’t lose your cool, she reminded herself. 
 
    “Apparently, your mother and Maggie were looking into some of his extra-curricular activities at the hospital in Freyhill, and found some disturbing things.” 
 
    “What extra-curricular activities? What type of disturbing things did they find out?” She was getting worried; how much does he know? 
 
    “All I know is that your mother found out that he was doing something illegal at the hospital, and she was looking into it.” 
 
     “Well, she must have been mistaken; he’s highly respected in the psychiatric world. I’m sure he’s not into anything illegal.”  
 
    Mila quickly looked down and played with her salad while she tried to regain her composure. 
 
    “You know, I went over to the hospital and tried to get the notes your mother had on him, but they were gone. It looked like someone pulled everything out of the file drawer in a hurry, kind of suspicious, don’t you think? When I ran into Maggie, I asked her about it, and she offered to help me; but then something happened to her.” 
 
    “What do you mean, what happened, is she ok?” 
 
    “She will be, but apparently she had some sort of attack at the hospital that day, and they had to remove one of her kidneys. She’s perplexed and confused; and thinks it might have been done maliciously, but she doesn’t have any proof.” 
 
    Leo watched Mila’s reaction to what he was telling her to see just how deep she was in. Oh, you know something don’t you, but I can tell you aren’t going to spill, not with that poker face, he thought. 
 
    “That’s terrible about Maggie, but there’s always something wrong with her,” Mila replied flippantly, trying to steer the conversation away from Dr. Blackmore. 
 
    Leo knew that wasn’t true, Krystal always said that she wished the rest of her staff were as healthy as Maggie. He thought about saying that to Mila but decided against it. He knew it would probably spark a fight, and he didn’t want that. 
 
    Unfortunately, now it was obvious to Leo that Mila was working with Dr. Blackmore, and probably pretty closely, judging by the way she got so defensive so quickly. He decided to push a little more to see just how deep she was in. 
 
    “So, what type of work do you do with this Dr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “We’ve been testing new drugs for OCD and severe anxiety. I have a lot of patients that can benefit from them.” 
 
    “Is that legal?” 
 
    Mila glared at him, and Leo knew immediately, he shouldn’t have asked that. 
 
    “Of course, it’s legal,” she said getting very defensive again. 
 
    “Of course, I’m sorry. I’m just worried about you, just like your mother was before she died.”  
 
    Leo was worried that he may have stepped over the line. He looked at Mila and could tell that she was at her wit's end. He felt terrible; he wasn’t trying to upset her; he was just trying to warn her to be cautious around Dr. Blackmore. 
 
    “You know, you can’t just come in here and lecture me, throw accusations around, and act like you’re my dad or something.” 
 
    “I know I’m not your father, but I’m the closest thing you have to one, and I’m just watching out for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to watch out for me, I’m a grown woman, I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    “That you are, but I think you should also know that your mother’s death may not have been an accident. I think someone might have deliberately hurt her.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Do you have any proof? Did something show up in an autopsy?” 
 
    “No, we never got a chance to do an autopsy, the hospital was too quick to cremate her; it’s more of a hunch.” 
 
    “Oh, and let me guess, it was Dr. Blackmore that did it. I’m done. I don’t have time for this, Leo.” Mila had heard enough. She pushed her salad away and quickly stood up, grabbed her purse off the back of the chair, and turned to leave. 
 
    “Mila, please don’t leave. Come on, let’s talk this out.” 
 
    It didn’t matter what he said, Mila had to leave before she cracked. Leo seemed to know way too much about Dr. Blackmore, and the longer she stayed, the more infuriated she got. 
 
    When Mila got out to her car, she immediately got in and drove away; she didn’t want to risk Leo coming after her. She thought about what he had said about her mother; was it possible that someone deliberately killed Mama? Mila didn’t want to believe it. 
 
    As she drove, she thought more about what Leo had said. 
 
    Working with Dr. Blackmore was supposed to be an easy way to make some extra money, but now things were starting to spiral out of control. Mila noticed Morningside Park was coming up on the left side of the road. She decided to pull in and go for a short walk to try and clear her head. 
 
    The park was beautiful today, very peaceful. There were several children playing in the distance on a jungle gym and swings, there was a young couple walking their two Shih Tzu’s around the walking track, and a game of soccer was well underway in the sports field. Mila walked over to a grassy patch next to the soccer field and took off her shoes to walk barefoot in the grass. It always seemed to calm her down. 
 
    Mila thought about her work with Dr. Blackmore, and suddenly, she was deep in the memory of how she started working with him. She had just graduated from college and was feeling the pain of the massive loans she had from school, and the new ones that were piling up from starting her practice when she ran into her friend Jessica Stratford. 
 
    She and Jessica started school together; they were paired as roommates in the dorm. Within days, a lasting friendship was budding. After college, Jessica married her boyfriend and had a baby. Mila and Jessica tried to keep in touch, but it was difficult. Mila was busy trying to set up her practice, and Jessica was dealing with a new practice, marriage, and motherhood. 
 
    Then one day Mila was shopping in Santa Monica, and she ran into Jessica. The two had lunch and caught up. When Mila  
 
    talked about how her loans were killing her, Jessica told her how she was earning extra money by working with Dr. Blackmore. 
 
    Mila was intrigued and asked what she had to do. Jessica said all she did was recommend patients for a new trial drug, and if they work out, she gets paid. Mila asked how much she gets, and was amazed to find out that for each patient that worked out, Jessica received five hundred dollars. At that rate, Mila could pay off her loans and get a good nest egg going much sooner. 
 
    When Mila asked what Dr. Blackmore did with the patients, Jessica told her that he talks with them, and if he feels that they will benefit from the new medication, he administers the first dose. Jessica told Mila that Dr. Blackmore was always looking for new doctors to join his team, and if Mila was interested, Jessica said she would be happy to introduce her to Dr. Blackmore. 
 
    Mila thought about it and decided to meet with Dr. Blackmore to find out more. Jessica set up the meeting, and Mila was a hit, she was hired on the spot. At first, it was great, she was sending several patients over, not all of them worked out, but many of them did. However, what seemed like good money quickly became not enough. It was becoming more expensive to set up her practice then she thought it would be. She needed to make more money.  
 
    Mila called to schedule a meeting with Dr. Blackmore. She wanted to ask if she could send patients over for any other drug trials, so she could earn more money. Dr. Blackmore told her he was working in Freyhill the next few weeks, and if she wanted, she could come there to meet with him. Otherwise, she would have to wait for him to return to Los Angeles. 
 
    At first, it seemed strange to Mila that he would be working in a hospital in such a small town, but then she remembered that Burt Apricotty, the towns own billionaire, had  
 
    donated his entire fortune to the hospital when he died last year. Freyhill hospital used the money wisely and purchased a bunch of state-of-the-art equipment. Now more and more doctors are traveling the distance to use the new equipment. 
 
    Since Freyhill hospital was also where her mother worked, Mila decided to meet with Dr. Blackmore there. She thought it would be nice to surprise her mother with an unannounced visit after the meeting. When Mila got to the hospital, she was told that Dr. Blackmore’s office was on the eighth floor. She quickly went upstairs, carefully looking around to make sure that no one who knew her would see her, and spoil the surprise. 
 
    When she got up to the eighth floor, it was almost deserted. Apparently, the floor was closed to patients right now because they were remodeling. Most of the staff was gone too. It was then that she noticed Dr. Blackmore walking out of a room in full bloody, scrubs. She found it quite strange, but didn’t think it would be appropriate for her to ask about it. Mila wondered why a psychiatrist would ever perform surgery. She wanted to leave, but before she had the chance, Dr. Blackmore saw her and motioned her over. 
 
    He immediately apologized for his appearance and said he likes to wear the scrubs because they are comfortable, and he explained that the blood was because he was just helping a nurse clean up a pint of blood that had fallen on the floor. The story seemed a little thin, but Mila reminded herself that she had no reason to not believe him.  
 
    She asked him about the possibility of sending over patients for different drug trials. Dr. Blackmore told her that was definitely a possibility, but if she could find patients that do evil things due to their mental issues, she could earn up to five thousand dollars a patient. He asked her to follow him to his office, and he gave her a list of what he was looking for and how  
 
    much each one paid. Mila glanced at it and then folded it up and put it in her purse for later. 
 
    Mila was thrilled for the opportunity to earn more money, but still, there was something about seeing Dr. Blackmore in the bloody scrubs that just rubbed her wrong. As she was walking out to her car, to head back to L.A., her phone rang. She looked at the caller ID, it was her mother… Mila had utterly forgotten that she was going to surprise her after the meeting.  
 
    She reluctantly picked up, and when Krystal asked her what she was doing, Mila lied and said she was just leaving the gym and asked if she could call her back later. Mila didn’t know why she lied; it just came rolling out of her mouth, and before she knew it, she was backing up the lie with more just to get through the conversation.  
 
    Mila no longer wanted to surprise her mother, she just wanted to get away and figure out why she had such a bad feeling about working with Dr. Blackmore after seeing him in the scrubs. There was something inside her telling her something was wrong, but she didn’t want to listen. 
 
    By the time Mila got home, she was feeling much better. She had pretty much pushed seeing Dr. Blackmore in the bloody scrubs to the back of her mind. The thought of earning so much more a patient, to help her pay down her debt much faster, was in its place. 
 
    Mila had gone into her own world, remembering how she met Dr. Blackmore and didn’t notice the soccer ball coming right for her. Suddenly, she felt the impact of the ball hit her, and she fell to the ground. She laid there a minute before she realized what had happened. 
 
    “Oh my gosh ma’am, are you ok?” yelled a young teenage girl with long dark hair pulled back in a pony and dressed in hot  
 
    pink shorts and a tight black and pink tank top running towards her. 
 
    “Um, I think so, what happened?” Mila asked as she tried to sit up and compose herself. 
 
    “You got hit on the head with a soccer ball. Didn’t you see it coming?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “You need to be more careful.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    The young girl was staring at her, rocking back and forth nervously, and then she said, 
 
    “Do you mind if I take the ball back? We just tied it up, and there are only a few minutes left on the clock.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m fine,” Mila replied, as she wiped the grass off her skirt and stood up. The girl quickly grabbed the ball and ran back to the soccer field to finish her game. 
 
    Mila quickly decided that this was enough nature time for her today. She preferred to be somewhere without flying soccer balls. She walked back to her car, got inside, and drove off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Larisa arrived at Dr. Blackmore’s office a few minutes early. As she got out of her car, she paused and smoothed her teal pencil skirt, then walked up to the office door. When she stepped inside, she immediately noticed a young woman with long dark curly hair, and bold piercing eyes, which were perfectly lined, sitting at the reception desk.  
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” Sofia, the receptionist, asked as she quickly put away the remaining portion of her breakfast of avocado toast. 
 
    “Yes, my name is Larisa Bergman. I have a 9:00 a.m. appointment.”  
 
    “Oh yes, I see your name here on the schedule. You’re a few minutes early, would you like to have a seat? Someone will call you back in a few minutes. There’s hot water on the table over there if you would like some tea.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Sofia leaned over the reception desk towards Larisa, “the peach mango tea is by far the best. If we are out over there, come see me, I keep a secret stash of it in my desk.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip.” Larisa thought Sofia was very sweet. 
 
    Larisa wasn’t much of a tea drinker she preferred coffee, and the stronger, the better. She was a little nervous about the appointment today. She reminded herself, relax, and just remember all my anxiety stems from my career.  
 
    While she waited, she looked around the office; it was decorated very nicely with several leather back chairs, positioned in a “U” like shape in front of a large fish tank with several colorful fish, mounted on the back wall. In the center of the chairs, there was a large glass coffee table with a large sprawling plant,  
 
    and a few magazines. On each side of the reception desk, there were hanging shelves for magazines; and there were several plants scattered around the office, some hanging, others in pots on the floor. 
 
    Larisa looked at the other patients in the waiting room and wondered if they were there for the same thing as her. A man, sitting two chairs over from her was counting quietly out loud, and the woman who was sitting across from her was twirling her hair; every now and then, she would section out maybe two or three strands, and pull them completely out.  
 
    “Excuse me, Ms. Bergman, would you mind filling out these forms before you see the doctor?” 
 
    Larisa got up and walked over to the reception desk to get the forms and a pen. She sat down and started to fill them out. There were a lot of medical questions, but Larisa thought that was probably normal because she was going to try a new medication. Some of the questions she wasn’t sure of, like her blood type. 
 
    As she was filling out her forms, a woman who appeared to be somewhere in her mid to late thirty’s, with a short mousy brown bob, came running out of the treatment area. 
 
    “You people are savages, how dare you…,” she yelled. 
 
    “Ma’am, you need to calm down and come back inside,” a large man wearing scrubs told her as he forcibly grabbed her from behind and held her arms down. When he had her secure, he pulled her back behind the door. 
 
    “No, please…,” she yelled as if she was being dragged back to be tortured or something. 
 
    What the hell was that about? Why did she call them savages? Larisa wondered. 
 
    She looked around to see if anyone else thought that the outburst was weird. Some of the other patients looked up from their magazines for a brief moment, but no one else seemed to  
 
    think it was strange. Even the receptionist appeared to think this was all normal.  
 
    For a moment, Larisa thought about using this woman’s outburst as an out. It would be understandable, she thought, who would want to go back into that area after hearing that woman call the staff savages? Larisa took a second look around to see if anyone else was bothered by this distraction, but still, no one seemed to mind, so Larisa tried to put it to the back of her mind and concentrated on filling out the forms. When she finished, she walked up to return them to the receptionist. 
 
    “Was that woman, alright?” Larisa asked as she leaned in towards the receptionist so the other patients wouldn’t hear what she was asking. 
 
    “I’m sure it was nothing, sometimes patients get nervous and act out. She may be suffering from something like paranoia, I don’t know personally, but I’ve seen this before, and I assure you that there isn’t anything to worry about.” Sofia tried to make the situation sound normal, but she knew it wasn’t. 
 
    “I wonder what she was so upset about, I mean, she called them savages. What do you think happened to make her feel that way?” 
 
    “I really don’t know ma’am, but I’m sure it’s nothing. Are you finished filling out your forms? If you are feeling a little nervous or stressed about your appointment, maybe you should try a cup of the lavender and chamomile tea.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea; maybe I will try a cup. Here are the forms.” Larisa wasn’t sure if she wanted to stay or not; I guess I’m here now, and the forms are completed, so I might as well stay, she thought. 
 
    “Great, I’ll give these to the nurse, and they should be calling you back shortly. You can have a seat in the waiting area,” Sofia said, as she smiled sweetly. 
 
    Larisa barely got back to her chair before a tall, slightly heavyset nurse, with curly red hair called her name. 
 
    “Larisa Bergman, please follow me.” Larisa got up and followed the nurse to a room directly inside the door. 
 
    “You can have a seat. I just need to draw a little blood so we can test it to make sure everything is hunky-dory.” Larisa turned her head while the nurse was taking the blood. 
 
    “That should do it,” the nurse said, as she pulled the needle out and placed a ball of cotton on the spot to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be; you’re very good at that.” 
 
    “Thank you; I’ve had a few years of practice. I’m done here; you can go back into the waiting area to wait for the doctor.” 
 
    Larisa grabbed her purse and walked back to the waiting area and had a seat. While she waited, she decided to check her emails. As she scrolled through, she noticed there was one marked urgent, from Margot Flemming, the realtor that was representing Mr. Ruperson, the older gentleman who was selling his house to Larisa’s client. 
 
    Oh shit, please just be checking to make sure we are all set to close tomorrow, she thought. 
 
    She quickly clicked the email open and read through it. It said that Mr. Ruperson has decided that he wants an extra hundred thousand dollars, on top of the sale price, or else he no longer wants to sell his house to her client. Larisa couldn’t believe what she just read; she was furious and had to do something to save this deal. 
 
    Oh, hell no; not on my watch you don’t… she thought.  
 
    Larisa could feel her blood starting to boil. She quickly tried to calm her nerves, so she didn’t get a panic attack, but she was furious. 
 
    She quickly dialed Margot’s number and waited for her to pick up.  
 
    “Hello, this is Margot.” 
 
    “Hi, Margot, it’s Larisa Bergman, I just read your email regarding the Ruperson property.”   
 
    “I’ve been waiting for your call.” 
 
    I bet you have, Larisa thought. 
 
    “What the hell is going on? You can’t ask for additional funds once you’ve accepted a deal. We’re under contract.”  
 
    “Larisa, I’m really sorry; I know how much your client loves the house but…” 
 
    “But nothing, I actually tried to convince my client that this was too risky of a deal because your client pulled out the first time. However, he loves that house, and when he noticed that it was up for sale again, he immediately called me and told me to make it happen. I warned him that something like this could happen again, but I really didn’t think you would try it twice.” 
 
    “I understand your frustration, and again I am sorry, but he’s selling the house to gain money for his retirement. Mr. Ruperson believes that since your client was so quick to accept the list price that he obviously listed too low. He believes it’s worth an extra hundred thousand dollars.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding; there’s no way in hell we are paying a cent over the contract price.” 
 
    “If your client doesn’t want to pay the extra amount that’s fine, we’ll just pull the listing and relist in a couple of weeks at the higher price. Don’t you think he deserves to get as much money for the sale of his home as he can?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but not at the expense of my client. You can’t put a house on the market and accept an offer only to ask for additional money because you suddenly think it is worth more.  
 
    I’m starting to wonder if your client even has plans to sell or if he is just trying to extort money from my client.” 
 
    “That isn’t what we’re doing. My client just believes that he asked too little and that an additional hundred thousand dollars is fair.” 
 
    “Then he should have thought of that when he listed the property. Unfortunately for your client, we are in escrow now; it’s too late to make any changes to the price.” 
 
    “I realize the timing is awful…” 
 
    “It’s not just the bad timing; this little scam you and your client are pulling is simply unethical; not to mention illegal.” 
 
    “Little scam? What do you mean scam?” Margot asked as she quickly got defensive. 
 
    “Six months ago, your client put the house up for sale, and my client put in a cash offer for full ask. Your client accepted the offer only to rescind his offer to sell the house a mere five days later, saying he realized he loved the house too much to sell it.” 
 
    “And he did, he pulled the listing that day…”  
 
    Larisa could tell Margot was starting to squirm; she was saying anything to make her point.  
 
    “My client was very understanding and agreed to let him out of the contract without any repercussions, even though he had already sold his house, and he and his family were living in temporary housing.”  
 
    As she was talking, she noticed Sofia, the receptionist, walking over to her.  
 
    “If you would like to continue your call outside, I’d be more than happy to come and get you when they are ready for you,” she said quietly.  
 
    “Thank you,” Larisa quietly replied, so Margot wouldn’t hear her on the other end. 
 
    Larisa didn’t want to upset the other patients in the waiting 
 
    room, and she knew this call was getting heated. She immediately got up, grabbed her purse, and walked outside. Her heart was racing, she had to massage this deal and make it go through. Her client was counting on her. She convinced him to offer a little more than list price just to secure the sale. If she can’t fix this, he’ll be devastated, and she will lose an important client.  
 
    “Like I said before, it is unfortunate, but I don’t know what you think I can do about it; my seller wants the additional funds, or he doesn’t want to sell, period.” 
 
    For starters, you could explain to your client that this is illegal…Larisa thought. 
 
    “Exactly how do you propose to get out of this contract? We said no contingencies, there’s nothing you can do. Besides, the deal is closing tomorrow.”  
 
    Larisa was playing hardball; she had to make this deal work. Her client, Devin Jennings, was buying this property for his family, but most of her dealings with him were for his development properties. He was a significant client, and she couldn’t risk losing his business. 
 
    “I understand, but my seller is dead set on getting the additional funds,” Margot reiterated. 
 
    “Ok, we seem to be going in circles, would you meet me at my office in one hour?” 
 
    “Sure, but I don’t know what you think is going to change.” 
 
    “Just meet me there. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Larisa didn’t think twice, she immediately walked to her car, got in, and headed to her office. This deal had to close; she had worked way too long on it. She called Molly and asked her to get the conference room ready and pull out the contract so she could go over it with a fine-tooth comb when she got there.  
 
    While she was driving back to her office, she quickly called her client, Mr. Jennings, and filled him in; as she suspected, he was livid. She explained his options, and he told her he wants the house and is willing to go to extremes to get it. 
 
    When she arrived, she quickly went into her office and gathered all the necessary paperwork. She read the contract twice, just to be sure she wasn’t missing anything; and planned her strategy. She knew she was in the right; she just had to convince Margot. 
 
    “Larisa, Margot is here. She’s waiting in the conference room.” 
 
    “Thanks, Molly. Would you offer her some coffee or something to drink?” 
 
    Larisa took a couple of deep breathes before she went into the conference room. She didn’t want to appear nervous. She knew this was going to be a tuff sell, but she couldn’t risk losing this client. She was ready to play hardball. 
 
    “Thanks for coming Margot, I appreciate you taking the time for us to discuss this further,” Larisa said, as she sat down across from her. 
 
    Margot Flemming was a young real estate agent, maybe in her early to mid-twenties. She definitely looked the part, with her shoulder length dark brown hair neatly pulled to one side and secured with a clip. She wore a black pencil skirt with a white blouse, and a short gray jacket with mid-length sleeves. She finished the look with a pair of black stilettos. 
 
    “Look, I know asking for additional money is frowned upon, but my client is insisting; otherwise, he wants out of the contract.” Larisa could tell Margot was nervous, she hoped this would help her in the long run. 
 
    “It’s more than frowned upon, it’s illegal. Your client has already signed the contract at the price we agreed on. Plus, my client offered ten percent over list price already, just to secure the sale.” 
 
    “I realize that, and it’s a very strong offer; which is why I advised my client to accept the deal in the first place. However, when he talked it over with his son, they decided that he should have asked a higher price. I’ve tried to explain that we can’t go back to the buyer at this point and raise the price, but he just won’t listen. He believes that he can cancel the contract, or revise it at any time without any repercussions. Can’t you just explain this to your client and convince him to pay or find a different house?” 
 
    “That’s not how this works. Your client put his house up for sale, what did he think was going to happen? If it weren’t my client, it would be someone else’s; either way, he’s under contract, and he has to play by the rules.” 
 
    “Or what?” Margot asked flippantly. 
 
    “Or my client has the right to sue.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    “Try me,” Larisa said, as she stared down her opponent. 
 
    “Oh, come on. Can’t we just play nice?” 
 
    “Play nice, seriously? You contacted me the day before closing to tell me that your client thinks he can ask for additional funds or he’ll cancel the deal. My client has every right to file a suit or an arbitration request and look for a specific performance ruling.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing; your client has no right to do that.”  
 
    “My client has every right to do that.”  
 
    “It won’t work. They can’t make my client sell.” 
 
    Did this girl even learn real estate? How did she get her license? Larisa wondered. 
 
    “That’s exactly what the court or arbitrator can do. Let’s not forget they could also file a lis pendens against the title.” 
 
    “What good would that do?” 
 
    Are you kidding me? Larisa thought. 
 
    “It would render the property basically unsellable.”  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I think she just had her light bulb moment, Larisa thought. 
 
    “Look, I’m ready to take this as far as I have to. If this goes in my client’s favor, which I’m sure it will, your client will not only be selling the property at the contract price but also paying a hefty legal bill.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any other way?” 
 
    “Unfortunately for you and your client, my client is at his wit's end and is standing very firm on his decision to go through with this sale, no matter what.” 
 
    “I did call you immediately when he told me he had changed his mind and wanted more for the house, doesn’t that count for anything?” Margot asked in a last-ditch effort to change Larisa’s mind. 
 
    “Not really. Look, if this goes to an arbitrator or court, who do you think they will side with, your client or mine?” Larisa watched as the look on Margot’s face when from cocky to very nervous. 
 
    “Give me a moment, I have to call my client,” Margot said, as she got up and walked outside to make her call.  
 
    Larisa waited and watched as Margot explained the situation to her client. It looked like the call was getting pretty heated, sure glad I didn’t have to make that call, she thought. Within minutes Margot returned with her tail between her legs. 
 
    “I just spoke with my client, and he reluctantly agreed to sell the property to your client at the agreed upon price.” 
 
    “That’s terrific, I’m so glad we were able to save this deal.” Larisa was so relieved, but she felt bad having to play hardball; however, sometimes there is no other choice. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” Margot said, as she turned to leave. 
 
    As Margot was leaving, Molly walked into the conference room to see how things went.  
 
    “I’m guessing by the look on Margot’s face that it went in our favor?” 
 
    “Sure did. You know, I don’t think Margot’s been doing this very long, she didn’t know some of the basic rules of real estate or anything. I feel kind of bad for her client.” 
 
    “Well, maybe she learned something today, and next time, she will do better.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Would you mind if I took an early lunch today? I need to go down to the Whiskey, on Sunset, to get tickets for a show this weekend.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s no problem; I have a couple of listing appointments and a showing, so I’ll be out all afternoon.”  
 
    “Hey, did Elsa Gibbons, that broker that was so interested in the bird streets property, ever get in touch with you about a showing?” Molly asked. 
 
    “Are you talking about the Roth property?” 
 
    “Ya, I spoke with that broker briefly at the open house, and she kept saying how perfect the property would be for her client, but I haven’t heard back from her yet.”  
 
    “She called me yesterday, and I am showing her and her client the property this afternoon. I agree, it looks really promising; when she called, she couldn’t stop telling me how much her client wanted to see the house and how much they love that area.” 
 
    “They are going to love it. I haven’t seen anything like it anywhere.” 
 
    As Larisa was driving to the Roth property for her showing, she noticed a ’74 black Dodge Charger in the turn lane, three lanes over, just like the one her brother Leo had when she  
 
    was young. It had been years since she thought about Leo. She wondered what he was doing now, what his life was like. 
 
    As she continued down Santa Monica Boulevard for her showing appointment, traffic was heavy. When the car in front of her put the brake lights on, she followed suit. While she was waiting for the light to change, she watched as the black Charger made a left turn towards the park and library. 
 
    Larisa closed her eyes and took a deep breath; the day had started out very stressful, but so far, no panic attack. She quickly went over her selling points as she maneuvered through the heavy traffic. I sure hope this traffic doesn’t make me late, she thought as she pulled up to the light. As she was waiting for the light to change, her mind drifted back to the past, and the last time she saw her brother Leo. 
 
    It was the winter of 1992, and Leo was home for Christmas. She hadn’t seen him in months and was so excited to see him. He was only back for the day, but she didn’t mind, she was just happy he was there.  
 
    “Leo, come here I want to show you something,” she said, as she motioned for him to follow her into the next room so her father wouldn’t see what she was showing him. Once they were alone, she pulled her hair to one side to reveal a small color tattoo of two little pink daisies with yellow centers on the back of her neck. 
 
    “Holy shit, when did you get this?”  
 
    “Isn’t it awesome? I went to that place over in Rockville, Lucky Tat, and got it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely good work. I love the way it looks like it’s coming right off your neck. It looks real,” he said, as he admired the tattoo. “What did dad say about it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding, I didn’t tell him, he’d kill me. Promise me you won’t tell him about it.” 
 
    Don’t you think he’ll notice it? He’s going to shit when he does; you know how he feels about tattoos, especially on women.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m not telling him, besides; he’s almost always drunk when he’s home so I doubt he’ll ever notice.” 
 
    “Is his drinking getting pretty bad?” 
 
    “He goes to the bar every night after dinner, and doesn’t come home until the wee hours.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not that bad. I usually have homework to do anyway.” 
 
    “He doesn’t try and… ya know, he doesn’t try and… touch you, you know… sexually does he?” It was difficult for Leo to   
 
    ask her that, but he had to make sure she was safe. 
 
    “God, no! He’s just having a hard time without Mama. He’s so sad and lonely. I feel bad for him.”  
 
    That was Daisy, always thinking about the other person. It was something Leo really admired about her. 
 
    “If he ever tries anything, I want you to run, and you call me immediately. I’ll come and teach him a lesson, understand?” 
 
    “Sure, but he would never do anything like that.” 
 
    “Booze makes people do things they ordinarily wouldn’t. I just want you to be safe. Promise me, you will tell me if he tries anything like that.” 
 
    “Ok, I promise. Guess what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a date on Friday night.” 
 
    “Really, who’s the lucky fella?” 
 
    “Kurt Nettle, captain of the football team,” she said with pride. 
 
    “That’s great Daisy, I’m really happy for you. Is this Kurt a nice guy?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied as she rolled her eyes at Leo. 
 
    “Good. You have to be careful, Daisy. You’re a beautiful girl, you look just like Mama, and the boys are going to notice you. Make sure you never do anything with them that you don’t want to do. Do you understand what I’m telling you?” 
 
    “Oh, Leo, you’re always trying to protect me. I’m all grown up now, I’m almost eighteen years old, and I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Have you decided what you’re going to do when you graduate this spring?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, but I haven’t decided on anything. Daddy said there isn’t money to send me to college, but I’m not sure that’s the way I want to go anyway. I kind of want to see what’s out there before I decide on a career.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re working on it. Let me know if you need any advice or anything. Ya know if you decide down the road want to go to college; I can help you out. Don’t worry about the money part. I’ll take care of that.” 
 
    Ringggggg, ringggggg, the ringing phone brought Larisa back to the present. She looked at the caller id, it was Molly. Unfortunately, the light just turned, and cars were starting to move, so she let the call go to voicemail. She made a mental note to check to see what she wanted when she got to her destination. 
 
    Larisa’s showing and listing appointments went better then she had hoped. She now had two more homes to list, and she had an excellent offer for Mrs. Roth that she was sure would be accepted. It had been a long day, and Larisa was ready to go home and relax. 
 
    When she got home, she checked her computer to see if she could find any current contact information on Leo. She typed in his name and found fourteen Leo Mills in California, four of them in Sacramento. She started clicking on the links, but none of them looked like Leo. Then it dawned on her, she might not  
 
    recognize him if she saw him. 
 
    She tried typing in Sacramento Sequoia. She found a couple of old links that dated back to the early ‘90s, but there didn’t seem to be anything current. She tried social media, but again, nothing. She had no idea where he might be living. She wondered if he had gone back to Freyhill or maybe Rockville, but he always said he wanted to live in the city, said he wasn’t a country boy at heart. 
 
    What if I type in Leo Mills 2019? She wondered, bingo. This time a link came up, but she didn’t recognize the name it belonged to. She quickly clicked on the link and what she saw made her gasp. 
 
    It was an engaging photo of a man and a woman, probably taken by a professional photographer judging by the way they were posed and dressed, she thought. As she took a closer look, she could tell the man in the photo was definitely her brother Leo, he looked a bit different then Larisa remembered, but it had been over twenty-five since she last saw him. 
 
    Back in the ‘90s, his hair was short, and he was cleanly shaven. Since then, he’s grown his hair long and wears it pulled back in a pony, has a short beard and a long goatee. He still looked pretty fit, although she could only see him from the chest up in the photo. 
 
    As she was thinking about Leo, she noticed the woman next to him in the photo. She looks familiar, but where do I know her from? She studied the picture, and suddenly it hit her, this wasn’t just any woman. Holy shit, that’s the nice nurse that helped me deliver the baby all those years ago! She wondered how long  
 
    the nurse and Leo had been together, and if the nurse ever told Leo about her secret. Her mind was racing. 
 
    Suddenly she started gasping for air; she was having a terrible panic attack. She couldn’t catch her breath, no matter what she tried. Larisa quickly ran to her purse to get the bottle of pills that Dr. Thorton promised would take care of it. She opened the bottle, pulled out a pill, and quickly swallowed it with a slam of water. 
 
    This attack was the worst one yet, and she was scared. What if they continue to get worse, what then, she wondered. As she waited for the pill to do its magic work, she put her head down on the sofa and closed her eyes. She tried everything she could think of to calm down, but nothing was working, not even yoga breathing. 
 
    Once the attack subsided, she remembered that she ran out on her appointment earlier that day and decided to send a text to Dr. Thorton to reschedule for later that week. Larisa felt bad about leaving, but she thought she had no other choice; she had to save that deal. Now, more than ever, she wants to get these attacks under control; this last one was very severe, and they seem to be getting worse. This is getting too risky, the next one might come when I’m with a client, and that could end my career, she thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Leo thought about his lunch with Mila the whole drive back to Rockville. He felt horrible the way it was left, but what could he do, Mila walked out and drove away. It was a tricky situation, him not being her father, but he knew it was his responsibility to protect her now that Krystal was gone. 
 
    As Leo got closer to Rockville, he wondered what Maggie was going to tell him. He felt like he was on an emotional rollercoaster; he wanted to grieve for Krystal, but after Maggie mentioned that Dr. Blackmore might be responsible for her death, all he can feel is hatred for Dr. Blackmore. He worried about what he might do if he finds out that Dr. Blackmore actually was responsible for Krystal’s death. 
 
    As he drove into Rockville, he noticed Myrtle Plumbing, the town’s only homeless person, pushing her shopping cart along County Route 48. Leo felt sorry for her, he remembered her from high school. When she was young, she was quite the looker. She married her high school sweetheart, had three beautiful children, and had what most believed to be an enchanted life.  
 
    Then one-night Myrtle’s husband took the three children for ice cream, and on their way home, their car was hit by a car of teenagers drunk on blackberry brandy. Her husband and all three children died at the scene. Myrtle was never the same; afterward, the grief caused her to lose her mind, and now she is homeless and lives out of a shopping cart from Jasper’s Grocery store.  
 
    Leo wondered if she would ever be able to get over her grief and move on, or if she was just destined for a life alone and homeless. He looked at his watch; it was 3:00 p.m., still early enough to pay Maggie a visit, so he drove past his street and went directly to Maggie’s house on the other side of town. 
 
    As Leo pulled in front of Maggie’s house, a two-story craftsman that looked like it had seen much better days, he paused. He wasn’t sure he was ready for what she might tell him. The crazy thoughts were running rampant. Before Leo turned the car off, he realized he should have stopped and picked up some flowers or something, so he quickly drove over to the convenience store on the corner, and picked out a beautiful bouquet of colorful Gerbera daisies and sunflowers. 
 
    When he got back to Maggie’s, Leo still wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what she had to say, but he knew he needed to. He had to find out if Krystal’s death was intentional. Leo walked up to the door and knocked; when no one answered, he wondered if he should have called first. It didn’t appear that there was anyone home, but moments later, a petite young nurse with short black hair came to the door. 
 
    “May I help you?” she asked politely. 
 
    “I’m Leo Mills; I’m here to see Maggie.” 
 
    “Is that Leo?” Maggie yelled from the background. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Show him in, please.” 
 
    “Please, come in.”  
 
    Leo followed the young nurse to a room on the first floor. As he was walking through, he noticed an old photo of Maggie and Krystal standing arm in arm laughing. He remembered taking the photo several years ago when they were all hanging out at the lake. 
 
    The house was beautiful inside, very different from the run-down look of the exterior. All the rooms were furnished with leather furniture and elegant fixtures, the walls were adorned with pictures of Maggie and her family, and there was the occasional drawing by Maggie’s youngest daughter, Elsa, framed next to the photos.  
 
    As Leo walked into the room Maggie was in, she immediately noticed the flowers, and her eyes lit up. 
 
    “Are those for me?” 
 
    “Yes, I hope you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “I am now. I’m so glad to see you.” 
 
    “Would you please put these beautiful flowers in some water? Thank you.” Maggie asked the nurse. She waited a minute while the nurse walked into the other room before she started talking. 
 
    “Is she out of hearing range?” Leo walked over to the doorway and peeked out. 
 
    “Ya, she’s way back in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    “A little better each day, but man, it’s rough. I have no energy, and these damn stitches are driving me mad, they itch like crazy.” 
 
    “Are you still trying to figure out what happened?” Leo asked. 
 
    “Ya, but it’s beginning to feel like a lost cause.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Leo asked as he pulled a chair closer to her bedside. 
 
    “I can’t get access to my medical records, and besides, I have a feeling that even if I could, I wouldn’t find anything. This doctor is so slippery… but hey, enough of my complaining, how did your lunch with Mila go? Were you able to find out anything else about Dr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “My lunch with Mila, well, I think I crashed and burned,” he said, as he closed his eyes and bowed his head. 
 
    “Oh, no, that doesn’t sound good. What happened?” 
 
    “I told her that her mother and I think that Dr. Blackmore is a bad person; and that Krystal was very concerned when she  
 
    found out that Mila was working with him. It got ugly, and Mila felt like I was overstepping and acting like her father.” 
 
    “Yikes, how did you leave it?” 
 
    “She walked out of the restaurant, got in her car, and took off. I haven’t heard from her since. I tried calling her, but it always just goes to voicemail.” 
 
    “Give her some time; I’m sure she’ll come around.” 
 
    “Maybe, but now I know she’s working with Dr. Blackmore. I’m just not sure how deep she’s in.” 
 
    “Hopefully not too deep, well, I mean, if what Krystal and I found out turns out to be true, I really hope that Mila isn’t too involved.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I know that you two were investigating this guy? Krystal always told me everything.” 
 
    “She wanted to tell you so badly, but she was afraid that something could happen to you if this thing went south like it did. Don’t be upset with her, she loved you so much; she was just protecting you. If it means anything, I didn’t tell Dave either.” 
 
    “What did the two of you find out?” 
 
    “It looks like Dr. Blackmore is using Freyhill Hospital to perform late-night surgeries.”  
 
    “Why is that bad?” 
 
    “Well for starters, he isn’t licensed to operate, and the patients aren’t registered with the hospital… ever.” 
 
    “What kind of surgery is he doing? I wasn’t aware that psychiatrists performed surgery.” 
 
    “They don’t. We never figured out exactly what type of surgery Dr. Blackmore was doing, but the main takeaway is that he isn’t a licensed surgeon. So, no matter what kind of surgery it is, it’s still illegal.” 
 
    “What did you mean when you said that the patients were not registered with the hospital?” 
 
    “The patients were never checked in or out, there’s no record that they were ever there.” 
 
    “Really…wait a minute, how did you two find out all of this?” 
 
    “It all started when Nurse Barron asked Krystal if she could spare one of her nurses for a few days. She said she needed help getting all the patients transferred from the eighth floor to the tenth floor. They are doing some major remodeling, and it was in the patient’s best interest to relocate them. So anyway, Krystal loaned out Ashley.” 
 
    “Are we talking about Nurse Barron, your new boss?” 
 
    “Ya, she used to be in charge of the eighth floor, and then when Krystal passed, she was transferred to maternity.” 
 
    “Interesting, isn’t she also Dr. Blackmore’s assistant?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that, but she is a surgical nurse. I never really understood why she came to maternity.”  
 
    “What’s on the eighth floor?” 
 
    “Eighth floor is general surgery.” 
 
    “Why was Dr. Blackmore even working on that floor?” 
 
    “That was what we were trying to figure out. So anyway, one night, we were working the night shift, and Krystal got a call from Ashley asking if she could come up and help her with something. 
 
    “Ashley told Krystal that two EMT’s brought a patient up, and when she told them that they need to take the patient down to the emergency room on the first floor, Dr. Blackmore walked up and told the EMT’s to just bring the patient into the operating room. About an hour later, two men dressed in black suits showed up and walked directly into the operating room. When they came out about fifteen minutes later, they were carrying a large black box.  
 
    “Minutes later, the patient was wheeled out and taken 
 
    somewhere. Ashley assumed that the patient was taken to the recovery area on the tenth floor, but when she went to check on him a while later, she was shocked to see that the patient was nowhere in sight.” 
 
    “Holy shit, what happened to him?”  
 
    “We don’t know. Ashley said that she searched the entire tenth floor looking for the patient, but couldn’t find him. She even checked on the eighth floor, just in case, but it was like the patient just disappeared right after surgery. She was afraid to ask Dr. Blackmore or Nurse Barron about it because she didn’t want to risk losing her job.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on over there?” Leo could hardly believe what he was hearing. 
 
    “Krystal asked Ashley if she had seen Dr. Blackmore perform surgeries any other times while she was helping out up there. Ashley said that she hadn’t, but on her first night up there, she remembers seeing the same two EMT’s bringing in a patient and thought it was strange. She said when she asked Nurse Barron about it, she was immediately told it was not her concern.” 
 
    “Interesting; so, he’s apparently got some sort of scam going on. But, hey, what was in the black box?” Leo asked. 
 
    “The black box?” 
 
    “Ya, the black box they carried out of the operating room.” 
 
    “We don’t know. Krystal asked Ashley if she had seen anything else that seemed strange, and then Ashley told her about the EMT’s that brought all the patients in.” 
 
    “What about the EMT’s?” 
 
    “It’s the same two EMT’s every time, but here’s the kicker, neither of the EMT’s were from the Freyhill or Rockville Fire Department.” 
 
    “I don’t understand; why does that matter?” 
 
    “Well, usually most of the patients that are brought in by 
 
    EMT’s are from the area, and so it’s usually the guys from either Freyhill or Rockville. It’s pretty rare that we would see other EMT’s.”   
 
    “That is strange.” 
 
    “Krystal went back later that evening to check on Ashley, and she saw Dr. Blackmore walking out of the operating room in bloody scrubs and walking towards his office; then a few minutes later she watched him get on the elevator and go down to the cafeteria on the first floor.” 
 
    “Tell me she didn’t go snooping around and get herself caught or something,” Leo said, as he was shaking his head back and forth. 
 
    “Oh, Leo, you know her so well, it’s exactly what she did. Krystal used the opportunity to do a little snooping in his office. She said she didn’t know what to look for, so she just started rummaging around, and that was when she found this.” Maggie paused and reached into the side table drawer next to her bed, and pulled out a sheet of paper that listed various body parts with a three- or four-digit number next to it. “I’m not sure what the numbers represent, could be how many they need, a code, or…”  
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or dollar amounts,” Maggie replied hoping that Leo wouldn’t think she’s lost her mind. 
 
    “Dollar amounts? You think he’s what… harvesting organs and selling them on the black market or something?” Leo asked with a smirk. The whole idea seemed ridiculous to him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come on, that sounds ridiculous; black market organ sales coming out of Freyhill hospital? I don’t know; that might be a stretch.” 
 
    “Don’t you find it strange that he would perform these 
 
    secret late-night surgeries, completely off the books, and then the body disappears? Keep in mind he isn’t a surgeon. I’m guessing  
 
    that he has them immediately cremated afterward so that there isn’t any evidence.” 
 
    “That’s quite a stretch, Maggie. I don’t know…” 
 
    “Well, it was strange enough for Krystal to want to go to the hospital administrator the next day.” 
 
    “Well, at least you two got smart and alerted the hospital administrator, now he can look into things.” 
 
    “Not exactly…” 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought you said that you and Krystal went to the hospital administrator the next day.” 
 
    “We were going to…” Maggie began. 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened?”  
 
    “As we were on our way up to his office, we walked past Dr. Blackmore’s office. The outer wall of his office is windows, and the blinds were partially open, so we could see everything going on inside.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “We saw Dr. Blackmore give Mr. Layton, the hospital administrator, an envelope filled with cash.” 
 
    “What for… and how do you know it was filled with cash?” 
 
    “We saw Mr. Layton pull some partially out to count it. Just then, I got a phone call from Elsa’s school and had to step away. I kept my eye on Krystal, and when I noticed Nurse Barron walking up behind her, I tried to get her attention to warn her, but she didn’t see me.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Oh, shit is right, Nurse Barron pulled Krystal into the office, and the blinds on the windows slammed shut. I couldn’t  
 
    see what was going on anymore.” 
 
    “What happened when she came out?” 
 
    “I had to go back to the maternity ward, but it was about twenty minutes before she came back. She was acting a little weird, but I thought maybe she was just shaken up.” 
 
    “What did she say happened, while she was in the office with Dr. Blackmore, Mr. Layton, and Nurse Barron?” 
 
    “She said they just talked, and they explained that what she saw through the window was Dr. Blackmore giving Mr. Layton a donation that one of his patients brought in. I asked her if she brought up the price list we found or mentioned that Dr. Blackmore was doing the surgeries, and she said she didn’t think it was the appropriate time, and then she threw the pricing sheet in the trash.” 
 
    “That’s strange, why would she do a complete 180?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but when she tossed the pricing sheet, I picked it up and hid it in my pocket. I don’t know why she would toss it in the first place. I tried asking her about this again the next day, but I got the same answer. I think they got to her, I don’t know what they said, but she wasn’t going to do anything against Dr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “I still don’t know; this all seems so hard to believe.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something that’s been bothering me about Krystal’s death?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Who called 911? I know you said you never had a chance to call them because the EMT’s showed up right after you found her.” Leo leaned back in the chair and thought for a moment. 
 
    “I have no idea. You’re right; the EMT’s arrived seconds after I got in and found Krystal. I never had a chance to call.” 
 
    “Did you recognize any of them?” 
 
    “No, but I wasn’t really paying attention to them.” 
 
    “Don’t you find it a little suspicious that you didn’t recognize any of them; they should have been from the Rockville Fire Station?” 
 
    “I guess… I never thought about it. What are you insinuating?” 
 
    “Don’t you find it strange that the EMT’s showed up, but no one called?” 
 
     “Well ya, but someone had to call. You know what; I bet it was Mrs. Geller. She probably stopped by to drop off some fruit for Krystal, and saw her through the window.”  
 
    Mrs. Geller was the eighty-six-year-old widow that lived down the road from Krystal. She didn’t have any children to care for her, so Krystal would often visit her and care for her when she needed help. Mrs. Geller repaid her kindness with fruits and vegetables from her garden. 
 
    “Maybe, you should call and ask her.”  
 
    Leo pulled his phone out of his back pocket and quickly dialed.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Geller, it’s Leo Mills.” 
 
    “Oh, Leo, how are you, dear?”  
 
    “I’m doing ok, thank you for asking.” 
 
    “You know, I was thinking about you just the other day. I was driving down Dilly Road, and I drove past Lucky Tat. I almost stopped in to say hello and see how you were doing, but then I noticed Mrs. Latchet coming down the sidewalk, and I didn’t want to talk to her. She has such gall; do you know she actually showed up at the canasta game on Wednesday without a dish to share? I mean really, who does that sort of thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know ma’am, maybe she forgot.” Leo wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    “She wouldn’t forget, we’ve been playing canasta for years. No, there’s something wrong with her. Oh… maybe she’s  
 
    starting to lose it, you know? She is getting older, she’s almost ninety. Did you know she was that old?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I didn’t; look, the reason I’m calling is to thank you for calling 911 the day that Krystal collapsed. I’m sorry I didn’t call or say something sooner.” 
 
     “Oh, no dear, it wasn’t me that called, I was at my weekly canasta game. Mrs. Taylor hosted that week; she lives on the other side of town over by the old cemetery. I didn’t even hear that Krystal had passed until the following morning when I ran into Mary Jo Cavanaugh, Miles’ wife, at Jasper’s Grocery store.” 
 
    “I see. I was under the impression that you made the call. You wouldn’t have any idea who did call, would you?” 
 
    “No, dear, I’m sorry; I have no idea who called.” 
 
    “Well, thank you so much for clearing this up for me, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure. You should stop by one of these days, I have more grapes and oranges then I could ever eat. I’ll bundle some up for you.” 
 
    “That sounds great, I’ll stop by later this afternoon,” he said as he hung up the phone. 
 
    “So, what did she say?” 
 
    “You’re right, it wasn’t her either. I’m going to call Patrick Rosen over at the fire station, and see who called it in.”  
 
    Leo and Patrick played football together in high school. After graduation, when Leo went off to college, Patrick joined the fire department and became an EMT. 
 
    “Is this an emergency?” The dispatcher asked. 
 
    “No, may I speak to Patrick Rosen, please?” 
 
    “Just a moment.” 
 
    “This is Patrick.” 
 
    “Patrick, it’s Leo Mills, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Hey, buddy, what’s up?” 
 
    “Hey, I was wondering if you could check something for me.”  
 
    “Sure, if I can, what do you need?” 
 
    “I was wondering who called 911 when Krystal collapsed?” 
 
    “Can you hold a sec? I’ll check the records… Leo, there isn’t anything listed. In fact, we weren’t the ones who came out. I  
 
    wasn’t working that day, but it doesn’t appear that our station was called.” 
 
    “Isn’t that strange? You are the closest EMT’s, hell; you’re the only EMT’s in town, why wouldn’t your station get the call?” 
 
    “You got me, buddy, maybe it was the Freyhill guys; do you want me to call over to the station house and check?” 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind…” 
 
    “Sure, give me a couple minutes…” 
 
    Leo waited, hoping Patrick would come back and tell him that the EMT’s were, in fact, from Rockville. 
 
    “Leo, ya, I called, and apparently they didn’t get the call either.” 
 
    “Is it possible someone called the EMT’s from Stogie?” Leo asked. 
 
    “I highly doubt it. The Stogie station would automatically transfer any calls like that to either Rockville or us, just because we can get to the patient sooner. Sorry I’m not much help buddy.” 
 
    “You’re more help then you know. Hey, let’s get together next week and toss the pigskin around.”  
 
    “Sounds great, I’ll give you a call later in the week,” Patrick replied. 
 
    Leo put the phone down and looked at Maggie. 
 
    “He said it wasn’t their station or Rockville that came out. What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, this just seems to get stranger by the day.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t the Rockville or Freyhill EMT’s, who was it?” Leo asked as he stood up to leave. 
 
    “Are you leaving already?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Maggie; I have to get back up to L.A. as soon as possible. I have to find out what happened to Krystal, and the only way to do that is to go directly to Dr. Blackmore himself.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “No, I’m just incredibly pissed off, and he’s the one with all the answers I need.” 
 
    “Leo, promise me you will be careful, we don’t know how far this guy will go to protect himself.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful, I promise. I’ll stop by and see you when I get back.” He leaned over and gave her a hug before he showed himself out. 
 
    Leo quickly went back to his house to get some fresh clothes. He unpacked the dirty clothes, threw them into the hamper, and grabbed a few new pairs of jeans and T-shirts from the closet and put them into his bag. He grabbed the mail from the mailbox and rummaged through it to see if there was anything significant in it, before tossing it on the table. 
 
    As he was driving out of town, he thought he better give Ringo a call, and let him know what was going on; Ringo had been incredibly understanding, and Leo didn’t want to seem ungrateful or appear to be taking advantage of his kindness. He explained as much as he could; Ringo was very understanding and told him to take as much time as he needed. 
 
    When Leo got into L.A., he immediately drove to the Chester Inn and checked in. Once he got settled, he tried to figure out a plan to get inside Dr. Blackmore’s office and look around. He thought that if he went during business hours, maybe they wouldn’t be so quick to get rid of him. It was getting pretty late by  
 
    now, and Leo was hungry and tired. He decided to order a pizza 
 
    for dinner so he could relax and be ready for tomorrow. 
 
    The next morning Leo slept later then he wanted. He got up, dressed, and went to the diner down the street for a late breakfast. He got to Dr. Blackmore’s office right around lunchtime; he thought maybe it would be easier to get in, with any luck; the big guy from last time will be away at lunch. 
 
    As he approached the building, he noticed a small sign on the door that said, ‘Will Re-Open at 1:00 p.m.’. He tried the door, but it was locked. As he walked back to his car, he wondered if there was a back entrance. Just as he got in his car and closed the door, he noticed the receptionist that he spoke with last time walking out. He thought about approaching her but decided against it. He didn’t want to come off creepy. 
 
    Leo watched as the receptionist got closer and closer to his car and finally stopped at the silver Chevy Malibu parked next to his. As she rummaged through her oversized, tan leather hobo style purse for her car keys, she stopped and looked at Leo. They locked eyes for a second, before Leo quickly looked away. 
 
    Sofia smiled, put her keys back into her purse, and walked around her car to Leo’s car. 
 
    “Aren’t you the guy who was trying to figure out what kind of medical office this was the other day?” Leo looked up to see Sofia standing right next to his open window! 
 
    “Ya, that was me.” 
 
    “Did you figure it out?” 
 
    “Nope, that’s why I’m back.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to allow you in without an appointment.” 
 
    “Ya, I figured that, but I was hoping to maybe get some information.” 
 
    “What kind of information are you looking for?” 
 
    “I want to know what type of medicine Dr. Blackmore is 
 
    practicing inside.” 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore is a psychiatrist. Does that satisfy your curiosity?” 
 
    “It helps,” Leo said, as he flashed a big smile. 
 
    “Why do you care so much about Dr. Blackmore, anyway?” 
 
    “I have reason to believe that he is involved with something illegal that might have killed my wife. She was a nurse, and she was looking into some of his activities at the hospital right before it happened. The timing, ya know?” 
 
    “I’m really sorry for your loss, when did she die?” 
 
    “Three weeks ago. Perfectly healthy woman; she had a massive stroke and died,” Leo said, as he looked away so Sofia wouldn’t see his eyes tear up. 
 
    “You must have really loved her. Were you together long?” 
 
    “Almost thirty years.” 
 
    “That’s really beautiful. Do you really believe that Dr. Blackmore had something to do with her death?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just want some answers. I’m not here to cause trouble; I just need to find out if Dr. Blackmore had anything to do with her death.” 
 
    Sofia liked Leo, he seemed really genuine, not to mention handsome. She thought he had kind eyes. 
 
    “I’m Sofia by the way,” she said, as she extended her hand towards Leo. 
 
    “Leo; nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You seem nice. I’ll make a deal with you, if you buy me some lunch, I’ll tell you what I know.” 
 
    “You would do that?” 
 
    “Sure, you seem nice, and I’m a pretty good judge of character. You’re not going to try and kidnap me and sell me to some sex traffickers, right?” Sofia asked with a somber look on her face. 
 
    “What?! Absolutely not,” Leo replied, as Sofia laughed. 
 
    “Great; there’s a great deli just around the corner.” Sofia walked around Leo’s car and got into the passenger side. 
 
    As they pulled up and parked in front of The Deli Shack, Leo was surprised to see a line coming out the door. 
 
    “Is there always such a long line?” 
 
    “Ya, but it goes really fast. There’s a huge patio area in the back. Trust me, their subs are the best in the state, hence the long lines.” 
 
    “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Everything here is delicious, I especially like the Dirka, its corned beef, and pastrami with Swiss, mustard, and jalapeño coleslaw. Oh, and the Gerber is to die for.” 
 
    “The Gerber? Oh, I see it now,” he said as he found it on the giant menu board above the counter. “I think I’ll try that Gobbler, with the pan-seared turkey breast, caramelized onions, bacon and cream cheese.” 
 
    “Would you like jalapeños on that sir?” the deli worker asked. 
 
    “Yes, please, that sounds great.” 
 
    They waited while their sandwiches were prepared and then took them and found a place to sit on the large patio in back. 
 
    “So, Leo, what do you do for a living?” 
 
    “I’m a tattoo artist.” 
 
    “How cool, maybe one day, you can give me a tattoo.” 
 
    Leo was surprised how easy it was to talk to Sofia, she was sweet and intelligent, not to mention easy on the eyes. 
 
    “So, what’s your story? Do you like working for Dr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “It’s not bad, it’s just until I finish school.” 
 
    “What are you studying?” 
 
    “Psychiatry, I’m in my fourth year.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s impressive. Why are you working as a receptionist if you are that far along in school, if you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “I need a job, and he pays double what other places pay. Plus, they don’t mind if I bring books and study while I work, as long as it doesn’t interfere with the patients. For me, this job is all about the money, but I have to admit, saying I work for Dr. Blackmore will look good on my resume. He’s incredibly respected in the psychiatric world.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that.” 
 
    “Look, I know some weird things go on in this office, but like I said, they pay double what everyone else pays, and I need the money.” 
 
    “What do you mean weird things?” Leo asked. 
 
    “What exactly do you want to know?” 
 
    “Anything you can tell me about Dr. Blackmore and the work he’s doing.” 
 
    “First off, Dr. Blackmore is a psychiatrist, so he deals with the mind, but I bet you didn’t know that he’s also a master hypnotist.” 
 
    “A master hypnotist? Like the guys at the carnival sideshows?” 
 
    “Kind of, but he isn’t going to make you walk around quacking like a duck. He hypnotizes the patients so he can administer the medication.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just so that they don’t feel any pain or discomfort.” 
 
    “Why would they feel pain or discomfort?” 
 
    “Because he has to administer this medication through the skull, directly into the brain.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know, it sounds terrible, right? But it allows him to place the medication exactly where it needs to go. They use this teeny tiny needle about the thickness of a human hair. They’ve had incredible success. It also reduces any chance of side effects. It’s a really new procedure, so I’m not surprised you’ve never heard about it.” 
 
    “So, he just administers this medication, and that’s it?” 
 
    “Afterwards he inserts a tracking chip under the skin behind their ear so he can track vitals and such. It’s more for his research than anything. The patient can’t feel it and doesn’t even know it’s there. When he brings them out of the hypnotic trance, they think they’ve been talking to him the whole time. When they leave, he gives them a bottle of pills and tells them that they need to take them all. By the time the pills are gone, the patients should be cured. I don’t know why he doesn’t just tell the patient that he has to inject the medication directly into their brains… it’s a huge secret – I could get fired or worse for telling you this stuff.”  
 
    “Wow, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Not what you expected to hear?” 
 
    “Not even close. Is it legal to lie to the patients like that?” 
 
    “It’s definitely not ethical, but sometimes these patients have a tough time taking medication regularly. This way ensures that the medication gets to the place it needs to be.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying he’s found a cure for OCD and anxiety?” 
 
    “For some, yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s incredible… and there aren’t any side effects with it?” 
 
    “Nope, it’s quite miraculous.” 
 
    “You don’t suppose I might be able to get my hands on a small sample of this magical medication, do you?” 
 
    “What do you want it for?” 
 
    “I really just wanted to see if there was something in it that might have killed my wife.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll find anything in it that might kill someone, but I’d be happy to get you a small sample.” 
 
    “That would be great; I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “You already have, you bought me lunch,” Sofia said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Ya, but it doesn’t seem like enough.” 
 
    “It’s enough,” Sofia said as she smiled and then took another bite of her sandwich. 
 
    Leo and Sofia made small talk while finishing their lunches. Sofia told Leo about her classes and what she hoped to do after graduation. Leo told Sofia about tattooing and how he wants to open his own shop one day. 
 
    After finishing their lunch, Leo drove Sofia back to the office. She went inside and got a bottle of the medication and brought it out to Leo, who was waiting in his car. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t tell anyone where you got this.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Leo said as he looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Let me know if you find anything weird in it. I’m not saying you will, and I sure hope you don’t, but if you do, I’d really like to know,” Sofia said hoping it would give her a reason to see Leo again. 
 
    Once Leo had the medication in hand, he took it to a testing lab that one of his football buddies, Treyvon Jackson, worked at. Leo and Treyvon played for the Sacramento Sequoia  
 
    together and became great friends. Leo was a running back, and Treyvon was the quarterback. 
 
    “Thanks for running this test for me Treyvon. How soon do you think I can get the results?” 
 
    “It’s going to take about twenty-four hours. I’ll try and rush it, but it will still be sometime tomorrow morning. What’s this all about?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think it might be linked to Krystal’s death.” 
 
    “I thought Krystal died from a major stroke.” 
 
    “That was the official ruling, but now I have reason to believe there might have been something else going on.” 
 
    “Where did you get this?” Treyvon asked as he examined the bottle.  
 
    It didn’t look anything like what he was used to seeing. All the writing on the bottle was in a foreign language, there wasn’t a serial or lot number on it and the name was very difficult to pronounce. 
 
    “I promised I wouldn’t say.” 
 
    “Did you notice the writing on the bottle isn’t in English? I’m not even sure what language that is; it almost looks like Arabic, but I’m not sure,” he said, as he showed Leo the bottle. 
 
    “Wow, so he gets this shipped from somewhere overseas. Well, that doesn’t surprise me; his whole operation is a bit shady. Is it going to be a problem getting it tested?” 
 
    “Naw; we’re just supposed to fill out a bunch of forms for each test, but what the hell I’ll run it through. I’ll just make up a serial and lot number for it.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you doing this. You won’t get in trouble or anything, will you?” 
 
    “Probably, but what the fuck, I don’t really need the job anyway; I just need to be out of that house for eight or nine hours a day,” he said with a big smirk. 
 
    “So how are Jasmine and the kids?” 
 
    “Jasmine’s great, the kids are a handful.” 
 
    “I told you having seven kids would be tuff.” 
 
    “Oh, its tuff, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Hey, what are you doing for dinner tonight; I know Jasmine, and the kids would love to see you.” 
 
    “That would be great, I’d really like that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    When Mila got back to her office, she realized she had almost an hour before her next appointment was due. She thought about what Leo said earlier at lunch; was it really possible that Dr. Blackmore could have had something to do with Mama’s death? It seems ludicrous, to say the least, she thought.  
 
    She checked her phone to see if there were any new messages. There were several from Leo, and one from her friend Jessica, asking her to call her back when she gets a chance. Mila was thrilled when she heard that message. Jessica had been in London for the past month helping her sister, Lily, with wedding plans, and Mila really missed her. She quickly dialed and waited for Jessica to answer. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Jess, it’s Mila. How was London?”  
 
    “It was absolutely amazing. I can’t believe how fast the time went. Oh Mila, I wish you could have been there; it was so much fun, and you should have seen Lily’s wedding dress. It was absolutely amazing.” 
 
    “I need details. Which dress did she finally end up choosing?” 
 
    “She went back and forth, but she finally ended up choosing the Vera Wang lace trumpet dress.” 
 
    “Remind me again what that one looked like…” 
 
    “It was absolutely stunning. The bodice was fitted and sleeveless with hand-beading and lace appliqués all around it, and there was a thick silk belt with a tulle rose on it around her waist. The front of the skirt was split and picked up along the sides, which added this amazing volume. It was absolutely breathtaking. I can’t wait to show you the photos.” 
 
    “It sounds amazing. How did Lily wear her hair, up or down? I’m sure your mom was hoping it would be up.” 
 
    “She wore it down, softly curled and cascading down her back with the front sections pulled back. My mom was so pissed,  
 
    you’re right, she wanted her to wear it up to show off the back of 
 
    the dress, but you know Lily, she marches to her own beat. Oh, and she wore this beautiful tiara full of rhinestones and a very long veil; it just topped off her look.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see these pictures. How was the ceremony?” 
 
    “The ceremony was so beautiful and sweet. Callum, her new husband, recited a poem he wrote for her, and brought the entire church to tears.” 
 
    “I’m so bummed that I had to miss it.” 
 
    “You did have a pretty good excuse, what with your mother dying and all,” Jessica said jokingly and they both laughed. 
 
    “Did you get to see any of the royal family while you were there?” 
 
    “No, even though we were in London the whole time, I didn’t see anyone. I’m so bummed, I really wanted to see Prince Harry and Meghan Markle, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be this time.” 
 
    “So, how have your first few days back been?” 
 
    “Brutal…” 
 
    “Why do you say that, just because you’ve been off roaming around England like a teenager for the past month?” 
 
    “I have to admit, it was so awesome, but no, I’ve just seen some difficult patients the last couple days. I had this one guy today; he was such a scumbag.” 
 
    “Did you find his truth?” 
 
    “Oh ya, but I wish I hadn’t. It’s going to haunt me.” 
 
    “What was his truth?” 
 
    “He finds young girls, usually in junior high or high school and kidnaps them. Then he sells them to sex traffickers for profit. Oh, but here’s the kicker, he goes back to the sex traffickers and  
 
    has his way with each of these girls… on a continuous basis. He said he’s been doing this for years and loves it.” 
 
    “What a piece of shit. Did you recommend him for Dr. Blackmore’s study?” 
 
    “Hell, ya, I don’t think I could have found a better candidate.” 
 
    “I’ve been sending some real winners over myself. I had one guy who uses date rape drugs to get laid, a woman who drugged her baby and buried her alive, and a woman who slit her husband’s throat for talking to her.” 
 
    “Isn’t it strange that on the outside these people all appear to be completely normal?” 
 
    “I guess you never really know a person until you learn their truth.” 
 
    “Amen to that. So how are you doing otherwise?” 
 
    “Ok, I guess. It’s weird; I keep thinking my mom’s going to call and ask me to come for dinner or something. I still can’t believe she’s gone.”  
 
    Mila decided not to mention to Jessica what she found in her mother’s diary; she wasn’t sure if she wanted to share that news just yet. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t fly back for the funeral.” 
 
    “No worries, I completely understand.” 
 
    “So, what else have I missed?” 
 
    “I had lunch with my mom’s boyfriend Leo today.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you guys were close.” 
 
    “We aren’t, he just showed up at my office yesterday and asked if we could have lunch; weird, right?”  
 
    “Kind of, but maybe he was worried about you and wanted to make sure you were ok after your mom’s death. Sounds like a nice guy.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it was what he said at lunch that upset me so much.” 
 
    “What do you mean, what did he say?” 
 
    “He insinuated that Dr. Blackmore may have had something to do with Mama’s death.” 
 
    “Seriously, why would he say that?” 
 
    “I know, right? I was pissed, he doesn’t even know the guy, and he’s saying that kind of shit.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I told him he was crazy, and I didn’t have time for it; then I left.” 
 
    “You don’t believe him, do you?” 
 
    “What, that Dr. Blackmore had something to do with Mama’s death?” 
 
    “Ya.” 
 
    “Of course not, that’s absurd… although Leo did mention that Mama knew Dr. Blackmore from the Freyhill hospital, and didn’t think much of him.” 
 
    “That in no way means he had something to do with her death, but I’m going to guess that it bothers you, am I right?” 
 
    “Well, kind of, Mama always had a way of knowing if people were good or bad. I get a creepy vibe from Dr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t get a creepy vibe from him? That dude is strange with a capital ‘S’.” 
 
    “I’ve just been thinking…” 
 
    “About…” 
 
    “Do you think it’s ethical?” 
 
    “Are you talking about Dr. Blackmore’s study?” 
 
    “Ya, do you really believe it's ok to give the patients that water mixture to find out their truth without them knowing what’s inside the water?” 
 
    “Do you think they would tell us their truth if we didn’t? Of course not, they’re sick; they don’t have control over their minds. Sure, some of the patients might tell us eventually, but how  
 
    many people will they hurt before that? A lot of patients shy away from hypnosis, so this is the next best way we can get into their minds and find out if they do evil things, and justify them because of their mental condition.” 
 
    “Good point, but still, do you think it’s ok to lie or trick them?” 
 
    “Absolutely; these patients do horrible things because of their mental illness. They are a menace to society and should be controlled. We’re really just making the world a better place.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “That should be the only way you’re looking at it.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Ok, here’s an excellent example for you. I have a patient that I sent to Dr. Blackmore, at first, I thought she was completely normal. She appeared to have her condition under control most of the time. Unfortunately, when she didn’t, she hurt her two-year-old daughter. She liked fire, she enjoyed watching it and loved the pain she felt when she placed the flame on her arms or legs.  
 
    “So, one day, her two-year-old daughter was crying, and she decided to give her something to cry about. She took a lighter and burned her daughter arms, legs, and body. She told me she enjoyed watching as her daughter’s skin would bubble before turning black and crusty as she burned her. The burns were so severe that the child died. She covered up the death, and acts like she did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “That is horrible.” 
 
    “Still think it’s unethical? Maybe we should ask her daughter, oh nope… we can’t… she’s dead.” 
 
    “Well, at least you won’t be seeing that patient again.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Jessica replied, as they both laughed 
 
    “Sometimes I think that’s the best part. I know it’s harsh to 
 
    say that, being a medical professional and all, but hell, I’m still 
 
    human, and I still get repulsed by their acts,” Mila said. 
 
    “Did you ever think when we were in school that we would be involved with something like this and making this kind of money?” 
 
    “No; at first, I was worried that I might run out of patients, but I am shocked as to how many people out there have these types of issues. I lose one and gain three.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “When I first learned what Dr. Blackmore did with the patients, I was appalled, but at the same time, I was very intrigued. The whole taking from the bad, giving to the good idea is genius. I can’t believe we get paid for it.” 
 
    “I’m sure glad we do. My student loans were killing me,” Jessica replied. 
 
    “Have you had many patients that you sent for the study that didn’t work out?” 
 
    “I had a couple when I first started, but Dr. Blackmore was great about explaining what to look for. How about you, have you had any?” 
 
    “Just a few; I did have one woman that I sent a few weeks ago come back just the other day, complaining that something was terribly wrong.” 
 
    “Oh, there was something terribly wrong all right, what did you tell her?” 
 
    “I told her that everything she was experiencing was normal and had been explained to her before she agreed to try the medication. At first, she didn’t believe me, but by the time I was finished talking with her, she was completely on board. I doubt I’ll be seeing her again; she was in week three of the process.” 
 
    “Oh ya, she’s only got about a week left, if she’s lucky.” 
 
    “You know, we’re probably going to hell for this,” Mila said jokingly. 
 
    “Why, because we take healthy organs from these piece of shit patients and give them to needy and deserving patients? Remember, the patients we recommend are people who are incredibly sick in the head and are unable to control their actions. They are conniving, sadistic, and vicious, not to mention dangerous and a menace to society. I believe we’re really just making the world a better and safer place.” Leave it to Jessica to candy-coat the whole operation. 
 
    “What about these people’s families, I’m surprised that no one has challenged the deaths.” 
 
    “You would think they would, but I guess the drug makes it look like a natural death. Hell, they are probably relieved the persons dead.” 
 
    “How long has Dr. Blackmore been doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but Mitch Odaman, who recommended me, said that he’s been working with Dr. Blackmore for about three years now. Do you remember Mitch from Humanities class?”   
 
    “Oh ya; didn’t he date Amy Parker part of senior year?” Mila asked as she thought back to that time.  
 
    “Until he met Corey Bachman, and decided to switch teams.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about, when did that happen?” 
 
    “About a month after Mitch broke things off with Amy, I saw him and Corey making out behind Kappa house after one of 
 
    their notorious parties.” 
 
    “I did not see that one coming. Why do all the hot guys switch teams? I had such a crush on him, I kept hoping he would notice me after he and Amy broke up, but he never did. I guess now I understand why,” she said, as she laughed. 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “How many people do you think Dr. Blackmore has sending over candidates?” 
 
    “I’ve personally recommended four, including you, and they all are currently sending candidates over. I have a feeling that there are a lot more of us than we might think.” 
 
    “Wow, I had no idea. So, there must be a whole staff of surgeons working under Dr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “Oh shit, look at the time, I have to let you go, I have a patient due in a few minutes. Do you want to try and get together this weekend?” 
 
    “Yes, I can’t wait to see you and the pictures from the wedding.” 
 
    After talking with Jessica, Mila started thinking; maybe what we’re doing isn’t that bad. We are helping people, perhaps not in a conventional way, but we’re still helping. She secretly hoped that Dr. Blackmore would choose Rylie Whittaker; he was a horrible person in Mila’s eyes and the perfect candidate to give his life for the good. 
 
    She thought again about her mother’s death; how sudden it was and how quickly the hospital had her cremated. Was it possible the hospital was trying to cover something up? I wonder if she actually found something and confronted Dr. Blackmore, but would he actually kill her to keep his secret? She wondered. 
 
    The more Mila thought about it, the more frustrated she felt. Then she remembered something Leo mentioned at lunch, that Maggie was helping her mother investigate Dr. Blackmore. Maybe I should give Maggie a call and see just exactly what she knows, Mila thought. She quickly dialed Maggie’s number and waited for her to answer. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Maggie, it’s Mila Thorton; Leo mentioned that you 
 
    weren’t feeling well, so I thought I would call to see how you were doing.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you. I’m feeling much better. How are you doing?” Maggie was touched that Mila would call and check on her, but she also thought that Mila’s call was a bit suspicious.  
 
    “I’m fine, I mean, I miss Mama, but I’m doing my best to cope. Plus, work has been crazy busy, which is good because it keeps my mind occupied.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that things are going well for you.”  
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Oh, you know I’m doing ok; I think the worst part is the boredom, I can’t get out of bed, and I’m dying to get outside and go for a walk. All I’ve got for entertainment is reading or television; daytime television is horrible, and I don’t think I can read anymore, I’ve already plowed through four books in the last few days.” 
 
    “How much longer are you bedridden?” 
 
    “A few more days, then I can start walking but in moderation.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence then Mila spoke, 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Oh, here it comes… Maggie thought. 
 
    “Sure, honey, what is it?” 
 
    “Leo told me that he believes my mother’s death might not have been… natural. What do you think?” 
 
    Maggie wanted to scream, ‘it wasn’t, she was murdered by that piece of shit Dr. Blackmore’ but she didn’t; instead, she said, 
 
    “Oh, honey, I don’t know. She had a stroke; you don’t get a warning before they occur. Did Leo happen to mention why he felt that way?” 
 
    “He believes that Dr. Blackmore, the well-known 
 
    psychiatrist, might have had something to do with it.” Mila was 
 
    very interested to see what Maggie’s response would be. 
 
    “I see, what do you think?” 
 
    “I really don’t know what to think. Leo said that my mother knew Dr. Blackmore and that she didn’t like him much, but that doesn’t mean he had anything to do with her death.” 
 
    “That’s true.”  
 
    Maggie wasn’t sure what Mila was fishing for, but she didn’t want to be the one to tell her anything. She wasn’t sure how deep Mila was in with Dr. Blackmore, and losing one kidney was enough to keep her quiet. 
 
    “Why would Mama be working with Dr. Blackmore anyway; she was a maternity nurse, and he’s a psychiatrist.” 
 
    “Krystal wasn’t working with him; Ashley, one of her nurses, was because the floor Dr. Blackmore was working on was short staffed.” 
 
     “I still don’t understand what my mother had against him.”  
 
    Maggie could think of several things, but she wasn’t going to volunteer them. I know you’re trying to get me to spill, so here’s a little crumb for you to chew on, Maggie thought to herself. 
 
    “Ok, look, here’s the deal. Your mother and I saw Dr. Blackmore coming out of surgery, and he isn’t a licensed surgeon. We thought it was strange, not to mention illegal.” 
 
    “Did you confront him?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t have a chance. Your mother died before we could go to Mr. Layton, the hospital administrator, with what we found.”  
 
    Maggie hoped that Mila would believe her and stop asking questions. She didn’t want to tell her what really happened. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go to the hospital administrator after she died?” 
 
    “I guess it wasn’t that important to me anymore.” 
 
    “What did you find; I mean, it must have been pretty big if you were going to Mr. Layton about it.” 
 
    Maggie was worried that she may have already said too much. Play it down, she told herself. 
 
    “It was nothing, really, we just saw Dr. Blackmore coming out of surgery in bloody scrubs. You know, in hindsight, it really wasn’t that big of a deal, and I’m glad that we didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Leo said you had to have emergency surgery and they removed one of your kidneys,” Mila said, suddenly changing the subject. 
 
    That was a quick change; at least she stopped asking about Dr. Blackmore, Maggie thought. 
 
    “Oh, he did, did he?” 
 
    “What happened, if you don’t mind me asking? Leo said you thought it was suspicious.” 
 
    Thanks a lot, Leo, Maggie thought. 
 
    “Well, you know, sometimes my mind goes a little crazy when I can’t understand why something happened. Turns out, I had a serious infection and removal was the only cure,” Maggie lied. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “No worries.”  
 
    “Hey Maggie, I’m sorry, but I have to cut this short, I have a patient arriving any minute. I’ll be in Rockville in a couple of weeks, how about if I swing by for a visit?”  
 
    “That would be great. I’ll look forward to that.” 
 
    Mila felt confident that Maggie didn’t know what was really going on. However, it still didn’t satisfy her curiosity about her mother’s death.  
 
    A couple of days later, Mila was at Dr, Blackmore’s office picking up some paperwork, and she asked if she could have a few 
 
    minutes of his time. 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore, do you have a minute? I’d like to talk to 
 
    you about something.” 
 
    “Sure, come into my office.” Mila followed him into his office and sat down in the plush leather chair across from his large mahogany desk. 
 
    “I appreciate you taking some time for me.” 
 
    “Of course, what can I do for you?” he said, as he leaned back in his chair getting comfortable. 
 
    “I was wondering if you knew my mother, she was a nurse at Freyhill hospital.” 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Krystal Thorton.” 
 
    Dr. Blackmore slowly sat up in his chair, placed his elbows on the desk, steepled his fingers, and sighed. 
 
    “Hmmm… the name doesn’t sound familiar; you said Krystal Thorton… and she was a nurse at Freyhill hospital? To be honest with you, I meet a lot of nurses, and honestly, I don’t think I had the pleasure of meeting her.” Mila noticed that his eyes were darting back and forth, and he was running his fingers through his beard as he was trying to answer her. 
 
    “She was in charge of the maternity ward.” 
 
    “Well, hmmm… I didn’t spend any time in the maternity ward; my office is on a different floor. Why do you ask?” Dr. Blackmore asked as he smoothed his beard again. 
 
    “She passed away recently and someone thought that maybe you had something to do with it. I know it sounds crazy, 
 
    but I had to ask.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that’s strange. I don’t understand why you think I would be involved; I didn’t know your mother. How did she die?”  He asked as he cocked his head to one side and smoothed his beard again. 
 
    “She had a massive stroke, died instantly.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how I could have caused that. People have strokes all the time. I think your friend is confused. Do I know this friend?” he asked, starting to sound agitated. 
 
    “No… you know, I shouldn’t have brought it up. Do you think we could just forget I did?” Mila was embarrassed; after she asked, she realized how silly it sounded. 
 
    “Brought what up?” Dr. Blackmore replied with a big grin. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “Was there anything else you needed?” 
 
    “No, I should get back to the office. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “Anything you need Mila; my door is always open. Do you think we could have a meeting in a couple days, I want to run something by you?” He didn’t say anything to Mila, but he was very impressed with the patients she was sending over.  
 
    “Sure; did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s quite the contrary. I wanted to speak with you about joining forces.” 
 
    “Joining forces, what exactly do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, and I’ve decided that I want to have a partner in the business. It’s getting much larger than I initially planned, and I really need another person to help. I’ve been very impressed with the patients you have sent over, and I think the two of us could take this business to a whole new level,” Dr. Blackmore explained. 
 
    “Wow; you’re asking me to be a partner?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mila didn’t know what to say, she was still embarrassed for asking him about her mother. She had no idea he was thinking about adding a partner. 
 
    “It’s something I would definitely consider. Do you need  
 
    an answer right now, or could I think about it?” Mila was shocked, she had no idea Dr. Blackmore held her in such high regard. 
 
    “You can take some time to think about it. I’ve taken the liberty of drawing up a contract with all the details.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out the contract. He handed Mila a copy. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take some time to read this before I sign it.” Mila was floored; this was not what she was expecting. 
 
    “So, is that a yes?” 
 
    “It’s a definite, maybe.” 
 
    “That’s tremendous. Look, take the contract home, look it over, and let’s meet next week and discuss things.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for this opportunity,” Mila said as she stood up to leave. 
 
    “You’re very welcome; I look forward to hearing your final decision.” 
 
    When Mila got out of her car, she couldn’t believe what just happened. She took a moment to catch her breath and think about the possibility of becoming a partner. This is huge, but the timing sure is weird. I wonder why he chose me; I’ve only been working with him a short time, she thought. She put the thought to the back of her mind and started the engine. 
 
    As Mila was putting the car into drive, to back out of the parking spot, her mind drifted back to their earlier conversation about her mother. She was so embarrassed that she let her emotions get the best of her and hoped that Dr. Blackmore would understand and not think less of her for it.  
 
    However, there was something about the conversation that just didn’t sit right with her. Dr. Blackmore said he didn’t know her mother, but she noticed that when she asked, his eyes were  
 
    darting back and forth like he wasn’t sure what to say. When he did answer, he kind of hemmed and hawed almost like he was making something up. He was very vague and played with his beard a lot. Suddenly she hit the brakes. 
 
    “Oh my god, he’s lying,” she exclaimed. It was like a light bulb went on in her mind, and she could see the truth. It wasn’t any one thing; it was the combination of all his body language when they were talking that tipped her off that he might be lying. Mila wondered if he was using the partnership proposal to throw her off the scent. Damn I sure hope not, it sounds like a fantastic opportunity, she thought. 
 
    She quickly pulled back into the parking spot, turned the car off, and reached to open the door, but she stopped herself. This was quite an accusation, and she wanted to be sure before she went to him calling him a liar. As she sat in her car debating what to do, she saw Dr. Blackmore leave the building and get into his car. She waited until his car was out of the parking lot, and then she went back into the office. 
 
    “Sofia, I was wondering if you could help me.” 
 
    Sofia closed the textbook she was reading and gave Mila her full attention. 
 
    “Sure, what do you need?” 
 
    “I need to get into one of Dr. Blackmore’s files. I sent him a patient, and I forgot to notate something vital in the file. I’m pretty sure he’s seeing the patient tomorrow, and he will need this information.” 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore just left for the day.” 
 
    “Oh, shoot. Is there any way you might be able to let me into his office for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not supposed to… but I trust you,” Sofia said, as she and Mila walked over to his office and she unlocked the door and let her in. 
 
    “Thank you so much; I promise I won’t say a word. It will be our little secret,” Mila said. 
 
    Once she was inside his office, she quickly went to his personal file cabinet and opened it up. She flipped through the files looking for one with her mother’s name. She got all the way through one cabinet drawer with no luck. Then, she realized that those were files A-M, the drawer below it housed N-Z.  
 
    She quickly opened the bottom drawer and looked directly into the T’s. Torres, Thomson… and there it was, Thorton, Krystal. She immediately grabbed the file and opened it, but just as she did, Sofia came back into the room. Mila quickly put the file down so Sofia wouldn’t see. 
 
    “I don’t mean to rush you, but I need to get to class. Are you almost finished with what you needed to do?” 
 
    Mila knew she had to distract Sofia so she could take the file, so she nonchalantly dropped her pen, giving it a good toss. It flew across the floor and right past Sofia, who immediately turned her head and picked it up. When she did, Mila quickly placed the file in her briefcase and closed the file drawer. 
 
    “Oh, thank you so much for picking that up. It just flew right out of my hand.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, I’m sorry to have to rush you.”  
 
    “Oh, no worries, I made the notation, and all is good.” 
 
    Mila walked out to her car, got in, and drove home. She couldn’t wait to read the file he had on her mother, maybe it would shed some light on her untimely death. 
 
    When she got home, she quickly opened her briefcase and pulled the file out. She wanted to see if her mother was a patient or what her connection to Dr. Blackmore actually was; but before she could read anything, Milo jumped up next to her and demanded some attention. 
 
    “Oh Milo, how are you, my sweet baby? Did you have a good day?” she asked while she petted him and scratched under his chin while he purred.   
 
    Her mother’s file looked like all the other files, except in the blank where it lists the patients’ truth; Krystal’s file just said ‘Snoop.’ Mila put the file down and sighed; she was worried about what she might find when she read the rest. She had to be prepared for the worst; if it turns out that he did kill her mother, what did that mean for her and the partnership offer? Would she be able to move past it and still take the offer, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    Mila took a deep breath and opened the file again. As she paged through, she started to feel a big knot of anxiety, forming in her stomach. The file confirmed her worst fears; it said that Dr. Blackmore injected her mother with the same medication that he uses on the other patients; except this time, he tripled the strength so it would work much faster. When she died, he harvested not only her kidneys but also her heart and eyes. 
 
    Mila felt sick; she couldn’t believe what she just read. Suddenly she felt her stomach coming up to her throat, and she quickly ran to the bathroom to throw up. Karma had definitely come back to bite her in the ass. As she sat on the floor next to the toilet, she thought about her next move. She wanted to kill him, make him feel pain for what he did to her mother, but while one part of her felt this intense rage, another part of her wanted to forget what he did, and accept the partnership offer. She knew both options were probably wrong, but the rage she was feeling was starting to take over. 
 
    After a few minutes, Mila realized that she didn’t know if the partnership offer was even something she really wanted, she hadn’t read the contract yet. She splashed some water on her face, brushed her teeth, and pulled her hair back into a pony; then she  
 
    went back into the living room, pulled out the contract, and started reading. 
 
    The first part of the contract appeared to be the real deal, with a generous pay raise and several perks. Mila would not only be recommending patients but also negotiating with the buyers on the black market. It sounded incredibly exciting. This could be my opportunity to really make a difference and change things in the world, she thought, and I’ll be getting incredibly rich while I’m doing it. 
 
    Mila’s only obstacle was her conscience, it was screaming for her to do the right thing, but she wasn’t listening. If only there were a way to avenge Mama’s death and still accept the partnership, she thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    When Larisa woke up the following morning, after the horrible panic attack the night before, she wasn’t feeling very well. Her stomach was jumpy like she just stepped off the X2 rollercoaster at Six Flags Magic Mountain, and her mind had a bad case of brain fog, which she hoped would clear soon; not a great combination to start off her day.  
 
    Larisa had felt like this before though, usually when she saw or thought of something that reminded her of that gut-wrenching night twenty-five years ago, but today, she wasn’t sure what was triggering the feelings. It must be nerves, she thought, because of her appointment later that day with Dr. Blackmore; but in all honesty, she was more excited than nervous about the appointment. She had been dealing with these panic attacks for over twenty-five years, and she was more than ready to be done with them.  
 
    Larisa got up and got ready for her day; by the time she was set to leave, she was feeling much better. It was a big day for her, not only did she have the appointment with Dr. Blackmore, but she was also showing a new client, Francisco Silva, who was flying in from Portugal, some options for a second home here in L.A. Mr. Silva was an international buyer for a prominent clothing line, and he decided he wants to have a base here in Los Angeles. 
 
    Larisa found three houses and three condos she thought Mr. Silva would like and arranged showings for all six this morning. When she had clients that lived in other countries, she tried to streamline things as much as possible; she understood that they were busy and on a tight timeline. Larisa sent Mr. Silva photos of each of the properties, and he was quite pleased with her choices. She felt confident that he would choose one today. 
 
    As she was finishing up her breakfast, her phone rang. It was Molly.  
 
    “Morning, Molly, what’s up?” She asked as she rinsed out her cereal bowl in the sink and placed it in the dishwasher. 
 
    “I thought you might like to know that I got a call from Dex Walker.” 
 
    “Really; what did he want?” 
 
    “He’s decided to put in a full price offer on the Glenda Ridge Road property.” 
 
    “That’s great. I can’t believe Dex finally chose something; I must have shown him every available property in the area.”  
 
    “He said he wanted to talk to you before you present the offer, and of course, he wants all of this done this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, he does, don’t they all want it done immediately? Ok, change of plans; I guess I’ll swing into the office before my showings. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”  
 
    As Larisa hung up the phone, she thought about her day; it was going to be a challenge. She had to deal with Dex Walker, who could be very difficult; then afterward she had to show Francisco Silva properties. She hoped that she would be finished in time for her appointment with Dr. Blackmore, she couldn’t cancel again. 
 
    When she got to her office, she immediately pulled Dex Walker’s file. She wanted to have all the property information in front of her in case he asked her about something. I wonder what you have up your sleeve this time Dex, she thought as she dialed his number. 
 
    Dex Walker was what Larisa thought of as a regular client. He buys a house, lives there a year or maybe two, and then sells it and moves; sometimes across town, other times he ventures into new and upcoming neighborhoods. Larisa has found several homes for him over the past seven years.  
 
    Every once in a while, he pulls a zinger and asks for something extra to be included in the sale; like a piece of furniture or maybe a piece of art. The request always comes with an ultimatum, such as, ‘get it thrown in with the house or the deal is off.’ She really hoped this time would be different. 
 
    “Good morning, Dex, Molly said you’ve decided to put in a full price offer for the Glenda Ridge Road property.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks for calling me back so quickly. I want to put in a full price offer for the property, but there’s a catch.” 
 
    Why is there always a catch, Larisa wondered as she sighed. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “I want that signed and framed poster of Dark Horses that they have hanging in the family room.” 
 
    “Excuse me, you want what?” 
 
    “I want that Dark Horses poster.” 
 
    “You want the framed band poster?” 
 
    “Yep, I want the house along with the signed and framed poster; without the poster, we have no deal.” 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me, Larisa thought. 
 
    Larisa thought about his request and how the seller might react. She had heard many crazy requests over the years, some of them coming from Dex himself, and she knew this one could go either way.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re willing to walk if you can’t get the poster?” 
 
    “Yes. I want that poster. I’ve been looking for it for years, and I can’t find it anywhere.” 
 
    “Why, is that poster so important, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Because it’s the last one Dark Horses did with Jimi Strums in it, and this one is signed by all the original members.” 
 
    “Ok, I understand, but you’ve looked at so many homes, and this is the first one you really liked. Would you be willing to purchase the poster if the seller doesn’t want to give it to you?” 
 
     “Maybe, but I would prefer it was included. I really love that poster and how it was framed; it worked perfectly in that room. Plus, like I said, it was signed by all the band members, even Jimi Strums, the original bass player who was killed in a motorcycle accident a few years ago.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll put it in the contract and see what they say.” 
 
    “I’m counting on you to make this happen.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. Do you have a plan B in case they don’t want to part with the poster?” 
 
    “Nope, they’ll part with the poster if they want to sell the house,” he said with confidence. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll give the seller’s agent a call and get the balls rolling.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect; let me know when it’s done.” 
 
    Larisa hung the phone up and sighed, she had no idea how she was going to make this happen. What am I going to do if the seller doesn’t want to give up the poster, I can’t lose this sale over a stupid poster, she thought. 
 
    Then it hit her, I could call Ariana Montrichard, maybe she knows if the band has any of these signed posters in storage. Then perhaps I could just buy one, get it framed, and the problem would be solved, she thought. 
 
    Larisa thought it would be best to wait to call Ariana until she heard back from the seller, just in case the seller happened to be ok with parting with the framed poster. It was a strange request; but was it really that much different than if she was asking for a piece of art, she wondered. She drew up the contract with the Dark Horses poster contingency, crossed her fingers, said a little prayer  
 
    then sent the contract over to the seller’s agent. Within minutes  
 
    her phone rang. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Larisa, it’s Raine Meadows, I just read the contract you sent over. Seriously… your buyer wants a framed poster of a rock 
 
    band?” she asked in a superior sounding voice. 
 
    “Yep, and he’s willing to walk if he can’t have it. I know it’s a crazy request; any idea of how your clients will react?” 
 
    “They aren’t going to like it, but I’ll do my best. Would your client be willing to pay for the framed poster?” 
 
    “I suppose that would depend on the price, but he really wants it thrown in with the house.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll get back to you as soon as I hear back from my client.” 
 
    “Thanks, Raine, I appreciate it. Good luck.” 
 
    Larisa tied up some loose ends at the office and left for her showing. She picked Mr. Silva up at his hotel and drove to the first property on the tour. At first, Mr. Silva only wanted to see actual houses, but Larisa sent him some condo listings too just to see what his reaction would be; she thought it might be a better fit for him. When she picked him up, she was surprised that he only wanted to see the three condos. 
 
    Mr. Silva was very polite and to the point. He was an older gentleman, maybe in his early sixties, but his personality was very young minded. His hair was silvered and thinning, but he was able to style it so it wasn’t overly noticeable. He was dressed in a pair of nicely fitting jeans with a button-down shirt. 
 
    As they pulled up to the first condo building on the tour, Mr. Silva said, 
 
    “This one is my favorite, I know I said I wasn’t sure about condos at first, but I love this one. What was the list price again?”  
 
    “This one is listed for $3.15 million. It’s the largest of the three I’ll be showing you today at 1700 square feet. You’re 
 
    walking distance to the beach and downtown Santa Monica.” 
 
    “How much is the HOA each month?” 
 
    “This one is $1500 a month, not too bad. There’s a doorman, a very nice gym on the property, and the pool is amazing it overlooks the ocean. They also offer 24-hour concierge service.” 
 
    “I really like the location of this one. I like being close to the restaurants and definitely the beach. Did you know that I surf?” He asked, sounding more excited every minute. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that you were a surfer. Well, this condo is very close to several great surfing spots; one of the best could be right out your front door, the breakwater between the Venice and Santa Monica Piers; and you’d also have Zuma and Topanga beach in Malibu that are great too.” 
 
    “That’s encouraging. I really want to find a place that’s near great surfing.” 
 
    “Shall we go inside and take a look at the unit?” They walked inside the twelve-story building and took the elevator up to the tenth floor.  
 
    “I can’t wait. If it’s as nice as the pictures, we may not need to see any others.” 
 
    When they walked into the condo, Larisa was impressed. It was just as beautiful as the photos were; laid out like a New York loft, with a decorative red brick accent wall, beams on the ceiling and another wall of full windows which showcased an incredible, unobstructed view of the Pacific Ocean, and the Santa Monica Pier. 
 
    “I don’t think there is any reason to see anymore…” Mr. Silva said abruptly as he turned to leave. 
 
    Larisa was disappointed he didn’t like it; she was sure he would. She immediately thanked the agent and turned to leave. Once they stepped out into the hallway, she asked, 
 
    “What was it that you didn’t like, just so I know and can tweak the other properties more to your liking?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I loved everything about this one. That was just one of my negotiating tricks,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “Interesting; well, it worked on me; I thought you hated the place.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I wanted the other agent to believe. I want to put in an offer on this one.” 
 
    “You do? But you didn’t even see the entire unit or the grounds.” 
 
    “I saw the photos online; and I just knew when I walked in and saw that magnificent view of the ocean, this is the one.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to see any of the other properties, even if just to compare?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m, sure.” 
 
    “Ok. Well, the condo is listed at $3.15 million, what would you like to offer?” 
 
    “I think $3.15 million is a little high, I would like to offer something beginning with a two…” 
 
    “I agree that they are a little high, I thought more around $2.8 or $2.9 million would be closer to reality.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll leave that part to you; just get me the lowest price you can.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she said, as they both got into the car. 
 
    Larisa drove Mr. Silva back to his hotel and then went back to her office to prepare the offer and to contact the listing agent. Mr. Silva was thrilled when she called to let him know that she was able to negotiate the price down to $2.75 million.  
 
    As Larisa was finishing up the paperwork for Mr. Silva, she got a call from Raine Meadows. 
 
    “Hi, Raine, I hope you have some good news for me.” 
 
    “I wish I did. My client is quite upset that your client wants that poster of Dark Horses. Apparently, he values it very much, and will not sell it with the house or by itself.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Larisa sighed. 
 
    “So, where does that leave us?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. My client was very adamant about walking if he can’t get the poster with the house. Are you sure your client won’t part with it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure; they made it crystal clear to me that they have no intention of parting with that poster.” 
 
    “Dammit.”  
 
    “So that’s it, your client is trashing the whole deal over a silly rock poster? Can’t he just go buy one himself?” 
 
    “Apparently this one is special because of the signatures. One of the band members is deceased now, and the poster has his signature on it along with all the other original members.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why it’s so important.” 
 
    “This is so frustrating… hold on… I have an idea that might just solve our little problem, let me make a quick phone call, and I’ll call you back.” 
 
    The last thing Larisa wanted to do was to call and ask Ariana about the poster, but she also didn’t want to lose this deal; so, she swallowed her pride and quickly dialed Ariana’s number. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Ariana, it’s Larisa; I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a bad time, I was just hanging out and playing with little Keith. It’s so great to hear from you. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good, how are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m doing ok, but it’s been crazy! Zak and the guys left last week for a month-long tour of England, Germany, and France. I really wanted to go, but Keith is still so young, so we didn’t think it was a good idea.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, how are you getting along by yourself?”  
 
    “It’s harder than I thought it would be; I think I might need help, but Jules, and her husband Kurt, have been great and have been helping me out a lot.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to hire a nanny.” 
 
    “I am; I just haven’t found anyone I like enough yet.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever need a babysitter, give me a call. I’m not far, and I’d love to hang out with little Keith.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you, thank you; I might just take you up on that one of these days. So, what’s going on with you?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, just working like crazy. They say the market is slow, but apparently, no one told my clients; I’ve been swamped. It’s a blessing and a curse, I guess.” 
 
    “Don’t you have an assistant?” 
 
    “Ya, but she’s pretty new to real estate, and sometimes she’s more work than help. Don’t get me wrong; she’s great, just a little green if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I hear you; my last assistant was a work in progress, she knew very little about photography, and when I’d ask for a specific light, she just looked at me like I asked her to dance with a polar bear or something.” They both laughed. 
 
    “So, I have a huge favor to ask you.” 
 
    “Sure, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I have a difficult client that saw a framed poster of Dark Horses, one of the last posters with Jimi, and it was signed by all the guys. He saw this in a house he wants to buy, but he won’t buy the house without the poster.” 
 
    “Really, people really do that? I thought that was just something on TV to make the show more interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, they do it alright; my client is a seasoned pro at it,” she said, as they both laughed. “So anyway, I spoke with the seller’s agent, and of course, the seller won’t part with the poster, so I find myself in a rather difficult spot.” 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “Well, I was wondering if maybe the band would have some of these signed posters in storage somewhere, and I could just buy one off you and have it framed for my client.” 
 
    “It amazes me how far you are willing to go for a client. Are you talking about the poster with Zak on his bike and the other guys are standing around him?” 
 
    “That’s the one. I guess my client wants it because Jimi is in it, and it’s signed by all the original members.” 
 
    “Sure, that makes sense. I remember that photo shoot, it was supposed to be shot on the beach, but it started raining so hard that we had to run for cover. The closest place was this arcade, and it was just such a cool looking place, we decided to shoot right inside the doors using that as the backdrop. Roger thought it would be a cool marketing idea to have the guys’ sign it, and then we sold them as promotional items along with T-shirts. Let me call Roger and ask him if we still have any left. Can I call you back in a few minutes?” 
 
    “Sure, thank you so much for taking the time to help me with this.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no problem. I’m happy to help.” 
 
    Larisa crossed her fingers and even said a little prayer just to add some luck. About ten minutes later, Ariana called back. 
 
    “You are in luck; Roger said they have a few of them left at the warehouse in West Hollywood.” 
 
    “And they are signed by all the members, including Jimi.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God, Ariana I owe you huge. How much do you want for one of them?” 
 
    “Oh, please, you are a friend, there’s no charge. I’ll have him drop one off here, or do you need it immediately? I could have him courier it over to you.” 
 
    “If you don't mind having it couriered over, that would be amazing, and please reverse the charges to me. I don’t know how to thank you; you just saved this deal for me.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to help. So, when are you going to stop by and see us? I barely saw you at the concert the other night, 
 
    there were so many people there.” 
 
    “Thanks again for the tickets, the seats were amazing. I had a blast.” 
 
    “You know, me, Jules, and Sierra are having a girl’s night on Saturday, would you like to join us? 
 
    “This Saturday?” she asked as she quickly ran through her schedule in her mind. 
 
    “Yep, we’re just going to hang out and pamper ourselves with facials, manicures, pedicures, and massages. I’ve hired a company that comes to the house and creates a mini spa. We’ve done this before, and it was a blast. So, can I count you in?” 
 
    “That sounds amazing, and yes, you can absolutely count me in. I can’t wait.” 
 
    After she hung up the phone, she called her client, Dex Walker back.  
 
    “Hello, Dex?” 
 
    “Did you get me the poster with the house?” 
 
    “Not exactly…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well the seller is fine with everything; except he won’t part with the Dark Horses poster…” 
 
    “Shit, I was afraid of that; well, I guess its back to the drawing board. When do you think you could have a new group of houses for me to look at?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary.” 
 
    “I told you, no poster, no house…” 
 
    “Luckily for you, I have a good friend who knows the band's manager, and long story short, I can get you a signed poster.” 
 
    “No, shit? Signed by everyone, including Jimi Strums?” 
 
    “Yes, signed by everyone, including Jimi Strums. It’s not framed, but I can ask the seller who he used to frame it and have the same place frame this one the same way.” 
 
    “And the seller will pay for the framing?” 
 
    Larisa sighed, “If they won’t, I will.” It always amazed her how some of these clients would pay millions for a house, but they won’t shell out a couple hundred for framing a silly rock poster. 
 
    “Well then, we have a deal, Larisa.” 
 
    Larisa was thrilled, she had shown Dex Walker several homes, and there was always something wrong with them. It was very exhausting, and she was so happy to have found him something that he liked. 
 
    When Larisa hung up, she glanced at her watch and realized she only had about a half hour before she had to leave for her appointment with Dr. Blackmore. She was nervous, but also excited by the idea of not having panic attacks anymore. She grabbed some lunch and drove over to her appointment. 
 
    When she arrived at Dr. Blackmore’s office, she was a few minutes early, so she parked the car and checked her e-mails. Nothing pressing, so she went inside. 
 
    When she got inside the clinic, Sofia noticed her and immediately smiled. 
 
    “Oh, hello, I remember you; you were here the other day 
 
    and had to suddenly leave. I sure hope everything turned out o.k.,” Sofia said when Larisa walked up to the reception desk. 
 
    “Yes, that was me. I sure hope that doesn’t happen today; I really need to get this appointment over with.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel. Well, you already filled out your paperwork, so there isn’t anything left for you to do, but have a seat in the waiting area and wait for someone to call you back. Remember to help yourself to tea.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Larisa walked into the waiting area, and picked a chair a couple of seats over from a man who was reading a newspaper; he nodded politely as she sat down. He seems normal, Larisa thought; however, she quickly realized that he was a little more eccentric. Every few minutes, he would very meticulously fold his newspaper and place it in his lap, then he tilted his head back, snapped his fingers, and quietly said ‘boogidy boogidy boo,’ and then, like nothing happened, he picked up the newspaper and continued reading.  
 
    Ok, then… Larisa thought as she picked up a magazine and started paging through. 
 
    “Larisa Bergman…” said a petite nurse with short black hair. 
 
    Larisa got up and followed the nurse into a room. The room wasn’t huge, but it was decorated nicely. The walls were a calming shade of green, with white wainscoting on the bottom half. There were two beige fabric upholstered barrel chairs with a small table in-between them, and a small desk with a stool in the corner. The nurse took her blood pressure and then told her that the doctor would be in to see her in a few minutes. 
 
    While she was waiting, Larisa decided to surf the net on her phone. She began by perusing the daily news, but after only a  
 
    few minutes, it started to give her anxiety. She stopped reading 
 
    and tried to think of more pleasant things. She was feeling very on edge and was worried she might get another panic attack any minute. 
 
    Larisa remembered what Dr. Thorton taught her, and tried yoga breathing and visualizing a happy place; this helped a little, but she still felt very anxious. She thought about grabbing one of the pills Dr. Thorton gave her, but thought she better not, since she was going to try a new medication within the hour. 
 
    So, she bypassed the news and logged into her Facebook page to see what was going on with her friends. As she scrolled down the page, she smiled as she saw a photo that Ariana posted showing her son, Keith, playing with a balloon. Larisa was starting to relax. It wasn’t until she noticed a birth announcement from her work friend, Mariana Weitz, welcoming her new daughter, Ella into the world. 
 
    Larisa went numb; her mind immediately left the present day and returned to 1993 when she had her baby, Ella. She remembered giving birth, the day baby Ella didn’t wake up, and the night when she had to bury baby Ella in the woods. Tears started forming in her eyes. As they slowly started rolling down her cheeks, she quickly wiped them away, but they wouldn’t stop. Her mind was punishing her by showing her that fateful night over and over again, and she couldn’t turn it off. 
 
    Suddenly her heart was racing, and she couldn’t control her breathing. She was getting chest pains, and her limbs were starting to go numb. It was getting harder and harder to catch her breath, and she thought that she might pass out. She began to wonder if it was a panic attack, or if maybe she was having a heart attack or something. Just then, she heard the door open, and a nurse walks in. 
 
    “Are you alright ma’am?” Nurse Clancy asked as she  
 
    quickly walked over to help Larisa. 
 
    Larisa was unable to answer; she was having the worst panic attack she’s ever had, and she was terrified. All she wanted to do was get out of that room, but the nurse just kept holding her down. Larisa fought her as hard as she could, but this nurse, although small, was very strong and Larisa couldn’t break her hold. 
 
    “Lamar, I need you…” The nurse yelled as she tried her best to hold Larisa down.  
 
    Within seconds, Lamar was there and holding a syringe ready to inject Larisa with something to calm her down.  
 
    “No, please no, I don’t want any drug…” Larisa tried saying, but Lamar wasn’t listening. Before she knew it, he had injected her, everything went black, and she went completely limp. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to use so much it knocked her out. Dr. Blackmore isn’t going to be happy with this,” Nurse Clancy sternly said to Lamar. 
 
    “It’s done now. There wasn’t that much left in the syringe anyway, most of it was used on the guy across the hall.” Lamar replied flippantly. 
 
    “Help me get her into the chair until she wakes up.” 
 
    They gently placed Larisa in one of the beige barrel chairs, put her purse in her lap and left her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    When Leo got back to the Chelsea Inn after having dinner with Treyvon and his family, he was exhausted, both physically and mentally. Partly because he and Treyvon reminisced for hours, and partially because when Leo arrived at Treyvon’s house, he was immediately summoned to play a quick game of touch football with Treyvon and his three sons. It was just what he needed; time with a loving family to take his mind off of the horrible thoughts and images that were floating around in his head. 
 
     As Leo was getting ready to call it a day, his mind brought him back to something Sofia told him; Dr. Blackmore hypnotizes the patients and then inject them with some drug; he wondered what else this Dr. Blackmore was capable of.  I wonder if that sicko injected something into Krystal without her knowing it. The mere thought sickened him.  
 
    The following morning, he was having the best dream; he was walking arm in arm with Krystal in the woods by her house. It felt so real, like he could just reach out and touch her. They were walking by a lake, when suddenly, he could hear something ringing, like a phone. It was pulling him out of the beautiful dream and back into reality. Once he was finally able to get his eyes completely open, he realized it was his cell phone ringing.  
 
    Awe man, why’d ya have to ring now, it was just starting to get good… he thought. 
 
    Leo quickly pulled his arm out from under the warm and comforting blanket and answered it, knowing that it was probably Treyvon. He was very anxious to find out what was in the magical drug that Dr. Blackmore was giving his patients. 
 
    “Morning, Treyvon.” 
 
    “Did I catch you still sleeping? Awe man, Coach Ricktor  
 
    would have your ass if he knew were sleeping in past 8:00 a.m.” 
 
    “Ya, he’d have my ass on a lot of things these days,” Leo replied, as he wiped the sleep from his eyes and attempted to sit up. 
 
    “I’m coming by in about ten minutes, so get your ass out of bed. You won’t believe what I found in this sample you asked me to test.” 
 
    Leo quickly jumped out of bed and put on a pair of faded jeans and a ‘Blizzard of Ozz’ concert T-shirt. He ran a comb through his hair and tied it back, then did his best to tidy up the room by pulling the covers over the unmade bed, and tossing the empty Frankie’s Pizza box in the trash. Precisely ten minutes later, someone was banging on Leo’s door. 
 
    “Come on in, buddy. I’d offer you something, but as you can see, my accommodations are quite limited,” Leo said, as he looked around his room.  
 
    The rooms at the Chester Inn were straightforward with just a double bed, desk, chair, and television, nothing fancy, not even a coffee maker. 
 
    “That’s fine, I took the liberty of getting you a coffee, I figured you might want one; you not being much of a morning person and all,” he said, as he handed Leo the cup. 
 
    “Thanks, man, I needed this,” he said, as he took a sip.     
 
    “So, what did you find in the sample?” Leo asked as he sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Now remind me again, what was this medication used for?” Treyvon asked as he walked over and sat in the tattered leather, single armchair next to the bed, across from Leo. 
 
    “My source said that the doctor uses it to cure patients with OCD and anxiety, or at the very least make the ailments much more manageable.” 
 
    “So, you got this from a psychiatrist or some type of doctor?” 
 
    “The doctor who’s using it is a psychiatrist, why?”  
 
    Leo wanted to make sure he kept his word to Sofia; he didn’t want her to get into trouble for helping him. 
 
    “You are not going to believe this, but I found a parasite called Trypanosoma cruzi in it.” 
 
    “Trypan, what?” Leo asked as he tried to make sense of things. 
 
    “Just call it T cruzi, it’s easier. It’s a parasite that will cause a person to have a massive stroke. The stroke will be bad enough that the person will go into an immediate coma, and will eventually die within 24 hours.” 
 
    “Look at you, sounding all professional and such,” Leo said, teasing Treyvon. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, this is serious man,” he replied, trying not to laugh, but he did anyway. 
 
    “I know; it’s just really early for this kind of serious shit. What the hell is this doctor up to?” Leo wondered if he was getting in over his head. What kind of doctor would do something like this to his patients? 
 
    “Is there any way this sample might be tainted?” Treyvon asked, hoping Leo would say yes. 
 
    “No, I’m sure it’s the same as all the others.” 
 
    “Then this is some serious shit man, what the hell did you get yourself into? You need to tell me what exactly is going on,” Treyvon said, getting extremely serious. 
 
    This was a new side to Treyvon that Leo hadn’t seen before. Treyvon was always the joker in the group, making light of almost anything to get a laugh. 
 
    “I told you, I’m investigating Krystal’s death.” Leo was trying to be careful; he wasn’t sure how bad this whole situation would get and was afraid to get Treyvon involved. 
 
    “Why do you really think her death was intentional?” 
 
    “So far it’s just a hunch, but the more I dig, the more I believe it was intentional.” 
 
    “Do you know how deadly this shit is? I’m nervous, even touching the bottle. We need to go to the authorities immediately,” Treyvon said as he pulled out his cell to call. 
 
    Leo quickly stood up and walked over to Treyvon. 
 
    “Dude put the phone away; we are definitely not going to the cops.” 
 
    “Why the hell not; and why won’t you tell me where you got this?” Treyvon yelled. 
 
    “Calm down, man, I told you, I can’t tell you, I gave my word; plus, you’re probably safer not knowing.” 
 
    “It looks to me like you’ve gotten yourself in way over your head. I think we need professional help.” 
 
    “Ya we do, but not that kind,” Leo said, as they both busted out laughing over the stupid joke. 
 
    “Dude, seriously, if you want my help, I need to know everything you know.” 
 
    “Then, I need your word that you won’t go to the cops.” 
 
    “Who are you protecting?” Treyvon asked while Leo sat silent.  
 
    “Oh, shit, it’s a girl, isn’t it?” Treyvon guessed as he leaned back in his chair and grinned. Back in the day, before Leo met Krystal, he was quite the ladies’ man. 
 
    “Seriously, dude, Krystal just died.” 
 
    “Sorry man.”  
 
    “Look, I gave my word to someone, and I don’t want to break it; besides, I just want to find out if Krystal’s death was deliberate. If we go to the cops, this guy will find a way to slither out of it, and I’ll never know the truth.” 
 
    “Fine, you have my word; I won’t go to the cops… just yet. Now, tell me what’s going on.”               
 
    “I have reason to believe that Dr. Blackmore is injecting this drug into patients and then when they die, he has them brought to the Freyhill hospital where he harvests their organs, and sells them on the black market.” 
 
    Treyvon looked at him like he was crazy, then busted out laughing.  
 
    “Now that is a good one.” 
 
    “What, you don’t believe me? Stop your fucking laughing, dude, this is serious,” Leo asked. 
 
    “You were serious? You really think this is happening? Come on, man.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m not alone; Krystal and her friend Maggie knew about it too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this type of shit is going on, and you think it’s happening at the Freyhill hospital?” Treyvon asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yep; well there, and possibly at his office in Brentwood too.” 
 
    “You think this shit’s happening at both locations?” Treyvon was appalled. 
 
    “I know the surgeries are happening at the Freyhill hospital, and I have a pretty good feeling some interesting shit’s going on at his private office in Brentwood too.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?”  
 
    “When I stopped by the other day and asked what type of medical facility it was, I was abruptly stopped at the entrance and told to leave.” 
 
    “Is that where you got the sample, his office in Brentwood?” 
 
    “Ya, I’ve tried checking the place out, but like I said, he’s got pretty tight security. Oh, and there was something else I forgot to mention.”               
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Apparently he places a tracking chip behind the ear of each patient so he can track their vitals. Why do you think he would need to track a person’s vitals if he just shot them up with a death bug, he knows they are going to die?” 
 
    “Death bug… I like that. Man, this is some heavy shit. So, we have a psychiatrist who likes to steal organs and inject his patients with parasites that kill them. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I am speechless.” 
 
    “Well that would be a first,” Leo said sarcastically. Treyvon just smiled; he knew Leo was right; he always had something to say. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can get on board with you and this crazy idea that he is harvesting organs, and possibly selling them on the black market though. I mean seriously, Leo, it is quite a stretch.” 
 
    “I forgot to mention that Maggie, who was helping Krystal in the investigation, had an unfortunate encounter with Dr. Blackmore too.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “He stole one of her kidneys.”  
 
    “Do you have any proof of what happened to Maggie?” 
 
    “No,” Leo sighed, “She said she can’t access her records and thinks that even if she could, there would be something legitimate listed for the reason they had to remove the kidney.” 
 
    “Well, there you go, she doesn’t even believe it,” Treyvon said as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “She’s the one who suggested it,” Leo said, feeling like he was all alone and that Treyvon didn’t believe him. 
 
    “Ok, I must be missing something, why would she think that? Let’s start again at the beginning, and don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    “Maggie and Krystal were investigating Dr. Blackmore because they saw him coming out of surgery one night in bloody scrubs. They knew he wasn’t licensed to perform any type of surgery, because he’s a psychiatrist, not a surgeon. When Krystal snooped around his office, she found something that appeared to be a pricing list. It showed several organs, and then had a large number next to each organ, like a price. They were going to go to the hospital administrator with their findings, but Krystal died before they had a chance.” 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    “Then there are the men dressed in black that go into the operating room, and come out carrying a large black case after each of his surgeries.” 
 
    “What’s in the box?” Treyvon asked as he tried to process all the information that Leo was giving him. 
 
    “We still don’t know.” 
 
    “Why Freyhill hospital, I mean if his private practice is in Brentwood, why would he drive so far?” Treyvon asked as he got up and started pacing around the room. 
 
    “Freyhill just got a huge donation and bought a bunch of new equipment, some of which is used for transplant surgery.” 
 
    “Still, you have to know how crazy this sounds. Are you sure you haven’t been watching too many horror films?” Treyvon waited for Leo to start laughing with him, but he didn’t. 
 
    “I wish that was the case. So, this serum will make the person have a massive stroke, and then immediately go into a coma before they die 24 hours later…” Leo began as his mind trailed off. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I just had a light bulb moment,” Leo said, as his eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Well, don’t hold back, enlighten me.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible that he uses the tracking chip to actually track the whereabouts of the patients, and not just their vitals?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible, but…” Treyvon shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Hold on; if he were tracking them, he would know exactly when they have the stroke and go into the coma. He could easily send his own EMT guys to pick them up, and it would still give him time to harvest the organs before the patient dies. What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but I thought you said Krystal was already gone by the time the EMT’s arrived. Are you sure she didn’t just have a regular stroke and die of natural causes?” 
 
    “No, but my hunch tells me that the stroke wasn’t natural. There are just some things that don’t add up.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like when I found Krystal, it was only minutes before the EMT’s arrived, but I didn’t call them.” 
 
    “And what, you think that this Dr. Blackmore may have sent his own EMT’s?” 
 
    “Yes, because when the EMT’s arrived, I didn’t recognize either of them.” 
 
    “Are you sure you would, I mean, I can only imagine how freaked out you must have been when you found her.” 
 
    “I know all the guys that work at the Rockville firehouse. I play on their softball team every summer, and the EMT’s who showed up to transport Krystal to the hospital were not from Rockville.” 
 
    “Are you sure they weren’t from the Freyhill station?” 
 
    “Absolutely, because I know all of them too; these are both tiny towns.” 
 
    “Well, someone had to call…” 
 
    “Or… did Dr. Blackmore just send his own personal death squad to come and get her when her tracking chip signaled?” 
 
    “That’s quite an accusation…”   
 
    “I checked around to see who called 911 the day Krystal died. I even called my buddy Patrick, who is an EMT in Rockville, and when Krystal died, at home in Rockville I might add, he said it wasn’t the Rockville EMT’s that came and got her, he said they had no record of a call. I actually have no idea who brought her to the hospital.” 
 
    “That is strange, was there anything else?”  
 
    “This might not be a big deal, but it seemed strange to me. If Krystal was declared DOA, why would they bring her to the hospital and not just take her over to the funeral home on Bleaker Street?” 
 
    “Did you request an autopsy or something?” 
 
    “No, besides, there wouldn’t have been time. The Undertaker from the funeral home called me the following morning telling me someone dropped off her ashes, and asked if I wanted to stop by to plan the memorial service.”  
 
    “I thought there was some law that said you had to wait for something like forty-eight hours after death before you could cremate.” 
 
    “Ya, so that would mean that Dr. Blackmore must have someone on his payroll on that end too.” 
 
    “If any part of what you are saying is true, we have to report him before he hurts anyone else,” Treyvon said, as he walked over to Leo and put his hand on Leo’s shoulder to show support. 
 
    “We can’t until I know for sure. This guy is incredibly slippery, and if he even gets a whiff that someone is investigating him, he might take things into his own hands; like he did with Krystal and Maggie.” 
 
    “Dude, you don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure enough to know that I have to go back to his office and try and find some proof.” 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I made friends with the receptionist the other day, so maybe she could help me get in. I don’t know; I’m still working on that part of my plan.” Treyvon could tell Leo was getting very frustrated. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Leo said very sternly. 
 
    “Leo, you can’t do this by yourself. If this guy is as slippery as you say, you’re going to need someone to watch your back.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I don’t want your help; and not because I couldn’t use it; I just don’t want you any more involved than you already are, you have a wife and family to think about.” 
 
    “I appreciate you thinking about them, but you’re my friend, and I don’t let friends do stupid things alone.” 
 
    “Well, you’re letting me do this alone.” 
 
    “Dammit Leo; why are you so fucking stubborn?” Treyvon yelled. 
 
    “Because I already lost Krystal, I don’t want to lose anyone else I care about. Besides, don’t you have to get back to work soon?” 
 
    Treyvon looked at his watch, and he did have to get back, “Probably, but I still think you need my help.” 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, more than you know, but I can’t take your help this time. Look, I promise I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Well, since you said that, I feel all warm and fuzzy on the inside. I guess I’ll just go back to work, and believe that everything is great in the world and all my friends are safe,” Treyvon said trying his best to sound as sarcastic as possible so  
 
    Leo would understand how crazy of an idea this was, and take his offer to help. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing. Look, I’m sorry; it’s just something I think I have to do alone.” 
 
    “Ok, but promise me if it starts to go south, you’ll call me.”  
 
    Treyvon was very worried about Leo; he knew he was in way over his head but was too stubborn to accept help; and once Leo set his mind to something, there was no changing it. All Treyvon could do was respect his wishes, and be ready to help, if or when Leo asked.  
 
    “I will, I promise.” 
 
    Leo walked Treyvon to his car and thanked him again for offering to help. As he watched Treyvon drive off, Leo wished that he could have accepted more of his help, but he couldn’t be responsible for Treyvon’s family if something went astray. 
 
    Leo walked back to his room, splashed some cold water on his face, and tried to think of various ways he might be able to get into Dr. Blackmore’s office without being caught. One option, he thought, would be to ask for Sofia’s help. However, Leo barely knew her, and this could get very dangerous; it would be asking too much he decided. Unfortunately for him, he realized, this was something he really did have to do on his own. 
 
    He grabbed his keys and went out to his car. As he drove over to Dr. Blackmore’s office, he thought about Krystal. He still missed her so much he physically ached. It was a weird sensation that came and went throughout the day. He wondered if he would ever be able to move on, or if he even wanted to. 
 
    He knew all too well, exactly what she would say about this situation. She would tell him he was a fool, and he should let Treyvon help him. Leo knew she would have been right, but he  
 
    wasn’t going to listen. Dr. Blackmore had taken too much from him already; he couldn’t bear losing someone else he cared about. 
 
    As Leo pulled into the parking lot in front of Dr. Blackmore’s office, he realized he didn’t have much of a plan. He quickly pulled into a parking space and put the car in park while he tried to think of one. He could take a chance and just walk in like he was a patient, but that didn’t work so well last time; no, he would have to think of something else. Then it hit him, I bet they have a back door, he thought. 
 
    Leo pulled around to the back of the building, and just as he thought, there was a back entry. He soon noticed a young woman in a nursing uniform, standing next to one of the doors smoking a cigarette. He counted the doors, and quickly realized that the nurse was standing right next to the entry into Dr. Blackmore’s office; it was his lucky day. Now, he just had to wait until she went back inside. To Leo, it felt like she was taking forever to smoke that cigarette, but in reality, it was probably only about five minutes. 
 
    When the nurse finally went inside, Leo waited a few more minutes before he got out of his car and walked up to the door. He had no idea what he would face on the other side of this door; but whatever it was, he was ready.  
 
    As Leo slowly opened the heavy silver steel door, he could hear voices, but he wasn’t sure which direction they were coming from. Leo was careful not to open the door too far, just in case someone was standing close by. When he saw that the coast was clear, he pulled the door open a little further to peek inside; Leo still didn’t see anyone, but he did notice a large cart he could hide behind while he decided his next move. He took a quick look around again, just to make sure no one was coming, and then he quickly walked inside and directly to the large cart. He immediately squatted down so he would be out of sight. 
 
    Leo knew he couldn’t hold this position very long; his knee was killing him, the same one that ended his football career. He tried rubbing it, but it still throbbed; he wished he had remembered to bring his CBD vape with. The discomfort was something he learned to live with, but the CBD really helped. Suddenly, he heard footsteps, and they seemed to be coming towards him. He carefully peeked around the side of the cart to see what was happening, and saw a nurse was heading directly towards him and the cart. 
 
    Leo quickly looked around to see where he could hide. He noticed a room; not more than five feet away, but he wasn’t sure if he could get there without her seeing him. Luckily, she stopped to grab a chart; when she did, Leo quickly ran bent over towards the door of the room. As he grabbed the handle to go in, he realized he could be walking into trouble, but he ignored the thought and went inside anyway. 
 
    He quickly found a place to hide next to a sizeable freestanding file cabinet, while he waited for the nurse outside the room to take the cart and leave. As Leo looked around the room he was in, he wondered what they did in there. The room was all white with a long counter and a wall separating out the back half. Leo could hear someone shuffling papers behind the wall, but he couldn’t see anything. Just then, he heard the doorknob move, and a man with short spiky red hair wearing scrubs walked in. 
 
    “Amanda, are you here? I need a blood sample tested,” the man said, as he walked in and leaned against the counter. 
 
    “Just a minute…” a female voice yelled from the back area of the room. 
 
    Leo wondered if the woman behind the wall heard him come in, if she did, she didn’t let on. He knew he had to get out of there as soon as possible and figure out which room belonged to Dr. Blackmore. He watched and listened as the man in scrubs  
 
    explained what he needed to the lab technician. Why would a psychiatrist need an in-house lab? He wondered. A few minutes later, the man in scrubs left, and the lab tech walked back behind the wall. This was Leo’s cue; he quickly went to the door and peeked out. 
 
    The coast was clear, so he quickly turned the knob and went into the hallway, quietly closing the door behind him. As Leo carefully walked down the long hallway, ready to hide in any of the rooms he passed, he looked at each door; he was looking for Dr. Blackmore’s office. Leo was able to get all the way down the hallway before a nurse came out of one of the rooms. Leo quickly moved around the corner so she wouldn’t see him. 
 
    Whew, that was close, he thought. 
 
    Leo was standing in front of Dr. Blackmore’s office, it was almost surreal, he had thought about this moment so many times. He tried the knob, and to his surprise, the door opened. Once inside, he realized he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. He quickly walked over to the large mahogany desk and looked at the papers on top; continually keeping one eye on the door to make sure no one came in. There were several patient files and paperwork of all types; he started to pick up each sheet to see if it was anything that might help him prove his case. 
 
    As he was going through the papers, he came across a sheet that looked a lot like the one Maggie showed him. It listed each major organ, and a few others, each with a dollar figure next to it. Leo quickly folded the sheet up and put it in his back pocket. He was thrilled, this little piece of evidence will surely help convict that demon doctor, Leo thought. Then he walked over to the file cabinet and looked to see if he could find a file on Krystal. 
 
    Leo looked through two file cabinets but didn’t find anything on Krystal. Maybe he was wrong, he thought, maybe Krystal’s death was because of a stroke and not something Dr. Blackmore did. He was confused; even though he didn’t find a 
 
    file, he still knew in his heart that her death wasn’t natural. Maybe 
 
    it was a hunch, but it was an incredibly strong hunch. 
 
    After looking at several other papers, he knew he had to get out of that office before someone caught him. He walked over to the door and slowly opened it, just enough to peek out and see if the hallway was clear. He had to get to the other end of the office building where the back door was. He quietly walked out of Dr. Blackmore’s office and started down the hall. He only got a few steps when he heard someone coming.  
 
    Leo quickly ducked into the nearest room, hoping it would be empty; luckily, he was able to get inside and close the door before the nurse saw him. As he turned around, while trying to catch his breath, he noticed a woman with auburn hair slumped over in a chair. At first, he started to panic, but he soon realized that she was either knocked out or sleeping, he wasn’t sure which. Either way, he knew he had to get out of there before she woke up. 
 
    As the woman turned in the chair, her auburn colored hair fell to the other side to reveal a small tattoo on her neck. Leo moved in closer to look at it; it was two pink daisies, one slightly larger and positioned a little higher to appear in front of the other, both had yellow centers and were outlined in white. There was something about this tattoo that bothered Leo, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He’d seen this tattoo before, but where… Then it hit him like a ton of bricks, his sister Daisy had this exact tattoo! 
 
    He distinctly remembered when she showed it to him, she was so proud of it; it was Christmas of 1992 - the last time he ever saw her. Could this possibly be Daisy, what are the odds… he wondered. He quietly chuckled to himself, thinking how silly he was, thinking this could actually be his long-lost sister, but then something inside him made him speak. 
 
    “Daisy…,” he quietly whispered in her ear. 
 
    He waited to see if there was any response, but she didn’t even move. I wonder if she heard me, or am I just making a complete fool of myself with a total stranger?  
 
    “Daisy…,” he whispered again, this time a little louder. 
 
    This time the lady turned, and the hair that was covering her face gently fell to the side. Leo quickly moved so he could see her face, and the second he could, he knew it was Daisy. Leo’s heart leaped, he hadn’t seen or heard from her in so many years. He was so happy. She was the spitting image of their mother, and so beautiful. He immediately pulled her in for a hug, but she was still completely out of it. 
 
    “Daisy, honey, it’s Leo. Can you hear me? Please wake up. What have they done to you?” He continued hugging her and pleading with her to wake up, but she was taking her time. 
 
    “Ummmm…” Larisa was slowly coming to, but as she was beginning to wake up, she could feel someone trying to pull her. The more she came to, the quicker she realized that some strange man was hugging her. She immediately started to panic and push him away.  
 
    “Daisy, it’s Leo, don’t you recognize me?” He asked as he quickly let go of her, he didn’t want to scare her. 
 
    The medication that the male nurse gave to Larisa earlier was still swimming around in her system, and it was making everything foggy. She wasn’t sure where she was, and she had no idea who this man hugging her was. He was holding her so tightly but he stopped, and now he keeps saying he is her brother. How can that be, she wondered. 
 
    She tried to clear her mind and think straight, but it was difficult. The medication was giving her severe brain fog. she 
 
    looked at the man again, and with one look into his eyes, she knew  
 
    she was seeing her brother Leo; but was he real, or was this just a weird hallucination, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Leo, it that really you or am I dreaming?”  
 
    “It’s me, Daisy, I’m real, you aren’t dreaming,” he said, as he hugged her again. 
 
    “Why are you calling me, Daisy?” 
 
    “Because that’s your name…” Leo was confused.  
 
    “I changed it; I go by Larisa now.”  
 
    She still wasn’t sure if he was real or a dream, but if it was a dream, she didn’t want to wake up. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. Are you ok, Larisa? You aren’t hurt or anything, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m just so sleepy,” she replied, as she tried to carefully wipe the sleep from her eyes without messing up her makeup, “Why are you here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story; I’ll tell you all about it later, ok? In the meantime, I’m going to get you out of here. Why are you here in the first place?” 
 
    “They’re going to cure my anxiety,” she said groggily.  
 
    Leo knew what that meant, and he knew he had to get her out of there before that crazy doctor hurt her like he hurt Krystal. 
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I’m not sure; you might have to help me.” 
 
    “What the hell did you take anyway?” 
 
    “I had a horrible panic attack, and they injected me with something, I don’t know what it was.” 
 
    Leo helped her out of the chair and put his arm around her waist to support her, as she tried her best to walk on her own. Just as Leo touched the door handle, it turned on its own, and a large nurse walked in. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Leo said forcefully as he tried to get past 
 
    the nurse and to the door. 
 
    The nurse quickly blocked him and pressed the buzzer next to the door. Within seconds, the tall man that had forcefully escorted Leo out of the building earlier in the week was standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Lamar, we have a small problem here. This man is trying to steal one of our patients,” the nurse said with an evil smirk on her face. 
 
    “We can’t have that now, can we?” Lamar replied as he pulled out the syringe he had hidden behind his back. 
 
    “What are you going to do to us?” Leo asked as he held Larisa tight to protect her. His heart was racing; he was asking questions trying to stall while he thought of a plan. Leo wasn’t sure which way to go; if he goes left, he runs into the nurse, if he goes right, he runs right into the man holding the syringe. There appeared to be no way out. 
 
    Suddenly he remembered the Sunshine 32, one of his favorite football plays. Leo knew if he faked to the left, they would probably go left, and he and Larisa could get out the door. It was worth a shot; it had worked several times before when he was playing pro ball. Leo started shifting left, and sure enough, both the nurse and the man moved left. Leo went for it, he pushed the man hard in the chest, and Lamar fell backward into the nurse, which cleared the way right up the middle and to the door. 
 
    Leo and Larisa quickly ran towards the back exit. He could see someone standing in the back hallway, but didn’t think that person saw them, so he quickly pulled Larisa into another room to hide. Once inside, Leo was surprised to see shelves and tables with several tiny needles and what appeared to be the tracking chips, just like Sofia said, laying on the tables. 
 
    “Stay close, I’m going to get us out of here, I’m just not sure how yet.” Before Leo could hatch a new plan, a young  
 
    woman with a short blonde bob walked in. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you two aren’t supposed to be in here. What are your names, I’ll find out which room you are supposed  
 
    to be in.” 
 
    Leo had no intention of telling her his name and quickly grabbed Larisa’s hand and pulled her out the door. They quickly tried to get around the last corner and out the door, but as soon as they turned the corner, they ran smack dab into Lamar and his large syringe. 
 
    Leo knew their only option was to go for the door. He had gotten past this guy once before, he could do it again, right? He took a deep breath and pushed forward, but before he could get himself and Larisa out the door, something pricked him in the neck, and he suddenly everything went black, and he could feel himself falling to the ground. 
 
    “Nighty-night…” Lamar said as he injected Leo in the neck. Then he turned and quickly injected Larisa before she could get away, and she went down alongside Leo.  
 
    “What is that?” Nurse Clancy asked as she pointed to the piece of folded paper that fell out of Leo’s pocket when he fell to the ground. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That paper that fell out of his pocket when he fell, what is it?” 
 
    Lamar bent down and grabbed the folded piece of paper. He quickly unfolded it and saw that it was Dr. Blackmore’s organ pricing list. 
 
    “Holy shit, it’s a pricing list. How the hell did he get his hands on this?” 
 
    “Now, what?” Nurse Clancy asked. 
 
    “We have to alert Dr. Blackmore; he is not going to be happy about this. Do we know who this guy is or why he’s here?” 
 
    “No, but I know the woman came in alone. I wonder how he even got in here. I’ll go tell Dr. Blackmore we have a situation.”  
 
    “I’ll get something to tie them up,” Lamar replied, as they dragged Leo down the hallway and into a vacant room where they propped him up in a chair. Larisa was easier; Lamar just lifted her up and carried her into the room. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lamar came back into the room and tied them up so they couldn’t get away. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    When Mila woke the following morning, she knew she had a big decision to make, but she was torn; would she avenge her mother’s death, or would she sign the contract to partner with Dr. Blackmore and become wealthier than her wildest dreams.  
 
    What am I going to do… she wondered as she lay in bed with the covers pulled up close to her neck. If I choose to avenge Mama’s death, I’m sure I’ll feel great, but I won’t get the money. If I choose the partnership, I’ll get the money, but I wonder if I’ll always regret not killing that son-of-a-bitch. It was a tricky choice, and she knew, either way, there would be serious consequences she would have to live with. 
 
    Mila laughed at herself, this should be a no-brainer, she thought as she kicked the covers off to get up, why am I having such a hard time deciding?  
 
    Once she was up, she went into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. On her way back to the bedroom to start getting dressed, she noticed the contract sitting on the coffee table where she left it last night. 
 
    Mila sat down on the sofa and re-read the first few sections; it was amazing, full of perks and bonuses, not to mention her regular salary would more than triple, giving her the financial freedom, she’s always dreamed of. Plus, she could move her practice into Dr. Blackmore’s building and have the staff she always wanted. It was like a dream; except that this dream included working with the reprehensible monster that killed her mother.  
 
    She quit reading about halfway through the contract. As Mila casually flipped through the rest of it, she noticed that the remaining sections appeared to be legal jargon that she had no  
 
    intention of boring herself with. She felt confident that she had read all the crucial pieces of the contract, and now she just had to decide if it was worth signing. 
 
    Growing up, Mila always dreamed of being one of the uber-rich; not just a little rich, but over the top, I can buy anything I want, whenever I want rich. Her mother provided a very comfortable life for her growing up, but she still dreamed of having more. She chose to become a clinical psychologist partially because she wanted to help people, but maybe more so because it was a very lucrative career. 
 
    Mila knew what people said about money, how it really can’t make you happy; but she thought that was a crock of shit preached by those who don’t have money. In her book, more money always equals more happiness. She thought again about her choices; avenge her mother’s death or sign on to make millions. If it weren’t for Dr. Blackmore being the sole reason her mother died, she would have already made the decision. 
 
    Mila understood that avenging her mother’s death came with some dire consequences, though. If she decided to go this direction and turn Dr. Blackmore in, he would most likely spend the rest of his life in federal prison. That was the good part; unfortunately, there was also a very good chance she would spend several years of her own life in a six by eight-foot jail cell just like his, because of her involvement.  
 
    Mila was sure that Dr. Blackmore would never go down without taking her with, especially if she was the one who reported him. The thought of spending any time in jail did not appeal to Mila, and she was determined to make sure that scenario never happened. 
 
    As she leaned back on the sofa sipping her coffee and pondering her choices, she glanced at the clock on the wall and realized that she needed to get moving, or she would be late for  
 
    her first patient. She quickly got up and went into the bedroom to start getting ready. As she was putting on her mascara, it suddenly came to her. It was so obvious; she couldn’t believe she didn’t think of it earlier. Why am I trying to choose? Why can’t I do both?  
 
    Now all she had to do was devise a foolproof plan. Mila’s mind started churning, at first with crazy over the top ideas, but as she continued to think, the ideas got better. By the time she was ready to leave for the office, she had a pretty good idea of what she would do. 
 
    Mila’s plan was simple and consisted of three phases. Phase one, she would stroke his ego and make him feel superior while climbing deeper and deeper into his trust circle; telling him that she was excited to be working with such a talented doctor and that the two of them will make an exceptional team. He was very egotistical, and she planned to use that to its fullest extent.  
 
    Phase two, after a couple of weeks she would ask to meet some of the others, like the surgeons and the people he deals with on the black market; slowly working her way into every aspect of the business.  
 
    Phase three and Mila’s favorite part; once Dr. Blackmore is entirely out of the business side, she’ll find a way to kill him. Nothing fancy, just something brutal, excruciatingly painful, and maybe a little humiliating, she thought.  
 
    Mila didn’t have all the details worked out yet, but the general plan was set in her mind. I’ll call him later this afternoon and ask to meet with him tomorrow, and then I’ll set my plan in motion, she thought as she looked at her reflection in the mirror. While putting the finishing touches on her makeup, she thought about her mother.  
 
    “What do you think, Mama, isn’t it brilliant? I’m going to take that son-of-a-bitch down and make him pay for what he did to  
 
    you,” she said to her reflection as Smokey looked up at her, with his big blue inquisitive eyes, wondering if it was him, she was talking to.  
 
    Mila could hear her mother’s voice in her head like she was standing right next to her; and the voice was telling her that ‘it’s a horrible plan, incredibly dangerous – just look what happened to me, and do not attempt it at any cost.’ 
 
    As she looked through her closet for something to wear, she pushed her mother’s voice and her celestial advice out of her mind. Mila finished getting dressed, walked out to the living room, grabbed the contract off the coffee table and reached into her briefcase to grab a blue ballpoint pen; then she quickly flipped to the last page, took a deep breath and signed her legal name and dated it. She folded the document in half and placed it in her briefcase for tomorrow. 
 
    Mila was almost giddy with excitement; although, she wasn’t quite sure if it was because she was about to become richer then her wildest dreams, or if it was because she figured out how to avenge her mother’s death. Either way, it was starting out to be a great day. 
 
    Now that the decision had been made, it was like a sense of relief rolled over her; the world seemed right to her again, and she could finally relax. Mila decided that once she was fully in charge, she would bring her friend Jessica in on a higher level, and the two of them would take the business to new heights. 
 
    Mila glanced at the clock again, it was almost 7:00 a.m. and she would have to leave for the office soon. Smokey was at her feet, slowly rubbing his soft gray furry head against her leg, and then walking over to his dish and back again. Every now and then, he would look up at her with his big blue inquisitive eyes possibly wondering if she was getting the hint. She knew this was his way of telling her that he was hungry. 
 
    After feeding Smokey and herself, Mila grabbed her phone, briefcase, and purse, and left for the office. She felt like she was on top of the world and nothing could bring her down… nothing except the text she just received from Dr. Blackmore. It was almost like she could hear the muted, bawling sound of the trombone going ‘whaaa whaaa’ all around her.  
 
    Oh no, this can’t be good, she thought as she quickly opened and read the text… 
 
    Urgent - need to see you, my office, today 1:00 p.m. 
 
    Mila wondered what this urgent meeting was all about; was it possible he figured out that she was in his office, and stole a file from his personal file cabinet? Sofia promised not to tell that she was there, was it possible she did anyway? Mila hoped that wasn’t the case; she had no idea how she would talk her way out of that one. I better come up with a good excuse, just in case, she thought. 
 
    When Mila arrived at her office, she immediately checked her schedule to make sure she didn’t have to reschedule one of her patients for this urgent impromptu meeting. Lucky for her, 1:00 o’clock fell on her designated lunch time today, so she wouldn’t have to reschedule anything.  
 
    The morning flew by, and before she knew it, it was time to leave for her meeting with Dr. Blackmore. On the drive over, she decided that if he were to ask her about being in his office yesterday after he left, she would be honest, to a point, and tell him that she had to add something to one of the patient’s files that he would see the following day. She would adamantly deny that she took any file, should he ask, and then quickly change the subject. 
 
    As she pulled into a parking spot at Dr. Blackmore’s office, she tried to relax. Even though she had a very believable 
 
    alibi, she was still very nervous about this meeting. She pulled the  
 
    visor down and looked in the mirror; her makeup was still in place, and once she ran her fingers through her hair, it would look perfect. So, she took a deep breath, got out of the car, and walked up to the building. As she opened the door, she quickly changed her facial expression to pleasant. When she saw Sofia sitting behind the reception desk, she smiled and said, 
 
    “Hi, Sofia.” 
 
    “Hi, Dr. Thorton, how are you today?” 
 
    “I’m doing great, how’s your day going?” 
 
    “It’s going pretty well, thank you for asking. Dr. Blackmore is running a little behind; he asked if you would please wait for him in his office.” 
 
    “Ok. Slow day?” Mila asked as she looked around the office waiting room. 
 
    “Pardon me?” Sofia was confused by Mila’s comment. 
 
    “I said, slow day? The waiting room is almost empty, did we cure everyone?” Mila asked as she smiled, hoping Sofia would find it funny. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it’s always slow around the lunch hour. It should pick up soon.” Sofia noticed that Mila looked a little nervous, and wondered if everything was ok. 
 
    “Glad to hear business is good. I think I’ll just go back now,” Mila realized that her joke wasn’t that funny, and quickly went back to business as usual. 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore’s office should be unlocked; you can just go in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    As she walked back towards Dr. Blackmore’s office, she noticed Lamar carrying a woman who appeared to be passed out  
 
    into a room; she thought the patient looked vaguely like her patient, Larisa Bergman. Don’t be silly Mila, Larisa’s appointment was a couple of hours ago, there’s no reason that she would still be here. It must be someone else, she told herself. 
 
    Mila walked into Dr. Blackmore’s office. She loved the mahogany desk and the tall back leather chairs; they looked so beautiful and perfect. When I take over, I won’t be changing anything in this office except the name on the door and the degree on the wall, she thought. She walked over to his desk and sat down in his chair. It was so plush and comfortable. She closed her eyes and imagined what things would be like when she was in charge. 
 
    Mila was well into her fantasy when someone started to open the door.               Mila quickly pulled herself back into reality and stood up. She had enough to worry about without Dr. Blackmore finding her sitting in his chair daydreaming. When the door opened, a young nurse with a short brown bob poked her head in. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, Dr. Thorton, but do you know where I can find Dr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “I think he is with a patient. Is it anything I can help with?” 
 
    “No, I need a signature from him. I’ll come back later,” the nurse said, as she closed the door. 
 
    I wonder why he called this urgent meeting, Mila thought. I sure hope it isn’t to reprimand me for being in his office yesterday or worse yet, for stealing that file from his personal file cabinet. 
 
    Since she was alone in his office, she thought it would be a good idea to put her mother’s file back where she found it. That way, if he should question or accuse her, the file would be there, and he wouldn’t have a case. She quickly went into her briefcase and pulled it out. After making sure all the pages were in the correct order, she carefully placed it back with the other files and closed the cabinet. 
 
    While she waited for Dr. Blackmore to finish up with his patient, she looked at some of the paperwork on his desk, hoping  
 
    something would shed some light on why she was here. She looked at the names on the files, and when she spotted one of her patients, Larisa Bergman, she quickly grabbed the file and looked inside.  
 
    Mila skipped the first couple of pages because what she was really interested in was on the third page. Ah, here it is, she thought. She was quite surprised to see how good of a candidate Larisa actually was. Dr. Blackmore has her earmarked for both of her kidneys, her heart, and her lungs; this was going to be a huge payout. 
 
    Mila saw dollar signs. She had no idea Larisa would be so lucrative; she just thought Larisa deserved to die because she killed her baby. What’s taking him so long; she wondered as she looked at her watch, it was 1:15 p.m., how much longer is he going to be? She quickly realized that she was still sitting in his oh so comfortable, high back chair, and thought she better move before he walks in and catches her there. 
 
    Just as Mila got around the desk and into a different chair, the door opened, and Dr. Blackmore strolled in. He looked a little distraught, and Mila was worried that she was about to get into trouble. 
 
    “Ah Mila, thank you for coming by; I hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience for you,” he said, as he walked past her and directly to his desk where he sat down in his chair and let out a long sigh. 
 
    Mila noticed the look on his face and panicked. She did not want to be reprimanded for anything, so before he could say anything else, she quickly chimed in and spilled her news. 
 
    “I signed the contract.”  
 
    It seemed to throw Dr. Blackmore off his game for a  
 
    moment, which was precisely what Mila was hoping for. 
 
    “That is just terrific, wow; I was not expecting this today. I thought you might take a few days to think things over. Was there anything in it you wanted to discuss?”  
 
    Mila’s diversion worked, he completely forgot what he was upset about. His whole demeanor changed, now he was sitting taller, and had a very pleasant look on his face. 
 
    “No, I think it was pretty self-explanatory, not to mention very generous. I’m very excited to get started,” Mila said, as she pulled the signed contract out of her briefcase and handed it to Dr. Blackmore. She was incredibly nervous, more then she realized, and he noticed. He gave her an inquisitive look before he grabbed it. 
 
    “Are you ok? You seem a little nervous or anxious.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine; I think I just drank a little too much coffee earlier.” She had to pull it together, he was quick and observant, and she had to remember that. If she was going to pull this off, she would have to be able to outsmart him. 
 
    As Dr. Blackmore took the signed contract from Mila, he sighed again, and then tried to smooth out the fold line. It really seemed to bother him. 
 
    “Would you mind terribly if I reprinted this and we both resigned? It’s just that I have this thing about folded legal documents.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s fine. I didn’t realize that you preferred it unfolded, I’ll remember that for the future.” 
 
    “It’s really not that big of a deal, just my one of my personal pieces of crazy I guess,” he said, trying to downplay his reaction. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore quickly reprinted the contract for them to sign. He signed first and then handed the contract to Mila for her 
 
    signature. Mila immediately signed and gave the contract back. 
 
    He looked at the signatures, smiled, and said, “Well, I am just delighted with your decision. I honestly thought you might 
 
    take a little longer to decide, but as I said, I am delighted.” 
 
    Mila could tell he was pleased with her decision to partner their two practices. She wondered why he chose her, and not someone else who had been working with him longer. Either way, she was thrilled he chose her, and couldn’t wait to put her devious plan into action; and also, to start cashing the checks. 
 
    “I think it’s going to be a very lucrative partnership for both of us,” Mila replied, as she smiled at him politely. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore took the contract and filed it in his desk drawer. He then went on his computer and created an addendum to his will, which named Mila as sole beneficiary to his estate should something happen to him, and sent it off to his lawyer. 
 
    “I completely agree. I just changed my will. You stand to be a very wealthy woman one day. Of course, this won’t go into effect for a few days, so don’t get any crazy ideas of killing me off,” he said, as he raised his eyebrow at her and smiled trying to ease the tension. 
 
    Mila was confused, why in the world would I be named the sole beneficiary for his estate? She wanted to ask but thought it might be better to wait. This is getting better and better, she thought. When he mentioned that she shouldn’t get any crazy ideas of killing him off, she politely laughed, no need to fill him in on that portion of her plan. With him making her the sole beneficiary to his estate, well, that was just the cherry on top, she thought. 
 
    “Now, have you given any thought to what type of wedding you would like?” Dr. Blackmore asked as he sank into his plush leather chair and put his arms behind his head and leaned back. 
 
    “I’m sorry; did you just ask me what type of wedding I 
 
    want someday?” 
 
    “Yes, what type of wedding do you dream about? Do you want a big wedding with lots of guests, or a small intimate one with just close friends and family, or maybe just a date at city hall?” 
 
    Mila wondered where he was going with this. She thought it was a very odd question, but she went with it. She knew Dr. Blackmore was a little eccentric, and sometimes asked strange questions to get to a specific point. What his point was this time, she had no idea. 
 
    “I guess something small and intimate, mainly close friends and family. Something like that, I guess. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, so I can make it happen of course,” he said exuberantly. 
 
    Mila’s eyes got as wide as saucers, and it felt like her stomach rolled up to her throat and parked. Did I hear him right? Is he seriously talking about marriage? She did her best to control the look on her face, but she knew the initial shock probably showed. By the look on Dr. Blackmore’s face, she knew he noticed and realized she wasn’t following. 
 
    “Make what happen?” Mila asked, hoping he would reply with something other than the word marriage. 
 
    “The arranged marriage, of course; you did read the contract before you signed it, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I read the full contract last night, but I didn’t see anything that talked about an arranged marriage.” 
 
    Dammit, she thought, how the hell did I miss that? I thought the rest of the contract was legal jargon, not a clause about an arranged marriage! I thought I read the most important parts, I guess not. I was sure he was talking about partnering our 
 
    businesses, not our lives. What the hell am I going to do now? 
 
    “Oh…, is this going to be a problem? Here, go ahead and read it. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.” Dr. Blackmore reached into his file drawer and pulled out the signed contract, and handed the section on the marriage clause to her. 
 
    Mila quickly read the part about the arranged marriage; it said that by signing this contract, she also agreed to an arranged marriage between herself and Dr. Irving Blackmore. It also said that she would be immediately written into his will as sole beneficiary and would be entitled to several other perks once the marriage was legal. 
 
    “This was not in my copy, I would have seen it,” she said, starting to panic as she quickly reread the section. 
 
    Mila was flipping out on the inside; she couldn’t believe she missed something that important. How in the hell am I going to get out of this arranged marriage clause, and still be able to move forward with my plan, she wondered. There was no way in hell she wanted to marry this horrible man who killed her mother; she just wanted to ruin him, take his money, and then kill him. 
 
    He could tell she was struggling, so he reached into the trash bin and pulled out the folded copy and handed it to her. 
 
    “Here’s your copy, please, go ahead and look. I would hate for you to think I'm being shady,” Dr. Blackmore said with a devilish looking smirk on his face. 
 
    Mila quickly grabbed the folded contract and paged through until she came to the page that talked about the marriage clause; sure enough, he was right. There it was, plain as day, an entire section entitled Marriage Clause. She couldn’t believe that she missed something so big. She looked over at Dr. Blackmore, who was eagerly awaiting her answer. When she didn’t immediately answer, he tried to convince her. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like a traditional marriage, unless of course, you decide that’s what you want. I think it would be more of a merger of two amazing people. I think we would make a terrific team. Plus, I can help you skyrocket your career farther then you’ve ever dreamed, and money… well, it will never be an issue. I’m worth well over one hundred million dollars. 
 
    “Now, I know I’m a bit older than you, but I think I probably have at least ten to twenty good years left,” he paused and scratched his head, “ok, maybe twenty is stretching it, the sixties were pretty crazy. I used to run with the craziest group of cats when I was living in Venice Beach,” he closed his eyes and smiled as he remembered. 
 
    “Awe the good ole days… there was this one cat,” he began, “coolest cat I’ve ever met; he used to live across the hall from me in Venice. Oh, we had some crazy times; John or Jim or maybe Joe; now why can’t I remember his name? Well, anyway, he was a film student, and he wrote the most beautiful poetry I’ve ever read. He wasn’t around too long, he and some of his buddies started a band, and we lost touch. Wonder whatever happened to him…”    
 
    Mila wasn’t thinking about his age, but when he mentioned that he used to live in Venice Beach in the sixties, she wondered if he knew her aunt, Millie. She didn’t ask, but she wondered; and this guy that lived across the hall from him, could he really be referring to Jim Morrison? She laughed to herself, I can’t believe the shit I get myself into, she thought. As he continued to reminisce about his glory days, Mila blocked out his voice and tried to think.  
 
    She didn’t want to marry him, but she did want to partner their two practices and collect the big checks. The deal was obviously all or nothing, so she knew she either had to buck up and marry this sadistic, conniving, devious man, or forget about  
 
    her plan altogether. I so wish there was another way, but he’s got me backed up against a wall, so I either have to shit or get off the 
 
    pot, she thought. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore was waiting patiently, but she knew he was expecting her to give him an answer. She teetered back and forth, but no option seemed right; but then her mind started to churn. If I marry him, I would be in much faster, making it much easier to take all his money and eventually take over his business. It would also be much easier to kill him when I’m ready, she thought. It was the oldest play in the book; she was actually considering marrying him for his money. 
 
    Mila wasn’t proud of herself for even considering marrying him for his money. However, it would solve her problem; she could avenge her mother’s death while becoming wealthier than her wildest dreams. She could hear her mother’s voice in her head, screaming, ‘Stop! You’re getting in way over your head. You’re going to regret this,’ but she wasn’t listening. She was dead set on playing out her plan, and nothing was going to hold her back. 
 
    “I think we can work something out,” Mila finally replied, and Dr. Blackmore’s face lit up like the fourth of July. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how delighted I am. I think we will make an amazing team, a power couple. I want you to know that I think you are quite intelligent and charming, not to mention very beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, that’s very kind of you to say; I find you quite charming and interesting too. I’m sorry; I guess I’m still in a bit of a shock. Maybe we could keep the marriage part between us for a while, I just need some time to let it sink in.” 
 
    It was becoming quite a day; when she woke up this morning, she had no idea how crazy it would become. Mila never thought, even in her wildest nightmares, that she would have to marry this conniving son-of-a-bitch, just to avenge her mother’s death. Will I even be able to go through with this, she wondered; 
 
    but she soon reminded herself that this was just a stepping stone in her plan. If everything went according to plan, by this time next year, Dr. Irving Blackmore would be dead, and she would be in charge. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore wasn’t just watching her reactions, he was studying them. He wanted to know and understand her, inside and out. He realized she was caught completely off guard, and had no idea he slipped that arranged marriage clause into the contract; it was really quite brilliant on his end, he thought, and he was very impressed with the way Mila handled it.  
 
    “I understand you need some time to process this, but I really think we should think about making this partnership legal within the next few days.” 
 
    Shit, I was hoping for a very long engagement… Mila thought. 
 
    “Why the rush, if you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “I want to introduce you to my contacts, but they won’t agree unless you are my wife. They are a very secretive bunch of cats.” 
 
    Just then there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” Dr. Blackmore shouted. 
 
    Nurse Clancy walked in, looking very distraught and nervous. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, I’m sorry to interrupt you and Dr. Thorton, but we have a serious situation that you need to be aware of.” 
 
    “Can’t you see we are in the middle of something here?” It was apparent to Mila that Dr. Blackmore was very irritated with the interruption. 
 
    “Like I said, sir, I’m very sorry to disturb you, but we have a serious situation that requires your assistance.” 
 
    “Fine, give me a few minutes, and I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Yes sir, its room four,” Nurse Clancy said, as she carefully closed the door behind herself. 
 
    “Well, as you can see Mila, it’s always something. Why don’t you come with?” The two of them went to room four to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    As Dr. Blackmore and Mila walked out of his office and towards room four to see what this serious situation was all about, Mila glanced at her watch. Their meeting had run longer than she thought it would, and now she’ll have to reschedule her last two appointments for the day. It wasn’t something she liked to do, but she knew it would be for the best. 
 
    “Would you excuse me for a moment, I need to reschedule a couple of patients. I didn’t realize this would run long.” 
 
    “That’s fine, meet me inside. This shouldn’t take long, but you’re probably wise for rescheduling,” Dr. Blackmore replied nonchalantly, as he reached for the door. 
 
    Mila walked out to the reception area to make her calls and then thought that maybe Sofia could do this for her. She noticed that Sofia was on a call and waited until she was finished before approaching her. 
 
    “Sofia, I was wondering if you could help me out with something.” 
 
    “Sure, I’d be happy to. What do you need me to do?” Sofia really liked Mila and hoped that one day she might be able to work with her. 
 
    “I need you to contact two of my patients and reschedule their appointments for later in the week. Would you mind doing that for me?” 
 
    “Is there a specific reason I should give them for having to reschedule, in case they ask?” 
 
    “Just tell them that I had a family emergency. They don’t need to know anything else. Here’s the link for my scheduling book.” 
 
    Sofia looked at the web address and quickly went to it;  
 
    then Mila stepped in and put in her user name and password. 
 
    “It’s the same scheduling program we use here. Are you talking about these two patients?” Sofia asked as she pointed to Mila’s last two appointments of the day.  
 
    “Yes, and I’m going to apologize in advance for Catherine Long. She’s probably, no, she’s definitely, going to bitch your ear off,” Mila said quietly, as she leaned in for privacy. 
 
    “Thanks for the tip, but no need to worry, I’m a bit of a snake charmer of such, I can ‘Sofia-fy’ anyone. By the time I hang up with her, we’ll be old gal pals swapping stories about past boyfriends, and making plans to get together for lunch.” 
 
    “Wow, that is an amazing gift, but I still wish you luck,” Mila replied with a grin. She knew just how mean and nasty Catherine Long could get when she didn’t get her way, and she did not like having to change any part of her schedule. 
 
    Before walking back to join Dr. Blackmore in room four, Mila took a moment to gather her thoughts. She was still feeling blindsided by her earlier meeting with Dr. Blackmore and wasn’t sure how much more she could take today. Please be a simple fix in room four, she thought. 
 
    As Mila got closer to room four, she began to feel a strange sensation in her stomach, like something terrible was about to happen. With each step she took, the feeling got stronger. By the time she was standing right in front of the door, she felt utterly nauseous. Mila waited a moment, and then quickly brushed it off telling herself it was probably just nerves, considering what she’s had to deal with so far today, and reached for the door handle. Just as she was about to grab the handle, to her surprise, it opened, and Nurse Clancy walked out looking very distraught. 
 
    “Are you ok, Nurse Clancy?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am I’m ok, I’m just a little shook up, I guess. I don’t like guns,” Nurse Clancy replied, as she quickly walked past 
 
    Mila and towards the reception area. 
 
    “Guns… what are you talking about?” By the time Mila finished her question, Nurse Clancy was nowhere in sight. What the hell is she talking about, who would have a gun in here? She wondered. 
 
    Mila took a deep breath and opened the door. Room Four was the largest of all the patient rooms. It was initially meant for group sessions, with six chairs set up in a circular formation and a coffee table set in the center. Off to the side, was a three-foot wood desk with a tall back chair. 
 
    When Mila walked in she couldn’t believe her eyes, Leo was sitting in a chair next to her patient Larisa Bergman! Both were tied up and looked like they may have been drugged. What the hell is going on here, she wondered. Dr. Blackmore was standing by the door next to Lamar, holding a gun pointed directly at Leo. Dr. Blackmore looked infuriated, like he was going to explode. 
 
    “This is a pricing list! How the hell did he get this? He would have had to have been in my office,” Dr. Blackmore yelled. He was livid; he didn’t like anyone in his office without his permission. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mila asked hoping to defuse the situation before it got any worse.  
 
    She thought that Dr. Blackmore had gone into room four when she went to reschedule her patients. However, he must have gone back into his office to get a gun before he went in. She had never seen Dr. Blackmore in such a state; she was very worried that he would shoot Leo and Larisa. 
 
    “Like I was just telling Dr. Blackmore, I found these two snooping around. The lady is a patient, but the dude, I don’t know how he got in, and I found this paper on him.” Lamar handed Mila  
 
    the folded piece of paper that fell out of Leo’s pocket when he went down. As she looked at it, her eyes grew very wide. 
 
    “I cannot and will not tolerate snooping or stealing. We’re going to have to get rid of these two,” Dr. Blackmore said to Mila very sternly, as he continued to keep the gun pointed at Leo. 
 
    “Whoa, let’s slow down and think this through, I think we should discuss this,” Mila said quickly, hoping to alleviate the situation. 
 
    “There’s nothing to discuss Mila; our work here is extremely important, and if we just turn our heads and let them go, they’ll go to the press or police and then all our hard work will be for nothing. We have no other option.” 
 
    “I doubt they will go to the press or police if you let them go; besides, there isn’t anything to tell, well, except that you have them tied up,” Mila said, hoping Dr. Blackmore would listen to reason. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Open your eyes woman, they could ruin us.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that they have any plans of ruining us for testing new medications on patients who agreed to try the medication.” Mila quickly looked over at Dr. Blackmore and raised her eyebrows, tilted her head, and widened her eyes so he would know he should go along with what she was saying; but he wasn’t catching on. 
 
    “Mila don’t be naïve; you know exactly what I’m talking about. He stole a pricing list from my office. I can’t be sure what he knows or what he saw. And this patient of yours, how do you know she isn’t a reporter or something? They’re obviously working together.” 
 
    “Mila, untie me, please, this man is obviously out of his mind and very dangerous,” Leo said, hoping Mila would listen. 
 
    “Did you really break in and steal something from his office? What were you thinking, Leo? You have to let this go.” Mila was scared, she didn’t know how to fix this, but she knew she had to. 
 
    “Mila, do you know this man?” Dr. Blackmore asked, although he already knew she did.  
 
    Dr. Blackmore had Mila thoroughly investigated before he prepared the contract; he had to make sure there wouldn’t be any surprises down the road. Finding out that Krystal was her mother was a bit of a surprise, but he felt confident that he could hide that little faux pas.  
 
    “He’s my mother’s boyfriend, or I guess, was my mother’s boyfriend would be more correct.” 
 
    “I see. So, am I to assume that you’re in on this little scheme of theirs too?” Dr. Blackmore asked as he walked over to the tall back chair behind the desk and sat down, still pointing the gun at Leo’s head. 
 
    “No… what? Of course, not… this is just as much of a surprise to me as it was to you. I don’t know why he’d come here and do something like this.” Mila knew she had to play both sides, but fooling a professional, like Dr. Blackmore, was going to be a challenge. 
 
    “Mila, you know exactly why I’m here. This man had something to do with your mother’s death, and I intend to prove it,” Leo said, as he struggled to get out of the rope that was snuggly tied around his wrists.  
 
    It was becoming more and more evident to Leo that Mila was struggling between helping him and Larisa and keeping herself in good standing with Dr. Blackmore. This can only mean one thing, Leo thought, she’s in much deeper than I initially thought. He knew it was up to him to rescue her, whether or not she wanted it. 
 
    “What are you going to do with us?” Leo asked, trying to stall, as he carefully continued to try and loosen the rope around 
 
    his wrists. 
 
    “I intend to shoot you both and then quickly harvest your organs for profit. Miss Bergman here is a great candidate; I have her earmarked for her kidneys and heart. You, I’ll have to test to see what is worth salvaging. Either way, the two of you will not be walking out of here today,” Dr. Blackmore said with a devilish smirk on his face, as he leaned back in the chair and put his feet up on the desk. 
 
    “You’re a sick fuck!” Leo replied with disgust. 
 
    “Maybe in your eyes, but in everyone else’s, I am a highly respected psychiatrist. Think what you like about me, but I’ll be walking out of here tonight, whereas you two, well, let’s just say you won’t be walking out…” he said, as he chuckled softly to himself. 
 
    Leo was almost free of the rope, just a little more, and he could get his hands out. Larisa was very quiet during all of this; she hadn’t fully come down from the second injection she got from Lamar earlier. She still felt very woozy and foggy. 
 
    Mila walked over to the desk where Dr. Blackmore was making himself quite comfortable and tried to reason with him. 
 
    “There must be another way to rectify this. Killing them seems awfully severe,” Mila said. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore motioned for her to lean down so he could speak softly and confidentially.  
 
    “You know we can’t let them go; they have to pay for what they’ve done; just like our sick patients do. Now maybe the guy isn’t mentally sick, but he broke in and stole from me. There have to be consequences for doing bad things. Besides, this is becoming a very lucrative business, and I have no intention of losing it.” 
 
    Mila understood precisely what he was talking about and even agreed with him to a point, but this was Leo they were talking about. She continued to play both sides since she still wasn’t sure which side she wanted to fall on. She had to find a way to defuse the situation without anyone getting killed. 
 
    Leo could hear what Dr. Blackmore was saying, and it repulsed him. He quickly realized that what Maggie thought was happening, really was. Leo was convinced, now more than ever, that Dr. Blackmore definitely had something to do with Krystal’s death, and he intended to prove it; no matter if he died in the process. However, he also knew he had to get Larisa out before that psycho hurt her too. 
 
    “Mila, please, you don’t have to do this. You’re better than this,” Leo pleaded. 
 
    “Can we get on with this?” Dr. Blackmore asked impatiently. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to Leo, but Ms. Bergman, well she’s sick and needs the treatment; she killed her baby.” 
 
    “You don’t want to hurt her either,” Leo injected, hoping to convince Mila to do the right thing. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying Leo, you don’t even know her. She’s sick, she killed her baby because it was crying and then stuffed it into an office supply box and buried it in the woods.” Mila wanted Leo to feel the disgust she did when she first heard. 
 
    “She didn’t kill her baby…” Leo began as he shook his head from side to side. He suddenly realized he may have said too much, and now he might have to explain this. He secretly hoped that Mila would just get headstrong, and disregard what he just said. 
 
    “How would you know? Trust me, I know what she did, and she needs to be punished. If we don’t do something now, she  
 
    may do this again. Anyone who puts a baby in a box and buries it alive is very sick,” Mila reasoned. 
 
    “Trust me, Mila, she’s more important to you then you know.” Leo knew he didn’t want to go down this road, but he was already in the lane, and he had his foot on the gas. He couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    “I realize you have a soft spot for people and don’t want harm to come to anyone, but she’s not a good person. Look, she’s my patient, and it’s my responsibility, as her doctor, to give her the help she needs.” 
 
    “She might be your patient, but she’s also you’re…” Leo stopped himself; this wasn’t the right place for all this to come out. He knew it would be an incredible shock to Mila when she finds out that she was adopted. 
 
    “My what?” Mila asked defiantly. 
 
    Leo sighed, “I guess it’s time for me to come clean. I was hoping this day wouldn’t come, but I guess you can’t always get what you want. I’ve been keeping this secret way too long.” 
 
    “What secret?” Mila had no idea where Leo was going with this, but she was intrigued. She quickly moved in front of the gun so Dr. Blackmore wouldn’t have a shot until she moved. 
 
    “Oh, come on now, a secret? Really… come on Mila, this is obviously just a ploy to soften you, and to get you to untie them and let them go. Are you seriously going to fall for this? Please, move to the side so I can get a clean shot.” Dr. Blackmore couldn’t believe how long it was taking; he had hoped to be done with this by now and was growing more impatient by the minute. 
 
    “I’m not moving until I hear this,” Mila said defiantly. 
 
    “Very well then, Lamar, would you please… just a short one to make a point, and hopefully shut him up,” Dr. Blackmore said, as he motioned to Lamar. Mila watched wondering what he was up to. 
 
    Lamar walked over to where Leo was sitting and calmly pulled out the stun gun he had hidden in his back pocket. As Lamar placed his left hand on Leo’s shoulder and held the stun gun with the other, Leo braced himself. 
 
    “This is going to hurt… a lot,” Lamar said to Leo, as he placed the taser on Leo’s neck for two seconds. 
 
    “Auuuuggggg… you son of a bitch!” Leo yelled in pain. 
 
    As soon as the stun gun hit his skin, his body went rigid, and he started to slide out of the chair on to the floor. He was completely aware of everything going on around him, but he couldn’t move any part of his body. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing Lamar, get away from him,” Mila said, as she quickly ran over and grabbed the stun gun from his hands, “Leo, are you ok?” 
 
    Leo could feel his body slowly relaxing and his motor skills coming back. As soon as the stiffness wore off, Mila helped him, as he pulled himself back into the chair. Luckily the ropes held, and it still looked like Leo’s hands were tied. 
 
    “I’m ok, but when I get out of these ropes that dude over there isn’t going to be,” Leo said, as he glared at Lamar. Lamar just looked at him and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re ok because I still want to hear why this woman is so important to me. So, who is she?” 
 
    Leo wasn’t quite sure how to tell her, and he knew Dr. Blackmore was getting more and more impatient by the minute; sooner or later, he was going to fire that gun. He hoped that once Mila heard the truth, she would help him get rid of Dr. Blackmore once and for all, but he still wasn’t sure where her loyalties lie. 
 
    “She’s your birth mother.” Leo watched Mila’s expression go from cocky to confused, as he waited for the news to sink in. Suddenly he thought about Larisa, this news could be devastating for her too. 
 
    Mila was speechless. There were a million thoughts running through her head. She remembered how she had briefly tossed the idea of Larisa being her birth mother around herself, but thought it was too farfetched. She let the idea simmer a moment before allowing the anger and confusion set in. 
 
    “Leo, that isn’t possible, my baby died over twenty-five years ago. That’s why I buried her,” Larisa said, as she shook her head with disbelief and confusion. 
 
    Leo turned to her, “Look, honey, I know that’s what you believe, but it isn’t the truth.” He looked at Larisa and gave her a look to trust him. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” Mila began.  
 
    “It was the day I found out that my knee injury was career ending. I was still in Sacramento, working with the physical therapist when the coach told me the news. I was devastated and lost, and all I wanted to do was come home and spend some time with my dad and Daisy and figure out what I was going to do next. I started out late, and then about halfway home a terrible thunderstorm hit, and it took me much longer to get back to the house.” 
 
    “Oh, come on…” Dr. Blackmore said sarcastically. 
 
    “Please, I need to hear this,” Mila said. 
 
    “When I finally got there and got out of the car, I noticed Daisy leaving the house with a white box; it looked like she was going into the woods. I thought it was strange, considering it was well past midnight. I tried yelling out to her, but she didn’t hear me; it was thundering and raining so hard I could barely hear myself, so instead I followed her. I hid in the bushes and watched as she knelt down next to a tree and dug a hole, sobbing the entire time, and then she gently placed the white box in the hole and covered it with dirt.”  
 
    “That was you? I knew I heard something.” Larisa said as she remembered the night. 
 
    “Yes, when you left, I wanted to see what you buried, so I dug it up and looked inside the box. I couldn’t believe what I saw, here was this beautiful little baby, but she wasn’t moving or making any noise. I didn’t know if the baby was dead or not, but when I looked closer, I noticed that she was breathing… very shallow…but she was breathing. I did the only thing that made sense and brought the baby to Krystal. I knew she would know what to do.” 
 
    “That can’t be, I checked, I know the baby was dead. I would never have buried her if she wasn’t.” Larisa sobbed. She was beside herself with guilt. 
 
    “I know that honey, and I was going to tell you when I got back to the house, but when I got back, you were gone. I waited hours for you or Dad to come back to the house, but neither of you ever did. The next day I asked around town, but no one knew where you were, and Mr. Ashton told me Dad left town almost six months earlier. I had no idea where to find you, so when I still hadn’t heard from you a couple of weeks later, I let Krystal adopt the baby.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, why are you calling her Daisy and honey? How exactly do you know her?” Mila asked, trying to put the pieces together.  
 
    Mila felt like she was beginning to lose her cool, it was too much; first the arranged marriage and now this shit? How much more was she expected to take in a day?  
 
    “This is my sister Daisy; well you know her as Larisa. I’m still getting used to the new name,” he said, as he smiled lovingly at her. 
 
    Mila was doing her best to process everything Leo was telling her; she already knew she was adopted, but Mila had no idea that Larisa was actually Daisy and that she was her birth  
 
    mother; that was definitely a twist in the story. She remembered thinking, while she was reading her mother’s diary that Daisy might be her birth mother, but then she found the postcard and the theory was blown to hell. 
 
    “I’m confused; how can you be my birth mother? You told my mother in that postcard that you and your baby were doing fine in Phoenix.” 
 
    “I felt horrible that I lied to her, especially after she was so kind to me, but I felt like I had no other choice. She knew the baby was born, and if she knew that the baby died so soon, she could have contacted the authorities and put me in jail. I was only eighteen years old, and I was all alone, I didn’t know what else to do. I was terrified.” 
 
    Mila didn’t know what to believe anymore. When she read the diary, she thought she had most of the story, everything except who her birth mother was; but now, Leo had a different story altogether. Hearing this version, made her wonder if Larisa really did kill her baby or if it was, in fact, a terrible misunderstanding. Either way, it didn’t help the situation; she still had to figure out how to stop Dr. Blackmore from shooting them, and persuade him to let them go.  
 
    Leo watched Mila’s reaction to all the news and wondered why she was so calm about it; he fully expected her to freak out and ask a million questions, but she didn’t. He thought that maybe she was trying to appear cool and collected in front of Dr. Blackmore, but still, with this news, she was way too calm. Leo wondered why she was still playing both sides now that she knew the whole truth; Mila could have easily defused the situation; why did she continue to allow Dr. Blackmore to hold them at gunpoint? 
 
    “Are we about done with story time? I’ve heard more than enough of your family drama; can I please shoot them now?” Dr. Blackmore asked impatiently.  
 
    He got up from the chair and walked around to the front of the desk and sat on the edge, still aiming the gun at Leo’s head and said, “The sooner we get this done, the sooner I can leave. I have a tee time in exactly,” he looked at his watch, “one hour.” 
 
    By this time, Leo had gotten the rope completely loosened and was just holding it in place while he waited for the right moment to jump Dr. Blackmore and get the gun away from him.  
 
    “Do you really think killing them is the right answer, considering they only got into one room? All they’ve seen is some needles and computer chips; they have no idea what those things are used for.” Mila was having second thoughts. 
 
    “That’s true. We didn’t see anything,” Larisa chimed in, hoping it would convince him. 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that he is not a patient and he was snooping around? Or that he broke into my office and stole a pricing sheet?”  
 
    Dr. Blackmore was getting frustrated watching Mila play both sides. What is your end game, you little two-faced minx, are you playing me too? He wondered; but he smiled to himself when he thought about it because, in some weird way, it kind of turned him on. 
 
    “Look, he’s right, I did break in, and I was snooping, but Larisa didn’t do anything wrong. Let her go. You can do whatever you want with me, just let Larisa go,” Leo pleaded. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore was losing his patience; he knew he had to kill them both or his whole operation would be in jeopardy. It was just a matter of waiting for the perfect moment to pull the trigger; unfortunately, Mila was making it quite difficult for him. 
 
    “I don’t want anyone shot or killed,” Mila quickly injected again.  
 
    “Mila, are you out of your mind? There are consequences for actions. The consequence of breaking into my office and  
 
    stealing from me is death. Besides, he’s just stalling, I’m sure you’ll find everything he’s been saying is just one big lie to get you to go against your instincts,” Dr. Blackmore said trying his best to convince Mila. 
 
    Mila wasn’t listening to him; she knew what Leo was telling her was the truth; she just had to find out one more detail. 
 
    “Leo, I just need to know one more thing. Did my mother know that your sister was my birth mother?”  
 
    “I don’t think so, I never told her; and she never let on if she did know.” 
 
    “Well then, it all makes sense now, the identity of my birth mother was the only missing piece,” Mila said feeling a little relief, like when you finally fit the last piece of the ten-thousand-piece puzzle.  
 
    “You knew you were adopted? Your mother said she wasn’t going to tell you. How did you find out?” Leo asked. 
 
    “I read her diary.” 
 
    “Fuck. I knew there was something I was forgetting. How much did you read?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ve heard more than enough. Mila, move out of my way, or I’m going to have to shoot through you.”  
 
    Dr. Blackmore was done being courteous. He needed to get on with this; he was already running late, and he didn’t want to lose his tee time. 
 
    Mila had to think fast, or she might be shot too. Suddenly it came to her, if she could accidentally tap the stun gun, she took from Lamar on Dr. Blackmore’s arm, he would flinch and drop the gun. While he was incapacitated, she could grab the gun and save the day. She thought it was a brilliant plan, but would it actually work? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Mila watched as Dr. Blackmore grew more and more impatient. She knew her plan was risky, but it was her only option. Mila casually reached around behind herself and found the stun gun on the table. Slowly, so she didn’t call any attention to herself, she turned the stun gun on and waited for the right moment to strike. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dr. Blackmore stood up and got ready to shoot. He had been patient long enough. Just as he was about to flip the safety off and pull the trigger, Mila accidentally bumped his arm, touching it with the live stun gun.  
 
    “Aaaahhhhhh!” he yelled as the pain surged through his now ridged body and he fell clumsily to the floor. 
 
    Mila had hoped that the gun would fall to the floor when Dr. Blackmore did, and she could pick it up and save the day, but that wasn’t the case. Instead, when she touched his arm with the stun gun, the gun he was holding flew up in the air and spiraled across the room headed right for Leo. 
 
    Leo was watching the gun, and when he saw Mila accidentally stun Dr. Blackmore, he was ready to pounce. Luckily for him, the gun was coming right to him, just like the catch he made in Superbowl XXVII. He watched as the gun spiraled across the room like a new handcrafted Wilson football, and for a brief moment, he was lost in the memory. 
 
    It was late in the fourth quarter, only thirty seconds left in the game. The Sacramento Sequoia had the ball on their opponent’s twenty-yard line. The score was 17-21, and they needed the touchdown to win. The coach ordered a running play but Treyvon, the quarterback, must have seen something else  
 
    because when he got the ball, he threw it high and to the left. It  
 
    was supposed to go directly to Leo… but it didn’t.  
 
    Instead, the opposing team intercepted and started running towards their goal line. Winston, one of the blockers for the Sacramento Sequoia, caught up to him and punched the ball out of his arms, so it flew up into the air. Leo wasn’t far behind, and he immediately ran up and caught it.  
 
    With no one really knowing what was happening, Leo ran for the goal. As he crossed the goal line, the opposing team’s safety clipped him from behind, and when Leo fell, he tore his ACL. They won the game, but it was the last time Leo ever played pro football. 
 
    Leo snapped back into reality just in time to reach out and grab the gun with one hand and fall against the wall. When he looked up, he noticed Lamar inching towards the door. 
 
    “Ya, you should be worried, asshole,” Leo said, as he playfully pointed the gun at Lamar.  
 
    Leo quickly got up and went over to untie Larisa, while he continued to keep one eye on Dr. Blackmore who was still lying on the floor. When he looked up, Lamar had left the room. 
 
    “You stupid woman, look what you’ve done!” Dr. Blackmore was livid. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, Irving, are you ok?” Mila asked, trying to sound innocent as she helped him off the floor. She purposely used his first name to rattle him. She had never addressed him with it before, and knew that when she did, it would be significant to him… and it was. 
 
    As Dr. Blackmore stood up and brushed himself off, he looked at Leo, wondering what he would do next. He didn’t like losing control, and he was definitely not in control anymore. 
 
    Leo continued to point the gun at Dr. Blackmore. He still  
 
    wasn’t sure which side Mila was actually on, so he kept his guard up. 
 
    “What are you going to do now, big boy?” Dr. Blackmore asked sarcastically. 
 
    “I’m going to report your ass, and you get to spend the rest of your pathetic life behind bars, where you belong. I can finally prove you had something to do with the death of my wife.” 
 
    “She wasn’t technically your wife… was she; she was just your girlfriend. Apparently, you couldn’t close the deal.” Dr. Blackmore knew just how to get under Leo’s skin. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Mila asked. 
 
    “Didn’t it ever occur to you that I might have done a background check on you and your family before I offered you the partnership? I mean, I had to know what I was getting in to.” 
 
    “So, you did know who my mother was, you lied to me. So is what Leo is implying correct, did you kill my mother?” She already knew the answer, but she wanted him to say it in front of Leo. 
 
    “That’s crazy, I didn’t even know her. Besides, how would you ever prove anything, she was immediately cremated.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Mila asked, trying to get him to hang himself. 
 
    Dr. Blackmore realized that he slipped and quickly tried to cover it up. 
 
    “It was just a guess, a good one, apparently.” As he leaned back on the edge of the desk, he smiled, as he remembered making a pretty penny for Krystal’s organs. 
 
    “Mila, call the cops, I’m done listening to this piece of shit spew his web of lies,” Leo said, growing impatient. 
 
    Mila had no intention of calling the police; she knew they would just make the situation more complicated. She needed to get  
 
    Dr. Blackmore to admit he was responsible for her mother’s death so Leo would get mad enough to kill him. 
 
    “So, are you going to shoot me or what?” 
 
    “You wish.” 
 
    “I see, just like that nosey girlfriend of yours… all talk and no action.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Leo could feel the hairs on the back of his neck standing up; he was doing everything he could to keep his cool. 
 
    “She was a snoop too.” 
 
    “So, you killed her?” Leo asked as he turned the safety off and cocked the gun. He was seeing red now, and it was getting harder and harder not to pull the trigger and blow Dr. Blackmore to smithereens. 
 
    “Now, I didn’t say that…” 
 
    “He’s lying Leo, he killed Mama.” 
 
    “Oh, come on now, like I said before, you have no proof of that.” Dr. Blackmore was getting nervous and was carefully picking his words. 
 
    “Oh, but I do; I found the file in your office,” Mila said, as she looked directly into his eyes. 
 
    “Mila, is that true, did he really kill Krystal?” Leo needed to know the truth. 
 
    “Yes. Shoot him Leo; kill him like he killed Mama.” 
 
    “I think we should wait for the police, if I kill him, I won’t be any better than him,” Leo was trying to rationalize, but it was getting harder and harder every minute. 
 
    Mila was getting frustrated, she didn’t realize that Leo was such a choir boy; she thought for sure as soon as he heard that Dr. Blackmore was the one who killed Krystal, he would have no problem pulling the trigger. Dammit, I really hoped he had the  
 
    balls to pull the trigger so I wouldn’t have to, she thought. She would have to turn this up a notch. 
 
    “He killed her, Leo, and then he harvested her organs and sold them, including her eyes.” 
 
    That was all Leo had to hear. He already saw red, but that remark put him over the edge.  
 
    “You son-of-a-bitch…” Leo said, as he pulled the trigger and watched as the bullet flew across the room and directly into Dr. Blackmore’s forehead. He watched as the blood and part of Dr. Blackmore’s skull flew towards the back wall in slow motion and splattered. Leo knew he should feel remorse, but all he felt was relief as he watched Dr. Blackmore’s lifeless body slither to the floor. 
 
    Mila was shocked; she didn’t think Leo had it in him. Well thank God he did, she thought, otherwise I would have had to do the dirty work. This was working out great, Dr. Blackmore was out of the picture, and now she was in charge. Leo had no idea how much he just helped her out. 
 
    As Mila stood there in awe, she watched Larisa as she tried to comfort Leo; it was almost kind of sweet, she thought. Suddenly, Mila remembered that Larisa was worth a small fortune on the black market. So she casually walked over and picked up the gun without Leo or Larisa noticing. Once she got back over to the desk, next to Dr. Blackmore’s bleeding corpse, she pointed the gun directly at Larisa. 
 
    “How could you just throw me away like I was trash?” Mila yelled at Larisa. She wasn’t sure if she would be able to pull the trigger, she had never killed anyone in cold blood like this. 
 
    “Mila, Larisa had no idea you were still alive. Hell, I wasn’t even sure, that’s why I brought you to Krystal. Larisa was only doing what she thought she had to do. Trust me, I watched,  
 
    and it wasn’t easy for her.” Leo was doing his best to defuse the situation, but he wasn’t sure what Mila would do. 
 
    “Mila, I know you’re confused, I am too, but you don’t have to do this. Consider your practice, you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in jail,” Larisa pleaded. 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Mila said, as she walked over to the desk and nonchalantly pressed the red button conveniently located under the desktop on the right side. The button alerts the staff to quickly tear down everything that isn’t normal to a therapy office. 
 
    “What do you mean, it won’t happen?” Leo asked. 
 
    “Exactly that; you can call the police, but they won’t find anything when they get here except for Dr. Blackmore’s dead body, and well, your fingerprints on the gun.” Mila was still holding Larisa at gunpoint. 
 
    “As are yours,” Leo reminds her. 
 
    “Ya but, I’m the doctor, and I had to pull the gun from your hands after you shot Dr. Blackmore and my patient Larisa Bergman; I couldn’t let you couldn’t hurt anyone else.”  
 
    Mila thought things were progressing well. Apparently, she could have her cake and eat it too. She was feeling pretty proud of herself. 
 
    “Mila, what have you become, this isn’t how you were raised. Your mother would be mortified.” 
 
    Mila thought about what Leo said, and realized that maybe it would be better if she put the gun down and pretended to be confused. She was in charge of the whole operation now, if she lost one, would it really matter? Mila was already fabulously wealthy, thanks to Leo killing Dr. Blackmore. Besides she thought, there will be plenty more to harvest. Mila quickly changed her tone. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m sorry. I guess the news was more then I  
 
    was prepared to hear. Please forgive me,” Mila said, as she put the gun down and looked at Larisa. 
 
    “I understand. We both learned a lot today, I’m sure it will take some time to process it all.” Larisa said with relief. 
 
    “Things just got out of control. I didn’t know that Dr. Blackmore was performing different experiments then we had discussed. As far as I knew, we were just administering a trial medication to patients.” Mila did her best to sound sweet and innocent. 
 
    “We need to call the police; I’m actually surprised someone hasn’t already, what with the gunshot and all,” Leo said. 
 
    “No one would have heard a gunshot, all the rooms are soundproofed,” Mila replied. 
 
    “We still need to call the police.” 
 
    “And what will we be telling them?” Mila asked, knowing she didn’t want anyone else snooping around. 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “What truth? That you broke into the clinic, and when you were busted, you pulled a gun and killed Dr. Blackmore? I think we need a better story.” 
 
    “The truth, my truth, is better.” 
 
    “Like I said before, all the police will find is a normal therapy clinic with a dead doctor.” 
 
    “Along with some surgical equipment and a computer room where you are tracking patients without their knowledge,” Leo said; he knew what he saw. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what you think you saw, but I assure you, all the police will find is a normal therapy office. There isn’t any surgical equipment or tracking devices here.” Mila knew that the staff was currently removing anything that would incriminate them and that once the police arrived, they wouldn’t find anything. 
 
    Leo wasn’t sure what Mila’s angle was, but he decided to call her bluff. 
 
    “Call the police Mila. You might feel ok lying your way through life, but I prefer the straight and narrow.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Mila said, as she dialed the police. 
 
    “Los Angeles police department, precinct 47, is this an emergency?” 
 
    “Yes, would you please send someone over, there’s been a shooting,” Mila told the police dispatcher. 
 
    “There will be a squad car arriving in the next ten minutes. Would you like me to stay on the line with you while you wait?” 
 
    “No, thank you, that won’t be necessary,” Mila said, as she hung the phone up. 
 
    “Thank you, you did the right thing.” Leo was relieved that the police would be here soon. He had quite a bit to tell them. 
 
    “Maybe so, but when they get here, let me do the talking. I’ll tell the police that Dr. Blackmore lost his mind and tried to kill you. You were here to take me to lunch, and you were just defending yourself.” 
 
    “But that isn’t what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, Leo, that is what happened.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the police arrived and started to question the staff. They questioned everyone, but no one saw or heard anything, just as Mila said. 
 
    When they got to Lamar, he told them that Dr. Blackmore had been acting strange the past few days, and seemed to be losing his mind; thinking everyone was against him. The police believed him and thanked him for stepping forward and being so honest. Before they questioned Mila, they searched the building, and just like Mila predicted, they found nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
    As Mila walked out of room four and into the hallway, she noticed an older man, most likely in his late fifty’s, standing next  
 
    to Dr. Blackmore’s locked office. He must be the detective, she thought. He was dressed in khaki pants and a slightly yellowed, short-sleeved, white button-down shirt that just covered his protruding beer belly. He was holding a pen and a small notebook, jotting down notes and thoughts as they came to him. 
 
    Mila watched as he carefully tried the door, but quickly realized it was locked. As he sighed with frustration, he ran his fingers through his mostly salty, disheveled, bed-head hair, and looked around for someone who might be able to help him. Within seconds, he noticed Mila and started walking towards her. 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am, are you the doctor in charge?” The detective asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Dr. Mila Thorton, and you are…” 
 
    “Detective Bert DeLoc,” he said, as he extended his hand. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Detective, I wish it would be under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes, well then I probably wouldn’t be here,” he replied matter-of-factly.  
 
    Detective DeLoc was not at all thrilled to be there; he was one day away from retiring and putting his days of fighting crime behind him. His fishing poles were already packed, and he was ready to leave for his mini vacation to the Truckee River, up by Lake Tahoe, as soon as he finished his shift today. He had no intention of starting a new case that would delay this trip. He told himself he would do his due diligence, but that was really going to be the extent of it; unless he found something really ground-breaking. 
 
    “Just let me know if you need my assistance,” Mila said, as she turned to walk out to the waiting room. 
 
    “Well, I’d really like to get into this office, would you be able to assist me with that?”  
 
    That was the last thing Mila wanted to do; she knew 
 
    exactly what he would find in there. I have to create some sort of diversion, there’s no way he can go into that office, she thought as she tried not to panic. It was the one flaw in her plan. 
 
    “That’s Dr. Blackmore’s office… the deceased. As I’m sure you noticed, it’s a combination lock, and unfortunately, I don’t know the combination,” she lied. 
 
    “Is there anyone here who might know it; he must have an assistant.” Here we go, the detective thought, this is exactly what I was afraid of. He knew she was obviously hiding something in that office, and now he had to decide if he wanted to pursue it and delay his retirement; or look the other way. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find someone who knows it, but in the meantime, have you spoken to Lamar Goodeve, he worked quite closely with the deceased.” 
 
    “I think one of the officers already has, but I will make a note to talk to him myself. Do you think he saw anything relevant?” 
 
    Mila sighed as she leaned in to speak more privately, “Look, this was just a huge misunderstanding gone astray.” 
 
    “Really… maybe you could explain that statement a little more…” Detective DeLoc was getting worried now; he didn’t want to find anything that would spark an in-depth investigation, he already knew there was something in that office, but maybe if he didn’t find anything else, he could justify turning a blind eye.  
 
    “Well, I noticed that Dr. Blackmore, the deceased, was acting quite peculiar the past few days.” 
 
    “Peculiar how?” he asked as he flipped his notebook to a fresh page and got ready to jot down anything relevant. 
 
    “Oh, you know, he was acting paranoid, thinking everyone was against him. He was very nervous and absent-minded.” 
 
    “I see, and the two he had tied up, what’s your connection with them?” 
 
    “Larisa Bergman is a patient of mine, and she was here for treatment. Leo Mills is a personal friend, and he was here to take me to lunch. He must have accidentally gone into the back area looking for me when Dr. Blackmore found him and assumed the worst.” 
 
    “Is Dr. Blackmore, the one who tied them up?” 
 
    “Yes sir, like I said, he wasn’t in his right mind. He thought that Leo was breaking in and kidnapping Larisa, so he drugged them both and tied them up. He had been talking about world domination all day,” Mila said, as she rolled her eyes and softly laughed. 
 
    “World domination… interesting. And the shooting, how did that all come about?” 
 
    “Well, like I said, Dr. Blackmore wasn’t in his right mind; he was spewing nonsense and holding both Leo and Larisa at gunpoint when I walked in. Leo was able to get free of the ties, and he tackled Dr. Blackmore. A struggle broke out, and Leo accidentally shot Dr. Blackmore. It was purely self-defense.”  
 
    “You wrap this up awfully neatly for someone who happens to have a dead doctor on site.” Burt DeLoc had been a detective for almost twenty-five years; he could tell when someone was lying, but this time, he decided to let it slide. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Mila was worried, it almost sounded like he didn’t believe her. 
 
    “Well, your story seems awfully clean, a little… unbelievable.” The hairs on the back of his neck were standing tall, just like they always do when something seems off. He knew there was definitely more to this story, but if he pursued it, he could end up delaying his retirement for weeks; and that was something he had no intention of doing. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that. I told you what happened. I guess it does seem awfully unbelievable, but  
 
    Dr. Blackmore wasn’t your typical doctor. He was highly intelligent, quite overworked, and very high strung. He put in an average of sixty hours a week between this office and a hospital in a neighboring town. That’s a lot of hours for someone his age, don’t you agree?” She asked as she looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Yes, I see your point. I will need to speak with the two victims. Are they in this room over here?” He asked as he pointed to room four. 
 
    Mila knew that Leo was going to spill the truth about how Dr. Blackmore killed Krystal and sold her body parts on the black market, and that would definitely make this detective stick around. She had to do something and quickly. 
 
    “I think you should know that both victims were drugged pretty heavily before they were tied up, so they might be a little confused.” 
 
    “I’ll take that into consideration,” he said, as he paged backward in his notebook like he was looking for something.  
 
    “Did you have any more questions for me?” 
 
    “I did have one more; what exactly is your involvement with the deceased again?” 
 
    “He was my boss; I only work at this clinic twice a week. I was under the impression that he was just hypnotizing these patients’ problems away, he was a master hypnotizer. We were also testing a new medication on several of the patients; with their full consent, of course.” 
 
    “What type of new medication?” 
 
    “It’s a new drug for OCD and anxiety. We’ve had very encouraging results. However, I have been noticing lately that Dr. Blackmore has been acting strange, all crazy and paranoid. I actually came by today to put in my notice. It’s getting to be a little too much for me, with my personal practice and all.” 
 
    “Well I think I have everything I need from you,” Detective DeLoc said, as he turned to go into room four to speak with Leo and Larisa. 
 
    “I’ll stick around for a while in case you need anything.” 
 
    Detective DeLoc went into room four and sat down in the chair next to Leo. 
 
    “I’m detective DeLoc; would you mind telling me what happened here today?” 
 
    “I would love to.” 
 
    Leo told the detective how Krystal mysteriously died and how she led him to Dr. Blackmore. He told him about the medication and how it had parasites in it, and how Dr. Blackmore would track the patients until they died so he could harvest their organs and sell them on the black market.” 
 
    “That’s quite a story, Mr. Mills. Is that how you remember it too, Ms. Bergman?” 
 
    “Actually, I was passed out for most of it, I didn’t really come to until Leo had shot him; but he’s my brother, he wouldn’t lie; if he said that’s what happened, then that’s what happened.” 
 
    “Ok, well I think I have all I need here,” Detective DeLoc said, as he flipped his notebook closed and stood to leave.  
 
    Detective DeLoc knew there were plenty of things that he should be investigating, such as Leo’s claim that someone was selling body parts on the black market; but that new fly-fishing pole was calling his name, and he knew that an investigation could take weeks or even months. He had done his due diligence and found nothing out of the ordinary, or at least that’s what his report will say.  
 
    “Are you going to do something about this?” Leo asked, wondering why the detective wasn’t taking any action. 
 
    “There isn’t much more I can do except put it in the report.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” Leo was pissed, why didn’t this guy believe him? 
 
    “Well there wasn’t any evidence to back up what you just described to me, and well, the guy who you claimed was behind the whole operation is dead. Looks like it kind of solved itself,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “What about the computer chips and the surgical equipment?” 
 
    “Nothing; we searched the entire building.” 
 
    Leo was upset, Mila had warned him this would happen, but he knows what he saw. At least he can find comfort in the fact that Dr. Blackmore won’t be hurting anyone else. 
 
    Before Detective DeLoc left, he tracked Mila down again. 
 
    “I have one more question for you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Mr. Mills mentioned that Dr. Blackmore was drugging the patients and then harvesting their organs on the black market, is there any truth to that?” He knew that if it was true, there was no way in hell, she was going to admit it; he was more looking to see what her reaction would be. 
 
    “Seriously?” Mila smiled and said, “I think that Leo is having a tough time accepting the death of my mother. They were together for many years, and she died very quickly and unexpectedly a few weeks ago. In my professional opinion, I think he needs to talk with someone to help him sort out his grief.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “I was just wondering… is there any way we can keep Dr. Blackmore’s death out of the press?” 
 
    Detective DeLoc looked up from his notebook and directly at Mila. He wondered why she would want to keep the death a secret. Mila noticed the look on his face and quickly said, 
 
    “The patients in the waiting room are very delicate, and I don’t want to upset them with his death. Some of them were his patients. Plus, I don’t want to start a media frenzy; he was a very prominent psychiatrist. It will be in his patients’ best interest if we handle this privately.” 
 
    “I understand. You aren’t required to report a death to a newspaper or even have an obituary done, but you still have to file a death certificate with the vital records office. That should help, but as I’m sure you’re aware, sometimes things leak out. I would make a plan in case that happens. I’ll make sure my guys don’t mention anything.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “Ok then; I’m done here. If you think of anything else that might be relevant, here’s my card,” Detective DeLoc said, as he handed Mila his soon to be useless business card. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    The next day, Mila woke up with a refreshing new outlook on life. Things were going to be very different from now on; thanks to Dr. Blackmore, she was in charge, and she no longer had to worry about money. However, there were still some loose ends she needed to tie up. 
 
    As she drove into the office, she thought about the events of the last couple of days, it had been quite a rollercoaster. She knew she would have to say something to the staff to explain Dr. Blackmore’s sudden absence, but she wasn’t quite sure what that explanation was going to be. She really wanted to keep his death out of the press so that she could continue his work.  
 
    Should I tell the staff the truth that Dr. Blackmore died or should I just say he took an immediate leave of absence? She just wasn’t sure. Each version had its perks and its downfalls; however, the more Mila thought about it, the more she began to think it might be easier to lie. She continued to debate it, going back and forth with herself during her drive, and by the time she reached her new office, she had made a decision. 
 
    “Good morning, Sofia, how are you today?” Mila asked cheerfully as she walked in. 
 
    “I am fabulous, thank you for asking. You sure look pretty today, is that a new dress?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, thanks for noticing. Hey, I was wondering, do you have the combination for Dr. Blackmore’s office? I’m going to move in there.” 
 
    “With Dr. Blackmore… the two of you are going to share an office?” Sofia was confused. 
 
    “No,” Mila said, as she leaned in for privacy, “I’m going to make a formal announcement this morning, but Dr. Blackmore  
 
    had to take an immediate leave of absence last night. He won’t be back for a while.” 
 
    “That’s strange, he didn’t mention anything to me.” 
 
    “It was very sudden, and I think you may have been gone already.” Mila lied. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well, I sure hope everything is ok.” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes.” Mila didn’t want to go into details. 
 
    “Does that mean that you are going to be working out of this office more?” 
 
    “Yes, in fact, since Dr. Blackmore had to leave so abruptly, I’ve decided to move my practice here permanently.” 
 
    “That is wonderful, I’m so excited,” Sofia said, as she handed Mila a post-it with the combination written on it. 
 
    “Would it be possible to get a new nameplate for my office?” 
 
    “Sure, that’s no problem. I’ll take care of it right away.” 
 
    “Thank you. Would you also gather the staff for a quick meeting? I’d like to address this matter right away this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Mila walked into the back area; it felt different now that she was in charge. There were a few changes she wanted to make, nothing major, mostly painting and décor ideas; and began to make a mental list. As Mila walked towards her new office, she wondered what she’ll find when she starts going through Dr. Blackmore’s paperwork and files. 
 
    Mila put the combination in and opened the door. As the door opened, she looked inside and could hardly believe this was her new office. She couldn’t wait to get started, but first, she had to explain Dr. Blackmore’s absence to the staff. She quickly placed her briefcase on the desk, threw her purse in a drawer, and went back out to the lobby for the meeting. 
 
    “Thanks, guys, I’ll keep this quick, I know you are all very busy. Last night, Dr. Blackmore received some unsettling news and had to take an immediate leave of absence. I don’t know when or if he will return.” 
 
    “What happened?” one of the nurses asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t go into details, it’s a personal matter.” 
 
    “What about his patients?” another nurse asked. 
 
    “I will be taking his caseload. Whatever I can’t handle, I will delegate out myself.” Mila knew that his only patients were the ones that were referred for the OCD trial drug project, and until she can get someone else to hypnotize the patients and inject them with the drug, there won’t be too many of them.  
 
    “Who’s in charge now?” Lamar asked. 
 
    “I will be. Are there any other questions?” Mila asked as she looked around the room. She wanted to get this wrapped up soon so she could get started on the stack of paperwork patiently waiting for her on her new desk. “Ok, then we’re done here.” 
 
    When she got back to her new office, she immediately went to the desk, sat down, and got started. Her first line of business would be to find a new psychiatrist that specializes in hypnosis. She thought about the people she knew, but none of them were particularly skilled in hypnosis. 
 
    I wonder if Jessica would know of someone, she thought as she dialed her number. Mila knew that she would have to tell Jessica what was going on, but that was the least of her worries right now. She was confident that Jessica would keep her secret. 
 
    “Hi Jessica, hey, do you have a minute I need your help with something.” 
 
    “Sure, what’s going on?” 
 
    Mila told her how Dr. Blackmore asked her to partner with him and how things went south in room four. She purposely left  
 
    out the part about her having to marry him and how she is the sole heir to his fortune. 
 
    “So, I was wondering if you might know anyone who specializes in hypnosis and would be open to joining our team.” 
 
    “Hmmm, let me think… you know… there is this one doctor, I met him at a conference earlier this year, but he lives up in San Francisco.” 
 
    “Do you think he would be interested?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’d be happy to give him a call.” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks so much.” 
 
    “What about everything else?” 
 
    “I’m still working on that stuff. You should see the pile of paperwork I have to tackle this morning.” 
 
    “Well, let me know if you need any help. I’ll give that doctor a call, and I’ll let you know how it goes. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    When Mila hung up, she realized that she still had to figure out who she sells the patients organs to. Unfortunately for her, Dr. Blackmore died before he could introduce her to his contacts; she had no idea who they were, how to contact them, or how the actual process worked. Come on Irving, tell me you kept a file with all that information, she thought. She checked his file cabinet and the files in his desk, but so far, no luck.  
 
    When she opened the top desk drawer to look for a new pen, she noticed a small gold key sitting in the tray. 
 
    “I wonder what this is for…,” she said, as she pulled it out and looked at it. 
 
    It was a tiny key; too small for a door, but maybe it would fit a cabinet, she thought. She looked around the office for anything with a small keyhole, but she didn’t see anything. I wonder if Sofia knows what this opens, she thought as she walked out into the reception area.  
 
    “Sofia, I found this key in the top desk drawer, do you have any idea where it goes?” 
 
    “Hmmm… that’s a good question. Did you try the file cabinets?” 
 
    “Yes, the one in the desk itself and the free-standing one.” 
 
    “Then that must be for the special one in the closet.” 
 
    “The special one in the closet? I didn’t realize there was a file cabinet in the closet. I thought it was just boxes and, well, junk.” 
 
    “My bad; it’s not a file cabinet; I should have mentioned that; it’s a safe.” 
 
    “A safe that uses a key rather than a code… hmmm, well at least I don’t have to memorize another code,” Mila replied with a smile. 
 
    “Ya, I thought it was strange too. I actually found it by accident when I was cleaning up for him; Dr. Blackmore was so upset he swore me to secrecy. I don’t know what’s in there, but he sure wanted it to remain a secret.” 
 
    “Really, I wonder what’s inside…” Mila quickly went back into her office and directly to the coat closet. She looked inside, and at first, she didn’t see anything that resembled a safe; but when she moved a couple of file boxes, there it was. 
 
    She carefully placed the key in the lock and turned it. After a quick, ‘click’ sound, the front popped open. When she looked inside, she found a folder filled with paperwork, a ledger, and a checkbook. She carefully pulled out the contents to examine them. 
 
    Inside the folder was a notebook, and it was exactly what she had been looking for. It listed each doctor’s name with a phone number and their location. Mila pulled the ledger out and looked at it; there was a small lock on it that required a special key. I wonder where this key is, she thought. She could completely understand why Dr. Blackmore kept these locked up in such an  
 
    unconventional spot; it wasn’t something he would have wanted someone to accidentally find.  
 
    As she sat in her swanky new office chair reading the papers in the folder, she suddenly remembered something Dr. Blackmore said to her, and it stopped her dead in her tracks. He told her that unless the two of them married, his contacts wouldn’t even meet with her, let alone do business with her. This could be a problem, she thought.  
 
    How the hell am I going to get around this? She wondered. Mila knew she had to think of something and quick because without that marriage license, she wasn’t even heir to his massive fortune. She quickly went into the desk drawer where he filed the contract they signed yesterday to see if maybe there was a loophole in all that fine print that could help her.  
 
    After reading the contract three times, she still wasn’t any closer to a solution. As she put the contract down it started to sink in, all of this might be over; the money, the thrills, everything. She was crushed; it felt like all her dreams and plans for the future just swirled down the proverbial toilet. This sucks, she thought, looks like from now on it’s just boring old psychiatry and therapy unless some sort of miracle happens. 
 
    Then there was the problem of how to tell everyone involved that it was over. It was definitely going to be a challenge; considering Mila wasn’t even sure how deep this project went. 
 
    Just then there was a knock on her door, and Sofia stuck her head in. 
 
    “Dr. Thorton, I was wondering if you had a spare moment.” 
 
    “Sure Sofia, please come in,” Mila said, as she casually pushed the contract under other papers so it would be hidden. 
 
    Sofia walked in and sat down in the chair across from Mila. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Sofia?” 
 
    “I wanted to know how you would like to handle Dr. Blackmore’s patient list and also his… extracurricular activities.” 
 
    Mila had no idea that Sofia knew about his extracurricular activities; she was under the impression that only a couple of the doctors, Lamar and Nurse Clancy, knew anything about the project. This is great, she thought, someone to help me sort this out. 
 
    “Extracurricular activities?” Mila wanted to make sure they were both talking about the same thing before she said much more. 
 
    “Yes, he was working with patients and giving them a new experimental drug, he found in India.” 
 
    So, the medication comes from somewhere in India, good to know, Mila thought, I wonder what else she knows.   
 
    “I see…” Mila wanted to keep Sofia talking. 
 
    “Dr. Blackmore said he was getting great results with it. Oh, he also has several doctors he pays a monthly commission to if they refer patients to him for this experimental drug.” 
 
    “Do you know what the drug was for?” 
 
    “He said it was to help patients with OCD or anxiety. Apparently, he was having great success because the patients that tried it never returned; I guess they were cured. Isn’t that just amazing?” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes, it is quite amazing.” Mila was disappointed; she realized that Sofia didn’t know as much as she had hoped. However, maybe she knew enough to help her figure out a way to keep this machine moving. “What exactly did you do for him?” 
 
    “I helped him with his schedule, and I usually order the medication too. Do you think you will be continuing with his work?” 
 
    “I’m not sure at this point; I have to learn a little more 
 
    about what he was doing and also the medication itself. Do you know who manufactures it?” 
 
    “No, I just call this number and leave a message telling them that Dr. Blackmore would like to reorder. Then about a week later, it shows up. 
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know about it, but to be honest, I just took care of the administrative part. I have a list of the doctors and the days they come for payment, does that help?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “You are going to be a great help to me. In fact, would you be interested in becoming my personal assistant? There would be a significant raise, and I’ll still allow you time to study.” 
 
    “That would be amazing.” 
 
    “How far along are you in school?” 
 
    “This is my last year; next year, I’ll have to leave to do my residency somewhere.” 
 
    Mila thought for a moment and then said… 
 
    “Would you be interested in doing it here?” 
 
    “The residency? That would be a dream.” 
 
    “Well, then consider it done. I’ll put something in writing for you, and we can discuss the details when the time is closer.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, I don’t know what to say. I promise I won’t let you down. Would you still like me to do reception?” 
 
    “Just until you find a replacement; I won’t give you too much until then.” 
 
    “I’ll give the employment agency a call right away this morning. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a new receptionist. You know, I might even know someone who is looking for a gig…,” she said, as she trailed off in thought, “Was there anything else you needed?” 
 
    “I found a notebook and ledger, but the ledger has a lock on it that requires a special key; any idea where to look for it?” 
 
    “I know there’s a key hidden on top of the closet door, I have no idea what it opens, but I know it’s there.” 
 
    “It just sits on top of the door? I thought for sure it was going to be in some file drawer or some secret hiding place.” 
 
    “Right? When I asked Dr. Blackmore about it, he told me he likes to hide things in plain sight, because people will always think it should be hidden somewhere better.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “You have a very hectic day ahead of you, today is payday for about fifteen doctors.” 
 
    “You mentioned that you have a list of the doctors who will be coming in for payment, do they come in at specific times or just randomly on the days they are assigned?” 
 
    “They really just come whenever. Have you decided what you are going to tell them?” 
 
    “What I’m going to tell them about what?” 
 
    “Well, Dr. Blackmore, of course; I mean, aren’t you planning on telling them about his leave of absence?” 
 
    “That’s right, I guess I should mention that to them. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have things under control. I’m going to get started on finding that new receptionist; let me know if you need anything else. Oh, I almost forgot, Mr. Nickelbacker will be coming by in about a half hour.” 
 
    “Mister who? Is he a patient?” 
 
    “No, he and Dr. Blackmore are old friends; he comes in every month around this time. He’s really nice, and he always makes an appointment,” Sofia said, as she got up to leave. 
 
    Great, Mila thought, I better come up with something and  
 
    quick. What the hell am I going to tell people? Minutes later Sofia buzzed her… 
 
    “Excuse me, Dr. Thorton, Mr. Nickelbacker, is here.” 
 
    “Already, isn’t he early? Shit… give me five minutes and then send him back.” 
 
    Mila was nervous; she didn’t have any idea what she was going to tell people. She really hoped that Jessica would come through and get her a new hypnotist, but she wasn’t going to count on it. At least this guy isn’t involved with the project. I should probably tell him the truth, him being a good friend and all, she thought. 
 
    Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Please, come in.” 
 
    In walked an older gentleman, probably in his early or mid-sixties, like Dr. Blackmore. He wasn’t a tall man, he was somewhat portly, but he carried himself well. His hair was silver, and the small amounts that were left around the sides were casually swept over the bare center portion in a gentle swirl. He was wearing a nicely fitting Armani black pinstriped suit with shiny black shoes, and he carried a black leather briefcase. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry to intrude, I was looking for Irving, isn’t this his office?” 
 
    “Yes, please come in. I’m Dr. Mila Thorton.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, oh, aren’t you a pretty one. I must say, Irving mentioned that you were a looker, but I had no idea you were this pretty. I’ve been so excited to finally meet you. Oh, where are my manners, I’m Harry Nickelbacker,” he said, as he walked in and extended his hand to her. 
 
    “Please sit down. I have some rather bad news to share with you, Mr. Nickelbacker.” 
 
    “Oh, please, call me Harry,” he said, as he pulled a chair a little closer to the desk and sat down. 
 
    “Ok, like I was saying Harry, I have some bad news to share with you. Yesterday, Dr. Blackmore, excuse me, Irving, passed away. There wasn’t a formal announcement because we wanted to keep it quiet and out of the press. I don’t want to upset his patients.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, that is bad news. Was it his heart, I kept telling him, take it easy Irving you aren’t twenty anymore, but he never listened. He thought he was invincible. Oh, again my manners, my poor dear, are you ok? You must be devastated by this news,” he said, as his eyes fixated on her slowly rising and falling boobs. 
 
    Mila wasn’t sure what was going on. Why does he think I would be devastated, and why the hell can’t he look at anything but my boobs?” she wondered. 
 
    “Yes, we are all very saddened by his passing.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure. I will miss Irving’s witty comments and our lunches.” Harry Nickelbacker was still staring directly at her boobs, and she was beginning to feel uncomfortable. She hoped that he would quit and engage in the conversation soon. 
 
    “Did you know him well?” 
 
    “I knew him better then he knew himself,” he said, as he stood and started walking around the office. “You see, we were college roommates, and we’ve kept in touch all these years. We get together once a month for lunch. I know everything there is to know about him. I was so happy when he sent me the text yesterday afternoon saying you agreed to marry him. Irving’s been smitten with you for over a year now, in fact, just the other day, he mentioned that he was head over heels in love with you.” 
 
    Harry was improvising, what Irving really told him was that Mila was a hot piece of ass and he wanted to fuck her brains out; which Harry could completely agree. There was no love  
 
    involved, but Harry threw it in because he knew girls like to hear that the men they were planning to marry were in love with them. 
 
    “Really, that long?” Mila had no idea. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I remember the day he first met you. He called me and told me he was going to marry you someday. That’s why I’m here, well, part of the reason anyway; I’m supposed to be performing your marriage ceremony today.” 
 
    That wasn’t all he remembered from that conversation. Irving also thought Mila looked the part, she was quite beautiful; and he believed he could easily control her and make her a model wife. If she gave him any flack, he would just hypnotize her into submission. 
 
    “Oh, are you a minister?” 
 
    “No, child, I’m a judge. Irving wanted this done quickly and discreetly.”  
 
    Harry Nickelbacker thought Mila was charming but maybe a little naïve. He wondered if she would be able to continue Irving’s business, or if he would have to step in and take over that portion; which was something he really didn’t want to do, but he would if it was necessary. Irving had told him that he brought her in, but Harry was having a hard time envisioning Mila running such a dangerous and intricate operation. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid that won’t be happening today, we’re short a groom,” she said, hoping to lighten the mood, but he must not have heard her. 
 
    “Are you planning on continuing his work?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be taking over his caseload.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about his psychiatric work sweetie; I’m talking about the other project he was working on… the one where he was weeding out the weak…” Harry paused, he wasn’t sure she was as involved as she claimed to be, and he had to make sure Irving really did bring her in before he said much more. She was  
 
    answering his questions, but she lacked the enthusiasm that he saw in Irving’s eyes when they would discuss the project. 
 
    “Yes, I know the project you’re talking about, but I’m not qualified; I’m not a hypnotist or a surgeon.” 
 
    “Don’t worry your pretty little head about this tiny detail, my dear, there are plenty of surgeons on staff, and I’m sure you’ll find another talented psychiatrist to perform the hypnotism portion; you just need to be your charming self and keep the machine going. There are so many people involved, and we are doing such extraordinary work. Even talking about it gives me chills, I feel like I’m somehow involved in it.” 
 
    Mila could feel the excitement coming off of him; it made her sick to her stomach and somewhat aroused all at the same time. She really wanted to keep the project going; she was completely and totally addicted to the thrill of judging the patients and sentencing them to death, not to mention the money. 
 
    “Even if I find someone to hypnotize the patients, there’s still a huge problem.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what that could be. I’m sure you and the other ladies in the office can take care of the administrative side, just let the men do the heavy lifting,” he said with a gentle grin. “What exactly are you worried about; and please, speak freely, I know everything about the project.” 
 
    Mila wanted to smack Harry Nickelbacker right in the head with a bat. It was so hard to listen to his antiquated views of men and women and the condescending way he spoke to her, but he obviously knew a lot about Irving’s business and could help her keep the machine moving, so she swallowed her pride and continued the conversation. 
 
    “Well, I’m concerned about the Indian cartel that we sell the organs to.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, Irving told me that they won’t even consider meeting with me unless we’re married, and well, that  
 
    isn’t possible anymore. So, you see; there is a major problem.” 
 
    Harry looked at her with a devious sparkle in his eye and said… 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough? What are you suggesting?” Mila wondered what she might be getting herself in to. 
 
    “I’m a judge; I can perform a confidential marriage.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Only the bride, groom, and I know about the marriage.” 
 
    “What happens when you file the license with the state, wouldn’t it become public information then?” 
 
    Harry got up from his chair and walked around the desk, so he was standing behind Mila. He slowly crouched down, took a whiff of her hair, leaned one arm on the desk the other around her shoulder, and said in her ear… 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it; it’s all confidential. I file the license, and if anyone wants to see it, other than you, of course, they would have to get a court order.” 
 
    He was making Mila very uncomfortable. Who is this guy, and why was he so willing to help me? She wondered. He was giving off a strong creep vibe, but he was also quite helpful, so Mila did her best to disregard the inappropriate comments and gestures. 
 
    “That’s very interesting, but I still don’t understand how that solves my problem.” Mila lied; she was beginning to understand what he was offering, but something told her to proceed with caution. 
 
    “I’m offering to falsify the marriage license, my dear. I can sign Irving’s crazy signature, probably better than him, and then  
 
    we backdate it. I have all the necessary paperwork in my briefcase. What do you think, are you ready to get married?” 
 
    Mila couldn’t believe what she was hearing, was he seriously offering to falsify a legal document just to keep this machine rolling? She thought for a moment. I’m in pretty deep already; would one more indiscretion really make that much of a difference?  
 
    “Are you sure there aren’t any repercussions?” 
 
    “Well, just those between you and your higher power.” 
 
    “Hmmm, it does sound tempting…” Mila couldn’t believe she was actually considering his offer, but it did seem foolproof… 
 
    “So, are we having a wedding or what?” He asked as he opened his briefcase and shuffled the papers around until he found the Confidential Marriage License. 
 
    “We are.” Mila couldn’t believe this was actually happening, she was going to be richer than her wildest dreams; she broke into her happy dance in her mind. 
 
    “Since Irving won’t be joining us, we can bypass the actual service. I’ll just need your signature here,” he said, as he pointed to the line, “and I’ll sign for Irving right here, be sure to use yesterdays date.” 
 
    Mila quickly signed and backdated it. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s it, congratulations; you are now a married woman. I’ll file the license today. Do you have a copy machine here; we need to make a copy for you to show the Sharma Cartel when you meet with them. I’ll order you a certified copy for your records later. Irving also mentioned to me that he was going to make you the sole beneficiary of his will. Did he send that paperwork over to his lawyer?” 
 
    “He said he sent him an email yesterday after I signed the contract, but I don’t know if any additional paperwork is needed.” 
 
    “Perfect, I’ll give the lawyer a call and let him know the marriage was performed yesterday before Irving died, and I’ll take 
 
    care of any paperwork he needs.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you helping me out like this.” 
 
    “Irving was my best friend, and I know he would have wanted me to do all this. He would be devastated if all his hard work would be over and forgotten.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you?” Mila wished she hadn’t asked as soon as it came out of her mouth. She could just imagine him saying… why yes, you could come to my office and fuck me twice a week… or something just as crass.  
 
    “Just keep my monthly checks coming.” He thought about propositioning her, but thought it might be taken wrong since Irving just passed away a day before. Besides, he had his secretary for that. 
 
    Mila was relieved; all he wanted was his checks. She wondered why he even got a check, but at this point, she didn’t care too much, she really just wanted to get the information from him and have him leave. 
 
    “You seem to know quite a bit about how Irving ran this operation. May I ask you another question?” 
 
    “Of course, my dear, I’ll help you in any way I can.” 
 
    “How do I know how much to pay out to everyone?” 
 
    “Did you find Irving’s ledger and notebook?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Then you must have found the little black book that was with them. It has every name, the job they perform, and the percentage they get. Irving always kept outstanding records. Now some doctors just get referral checks, which would be based entirely on how many patients they sent over and how much those patients made.” 
 
    “I didn’t find a little black book with the notebook and ledger.”  
 
    Mila quickly went over to the closet and reopened the safe to look inside. When she reached in, all the way to the back, she found the little black book. Things were falling very neatly into place. 
 
    “Now you have all the pieces, you just need to go to India and meet with the Sharma Cartel.” 
 
    “Do I really need to go to India; can’t we do a Skype call or something?” 
 
    “You young people and your Skype; no dear, some things must be handled face to face, and this is one of those things. You don’t want to mess with this cartel; they run the entire operation… worldwide; and they can be very dangerous. If the cartel asks you to meet with them in India, that’s where you’re going to meet with them… if you wish to continue with the project…. Do you wish to continue the project?” 
 
    “I do. I can’t believe Irving ran this whole thing by himself. I’m going to need an assistant. I can’t tell you how happy 
 
    I am that you stopped by today, Harry. You’ve been so helpful.” 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot the most important part. You must call the number on top of the ledger and leave a message with your name and phone; tell them you are Irving’s wife and that you wish to arrange a meeting. Keep it short and to the point, then wait for them to call you back. No matter what happens, do not call them a second time.” 
 
    “I’ll do that right away. Again, thank you so much for all your help. Before you leave, let me give you your check.”  
 
    Mila opened the ledger and found Mr. Nickelbacker’s name and the percentage he gets. She was shocked that he got such a large amount when it didn’t appear that he actually did anything. 
 
    “You’re going to have to use the computer program to do the checks until I can put your name on the account. It should be on his desktop. It’s a great program, you just enter the name and amount, it auto fills his signature. I’ll have his lawyer add your name to all his financial accounts when I speak with him later today.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know where he keeps the check stock, would you.” 
 
    “Bottom right desk drawer,” he said with a wicked grin. 
 
    Mila added the check stock to the printer and quickly printed out Mr. Nickelbacker’s check and handed it to him. 
 
    “Thank you very much. I guess I will see you next month. If you have any other questions, here’s my card. Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for everything, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up today. You may have saved the whole operation.” 
 
    “You’re very kind; like I said; if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call. Good luck and I’ll see you next month,” Mr. Nickelbacker said, as he placed the check in his briefcase and left. 
 
    Mila couldn’t believe her luck. There was actually a chance that this could work. She grabbed her phone to place the call to the cartel but thought that maybe she should check in with Jessica first, to see if that doctor was interested in joining the team. She quickly dialed Jessica’s number. 
 
    “Jessica, have you had a chance to contact that doctor in San Francisco?” 
 
    “Yes, I was just about to call you to tell you about our conversation.” 
 
    “Was he interested?” 
 
    “He was very interested. Apparently, he heard about the project and was planning on contacting Dr. Blackmore next week,  
 
    if you can believe it, about joining. I guess Dr. Blackmore approached him at a conference earlier this year and talked to him about it. He wasn’t able to commit at the time, but I guess things changed for him. He’s very interested, it’s just about salary and such now.” 
 
    “That’s great. Did he happen to mention when he can come down and meet with us? I’m assuming you’ll be joining us?” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. I’ll call him back and set things up.” 
 
    “Thanks so much, Jess, I can’t tell you how grateful I am. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    When she put the phone down, she was so relieved, everything was falling neatly into place. Wow, this is beginning to look like it might actually work, she thought. She quickly dialed the number on the ledger and waited for someone to answer, when it just went to the voicemail she said, 
 
    “Hello, my name is Dr. Mila Thorton; I am married to Dr. Irving Blackmore, who unfortunately passed away yesterday. I would like to arrange a meeting with you to continue Irving’s work. Please contact me at (213)-555-5364, thank you.” 
 
    Now all she had to do is wait patiently for the cartel to call her back with the next step. Mila wondered how long it would take and what the next step would be. It was both exciting and scary at the same time. She looked at a few more files, but she was starting to have a hard time concentrating because her stomach was growling so loud. Mila looked at her watch, it was almost noon. It had been a hectic morning. 
 
    She walked out of her office, closing the door and locking it behind her, and walked down the hall to the lunch room to get a strawberry yogurt until she can leave and get a proper lunch. The lunchroom wasn’t much, just a microwave, sink and refrigerator, and a long table with several chairs by it. As she walked in, she  
 
    thought, I really need to do something with this room, it’s depressing. 
 
    As Mila was walking back to her office it looked like there were two men, wearing black suits sitting inside; that’s impossible, I locked the door, how the hell did they get in, and more importantly, who the hell are they? She wondered as she approached the door. 
 
    Mila walked up to the door and cautiously opened it. As soon as she stepped inside, the men turned, and one of them spoke… 
 
    “Are you Dr. Mila Thorton?” he asked with a thick Indian accent. 
 
    “I am, and you are…” 
 
    “Who I am is not your concern. Do you have a copy of the marriage license?” He asked, very bluntly. 
 
    Mila wondered if the two men were from the cartel, I just called, how could they get here so quickly? She wondered. She decided she better ask before she handed over a falsified marriage license to them. 
 
    “Are the two of you part of the Sharma Cartel?” 
 
    “Yes. We need to see the marriage license before we proceed.” 
 
    “Of course.” Mila walked over to her desk and pulled the confidential marriage license copy out of the file, and handed it to one of the gentlemen. He looked at it and gave it to his partner, who also looked at it. When he was done, he carefully placed it in his briefcase. 
 
    “Ok. We’ll be in touch,” the man said, as he and his partner stood and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait, what do I do now?” Mila didn’t know what was going on, she was sure they were going to give her more information, but they didn’t. 
 
    Once they were gone, Mila sat back in her chair and let out a sigh. Guess I’m not going to India now, she told herself. It was a relief to have established contact with the cartel, but she was feeling very overwhelmed. What have I gotten myself into… am I in over my head? I suppose it doesn’t matter much at this point, it’s not like I can stop or anything like that; people are depending on me to keep this machine running, she thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Days later, Mila was still trying to sort things out. She took out the ledger book again and started paging through it; she needed to figure out how many people were involved if she had any hope of streamlining the process. So far, she had spent the last few days doing admin work, and it was definitely not her forte. She was itching to get back to judging the patients, but she knew this part was important too. 
 
    As she followed the trail backward, she couldn’t believe how many people were involved; the list seemed to go on and on. She recognized some names as colleagues she had met at conferences, and there were even a few names from the Freyhill hospital. After each name, it showed the activity they perform and the percentage they receive. Boy, Mr. Nickelbacker was right, Irving did keep good records, she thought. 
 
    Mila was baffled; how was it possible that this project could be going on for over ten years, and no one caught on? Just how crooked were you Irving? It occurred to her that maybe Harry Nickelbacker was the reason things had continued for so long; he seemed to be very willing to do whatever it took, legal or not, to keep the ball rolling smoothly and the checks lining his pockets. 
 
    Just then, Sofia buzzed her to tell her she had a visitor.  
 
    “Excuse me Dr. Thorton, but there is a woman here that is insisting that she speak with you. She doesn’t have an appointment, but insists that it is imperative that she sees you today.” 
 
    “What does she want?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t say; just that what she has to say is crucial and that you would want to meet with her.” 
 
    “Ok, send her in, but maybe have Lamar poke his head in  
 
    after about five minutes just to be sure,” Mila instructed her, as she quickly closed and moved the ledgers off the desk and back into the closet. 
 
    A few minutes later, a nicely dressed older woman, wearing a pale pink Chanel suit, appeared at her door. Her hair, a beautiful shade of silver, was pulled neatly into a low ponytail and finished with an elegant black bow. Mila could tell she was probably in her mid to late fifties, but it was difficult to be sure because her face was flawless; almost like that of someone in their early twenties. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me. I realize you don’t know me, but I have some information that I think you will want to know about,” the woman said.  
 
    Mila noticed how uneasy she looked and wondered what information she had. 
 
    “Please, come in.” 
 
    The woman followed her in and politely sat in the chair across from Mila. She was very nervous and kept rubbing her hands together like she was trying to get something off of them. 
 
    “My name is Cynthia Nickelbacker; I believe you met my husband Harry the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, he was very kind. Were you also a friend of Irving’s?” 
 
    “No, I was not,” she said very sternly. 
 
    “I see. What is it that I can do for you today?”  
 
    “I have some information that I think you will want to know. Is it true that you were born in Rockville?” She asked boldly. 
 
    Mila was thrown, how did this woman know that? 
 
    “Yes, but…how did you know that?” 
 
    “Harry mentioned you were from there when he told me about you and Irving.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Is, or I should say, was Krystal Thorton, your mother? She was a nurse at Freyhill hospital, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, both also correct. I don’t understand; where are you going with this?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, this must seem quite confusing to you, I recognized your last name and…weren’t you born sometime in 1993?” 
 
    “Yes; July of 1993. Why is this relevant?” 
 
    “In 1991, I started working in the maternity ward of Freyhill hospital. The first nurse that befriended me was your mother, Krystal. She took me under her wing and showed me the ropes. She was so kind and knowledgeable. I worked with her until 1995 when I quit and married Harry.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “When they held back on raises in 1992, Krystal introduced me to a friend of hers, Dr. John, who ran a small free clinic in a neighboring town. Krystal said she worked there a couple of days a week for extra money and the doctor paid in cash. 
 
    “The clinic was very small and only had the doctor and one nurse on staff at any time. When Krystal asked me if I wanted to make a little extra money, I immediately asked what I had to do. She said it was just assisting the doctor with routine exams and such. Krystal said the clinic was mostly used by teenage girls looking for free birth control. It was easy work, and the pay was terrific; however, once I realized what was actually going on at the clinic, I immediately quit, but I think your mother stayed on for a while longer.” 
 
    “…and what does this have to do with me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I realize this is confusing for you; this is very difficult for me to say, but I need to tell you this.” 
 
    “I understand, take your time. Would you like something 
 
    to drink?” She thought about offering a glass of the ‘magic’ water, just to speed things up, but decided against it. 
 
    “No! Please, I have to tell you this, it’s imperative that you know. What you do with the information afterward is completely up to you, but I must tell you.” Mila could see how upset Mrs. Nickelbacker was and how important it was for her to tell what she knew. 
 
    Mila was getting concerned. What could this woman possibly have to tell her? It obviously involved her mother in some way, but from the sound of it, it also happened over twenty-five years ago. She didn’t have time for this. She casually looked at her watch, where was Lamar, he was supposed to be her ‘save.’  
 
    Mila could see the distress in Mrs. Nickelbacker’s face, so she politely said, 
 
    “Please, continue.” 
 
    “Like I was saying, I needed some extra money, and your mother suggested that I work with her friend a couple of days a week like she did. I took her advice, and started working for Dr. John Summerlund at the free clinic in Stogie, the town next to Freyhill.” Mrs. Nickelbacker took a brief moment and looked at Mila to see if she was catching on. 
 
    “I never knew there was a free clinic there, is it still there today?” 
 
    “No, it was closed down sometime around 1994 after the scandal. At first, things seemed pretty normal, teenage girls would come in looking for free birth control, and some less fortunate women also frequented the clinic for various ailments. I had been working there for about six months when I started to notice some things that were going on, but shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “Dr. John was a bit… slippery. He didn’t always do thing by the book. He liked the young girls, and soon, I started to realize 
 
    exactly what he was doing.” 
 
    “Which was…?” Mila’s patience was growing thin, this woman obviously had a story to tell, but Mila wished she would just get to the point. Where the hell is Lamar? 
 
    “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to blurt it out. Dr. John was hypnotizing the young girls and then artificially impregnating them with his own sperm.” Mrs. Nickelbacker closed her eyes and shook her head in disgust. 
 
    Mila took a moment to digest what Mrs. Nickelbacker just said. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Mila asked. 
 
    “Who knows why he did anything he did, but I suppose in his mind, Dr. John may have thought that these ‘unwanted’ babies might find their way back to him, and he could sell them for profit. You see, he also ran a small adoption ring along with the free clinic.” 
 
    “How could he be sure he was impregnating them?” 
 
    “When they called for an appointment, we were instructed to ask when they were ovulating, and then we scheduled the appointment during that time. It wasn’t always the right time, but it definitely improved the chances.” 
 
    “Did you actually see him do this… impregnate someone without their knowledge?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I did. I had to assist Dr. John several times, just like your mother did. These young girls had no idea this was happening; when they came out of the hypnotic trance, they didn’t remember anything that happened. Before things blew up, he had impregnated several young girls in the area without their knowledge.” 
 
    “I never heard anything about this; you mentioned a scandal, were charges brought up?” 
 
    “Yes, a young girl did try and bring charges against Dr. John and his staff, but there was a lack of evidence, and there was speculation that the girl was sleeping around with a couple of the boys in town at the time. The case went to court, but there was no jury, just a judge; and Dr. John was able to talk his way out of it; all charges against him and his nurses were immediately dropped.” 
 
    “That’s quite a dark story, but I’m afraid I don’t understand what it has to do with me,” Mila said, as she looked at her watch again. I’m going to kill Lamar… 
 
    “By the spring of 1993, I had quit working for Dr. John, but I was still working with your mother in the maternity ward. Around that time, she started talking about having a baby. She knew she couldn’t carry a baby to term herself because of past health issues, but she was very interested in adopting. Krystal told me she was going to talk to Dr. John because he ran that small adoption ring on the side, but I don’t think she ever did. 
 
    “Weeks passed, and Krystal got a call from a young girl in Freyhill that needed her help. When Krystal got to the girl's house, she said she recognized the girl from the clinic. That night, Krystal delivered the girls baby. The young girl had no idea she was even pregnant. 
 
    “Long story short, a couple of weeks later, that baby appeared on Krystal’s doorstep, and she eventually adopted you.” Mrs. Nickelbacker sat back in her chair, relieved that she did her duty and told Mila the truth. 
 
    Suddenly there was a knock on the door, and Lamar poked his head in. 
 
    About damn time… Mila thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, Dr. Thorton, but you asked me to remind you about the meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lamar, I’ll be right there.” Finally, she thought, what the hell took him so long? 
 
    “That was quite a story Mrs. Nickelbacker, although, I already know that I was adopted. Now, I apologize, but I have to cut this short, I have a meeting scheduled,” Mila said, as she got up from her chair to show Mrs. Nickelbacker out. 
 
    “Don’t you hear me!?” Mrs. Nickelbacker screamed as she leaped up from her chair towards Mila.   
 
    “Please calm down ma’am; what am I missing?” she asked as she sat back down. 
 
    “Krystal recognized the girl who gave birth to you from the free clinic. It is extremely possible that you are one of Dr. John’s kids.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’m still not following, why does it matter who my father is?” 
 
    Mrs. Nickelbacker was sitting forward, wringing her hands in frustration. She had told Mila the truth; does she have to spell it out for her too?  
 
    “Let me ask you something, how well do you know your recently deceased husband?” 
 
    “Irving? Pretty well I think,” she lied. 
 
    “Then you should also know that his middle name is John and his mother’s maiden name was Summerlund;” she paused and looked Mila directly in the eye, “he’s the doctor that ran that free clinic in Stogie. After the scandal, he changed his name back to Irving Blackmore, and opened this clinic.” 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “When Harry told me that he married you and Irving the other day, I was beside myself with worry. Harry has no idea I knew Irving when we got married. I asked Irving to keep it between us, and he was very agreeable; I mean, what choice did he have, I was marrying his best friend.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that I somehow married my father?” Mila felt sick to her stomach; how could this be? She knew he was dirty, but she didn’t realize just how twisted he really was. Did he know he was marrying one of his own children when he presented the contract to her, she wondered. 
 
    “Of course, you can’t be one hundred percent sure without a paternity test, but the odds are definitely stacked against you. I’m sure this isn’t something you were ever planning on hearing, and I will never say another word about it. What you do with the information is completely up to you. I just thought you should know.” 
 
    Mrs. Nickelbacker quickly got up and walked to the door. As she grabbed the knob, she turned back towards Mila and said, 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry that I had to tell you this, I hope that you will understand and not mention this to Harry next time you see him. He has no idea about that time in my life, and I would really like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “You have my word; I won’t mention anything about you coming to visit me today or our conversation to your husband. Thank you for telling me about this, it took a lot of courage.” 
 
    After Mrs. Nickelbacker left, Mila broke down and sobbed; the news was more then she could take, and now, it felt the like the walls were closing in around her. Is it really possible that I somehow married my father? She didn’t want to believe it… it was too twisted; even for her. What was happening to her life? 
 
    Mila wondered if it was karma coming back to bite her in the ass; she had done some pretty horrible things recently, and it made sense. She felt lost, and like her world was cracked and could crumble down around her at the drop of a hat. On the outside, things appeared totally normal, but inside her mind, there was a war going on. She got up and walked over to the window and gazed out at the cars whizzing by on the highway as she let  
 
    her mind wander. She slowly realized that she didn’t want this life anymore, not any of it; except, of course, the money.  
 
    As she continued gazing out the window, it suddenly occurred to her that maybe Mrs. Nickelbacker had an ulterior motive. Sure, she had some facts, but perhaps she had deeper issues with Irving; it was more than obvious that she wasn’t a big fan of his. Mila starting thinking… Maybe she’s upset that I was named sole heir instead of Harry, she thought. Mila was confused and thought it might be a good idea to do a little digging on her own, just to be sure, so she buzzed Sofia for her help. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sofia; I was wondering where would I find Dr. Blackmore’s files from 1992 and 1993?”  
 
    “He had all his files digitized a couple of years ago. They would be on a green flash drive that he kept in his top desk drawer.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mila said, as she hung up the phone. 
 
    Mila quickly opened the desk drawer and looked for a green flash drive. Just as Sofia said, it was right there in the top drawer. She placed it in the computer and booted it up. 
 
    There were several files on the drive, but there was just one year Mila was interested in. She clicked on the folder labeled ‘1992’, then the folder that said ‘patient list.’ Mila wasn’t sure she really wanted to know, but she had come this far, she couldn’t turn back now. 
 
    Mila scrolled down the list looking for Daisy’s name. Please don’t be here, she thought. As she continued down the list, she grew hopeful, she had gotten through the first page; but when she got to page two, about halfway down, there it was. Daisy had visited the clinic on Wednesday, November 18, 1992, looking for birth control. Mila sat back in her chair and sighed. She wondered if Larisa knew. 
 
    Mila thought as long as she was digging around, why not look to see if her mother actually worked at the clinic and helped with this heinous crime. As she clicked on the folder titled ‘Associates 1992’, she felt a twinge in her stomach. She knew this was a bad sign, it usually meant she was about to encounter lousy news. She took a deep breath, clicked the folder, and scrolled down the list of names. About halfway down, she found Krystal’s name. 
 
    There it was right in front of her, there was no denying it, Cynthia Nickelbacker was right. The story was true; she was very probably the daughter of her deranged dead husband. Her mind was racing, how could this happen, she kept thinking; as her stomach swirled around like a tornado before jumping into her throat. She quickly grabbed the trash can and threw up. Mila wanted to crawl into a deep dark hole and never come out again. She couldn’t bear the thought of anyone ever finding out, she was humiliated. 
 
    Weeks passed, and Mila found herself falling deeper and deeper into depression. She had everything she thought she wanted; money, success, a couple of good friends, and a new family; but for some reason, it just wasn’t enough. 
 
    Jessica called several times asking her if she wanted to get together, but Mila always had an excuse as to why she couldn’t; the truth was she just didn’t feel very social anymore. She knew she should probably talk with a professional, but she knew most of the therapists around town. She couldn’t risk anyone finding out her secret.  
 
    Mila tried her best to push the bad feelings away and constantly reminded herself that things really weren’t as bad as they seemed… but they sure felt like they were. The harder she tried, the louder the voices in her head got; they were continually  
 
    chanting ‘your outlook is hopeless.’ She felt like she was falling down a never-ending black hole, and there was no way to stop it. 
 
    It was about that time the visions and hallucinations began. Mila would be in her office, and when she looked up from her paperwork, she would catch a glimpse of someone sitting in the chair across from her. Of course, when she took a second look, there was never anyone there.  
 
    Mila knew that hallucinations were a symptom of depression, or possibly a mental breakdown, and she really needed to talk to someone, but she was stubborn and didn’t want to admit to any of her peers that she was not dealing with her situation particularly well. She tried self-medicating, but even with the most potent medications, she still saw things. 
 
    Then one day she was with her patient, Marlon Jokavich, a very deranged individual, in Mila’s eyes at least. Marlon was the son of a very wealthy, very sick minded but dead, record producer. While his father was alive, Marlon endured years of sexual molestation and severe beatings from him. After his death, Marlon lost it. 
 
    Mila was just about to ask if Marlon would like a glass of water, so she could learn his truth. Mila believed it was going to involve some inappropriate sexual acts with very young neighborhood boys, because of things Marlon mentioned in past sessions; when she suddenly caught a glimpse of something or more like someone sitting in the chair next to Marlon.  
 
    At first, Mila thought her eyes were playing tricks on her. She quickly closed her eyes, and when she opened them, she couldn’t believe it was still there. She closed her eyes again, and when she opened them and looked up at the chair, to her surprise, she realized it was her sick and twisted dead husband Irving, sitting next to her patient waving at her! 
 
    There’s no such thing as ghosts Mila, she told herself silently, but it wasn’t helping, she still saw him. 
 
    She quickly closed her eyes and shook her head; she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Was she losing her mind? She wondered if Marlon saw him too, although he made no reference to him if he did. When she opened her eyes, Irving was gone. Did I imagine it, or is that son-of-a-bitch actually haunting me? 
 
    Mila didn’t believe in ghosts, and she wasn’t about to start now; she chalked it up to exhaustion. She was working an average of fifty hours a week lately, and she was obviously exhausted. After Marlon left, she jotted a few notes down in his file and returned it to the file cabinet. When she turned around, there was her dead husband again, sitting in the same chair waving at her with that same stupid grin on his face. 
 
    “Go away, I know you aren’t real.” 
 
    “Oh, but I’m very real in your mind, my dear,” Dr. Blackmore’s ghost replied. 
 
    “No, you are just a figment of my overactive imagination.” 
 
    “Tell yourself what you need to hear, but I assure you, I’m very real in your mind.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be looking for a light or something?” 
 
    “Oh, my sweet innocent Mila, I think we both know that where you and I are going, there isn’t a bright light.” 
 
    “If you are insinuating that I am anything like you, you can stop right now; I’m nothing like you, I have a conscience, and I care about my patients.” 
 
    “You know what they say, like father, like daughter…” he sang as he leaned back in the chair and grinned. 
 
    Mila didn’t know what to do; she was obviously losing her mind and had to figure this out. She put her head down on her desk in frustration, and when she sat up; her deranged dead  
 
    husband was gone. She realized that day that she might need professional help. 
 
    A few more weeks passed, the business was growing, and they were weeding out the weak and sick minded people faster than she could keep up. Mila was starting to see her dead husband’s ghost more and more, and she was also beginning to believe that she might be getting crazier by the day. She thought about asking if anyone else ever saw him, but she worried that she might look as bat-shit crazy as she believed most of her patients were. 
 
    Then one day, a woman came in and asked to see Dr. Blackmore. She was young, maybe in her late twenties, with a short chestnut brown bob. Her eyes were swollen like she had been crying. She was dressed casually in black slacks and a simple white blouse. Mila happened to be putting some paperwork on the receptionist’s desk when she overheard the woman’s request. 
 
    “I can help her, Linda,” Mila said to the new receptionist. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m Dr. Mila Thorton, would you like to come back to my office and talk for a few minutes?” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, I’m Hannah Johansen; I was hoping to speak with Dr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I realize that. Dr. Blackmore isn’t available right now. Are you one of his patients?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, but my husband was. I really need to speak to him.” 
 
    “May I ask what this is about?” Mila asked as she led the woman back to her office. 
 
    “My husband was his patient, and I need to let him know that Rupert had a massive stroke last week and passed away,” she said, as tears started to fill her swollen eyes and slowly trickle down her cheeks. Mila quickly offered her a tissue. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss. How are you coping with your husband’s death?” 
 
    “He wasn’t the greatest husband or father, but he paid the bills and put food on the table. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. I’m just a waitress at a shitty diner earning minimum wage, how am I going to support five children and a mortgage now that Rupert’s gone?” 
 
    “May I ask how he died?” 
 
    Mrs. Johansen took a moment; then she blew her nose and dried her eyes as best she could. 
 
    “It was the strangest thing. Rupert was fine a month ago when he came to Dr. Blackmore to try this new medication for his OCD. He actually seemed to be getting a little better, and I had high hopes that he would finally be cured. Then one day, he started acting rather strange.” 
 
    “What do you mean by strange?” 
 
    “He started talking gibberish and not making sense. It would come and go; and then while we were packing to take the kids to the beach, he suddenly grabbed his head and fell to the ground. He convulsed a minute, and then he just went limp. When the EMT’s showed up, they pronounced him dead on the spot.” By this time, she was sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Mila could tell this woman was very upset about her husband, and she did her best to comfort her. 
 
    “I just wish the kids hadn’t been standing there watching the whole thing. I don’t know how they are going to deal with it. I don’t know how any of us are going to go on.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way. Do you have family nearby?” 
 
    “No, we were all alone in the world. Look, I’d love to sit and talk with you longer, you’re very nice, but I really have to get to work, I can’t afford to lose this job. I really just need to make sure that we don’t get billed for any more appointments. I don’t  
 
    have that kind of money; I can’t cover the cost of any missed appointments,” Mrs. Johansen said, as she wiped the tears from her face with the tissue. 
 
    “I understand, and I will make sure that you will not be charged for any more appointments.” 
 
    “Would you mind letting Dr. Blackmore know that Rupert won’t be back?” she asked as she stood up to leave. 
 
    “Of course.” Mila didn’t feel it was necessary to tell Mrs. Johansen about Dr. Blackmore; she was obviously much more concerned with the fact that she might be charged with a pricey missed appointment. 
 
    After Mrs. Johansen left, Mila sat in silence for a moment. She felt horrible; this woman’s husband died because Dr. Blackmore sentenced him, and gave him the medication with the parasite in it; just like she had done to many patients herself. Mila had never seen this side of the operation; it felt nothing like the other side, which she really enjoyed. She knew she was sick, very twisted, and that judging her patients and sentencing them to death was wrong, but it was also so addictive and pleasurable, it was almost orgasmic. 
 
    However, now that she’s seen what it does to the patient’s families, it kind of bothered her. Mila realized that she was responsible for a lot of pain and suffering due to her newfound judging obsession. Each day for the next couple of weeks, she felt more and more guilty, and it was pulling her deeper and deeper into that black hole of depression. She knew it was time to get some professional help. 
 
    After looking into several mental health treatment centers around the country, Mila decided to look overseas. She found a facility in Thailand that sounded perfect. It offered a month-long program which focused on renewing mental health through talk,  
 
    yoga, and meditation. The facility had incredible reviews and a high success rate; and the best part; no one would know her there. 
 
    The facility was called Peaceful Escape Recovery Center and was located in Kanchanaburi, a town in west Thailand, just a couple hours outside of Bangkok. They offered villas with all the modern conveniences and weekly excursions to the many tourist sites in the area. Mila read the reviews and also checked some other places; just to make sure the facility was as good as it appeared. 
 
    After checking the facility out, she still wanted to think about it. It was a big step, and she wanted to make sure she was ready. After a day of mulling it over, she was completely on board. Mila called Peaceful Escape Recovery Center, spoke with a therapist, and figured out a treatment plan. The therapist was very informative; Mila was surprised how comfortable she felt talking with her and immediately asked about a reservation. Luckily for her, the facility had an opening, and she was also able to get a good deal on the flight. Mila had never been to Thailand, and she was very excited to go. 
 
    Now all she had to do was figure out who would run the business while she was gone, and there was also Smokey, her cat, to think about. She decided to ask her friend and colleague, Jessica, to handle the business part. 
 
    “Hello, Jessica, its Mila.” 
 
    “Hey, Mila, how’s it going? I feel like I haven’t talked to you in so long, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. Things here have been absolutely bat-shit crazy, and I think I need a break.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I just need a little break; which brings me to the reason I’m calling. I am planning a trip to Thailand in a couple days, and  
 
    I was wondering if you would be willing to step in and run the business while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Seriously, that would be so awesome! Of course, I will run the business while you are gone. How long are you planning on being gone?” 
 
    “Since Thailand is such a long flight, I thought I would spend a month there. I haven’t had a real vacation in several years, well nothing I really left town for, and I’m really looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good time to leave?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, like you said before, things are crazy right now, and business is booming; are you sure you want to leave right now?” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I want to go now. I’m starting to feel a little overwhelmed by everything. I’m doing less and less psychiatry and more and more admin work. I’m starting to resent it. I need to take a break before it turns into something else.” She knew she was lying; it had already turned into something ugly. 
 
    “I get that. Wow, this is so exciting. Would you mind if I used your office while you are gone?” 
 
    “That’s fine with me; I’ll talk to Sofia and fill her in so she can help you out.” 
 
    “Wow. Thank you so much for trusting me with this. I promise I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I’m not worried, Jess, I know you are great at your job, and you’ll be great at this too. I feel totally confident, leaving it all in your hands.” 
 
    As Mila hung the phone up, she thought about what to do with Smokey. She could ask Larisa or Leo to watch him, but she didn’t want to have to explain why she was going. Jessica was allergic to cats, so she wasn’t an option either. I wonder how Sofia felt about cats… 
 
    “Excuse me, Sofia, do you have a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Almost immediately, Sofia came into her office and sat down in the chair across from her. 
 
    “I am going on a vacation to Thailand next week, and I’ve asked my friend, Jessica Stratford, to come and cover for me while I’m gone. I would like you to help her with anything she needs.” 
 
    “Sure, it would be my pleasure. I really like Dr. Stratford, she’s hilarious sometimes.” 
 
    “I know, doesn’t she have the greatest sense of humor? She cracks me up all the time. There is one other thing I wanted to ask you about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “How do you feel about cats?” 
 
    “I love cats. If I could, I would be that lady with fifty cats running around. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I need someone to watch Smokey while I’m in Thailand.” 
 
    “I would love to watch him while you are gone, but I should warn you, cats love me, and he might not want to come home after experiencing life with me,” she said with a big grin. 
 
    “I’m so glad you said that. I was worried I would have to board Smokey somewhere.” 
 
    “So, when are you leaving?” 
 
    “Friday morning.” 
 
    “Is there anything you would like me to handle while you are gone, other than helping Dr. Stratford with anything she might need?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. If you need me, I will have my laptop with me. I’ll make a point to check emails each evening.” 
 
    After Sofia went back to her desk, Mila realized there was just one more thing she had to take care of before she left, and that was to contact the cartel and tell them that she was going to have  
 
    Jessica run the business while she was gone… a piece that she was very nervous about. Mila pulled out the phone number and placed the call. 
 
    “This is Mila Thorton, I’m informing you that I have to leave town for a month and I have asked my colleague, Jessica Stratford, to handle things on my end until I return. If there are any problems with this, please contact me as soon as possible as I am leaving the country on Friday.” 
 
    That night after work, Mila started packing and got her affairs in order for the following month. She packed comfortable clothes and a few books she wanted to read. She knew what intense therapy involved, and she tried to prepare for it as best she could. She knew she needed this no matter how difficult it might get. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    A month later, Mila returned from Thailand a new and improved woman. She had battled her demons and won; she also took some much-needed downtime to explore Thailand and catch up on her reading. While in Thailand, Mila visited several temples, spent time walking in nature, and by the end of the month, had finally gotten her priorities in order. She felt better than she had in years, and now she couldn’t wait to get back to her practice. 
 
    During that month of intense therapy, Mila had a revelation; she no longer wanted anything to do with Dr. Irving Blackmore or his project. He had caused her enough pain for a lifetime. She knew it was futile to annul the marriage since he was dead anyway, but she could donate the entire inheritance. The money was tainted, and if she was really going to turn her life around, she had to get rid of it; not just some of it either, all of it. She was very proud of herself for getting her karma clean, now she just had to keep it that way. 
 
    Mila decided to donate the entire fortune, which amounted to something just south of one hundred million dollars, amongst several mental health clinics that cater to the less fortunate all around the world. As she made the final arrangements, she felt an enormous amount of stress and anxiety, leaving her body. Mila realized she was smiling more; something she hadn’t been able to do for the last few months, so she knew she was on the right track. Mila knew, with her practice alone, she’ll bring in more than enough money to live a very comfortable life; she didn’t need his dirty money. 
 
    Along with the decision to donate her inheritance, Mila also decided that from now on she would concentrate on psychiatry only; no more judging her patients and sentencing them  
 
    to death for mental problems they can’t control. Her new challenge was to live her life on the straight and narrow. Mila knew it would be quite an undertaking, but she also knew it was the right decision, and she would happier in the end. 
 
    That did present a problem, though; Dr. Blackmore’s thriving side business. Who could she get to take it over? The first person she thought of was her friend Jessica. She seemed to be enjoying the challenge of running things, but was Jessica enjoying it enough to do it full time; that was the question Mila had to figure out. If Jessica didn’t want to do it, Mila would have to take over again until she found a replacement, which was something she didn’t want to do. 
 
    Now that she made the decision to stop judging her patients, Mila didn’t want to be involved, in any way, with that side of the business. Mila was worried that if she was, even if she wasn’t doing it herself, the temptation might be too much for her, and it could cause her to relapse. Pulling herself out of that deep dark black hole of depression was the hardest thing she’s ever had to do, and she didn’t want to risk falling back in, or worse, sinking even lower than before. 
 
    Her first day back was crazy busy. Not wanting to disturb Jessica, Mila set up in a separate office down the hall from her. After an hour of preparing her office, she was ready to see patients.  She saw several patients that day, some were mildly disturbed, and others were what Mila liked to refer to as bat-shit-crazy. Through all the patients, Mila was able to keep herself from judging them, something she was very proud of. This is going to be easier than I thought, she told herself with confidence. She was completely committed to turning her life around. Later that afternoon, she stuck her head in Jessica’s office to see how things were going.  
 
    “Hey, Jessica, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Wow, you weren’t kidding when you said this was a full-time position in itself. I only get to see about three or four patients a day,” Jessica said, as she continued to work without looking up at Mila. 
 
    “Is it too much?” Mila was worried that Jessica might answer, yes, and then she would have to step in. 
 
    “Are you kidding, I’ve loved every minute of it; sure, it’s a lot of extra work, but I really don’t mind. I kind of like not having to see as many patients. So how was your trip?” 
 
    “It was incredible, but we can talk more about it later, how about we do lunch?” 
 
    “That sounds great. I suppose your itching to get your office and job back…” 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to talk to you about. How would you feel about taking over as head of the business?” 
 
    “Why, are you going somewhere again?” Jessica asked without looking up, while she continued to jot notes down in a patient file. 
 
    “No, I’m not going anywhere for a while. I just feel like I’ve had enough of this, and I want to concentrate on psychiatry for a while.” 
 
    Jessica stopped what she was doing and looked at Mila, 
 
    “Are you offering me the position, or are we just talking ‘what if’?” 
 
    “I’m offering you the position, what do you think?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I’d love to take over for you. Are you sure you really want to do this? What about the money?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I did a lot of thinking about it while I was in Thailand, and I think this is the best choice for me. I really appreciate you helping me out like this.” 
 
    “It’s been my pleasure.” 
 
    “Of course, we would have to set up a meeting with the 
 
    cartel and make sure they are ok with it, but I’m hoping that since you’ve been working with them for the past month, they won’t have a problem with it.” 
 
    “They stopped by while you were gone,” Jessica said, as she turned her attention back to her file. 
 
    “What do you mean, what did they want?” 
 
    “I think they just wanted to check me out. It was so weird, I walked out of the office to get some coffee, and when I came back, there were these two men in black suits sitting and waiting for me. I have no idea how they got in.” 
 
    “The same thing happened to me the first time I met them. Did the men say anything about me being gone, and you helping out?” 
 
    “Just that they liked my work, and they asked when you would be back.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “That you would be back tomorrow; I knew today would be crazy, and you wouldn’t want to deal with them so soon after returning.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. I’ve been pretty busy getting things organized again and such. So, I was thinking… maybe you could start now?” 
 
    “Fine with me, but are you really sure you want out? What about the money and the thrill of judging these scumbag people, and punishing them for doing the unspeakable acts they blame on their mental illness?” 
 
    “I think I want to try life without judging for a while. Maybe I’ll even help someone while I’m at it. I know it sounds boring, but it’s really something I need to do for myself right now. I hope that you can understand.” 
 
    “Hey, if it makes you happy, that’s all that counts. Do you want your office back?” 
 
    “You know, I’ll stick with the office down the hall. You’re in charge now, you deserve the big office.” Mila felt great as she continued to rid herself of anything that represented Dr. Irving Blackmore. 
 
    A couple of weeks passed, and Mila continued to feel better and happier each day. Of course, there were still some very trying days when she really wanted to judge, but she stopped herself; she was determined to change for the better. She definitely missed judging the scumbags and sentencing them to death for their selfish and disgusting acts, but it was more important to her that she keeps her karma clean. Mila reminded herself daily that judging her patients was wrong, and even though it felt great, she can’t be doing that anymore.  
 
    “Excuse me, Dr. Thorton; there is a Larisa Bergman here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment, what would you like me to do?” The new receptionist asked. 
 
    “She’s a friend of mine; please show her back to my office.”  
 
    Mila hadn’t seen or talked with Larisa since that momentous day with Dr. Blackmore a couple of months ago. She hadn’t given much thought to building a relationship with Larisa, she had been so consumed with her own guilt and humiliation, but maybe now it was time. 
 
    “Hi Mila, I’m sorry to just drop in like this. Is it a good time? I promise I won’t stay long; I know you’re busy.” 
 
    “No worries; please come in and sit down. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m doing really well. Experts say the market is slow right now, but apparently, they haven’t mentioned it to my clients because I’ve been crazy busy. I wanted to meet with you a few weeks ago, but when I called, the receptionist said you were in Thailand.” 
 
    “Oh, she did, did she? Ya, I was there for a month, and it was amazing… life changing actually.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s terrific; and you look great. I know I should have tried to contact you sooner, but I thought you might want some time to process everything.” 
 
    “It took me some time, but I think I’m at peace with everything. How about you? It must have been quite a shock to hear that I was your daughter after you thought your baby died.” 
 
    “To be honest, it was a relief. I carried that guilt around for so many years; it’s incredible to be free of it. As long as we are on the subject, I think it would be best for both of us if I find a different therapist, no offense, but it would be a little weird… don’t ya think? Maybe you could suggest someone?” 
 
    “Sure, I’d be happy to refer you to someone, but let me ask you something. When was your last panic attack?” 
 
    Larisa sat quietly for a moment as she thought back. 
 
    “You know, work has been so crazy lately that I didn’t even notice; I haven’t had an attack since that day I was here.” 
 
    “That’s terrific; I think you’ve found the reason behind them, and I don’t think they are going to come back.”  
 
    Mila was happy that Larisa stopped by. She had been thinking of calling her but wasn’t sure if Larisa would like that. 
 
    “Do you mean I might be cured?” Larisa asked with a huge grin. 
 
    “I think you might be cured. Congratulations. Do you still want me to refer you to someone?” 
 
    “Maybe not right now; let’s see how long it lasts.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    It was still a little tense between them, but they both hoped that with time, they could forge a friendship.  
 
    “Did you hear about Leo?” Larisa asked proudly. 
 
    “No, I’ve been so busy with work I haven’t had a chance to call him. What’s going on with him, I hope he’s ok.” 
 
    “He’s better than ok, he’s terrific. A couple of month’s ago, he went on this reality tattoo show, Tat King, and he won!” 
 
    “Seriously, that’s amazing! What kind of competition was it?” 
 
    “It was a tattooing competition. Leo competed against tattoo artists from around the world. He said each day they had to do two or three tattoos, and they were judged on all of them. He said it was very intense, but he loved every minute of it.” 
 
    “And he won? Wow, that’s amazing! What did he win?” 
 
    “Besides the prestigious title of Tat-King, he won a million dollars. He said he’s planning on using the money to open his own shop here in L.A. so he can be closer to us; and I think he might also want to be a little closer to your assistant, Sofia. He didn’t say that, but I could see the way he was looking at her.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, I’ll have to give him a call and congratulate him.” 
 
    “I think he would really like that. You know, he still feels so guilty for not telling you everything sooner.” 
 
    “He really shouldn’t, I know he was just honoring my mother’s wishes. I’ll give him a call and clear the air. So how are you doing otherwise?” 
 
    “Great actually; I met a man, and we’ve started dating. It’s been so long since I’ve met someone I liked enough to spend time with. He’s in real estate too, so he gets the weird hours. I’m really excited, I know we’ve only been dating a little over a month, but I think he might be the one.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic Larisa, I am so happy for you.” 
 
    “I also stopped by to see if you had any questions, you know, about how things went down all those years ago. Some of it is still a little foggy, but if there is anything I can clear up for you I  
 
    would really like to. I’m sure you are wondering who your father is.” 
 
    Mila didn’t say anything, she already knew. She wanted to see if Larisa knew too. 
 
    “I only went on one date that year; it was my first and my last for several years. His name was Kurt Nettle; he was the captain of the football team and very handsome. Unfortunately, I heard he was killed in a car accident a few years after graduation. He never knew about you.” 
 
    Mila thought about telling Larisa that Kurt Nettle wasn’t the father and that she was already pregnant when she went on that date, but she didn’t. She felt that Larisa was at peace and didn’t need to know that she was artificially impregnated by that monster, Dr. Blackmore. Some things just don’t need to be told. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me. I feel so blessed that I have this new family. I really hope that you and I can get to know each other better and become friends.” 
 
    “I’d really like that,” Larisa said, as she glanced at her watch, “Oh, I didn’t realize the time. I won’t keep you any longer; I know you have a full patient list today, but maybe we could get together next weekend. I’d love to hear all about your trip and see your photos from Thailand.” 
 
    “That would be great, I would really like that. I’ll give you a call early next week, and we can make plans.” 
 
    Larisa left, and Mila prepared for her next patient to arrive. Mila was so proud of herself; she was doing so well. It was still quite a challenge for her to stop judging her patients, especially when she heard some of the incredibly heinous thoughts that came out of their mouths, but she was doing it. 
 
    When the demon in her head starts spewing its lies, softly at first only to get louder the more she ignores him, she reminds herself that her patients are sick and don’t mean to do the horrible things they do. As time passed, much to her surprise, Mila was starting to find more and more pleasure helping them rather than judging them. 
 
    “Dr. Thorton, your next appointment, Brittany Bakerstrut, is here. Would you like me to bring her back?” 
 
    “Yes, that would be fine.” 
 
    Brittany Bakerstrut was seeing Mila because she had some seriously unwanted sexual thoughts about her fifteen-year-old 
 
    stepson. 
 
    “Hello Brittany, please come in,” Mila said, as she watched the young woman with short spiky multi-colored hair, dressed in jeans, a Mötley Crüe T-shirt and flip flops walk in. As the young woman plopped down in the chair, she pulled one leg up and put her foot on the chair she was sitting in. 
 
    “You have to help me doc; I can stop thinking about boning Antonio, my fifteen-year-old stepson,” she said, as she stood up and started pushing her hips forward and making grunt-like noises to show how she wanted to have sex. 
 
    “Are you having the thoughts more often than before?” 
 
    “I’m having them all the time, especially when I’m around him.” 
 
    “Remember, these are just bad thoughts, and you can turn them off if you want to.” 
 
    “I can’t turn them off; in fact, they are getting louder in my head. I want to take him and rip his clothes off and lick his whole body,” she said, as she leaned forward and licked her lips like she just ate the most delicious thing. 
 
    “Brittany, look at me, these are just thoughts. You don’t have to act on them. I know they seem very strong and enticing to you, but you can control them if you want to.” 
 
    “But that’s my problem, I don’t want to anymore. Last night, I snuck into Antonio’s bedroom while he slept. I pulled the covers off of him and stared at his nearly naked body. I almost 
 
    climbed in bed with him, but I was afraid he would wake up and just start screaming like he sometimes does.” 
 
    “Why would he start screaming?” 
 
    “Antonio does that, his brain isn’t right, you know what I mean?” Brittany said, as she moved her pointer finger in a swirling motion by her head, “he’s a little cuckoo.” 
 
    “Are you saying he’s mentally challenged, you never mentioned that before.” 
 
    “Mentally challenged… cuckoo…retarded… call it what you want, but his brain doesn’t function right, never has, I guess. You’d never know it by looking at him, but if you try and get him to talk, well that’s a whole different story. I’ve lived with Antonio for two years, and I’ve never heard a word come out of his mouth.” 
 
    “Was your husband home when you snuck into Antonio’s room?” 
 
    “You mean Alejandro?” 
 
    “Yes, your husband.” 
 
    “Naw, he got deported about a week ago. He left for work one morning and never came back. He called a couple of days later, and he said he was back in Guadalajara, Mexico. I asked him about Antonio, he said to keep him.” 
 
    “Didn’t Alejandro have a green card? Or how did he work?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t have a green card; he thought he was above the law. He always said, ‘They’ll never catch me…’ well, they did, and now I’m stuck with the retarded kid.” 
 
    “What about Antonio’s mother, where is she?” 
 
    “That whore? She’s probably still working the streets somewhere in Mexico. She doesn’t want anything to do with  
 
    Antonio; never did. She left shortly after he was born when she realized he wasn’t normal. Alejandro was raising him by himself.”  
 
    “Is the boy a U.S. citizen?” 
 
    “No, he was born in Mexico too. Look, Doc, where the kid was born isn’t the issue here. I need to know, if since I am now this kid’s legal guardian… can I fuck him?” Brittany was sitting forward in her chair anxiously waiting for Mila to tell her it was ok. 
 
    “First of all, unless you and Alejandro took legal steps to make you the legal guardian, you aren’t this boy’s legal guardian, and you should immediately send him back to his father. Secondly, this in no way means you should ever touch Antonio sexually, he’s a fifteen-year-old child, not to mention that he is mentally challenged.”  
 
    “So, I’m not his legal guardian…” 
 
    “Not unless Alejandro had you legally appointed.” 
 
    Brittany sat back and thought for a moment, “Well, that’s even better. So, since I’m not his legal guardian, that means I can fuck him…right?” she said, as she smiled wickedly. 
 
    “No, he’s still a minor child and don’t forget he’s mentally challenged so he might not understand your advances. If he was eighteen rather than fifteen, it might be a different story, but he isn’t. So, you cannot have sexual relations with him.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Mila’s neck were standing at full attention. She knew Brittany had gotten worse since they last talked. Mila wondered if Brittany really would go through with her thoughts and start making advances towards her stepson or if it was just talk. Mila was concerned. Her first instinct was to ask Brittany if she wanted a glass of water so she could find out what her truth was, but she didn’t do that anymore.  
 
    Mila did her best to ignore the demon inside her mind telling her to judge Brittany, but its taunting was getting louder by the minute. It reminded her just how much she missed the thrill of judging her patients. She quickly pushed the thought from her mind and continued with talk therapy. 
 
    As she was formulating her next question in her mind, she noticed out of the corner of her eye a silhouette, it was very faint, but she could see it in the chair next to Brittany. Mila closed her eyes and shook her head, I’m better now; I don’t get hallucinations anymore… what the hell is going on in that chair… she wondered.  
 
    Mila blinked her eyes several times again to try and see straight, but each time she opened her eyes, there he was again, her demented dead husband, sitting in the chair next to her patient with that stupid grin on his face, and he was waving at her. Mila did her best to ignore him, but he was doing his best to get her attention. 
 
    Brittany noticed that something was going on with Mila and asked… 
 
    “You ok there, doc?” 
 
    “Hugh? Oh, yes, I’m fine…” 
 
    Mila was embarrassed; how could this be happening? She couldn’t let Brittany know that she wasn’t listening because she was trying to figure out how to get rid of her dead husband’s ghost; which happened to be sitting right next to Brittany. She quickly pulled herself together and asked her next question. 
 
    “What is it about Antonio that makes you want to sleep with him?” 
 
    “He’s a dude… a young, fresh, tight dude. Yummy,” she said, as she licked her lips with anticipation, “plus, he doesn’t talk, he just likes to lift weights, and I like to watch.” 
 
    “He’s also a mentally challenged minor. You do understand that having sex with him is wrong, don’t you? 
 
    “Kind of, I mean, what is age… isn’t it just a number? He’s much more mature than a normal fifteen-year-old, at least 
 
    physically. I can’t help it if I like them young. Besides, if he were just a few years older, would his age even matter?” 
 
    “Yes, it would.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s mentally challenged, and you’re his stepparent.” 
 
    “So, he’s a little slower than the other boys, at least he isn’t talking my ear off constantly. You should see when he works out, those lean young muscles dripping with sweat; I just want to melt myself down into butter and slather myself all over him.” 
 
    The image was almost more than Mila could take, and it was becoming clear to her, now that she wasn’t judging her patients, that listening to their disgusting stories wasn’t very fun if she can’t judge them. She missed it so much; and wasn’t it almost her duty to rid the world of these crazy and demented people? No, Mila, this is the wrong way to think about it, she reminded herself. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Mila’s neck were still standing tall. This Brittany woman was disgusting. Oh, how Mila wanted to ask her what her truth was and sentence her to death for her indiscretions; but she wasn’t going to be that person anymore. It was her job to help this woman see the error of her ways, not to punish her. 
 
    Mila looked at Dr. Blackmore’s ghost, he was still sitting in the chair, but now he was pointing at the table behind the desk. Mila knew exactly what he was suggesting, and she wasn’t going to fall for it. She had to be strong, she knew he was just a figment of her imagination, but he was really beginning to freak her out. 
 
    “Are you still able to control the urges?” Mila continued. 
 
    “I can still control them, but I don’t want to. I know Alejandro would be pretty pissed at me if I act on them, but only  
 
    because he would consider it cheating on him; anyway, I don’t really care. I want what I want. Besides, Alejandro’s stuck in Mexico, he’d never know… that is until I file for divorce and marry the kid.” 
 
    Mila felt sick to her stomach; this woman was horrible. Who thinks about a fifteen-year-old, mentally challenged boy like that? She thought for a moment about what Brittany’s truth might be; would it be that she already molested the boy, or would it be worse? Mila had a hunch that it was much worse. 
 
    No! I am NOT that person anymore, she screamed in her mind. She kept telling herself that, but it wasn’t helping. The urge to judge this patient was getting stronger by the minute, and she was fighting as hard as she could to resist the temptation. 
 
    “I’m going to prescribe a medication that I think will help you stop having so many of these thoughts.” Mila pulled out her prescription pad and filled it out. When she finished, she handed the sheet to Brittany. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work doc?” 
 
    “I think we should try it. If the thoughts get worse, give me a call, and I can adjust the strength.” 
 
    They talked a while longer, and then Brittany Bakerstrut left. 
 
    Mila’s first month back was turning out to be very stressful, several of her patients, including Brittany, were very sick and she was very tempted to start judging, but she was determined to stay on the straight and narrow path no matter how difficult it was. 
 
    Mila took a moment to collect her thoughts. She was very disappointed that her instinct was still to drug the patient and find her truth, but she told herself that this, like any habit, will take some time to go away. She was proud of herself for remaining steadfast and not giving in to the temptation. She walked out to the  
 
    lunch area to get a fresh cup of coffee and to clear her mind before her next appointment arrived. 
 
    When Mila returned to her office, there was no sign of Dr. Blackmore’s ghost. She sighed with relief. Today was turning out to be incredibly challenging for her, but she was winning. So far, she’s had seen several patients and hadn’t drugged any of them; oh, it was difficult, she had seen some real scumbags, but she reminded herself that she was a winner and she could control this. 
 
    Mila’s next patient, Courtney Pennbrook, was on her way back. This was a first visit and Mila wasn’t really sure what she was talking about when she made the appointment; all she got was that this woman believed that something was trying to kill her. 
 
    Courtney Pennbrook was a professional belly dancer. She had long dark hair and piercing brown eyes. She was dressed in a mid-length yellow dress with red flowers on it. 
 
    “Hello, Courtney, please come in and have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “So why don’t we start by you telling me what’s been bothering you lately.” 
 
    “It’s the icons; you know when they jiggle?” Courtney said as she held up her phone. 
 
    “You mean the icons on your phone?”               
 
    “Yes, when they start to jiggle, they’re actually trying to escape and kill me. I don’t know what to do to make them stop.” 
 
    “Why do you believe the icons on your phone are trying to escape and kill you?” 
 
    “Because… haven’t you seen them? They jiggle around like crazy. I just know they are trying to escape, and I can tell they want to kill me.” 
 
    “Do you have any proof that they want to kill you, or is it more of a hunch?” 
 
    “A hunch… I thought you were a professional, are you actually insinuating that I am crazy and making this all up” Courtney asked as she stood to leave. 
 
    “Absolutely not; I know you genuinely believe this. I’m just trying to understand so I can help you. Please, sit down so we can talk some more.” 
 
    “Ok, but I’m not crazy, they really are trying to kill me. How can you not see that?” She asked as she sat back down. 
 
    “Are you currently taking any medications or recreational drugs?” 
 
    “No way, they will make me weak, and then the icons will be able to kill me for sure.” 
 
    Mila was relieved; finally, just a typical nut job that isn’t trying to kill anyone, this is refreshing, she thought. 
 
    “You said the icons are trying to escape and want to kill you when they jiggle, do they still want to escape and kill you when they aren’t jiggling?” 
 
    “If they aren’t jiggling, they can’t escape, and therefore they can’t kill me,” Courtney replied sarcastically. Mila could tell she was getting very frustrated. 
 
    “Have you thought about changing your phone to one that doesn’t have the icons?” 
 
    “Why would I do that, I love my iPhone, I’ll never get rid of it.” 
 
    “What if you just don’t tap the icons to make them jiggle?” 
 
    “Again, you’re talking to me like I’m crazy. I have no control over these icons. They just start to jiggle whenever they want to escape and kill me.” By now Courtney was getting very sarcastic and frustrated with Mila. 
 
    Mila wasn’t sure how to approach this one. This woman was obviously delusional and could benefit from medication, so Mila decided to try and outsmart her. 
 
    “I know you said you didn’t take any medications because they’ll make you weaker so the icons can attack, but what if I prescribe you a special pill that makes you strong and the icons weak?” 
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    “How would you feel about trying something like that?” 
 
    “How would I know that it’s making me stronger and the icons weaker? I mean, what if I try it and it doesn’t work, and the icons kill me?” 
 
    “You would have to take a small leap of faith and try it. Plus, you can always stop the medication if the icons seem to be getting stronger.” 
 
    “Do you really think it would work? I think I’m willing to try, but I’m scared.” 
 
    “How about we give it a try for a week, then you come back, and we can take it from there. If it’s working, great; if not, we’ll try something else. What do you say?” 
 
    Courtney Pennbrook sat in the chair silently as she mulled it over in her mind. Apparently, for her, it was a massive leap of faith to even consider trying medication. Mila waited patiently. 
 
    “Ok, I’ll try it, but if they escape and kill me, my blood is on your hands.” 
 
    “I really think the medication will work, so I’m willing to take the chance if you are,” Mila said, as she wrote out the prescription and handed it to Courtney, “Let’s try this prescription, and I’ll schedule you for the same time next week.”  
 
    After Courtney Pennbrook left, Mila took a moment to jot a few notes down in her file. This was a strange case, but she was intrigued. She felt good about not having an urge to punish this patient. Now if more of the patients were like Courtney, she wouldn’t have a problem anymore.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Linda, the new receptionist, buzzed her… 
 
    “Dr. Thorton, Jenna Macobb is here.” 
 
    “Would you ask her to have a seat, I need a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Mila had just received Jenna’s file that morning, and she hadn’t had a chance to look at it yet. Jenna Macobb was appointed by the court system because she beat a man almost to death. She claimed that he tried to rape her in a parking lot, but there were security cameras in the lot, and it showed that the man was walking out of the bar and towards his car when Jenna walked up to him and just started beating him. It was evident to the judge that Jenna was lying and had severe anger issues. 
 
    Mila got up and went out to the waiting room to greet her newest patient. 
 
    “Jenna Macobb?” 
 
    A gorgeous lady, probably in her early to mid-twenties, stood up. She was wearing a tight black bodycon dress with matching black pumps, which accentuated her amazing figure. Her long blonde hair had loose curls cascading down to her waist, and her face was angelic and done up with just the right amount of makeup.  
 
    “Let’s go back to my office to talk,” Mila said, as she led her new patient back. 
 
    “I see the court ordered these sessions; do you understand why?” 
 
    “I guess I should have looked around for the cameras first,” she said as she laughed. 
 
    Mila could tell that Jenna Macobb was going to be a difficult patient. She didn’t like her attitude. 
 
    “Do you realize how serious this is?” 
 
    “I guess,” Jenna replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “Let’s start out with a few questions.” 
 
    “No,” Jenna said, as she stood up and walked over and stood before Mila, “I’m going to tell you how this is going to go. 
 
    You are going to sign off on me and tell the court I am fine.” 
 
    Oh, hell no, not today bitch, Mila thought as she stood up. Luckily for her, she chose to wear her favorite pair of Jimmy Choo’s today, and she towered over Jenna by four lovely inches. 
 
    “No, I’m going to tell you how this is going to go. You are going to sit your ass down in that chair, and we are going to talk. I am going to ask you questions, and you are going to answer them truthfully, and you are going to come to each session until I release you. Do we understand each other?” Mila asked forcefully. 
 
    Jenna slowly retreated back into her chair. She wasn’t used to someone standing up to her.  
 
    “That’s better; now, you’re here today because the court said you have anger issues. Is this the first time you’ve acted out like that?” Mila asked.  
 
    “First time I got caught,” she said proudly. 
 
    “Ok, so this is a habit. Do you find pleasure in it?”  
 
    Mila wondered why she always seems to get the patients that are just bad to the bone human beings. Even though she isn’t judging them anymore, she can see just how rotten they actually are. 
 
    “Hell ya, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Is this something you do only to men or do you beat up women too?” 
 
    “Just men; I’m not into chicks.” 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “I suppose technically I am, but my old man is in jail and won’t be getting out until 2035, so I’m basically single, at least in my mind.” 
 
    “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “I go on professional dates.” 
 
    “Like an escort?” Well, this is starting to get juicy, Mila  
 
    thought. 
 
    “I pick men up in bars, take them to motels and have sex with them… consensually. What they don’t know, is that while they are enjoying my fantastic body, I’m filming the whole thing. I usually wait a week or two, and then I bring the tape to them and ask for $10,000.” 
 
    “What if they refuse to pay you?” 
 
    “I tell them that I will show the tape to their wives, or I can use it to ruin their careers.”  
 
    “So, you extort money from them?” 
 
    “Extortion is such an ugly word; I think of it more as payment for my time and the use of my body.” 
 
    “What do you do if they can’t pay? I mean $10,000 is a lot of money, I can’t imagine many of these men would have access to that much cash.” 
 
    “The men I target do. I only hit the most expensive bars in town, and expensive hotels, like the Beverly Wilshire. I’ve only had a few that refused to pay.” 
 
    “What did you do when they refused to pay?” 
 
    “Ummmm… I convinced them it was in their best interest to fork up the cash.” 
 
    “How did you do that?”  
 
    “You sure ask a lot of questions. I don’t know what this has to do with me being angry either.” Jenna was beginning to drift off into her own world.  
 
    Mila could feel the hairs on the back of her neck, standing at attention. All she could think about was asking this woman if she wanted a glass of water. She desperately wanted to hear her  
 
    actual truth. Mila knew Jenna was holding back and she did something horrible to these men who didn’t pay. 
 
    She did her best to suppress the urge to find Jenna’s truth, even though she knew that the water pitcher along with the dropper that held the special truth potion was sitting on the table only a couple of feet away from her. 
 
    “Jenna, I asked you how you convinced the men to pay you.” 
 
    “I told you, I convinced them. You don’t need to know the details.” 
 
    “Yes, I do need to know the details.” Mila was doing her best to remember that this woman was sick and not just evil. 
 
    “Fine, I beat the shit out of them, and all but three agreed to pay me.” 
 
    “What about the other three that didn’t want to pay you, what did you do to them?” 
 
    It was almost like the special truth potion was calling Mila’s name. She was fighting the urges with everything she had, but in her heart, she knew this woman was just plain evil and needed to be taught a lesson. 
 
    Mila continued to remind herself that she wasn’t that person who judged her patients, or maybe she was. This woman was clearly sick and apparently doesn’t know right from wrong, and doesn’t deserve to live alongside ordinary people. If she were to find Jenna’s truth and punish her for it, wouldn’t she be doing society a favor? She quickly pushed the thought from her mind and tried to focus on Jenna’s answer. 
 
    Come on Mila, you’re stronger than this; don’t let this disgusting piece of trash make you do something you don’t want to  
 
    do. Be strong… she pleaded with herself, but something inside her snapped, and she knew what she had to do. She tried to resist, but then Jenna said… 
 
    “Let’s just say I used a little… creativity and took care of the matter.” 
 
    Everything inside Mila was screaming ‘this woman is pure evil’; she tried to push the urge down but it’s too strong, she tries and tries to resist the temptation to judge but she just can’t, she has to ask… 
 
    “Jenna, would you like a glass of water?” 
 
      
 
    The End  
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