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          MAY 2009

        

      

    

    
      My blood-red fingernails glistened in the sun as I sat with my back to a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the bay. I figured it could never hurt to dress for success as I waited in the lobby of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services Regional Office on the tenth floor of the San Francisco Federal Building on 7th Street.

      My semi-conservative sand-colored skirt, cardigan sweater, and five-inch heels matched the color of the ceramic tile floors, which seemed like a good omen. Using the bathtub as a steam room, I was able to vanquish the wrinkles my clothes had sustained by stuffing them in my motorcycle’s saddlebag. I couldn’t resist riding up the coast and avoiding the interstate.

      I felt blessed to have found the building on-time, even though I had nearly walked right by it. The eighteen-story environmental wonder that, to my untrained eye, looked like a Dr. Suess design, was far more whimsical than I ever thought any federal building should be, considering the life-altering things that could happen here.

      It struck me funny when several employees whined to one another as they filed up the staircase leading to this floor, cursing whoever had purposely designed the elevators to stop only on every third floor. While the architect proclaims on a plaque in the elevator, the purpose was to promote employee interaction, the intention, according to Wikipedia, was to keep operating costs down. I drummed my fingernails nervously on the table, trying my hardest to think about anything but the reason I was here, and attempted to figure out how an elevator stopping on fewer floors would save energy. But the building cost forty percent less to operate than its counterparts in the City by the Bay, so someone knew what they were doing.

      As I pulled my compact mirror out of my bag and checked my lipstick, which was the identical shade of red as my nails, I bemoaned being back in San Francisco, which was quickly becoming my least favorite city. Not that it wasn’t vibrant, eclectic, and beautiful. I was just starting to associate it with murder and mayhem.

      I stood up, pulled down my skirt, and straightened my sweater, walking casually over to one of four mirrors on each side of a giant column. I surveyed my long blond hair, which cascaded down my shoulders and back. I usually pulled it back, which made my facial features seem more severe than they were naturally. However, it was preferable for motorcycle riding, which was my preferred means of transportation.

      This trip, I had planned and stayed overnight at the Hilton, Union Square, which was an easy walk to the Federal Building if not somewhat unnerving due to the number of homeless lining the sidewalks, hoping for a handout. The hotel stay had allowed me to shampoo and blow dry my hair, which added a half-hour to the process. I was happy with who I saw in the mirror, not that looking pretty would make them any more lenient, but because I was meeting with two male federal agents, it couldn’t hurt.

      I hadn’t been here since Heather’s murder trial last summer. That hadn’t turned out anywhere near how I’d expected. But when she left town soon after that, the last thing she said was that I was going down. As time went on, I was getting the sense Heather was right. I wasn’t sure how she knew. Had she been so hell-bent on destroying me that she had turned me into the feds on contract irregularities?

      Whether the cause was Heather, someone else, or just bad luck, I waited to meet my fate with Federal Agents Emil Schwendinger and Steve Pierce, nearly two years after they first contacted me with a request for all sorts of data and information. At first, I didn’t think that much of it. I figured it was routine, and they would eventually go away. I felt invincible at that time. I had ridden the wave from North Carolina to Malibu, and I felt like nothing was going to stop me.

      Their latest request for information was last spring, which I forwarded to my attorney. I never heard back from her, other than a copy of her response, which seemed like a bunch of legalese, so I figured I had no worries. When summer, fall, and winter went by without a word, I thought I was home free. But then I got the call to meet with them in San Francisco. I didn’t know the details of their issue, but I was sure it wasn’t a social call. They claimed I didn’t need an attorney, but if the Feds were anything like the police, that was their standard line.

      Not much had gone the way I had planned since the Street Luge Nationals nearly a year ago. My all-girl extreme team died, both literally and figuratively. My best friend turned out to be anything but, and my reality T.V. series ended before it got started. The only bright spot was becoming Godmother to Nate, the most adorable little boy ever. My friend Patricia and her newborn, Nate, had moved in with me a couple of months ago after she finally cut the apron strings to her wealthy parents in Denver. I had a lot to learn about motherhood, but I was learning fast.

      I smiled to myself and was lost in thought when the receptionist, Mandy, let me know that I could go into Conference Room Two B. I almost joked about whether this was Two B or not Two B, but even I didn’t think that was particularly funny at this point and kept my mouth shut.

      My anxiety level was through the roof, as evidenced by my lightheadedness, sweating forehead, and ringing ears. I took several deep breaths as I approached the conference room, praying I didn’t have an anxiety attack.

      Following the twenty-something receptionist, I wondered how she managed to walk in six-inch heels and make it look so effortless. I debated asking her advice on the way out. Despite the five-inch heels I wore today, anything above three inches required my full concentration.

      Two men in suits sat next to one another at a fifty-foot long mahogany conference table. And I thought the government was going broke. There was no evidence of that in this opulent board room.

      I assumed they were Steve Pierce and Emil Schwendinger, and it was pretty clear to me who was who. Schwendinger had to be the dumpy-looking, balding guy with a gut, in his mid- to late-fifties. He looked like the stereotypical government agent, deep lines in his face, a constant frown, a baggy brown suit, and a brush cut straight out of the sixties. Pierce was a nice looking jockish kind of guy, probably around my age but with a real boyish look. He was attractive for sure, but not my type, although I found my eyes drawn to him because he seemed familiar to me, I couldn’t place from where.

      They both shook my hand. Schwendinger’s hand was clammy. I wanted to go wash mine after that shake like I might catch whatever he had. Pierce’s handshake was the exact opposite, confident but not overly so. He looked me in the eye and smiled. His eyes told me that he would be honest. I needed someone to trust at this point.

      Schwendinger was all business and jumped in with his questioning. “Ms. Marquette, it’s my understanding that you operate a solely owned, privately held corporation called Self Esteem for Women, Inc. and that corporation operates several websites under the domain names: selfesteemforwomen dot com, cosmeticsurgerynow dot com, and ifnotnowthenwhen dot com. Is that correct?”

      We also operated firstextremeallgirlsportsteam dot com, but I decided I shouldn’t volunteer any more information than necessary. “Yes, that is correct.” I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. This conversation already felt like an interrogation. I hadn’t brought an attorney because Schwendinger had told me on the phone that it wouldn’t be necessary because they just had some preliminary questions. I kicked myself for believing him because deep down, I knew better.

      He continued, “Before we go any further, I neglected to tell you that this conversation is recording, so there are no misunderstandings of the details discussed.”

      I responded, “Fine,” tapping my pen nervously on the table. Schwendinger glared at me, and I stopped my nervous habit.

      He continued, “It is our understanding that you provide referral services to an extensive network of cosmetic surgeons through one or more of the websites that I listed earlier. Is that correct?”

      I felt very uncomfortable with the way this had started, and my mind was saying ‘Call a stop to this and get an attorney,’ unfortunately, my mouth had other ideas, “Yes, that is one of the services that we provide. We provide access to blogs, educational materials, physician network lists, and other on-line resources, so women can gain an understanding that they are not alone in the issues they are encountering. We also provide access to exercise and nutrition information and links to other valuable websites like weightwatchers.”

      He started to speak again, but I interrupted him. “Agent Schwendinger, I was not informed of the purpose of this meeting, and I am feeling less and less comfortable addressing your questions without my attorney present.”

      He looked irritated. “Ms. Marquette, this is not a legal proceeding. We are not technically officers of the law. This conversation is recording, and there will be a transcript made available as well. If your attorney would like to listen to the recording or review the transcript, he or she is certainly welcome. Technically, in the letter you signed, acknowledging the acceptance of this meeting, you waived your right to have an attorney present.”

      I silently nodded my understanding and chastised myself for not having had my attorney review that letter before I signed it. The truth be known, I barely read it.

      He continued, “We have reviewed your provider contracts and are looking for clarification of the ‘Payment for Services’ section. In paragraph B of that section, it states, ‘Provider will reimburse Self Esteem For Women, Inc. the amount of a thousand dollars for each referral that results in any surgical procedure whether reimbursed through private pay, health insurance or any other source. Such reimbursement shall take place in not more than thirty days after the procedure. Self

      Esteem For Women, Inc. assumes no liability for the outcome of such surgery. This amount shall increase annually on January first by the Healthcare component of the Consumer Price Index published in the Wall Street Journal on December thirty-first of the prior year or the closest day prior if there is no publication on that date.’ Ms. Marquette, can you describe in your own words what that paragraph means?”

      He had a terminally smug look on his face. Pierce’s forehead was sweating. I was afraid to open my mouth. But as Schwendinger glared at me, I decided I had no other option, “When we signed the Cosmetic Surgery Network Agreement, participating providers stood to make a windfall of volume, much of which they would not have had without our support. Providers agreed to remunerate a reasonable amount for the business that we provided to them. It’s a standard commission arrangement.” Pierce noticeably cringed when I spoke those words.

      Schwendinger puffed out his chest. I was playing right into his hands, and there was nothing I could do. “Ms. Marquette, are you aware of Federal Register 64 FR 36070?”

      He didn’t wait for a response. “It strictly prohibits the payment of commissions to third parties for services rendered to Medicare or Medicaid recipients by contracted providers when such services pay to the provider from CMS or any related Federal Government entity or contractor.”

      He hesitated. I had never heard of that statute, but even with the legalese, I understood the intent and that I had violated it. “No, sir, I was not aware of that statute. When we started the referral service, virtually all of our services were paid directly by the patient because no health insurers reimbursed for elective cosmetic surgery. Frankly, most of our referrals were for breast enhancement, which was not reimbursed by any insurance carrier.”

      “Unfortunately, Ms. Marquette, you appear to be a victim of your success and the increasing demand for reconstructive plastic surgery following a mastectomy. Last year alone, according to your records, the Federal Government paid you indirectly over three hundred thousand dollars in illegal commissions. This commission payment is for more than three hundred Medicare or Medicaid recipients. The statute allows for a fine of a minimum of twenty-thousand dollars per occurrence plus a maximum of twenty years in prison.” He then sat back in his chair and waited with a very smug look on his face. I couldn’t read Pierce, but he looked upset. More accurately, he looked like he was going to throw up, and he excused himself and left the room.

      I sat in stunned silence. I was trying to do the math in my head, and I calculated the fine to be six million dollars. Six Million dollars and twenty years in prison for operating a successful business. How could this be happening? I stared at the wall with tears welling up in my eyes. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. The only thing I knew was that I needed to get out of this place. While I sat, thinking, Pierce returned with a little more color in his face than when he departed. He wasn’t the only one who wanted to throw up. I was barely able to put a sentence together, but finally managed to ask, “So what happens now?”

      Schwendinger continued, “While we have the authority to have you taken into custody right now pending the official filing of charges, we generally try to avoid that unless the defendant is combative or seen as a flight risk.”

      He paused to reveal a very disturbing smirk. “To be honest, there is nothing I would rather do than throw you in jail and throw away the key, but that’s not how we do things anymore.” He looked like he was going to say something else but didn’t.

      The three of us sat uncomfortably for a minute or two, avoiding eye contact. I figured I had nothing to lose, so I asked, “Am I free to go then?”

      He hesitated briefly, then spoke in clipped tones, “You may go home, but do not leave the country. Once we file charges, there will be a hearing. In the meantime, you need to be thinking about getting your affairs in order. Just a head’s up; your assets have already been frozen, bank accounts, investment accounts, etcetera. We have opened a new account in your name with ten thousand dollars from your assets for you to live on in the interim.”

      My mouth dropped. My mind was going a mile a minute. Ten thousand dollars? How am I supposed to live? They had to be kidding me. I decided this was not the time to go on a rant, “Thank you,” I replied in a flat mechanical voice.

      “It’s more than we usually do in cases like yours. I would thank my lucky stars if I were you.” Schwendinger handed me a sheet of paper with a bank name, routing number, and account number. I shoved it in my pocket.
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      I ran back to the hotel, checked out, shoved my street clothes back into my saddlebag, donned my preferred outfit of jeans and leather, and hopped on my Ducati. I decided to take the Pacific Coast Highway because I needed time to think. It was hard to think of Malibu as home, knowing I couldn’t afford to live there anymore. At this point, I couldn’t afford to live anywhere.

      Before I got on the road, I attempted to call my attorney, Tonya Bloomsburg, who had made a name for herself in the internet business niche. She had written the contracts that CMS quoted. I was so frustrated after being on hold for fifteen minutes, by the time I connected with the receptionist, I couldn’t say an intelligible syllable and hung up.

      An hour later, I stopped at Half-moon Bay Beach and walked up the beach. Occasionally, I stopped and stared out at the ocean, wondering how this could have gone so wrong. Then I walked and walked. At one point, I was talking to myself so loudly that some kids stopped to ask me if I was all right. I glared at them, and they ran away.

      After a while, I had no concept of time; I sat down. I didn’t know how far I was from my motorcycle, and I honestly didn’t care. I stared at the breaking waves for hours, wondering what I was going to do with my life until my eyelids were too heavy to keep them open.
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        * * *

      

      Evident from the darkness when I fluttered opened my eyes, I realized I had fallen asleep. The deserted beach left me feeling alone in the world. Looking down the shoreline, I could see some yellow sulfur lamps way off into the distance, probably illuminating the parking lot where my bike was. Eventually, I stood up. I had left my boots with the motorcycle hours earlier. Feeling like I needed to take some action, I ran down to the ocean’s edge and into the water fully clothed. The Pacific was so cold; my feet went immediately numb, but I didn’t care.

      There were signs up and down the beach warning of the dangers of hypothermia, but it didn’t matter. I walked straight out until the waves were breaking over my head. The water was freezing, mid-fifties according to the signs.

      I swam out until the water was over my head, pulled my knees up, and floated like a jellyfish. I held my breath. I thought about Tara, and Annika, my teammates, and their deaths and how peaceful they must be now. They both died doing something they loved. For what more could anyone ask? Maybe it was time for me to die too.

      Dying seemed easier than facing all that was happening to me. As I floated and drifted out past the breaking waves, I thought about my mom fighting breast cancer, about my dad, who never really understood me. I pictured my beautiful sister, Sabine, and how much time together we had missed by living fifteen hundred miles apart. I ached for my new family, Patricia and Nate. It hurt me deeply to realize how my business failure would change their lives.

      I longed for my ranch and my horses. I felt pangs of regret for never marrying or having children. Then for some reason, Jason, the singer I met that night last year in San Francisco, came to mind. After our disastrous lunch in Santa Clara, I had left him a voice mail months later, which he returned several times, but I never had the nerve to call him back.

      As I pictured his face, a small smile crept onto mine, and I suddenly felt a glimpse of hope. I opened my eyes, and I stretched my feet down to see if I could touch the bottom, but I couldn’t. Just then, a wave broke over me, and I took in a mouthful of water. I coughed, trying to clear it out of my throat. I started to panic. I didn’t want to die. I had drifted about twenty feet further from shore, and, fighting the coughing and the undertow, I started making some progress toward the shore.

      Exhausted, I rested, treading water, realizing I was drifting further from shore again. After what seemed like hours, I fought back, again and again, inching closer to shore only to be pushed out to sea by the undertow. My glimmer of hope faded when I realized I wasn’t going to make it. My arms were like rubber, and my mind was beginning to wander. I took a breath and went under, resigned that it would be my last.

      Suddenly, I felt something or someone around my wrist. I felt myself being pulled up, up, up toward the surface. I took a glorious breath. I was barely conscious as we inched toward shore. Just as he said, “It’ll be okay, Miranda, I’ve got you,” I blacked out.

      I dreamed of water and blackness and coldness and, finally, the peace of dying. Then I awoke suddenly, lying face-up on the sand. The light of dawn was beginning to lighten the eastern sky behind me.

      Suddenly, it all came rushing back, the CMS meeting, my financial ruin, my late-night swim. As I pieced it all together, I realized I had no idea who it was, but someone had saved my life, then had left me without ever taking credit. He knew my name. Had I dreamed that?

      I laid there for a few minutes, getting my bearings, then I stood up painfully. My arms, legs, lungs, and pretty much everything else ached. I fell in the heavy sand a couple of times while trying to stand up. Finally, I began my long trek back to the parking lot.

      My thoughts were all over the place, but one thing was for sure, my pity party was over. I didn’t know where I was going from here, but I had my pride, and I would come out on the other side. When I first came West, I didn’t have much. I spent my first month living in a boarding house in Venice Beach. I became a part of a tight-knit community of eccentrics where people relied on one another for survival. My business soon took off, and I got an apartment and eventually a house, a lovely home overlooking the ocean in Malibu. But I would never forget how it felt to belong to a community of people who had nothing but cared enough about me to have my back.

      By the time I made it back to the bike, full daylight had set in. I looked in the rear-view mirror to see a matted mess of blonde hair. I had to admit I had looked better. I searched for my cell phone in my right saddlebag. There was no one I wanted to talk to except Patricia, my new roommate. We had grown very close after our Switzerland trip. It touched me that I had four missed calls from her. I called her number. She answered immediately. “Miranda, where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.”

      I laughed, “Girl, I’ve been hanging out on the beach. The meeting with CMS went worse than anything we ever imagined. I’m going to lose everything.”

      She sounded puzzled, “Why do you sound so cheerful?”

      “I took a long walk on the beach and put things into perspective.” I couldn’t lie to her. “Let me be honest with you. I was devastated. I nearly drowned.”

      Patricia hesitated, “You what?”

      I wasn’t proud of it, but she was my friend and deserved the whole truth. “I almost drowned. I had a major meltdown. For the first time in my life, I considered ending it all. I went out into the fifty-degree ocean and floated out into the deeper water away from shore. I wanted peace.”

      I fought back a tear. “I floated aimlessly thinking about Annika and Tara’s deaths, the end of the dream team, and now the likely end of my company.”

      My voice cracked as I continued my tale. “Finally, I decided that I had lots of reasons to live. I had a great family and friends, and I had bounced back before from adversity. I would do it again. So, I started trying to swim toward shore, but the undertow kept pulling me back out. The more I tried, the further away from shore I got, and the more exhausted I was. I finally got so exhausted that I couldn’t stay afloat, and I went down under the water. I thought I was going to die⁠—”

      The words caught in my throat, and I had to wait to continue. “Miranda?” She sounded like she was crying. I couldn’t hear

      Nate in the background and assumed he was napping.

      I was finally able to speak enough to go on. “I’m here. Sorry I got a little emotional.”

      Patricia sniffled again, “I know. Me too.”

      I pulled it together and continued, “Then someone grabbed me and pulled me up toward the surface. When I got above the water, I took the most wonderful breath I ever took. Then I blacked out. I woke up on the beach, and it was almost light outside. I must have been out for several hours.”

      She sounded better. “Really? Do you know who it was?”

      I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me. “Nope. No idea.”

      Patricia continued with concern in her voice, “Anything could have happened to you on that beach. Thank God you are okay,” She spoke with some hesitation in her voice. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      I took a deep breath, “I have no idea. But I’ve finally concluded that this is just another bump in the road. It’s a big bump, but it’s just a bump. I come from very humble roots. To be honest, I never felt like I belonged with the rich and famous.”

      Patricia exhaled loudly. “I’m so sorry, Miranda. Let’s talk more when you get home. How far away are you?”

      “I’m more than five hours away even if I take the 101. Otherwise, probably seven. I’m exhausted, and I would love to sleep here on the beach for a couple of hours, but you know how easily I burn.”

      After this conversation with Patricia, I suddenly realized how exhausted I was, and I knew there was no way I could safely ride back to Malibu without some rest. “Hey, I think there’s a motel down the PCH a couple of miles. I’m going to see if they have a room. I’ll let you know.”

      She sounded worried but relieved. “Okay, Miranda. Thanks for filling me in.”
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        * * *

      

      The Harbor View Inn was the first motel I arrived at as I headed south on the PCH, and at $89 a night, I could overlook some of the cleaning that housekeeping had neglected to do. There was even an ocean view from the second-floor rooms, so I took one of those. The guy at the front desk seemed confused that I was checking in first thing in the morning, but he didn’t comment except to tell me the coffee shop was open for breakfast twenty- four hours.

      I texted Patricia that I had gotten a room and immediately kicked off my boots and laid down on the surprisingly comfortable bed. I was asleep as soon as I closed my eyes.

      I awoke at 6 pm, still feeling the physical damage from my late-night swim and the emotional turmoil from my meeting with the Feds, although I was already feeling more positive than I had yesterday. I wouldn’t let Patricia down, especially when I had just recently convinced her to pick up with her newborn from Colorado and move in with me, even though I had no idea what I was going to do. Something was freeing about new beginnings, and this certainly was one.

      I thought that perhaps another walk on the shore, where I didn’t end up in the water, would do me good. I loved early evening near the ocean, and I thought that listening to the waves pounding the shore would help me pull my thoughts together. The salt sea air and the sound of the seagulls yelling for leftover French Fries combined to smooth my rough edges. It reminded me of what I had loved about living in Malibu.

      Thinking of Malibu, I reminded myself of the heavy responsibility I had taken on, which was more house than I could ever occupy. I embraced the simplicity of working for a living and living within my means. I sat on the sand for a half-hour, feeling more and more open to change. I had been taught in therapy to embrace change because without change, you can’t grow. Sure, I had made some mistakes along the way, and I was paying for them. But I believed everything happened for a reason, and I forced myself to wonder what was ahead for me. I stood up, took a deep breath, and headed up the beach.

      I didn’t have to check out until tomorrow morning, and I dreaded the seven-hour ride, so I bided my time. This trip was one time I should have taken a car rather than the bike. Every muscle in my body hurt and staying in the same position on two wheels would only make it worse.

      I had one reason to celebrate: The CMS investigation was finally over. I hadn’t realized how much it had weighed on me lately. Despite the outcome, I felt relief. I held out hope that I could get out of this with no jail time. Schwendinger, or whatever his name was, seemed pretty adamant that if it were up to him, he would lock me up and throw away the key. But I figured that was why we had lawyers. My lawyer would not be happy that I had this meeting without her representation, but she wasn’t likely to drop me as a client because of it. After all, the Feds had told me I wouldn’t need an attorney. As an ex-cop, it sometimes amazed me how gullible I could be.

      After an hour of walking on the beach, I strolled back toward the hotel. The strong aroma of the nectar of the Gods led me to the coffee shop adjacent to the other end of the motel. The sign outside flashing “Breakfast 24 Hours,” invited me in. A small sign near the cash register just inside the door instructed me to seat myself, so I sat down next to the window at one of many open tables. A waitress with red hair up in a bun and bright pink fingernails with matching eyeshadow, came by almost immediately to get my drink order. I immediately thought, ‘Rita.’ But her nametag read ‘Grace.’

      Grace greeted me with a huge smile. “What’ll it be, sweetie?” she said between bubblegum chews.

      I relaxed a bit and smiled, immediately drawn to her positive energy. “Do you really serve breakfast all day?”

      Grace responded with an out-of-place southern accent. “You bet, sweetheart.” I placed it somewhere between Mississippi and Alabama. Lazier than the North Carolina accent I had developed when I lived there.

      I was suddenly starving, “Can I have a feta cheese omelet with black olives, whole-wheat toast, and keep the coffee coming.”

      She whispered like she held a critical secret to life. “Are you planning on staying up all night, honey?”

      I realized my time clock was completely reversed, “Oh my God, you’re right. Make it decaf. Thanks.”

      The food was excellent. Grace and I became fast friends, and by the time I left, she gave me a huge hug and told me to come back any time. I figured I could always go back to waitressing if

      I had to. That was a lucrative gig in Vegas while I was getting my business off the ground. I used to challenge myself on how big a tip I could extract from the unwitting victims of my charms. Businessmen over forty were easy marks. I could almost always be guaranteed at least twenty-five percent with a wink here and a giggle there. They were putty in my hands.

      When I had finished with my late evening breakfast, I called Tonya. She was in the office until at least eight every night, just one reason I would never have chosen law as a profession. She fumed because I hadn’t called her to accompany me to the CMS disaster. Their contention that contracts she had written were illegal put her through the roof.

      I had to remind her that it wasn’t the contracts that were illegal; it was how I implemented them. I had no idea that there would be an issue when we started referring for breast reconstruction surgery after mastectomy just because insurance paid for it now. I never dreamed that getting a cut of the pie would be illegal, but I realized ignorance of the law was no excuse.

      Tonya was adamant that she was going to fight this thing to the death. The only problem was that I didn’t have the resources to pay for her services. If I only had ten thousand dollars to live on for the foreseeable future, I wasn’t going to waste most of that on legal fees. I told her to hold off for now and begged her not to bill for the call. I figured she got the picture.

      When I finally got home, Patricia was on Heather’s ex laptop on the internet reviewing CMS regulations. She looked frazzled. I couldn’t imagine having much energy left with a newborn who still woke up several times in the night. None the less she stood up, walked over, and hugged me. She half-smiled. “Do you want the bad news or the terrible news first?”

      I chuckled with a touch of sarcasm. “I’m not sure it matters at this point.”

      She sat down at the screen and filled me in. “Well, Miranda, here’s what I know so far. It looks like you could interpret the regulation the way your buddies from D.C. have. There aren’t many cases like yours. The enforcement of these particular regulations is a relatively new process, one that they are employing as a lame attempt to balance the budget. On the one hand, six million dollars is a drop in the bucket compared to the budget deficit. But on the other hand, it’s not chump change either.”

      I touched her arm, “I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’m resigned to losing it all.” I may have stretched the truth a little, but I was doing everything I could do to stay positive. “I can’t help but believe there’s something more exciting right around the corner.”

      Patricia continued to read the screen.

      I sat on the stool next to her, “My biggest problem is that I don’t have six million dollars, and now I have no way to earn it. Even including the house, I’m probably worth three to four million at the most. I paid one and a half million cash for the house, but with the real estate market tanking, I’d be lucky to get half that.”

      I could feel her eyes on me, trying to figure out what I was feeling, as opposed to what I wanted her to think. “Miranda, one thing I’ve learned in therapy is that it’s okay to be sad or even angry about this. You have worked hard to get where you are, and it feels like we are living in a dictatorship with the government trying to take everything away. I don’t know how you are staying this calm. I would go to the T.V. news, call my U.S. Senator, or even alert Oprah if I were you.”

      I smiled at her undying support. “I’ve thought of doing all those things or writing a letter to the editor, starting a blog, or making a sign and flagging down traffic on Sunset Boulevard, but my heart just isn’t in it. To be honest, I have felt guilty for quite a while about everything I have and how little work I do. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m relieved that I get to go back to the normal person I used to be. I don’t come from money, and I never expected to have any.”

      Patricia looked at me like I was from Mars. “Well, that’s a different way of looking at things. I’ve only ever lived with money, at least for as long as I can remember.”

      I turned to look her straight in the eye. “Patricia, I’d understand if you decided to go back to Denver. Things could get tough here. I’m sure I’ll lose the house, and I have no idea what I’m going to do for work. I feel like I’m letting you down⁠— ”

      She interrupted me. “Miranda, you don’t have to worry about me. When I decided to bring Nate out here, it wasn’t because you had a gorgeous house in Malibu. The time we spent together in Switzerland made me think a lot about my future and his. I want some normalcy in our lives too. I love my parents to death, but I could never afford their lifestyle on my own. What better way to get a taste of reality than for all of us to struggle through this together? I’m kind of excited about the possibilities.”

      Now it was my turn to look at her with disbelief. “You never cease to amaze me, Patricia. Those are the last words that I thought would ever come out of your mouth.” I gave her a huge hug.
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        * * *

      

      As we sat quietly at the counter, my feeling of well-being started to fade a little as reality kicked in. I kept flashing back to my meeting with the feds. “Patricia, do you think they’d put me in jail for this. Even the bad cop of the pair admitted that I was a victim of my success. I certainly didn’t set out to defraud anyone, and I wasn’t even aware of the regulations.”

      She was back on the computer. “It’s a mixed bag so far. There are cases where people served prison time. I think it depends on how much mileage they are trying to get in the press. They believe that publicizing large cases and pushing for a maximum penalty will serve as a deterrent to others in the future. They even say that on their website. I’ll keep looking.” She chewed on a pencil eraser. “Did they say what the next steps would be?”

      I drummed my fingernails on the counter. “To be honest, I don’t remember much of what happened after Schwendinger sprung this on me. I was pretty much in shock.”

      She nodded, “Well, that’s understandable.”

      A few minutes later, the question answered itself in the form of a process server with papers requiring me to appear at a hearing in North Region Federal Court in San Francisco in two weeks. I couldn’t believe this was all taking place a seven-hour drive away. They certainly didn’t make it easy. It was all so surreal.

      I sat at the counter for a few minutes leaning on my elbows. I needed a back-up plan quickly. I quickly searched my purse for Jason Wall’s business card and dialed.

      “Jason Wall, can I help you?”

      I thought I’d get a receptionist, “Uh hello. This is Miranda Marquette⁠—”

      He interrupted, “Miranda! How are you? I was giving up on you returning my messages. What can I do for you?”

      I hesitated. “Well, things have changed a little since I last saw you. Bottom line, I need a job.”

      He was surprised. “A job? I didn’t see that one coming. I figured you were calling to ask me out on date number two because the first one went so well.” He laughed.

      I smiled, “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      He seemed distracted like someone had come into his office, “Um, hey, I may have something for you. I don’t know what your salary expectations are, but I’m pretty sure we pay less than whatever you are thinking.”

      I laughed. “You might be surprised. I’ll be up in your area in a couple of weeks. Maybe we could sit down and discuss it then?” Had I just invited myself to a job interview? Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      His tone got more business-like. “If you are serious, next week would be better. A small company like this can’t afford to have open positions for long. This week would be even better.” He paused, “In fact, let’s do this, can you call me back in, say, an hour, and we can do a phone interview? Then we’ll know if either of us is wasting our time before you make a trip up here?” I liked a man of action, “Sounds good. I’ll talk to you then.”

      Patricia had been listening to the conversation, “Wow, that sounded hopeful, Miranda.”

      I bit my lip. “I think it is. I met this guy when we were in San Francisco and had sized him up as someone I might be interested in, you know, sometime in the future. He worked for a small manufacturing company and told me to give him a call if I ever needed a job. At the time, I was sure I’d never need to call him for a job, but you know what they say. ‘How do you get God to laugh?’”

      Patricia shrugged. “Got me.”

      I deadpanned. “Tell him your plans.”

      She laughed out loud. “Good one. I never heard that, but I believe it.”
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        * * *

      

      When it was time to call Jason, I took my cell phone out on the deck and took in the amazing ocean view while we talked, realizing I wouldn’t have it much longer.

      After some small talk, he explained, “Our Customer Service Rep and Shipping Clerk both gave notice last week. It turns out that they were secretly dating, and they are getting married and moving east. My goal is to hire one person to do both jobs. I can get you twenty dollars an hour if I only hire one person. If I were to fill both, I could only pay each fifteen.”

      I wondered what happened to the other ten dollars per hour they would save by filling one position, but I figured now was not the time to bring it up. “What would this person do?”

      He laughed. “You would be handling pretty much everything relating to customers or dealers. In all honesty, it’s probably about slightly more than a full-time position, but it’s not two positions. I can shift a few things around to make it manageable.”

      I did my best to sound upbeat, “It sounds interesting, Jason. Sure, I’d like more money, but I’m willing to start there and learn, maybe I can work my way up.” I had nearly choked on the starting wages. You couldn’t rent a shoebox to live in on that, but I’d have to figure it out.

      He shifted into business-mode, “The key is getting your foot in the door and showing me what you can do. They, maybe I can get you more money. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves; you don’t have the job yet,” he said, sounding like he was smiling.

      I was pretty sure I had the job if I wanted it but was willing to play along, “Okay, so what is the next step?”

      “Can you come up on Monday for a face to face interview with me and then the CEO?”

      “I think I can make that work. Does two o’clock work for you?”

      “Sounds good. Ask for me at the front desk.” He gave me the company address.

      “Okay, Jason. See you then. And thanks!”

      He sounded like he was looking forward to seeing me. “See you on Monday, Miranda.”

      I was nervous and excited when I hung up the phone. Compared to owning my own company, I could settle for something not quite as rewarding, but it was a start. The upside was that I wouldn’t be solely responsible for the success of the company like I was now. For now, I felt better now that I had a plan. Maybe it wasn’t the best plan, but it was a plan.
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