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1 DR. MOORE


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottsdale, Arizona

        Present Day

      

      

      After Dr. Chantal Moore took her ten-minute break from her last counseling session, she opened her laptop to start a remote session with a new client. After switching to the proprietary counseling software, she clicked the record button. This particular software didn’t notify participants that the video session was surreptitiously recorded, a standard feature of other publicly available software.

      Before the session, a rich benefactor instructed her to relay what occurred during the upcoming sessions with this client and to provide periodic updates of the client’s personal progress. Dr. Moore wasn’t taken aback when she received a phone call from her benefactor because it wasn’t the first time he had made such a request.

      It’s no big deal. I wouldn’t be a psychiatrist if it weren’t for all of the assistance Mr. Ravan provided, she reassured herself.

      After all, by pulling some strings, he had opened the door for her to get admitted into medical school. How? She wasn’t fully aware. She was simply grateful for the news once she graduated from Arizona State University. When she was admitted to a prestigious psychiatry residency at Columbia University without even applying, she figured it was the goodwill of her benefactor that also made the opportunity a reality. Finding a bouquet of congratulatory flowers in her condominium was all the proof she needed of his benevolence. He didn’t explicitly admit it when she called to thank him. Instead, he simply reiterated that her excellent credentials in medical school were the true reasons why she was easily admitted into the program.

      After finishing her residency, Dr. Moore could have practiced anywhere she wanted. Even Tokyo, where her benefactor worked and lived, was offered as an option. But she politely declined. It wasn’t because she was ungrateful for his efforts or because she thought he had ulterior, romantic motives for the gesture. He didn’t. She declined because she loved Arizona. It was her home. Sure, the blistering summers were unbearable at times. But she was used to it. It was the place of her birth with all of her family and friends and colleagues from school awaiting her return.

      I want to be in Arizona. It’s where I belong. But if you ever need anything, I mean anything, I’m here for you.

      Her benefactor was disappointed she wouldn’t work directly for him but pleased, nevertheless. A polite peck on the cheek accentuated her offer and her commitment to a valued friend. Years passed. Her career and practice blossomed. Speaking engagements throughout the country fell into her lap. She even spoke at conferences in Tokyo periodically. When she did, all of her expenses were paid by her benefactor, even though she could afford it with her lucrative Scottsdale practice.

      Sometimes she would treat clients who worked directly with her benefactor in Tokyo or other places where he worked. At times, they had experienced unspeakable things she knew happened in the world, as indicated during the nightly news. But most of the time, they needed counseling about ordinary things the average person deals with: family, the stress of a job, the death of a loved one, and divorce. When she was asked to offer her services to her newest client, it was different. He wasn’t her benefactor’s employee. At least not directly. He worked as an attorney for her benefactor’s international company. She had heard his name before and may have even bumped into him at one of the galas her benefactor threw. But they weren’t friends and were not even cordial acquaintances. Because of that, she readily accepted him as a client.

      “Mr. Mendoza. I’m glad you could make today’s session,” Dr. Moore expressed with a subtle admiration. His reputation preceded him, and she was fully aware of it.

      “Thank you, Chantal… I mean, Dr. Moore,” he nervously responded.

      “No, Chantal is fine. It’s what I prefer.”

      “Ok.”

      He nodded awkwardly as he sat in his loft on the second floor of his home during the session. Despite his professional demeanor, Daniel was dressed casually in a grey, UCLA sweatshirt and pants. His hair was somewhat disheveled, but his eyes seemed warm through his rimmed glasses.

      When he appeared more relaxed, she asked, “Why did you decide you wanted to do counseling?”

      His smile thinned, and he leaned forward, while responding, “Well, to be honest, I resisted it for a long time. A very long time.” He lowered his head to contemplate an accurate response. “I… I had a difficult experience about a year ago.”

      Fully aware of what had previously happened, however, Dr. Moore wanted her client to open up about the traumatic event himself.

      “Well, I was in Puerto Rico during a celebration with… with…” He decided not to reveal he was with his private investigator, Pamela Williams, who had crashed his resort suite without his knowledge. “Well… we were investigating a suspicious occurrence in the suite next to us. From what we gathered, there was an abduction. Granted, we didn’t witness it ourselves or know who was abducted, but it was clear to me… clear to us someone was taken from the resort.”

      Daniel paused to collect his thoughts, but more importantly, to assess what he was going to say next. Looking at his laptop screen, he saw Dr. Moore attentively listening without saying a word or interrupting him. On occasion, she nodded as he spoke to subconsciously encourage him to continue.

      “I… I was also abducted,” he reluctantly admitted.

      “I see,” she finally commented. “Tell me about that.”

      Daniel explained how he was taken to a remote location in the middle of the island where the other kidnapped individual, the son of a local mafia leader, was being held. He didn’t know at the time, but learned later that the son had stolen money and possibly valuable items from the other members of the mafia. While being held, Daniel was tortured so the mafia’s son would reveal where the money was hidden on the property.

      “When I was rescued by my private investigator and her team, I was so bruised and battered. I may have had some broken ribs.”

      His side symbolically ached as he described the pain that lasted for weeks after the incident.

      “I can see how that is a traumatic event, especially for an attorney.”

      Daniel reluctantly agreed in his mind, although not aloud.

      “My… my senior associates, John and Marissa, saw a change in me.”

      “What changes did they notice?”

      “They can’t pinpoint a particular event at least not to me. They just noticed I became more irritable, easily distracted, and didn’t concentrate on work like I used to.”

      “And you don’t believe them?”

      “That’s just the normal stress of the job. I try to be patient all the time, but even I can become overwhelmed at times,” he admitted. He saw bottles of water on the end table next to him. “May I? I don’t want to be rude and appear like I’m not paying attention.”

      “Of course.”

      He opened the blue cap on the bottle containing the artesian water from the South Pacific and gulped for a while. He was certainly parched but figured it was from the anxiety of having to tell a virtual stranger what was happening in his life.

      “You don’t believe severe torture would have any effect on you? You’re only human after all.”

      He sighed at the revelation of his arrogance.

      “When you put it like that, of course, it would. I’m no superhero. I’m sure it had an effect on me. I guess that’s why I’m here.”

      Another large gulp of the artesian water seemed to take a little of the edge off as if he was drinking an alcoholic beverage.

      I don’t even drink, he thought as he glanced at the empty water bottle in his hand and wondered if the positive effects were from the beverage or simply speaking with a therapist.

      “Why, of all places, did you decide to use my services?”

      Pondering the question, he remembered why.

      “My private investigator recommended you. She said you worked wonders for her clients.”

      Without Daniel having revealed her name, Dr. Moore wrote “Pamela Williams” in her notepad.

      When he thought of Pamela in the moment, his shoulders sagged, and his chest tightened. Dr. Moore clued into his physical response.

      “You seemed stressed when you mentioned this private investigator. Why is that?”

      “It’s just that she’s been through a lot lately herself. I’m surprised she isn’t getting counseling.”

      Daniel relayed how Pamela was involved in a twenty-car pile-up during a sandstorm and how she sustained memory issues and some physical issues with her leg. He then discussed how one of the drivers died during the sandstorm and how Pamela needed his assistance to make sure the driver’s spouse received the life insurance proceeds when other family members challenged the distribution.

      “I really enjoy working with her and her team. They do fabulous work. Above and beyond my expectations, always.”

      He smiled, remembering the different things they had done together over the past few years after he left a larger firm and started his own boutique defense firm.

      Dr. Moore noticed his admiration for Pamela and wondered if there were romantic feelings between the two of them.

      Discuss their relationship in another session, she scribbled in her notepad.

      Wanting to avoid the topic for now, she asked, “If it is work that is causing you stress, what are you currently working on?”

      Thinking about work unexpectedly made Daniel giddy.

      He sat up in his recliner while he spoke, “It’s an interesting case. A female driver claims she suffered a traumatic brain injury after getting into a car accident while driving at a resort here in Scottsdale.”

      He realized the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa wasn’t too far from Dr. Moore’s office.

      “I noticed you used the word ‘claims.’ Does that mean you don’t believe her?”

      “It’s not my job to believe her or not. People make a lot of allegations in lawsuits that aren’t true. It’s my job to gather all of the evidence to determine if she does have a traumatic brain injury and advise my client about it. It’s up to them to determine whether to litigate the case through trial or settle if that’s the best financially responsible thing to do. In fact, her deposition is tomorrow.”

      She scribbled something else in her notepad after hearing his response.

      “Do your clients trust your judgment?”

      “They certainly do. At least, I think they do. Otherwise, they wouldn’t hire me or the firm.”

      “Would your clients trust you if they knew your mind had been negatively affected by a traumatic event that may affect your judgment?”

      Before he could answer, a buzzer went off, indicating the session had ended. Dr. Moore asked him to think about her question and arranged for a follow-up session in the next two weeks.

      “See you next time,” she said once the date and time were fixed.

      Daniel returned her smile and replied cheerfully, “I look forward to it,” before she ended the online session.

      The laptop screen darkened to black. When she turned around, Dr. Moore saw Pamela Williams at the threshold, awkwardly peering into her office. In response to the unexpected arrival of her next client, the laptop was quickly closed.

      Pamela thought she recognized the voice coming through the laptop, although she could not see his face.

      That can’t be him, Pamela ruminated.

      She was puzzled by the coincidence but shook it off.

      “My apologies. I came a little early, but I thought when the door was open that you were free and we could start sooner. I didn’t realize you were in another session.”

      “No worries. That’s on me. I should have closed the door. Walking closer to Pamela, Dr. Moore added, “Come on in. It’s good to see you again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 DEPOSITION


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phoenix, Arizona

        The Law Offices of Mendoza and Associates

        The Next Day

      

      

      When Jennifer Adams walked into the main conference room of Mendoza and Associates, she was dressed in a classic white Chanel dress with black buttons and a contrasting black hem while wearing six-inch black heels. The outfit gave her a sophisticated, vintage look. If her attorney hadn’t forewarned her that the deposition would be videotaped, then she would have waited until her next appointment with her hairstylist to get her hair colored platinum blonde. Due to the last-minute notice, the hairstylist only had time for a quick retouch. But she still looked fabulous. She glanced at the videographer and then looked to her attorney for guidance about where to sit.

      “At the front of the table near the court reporter,” her attorney directed while pointing in that direction.

      Jennifer walked around the long conference table, placed her square, diamond-encrusted handbag on the table, and sat down. She smiled awkwardly at the male videographer, who tried not to seem like he was overtly interested in her good looks and attire. On the table to her left was a laptop, an open binder packed full of documents, and a couple of yellow legal pads and pens. She instantly surmised Mr. Mendoza would be sitting in the chair in front of the laptop.

      Her attorney, Mindy Woods, sat on her right next to her, wearing a traditional black pantsuit. She wasn’t as debonair as her younger client, but she still looked graceful and polished.

      “Remember what we talked about. Just be yourself and tell your story. Don’t let Mr. Mendoza intimidate you.”

      “Yes, I will,” Jennifer confirmed, anxious to finally get the deposition over with. When the doors to the conference room opened once more, she looked straight ahead to see who entered.

      Wearing a dark blue, pin-striped double-breasted suit, Daniel walked in and announced, “I’m so sorry. Something came up.” Walking to his seat, he asked, “Are we ready?”

      He looked at Jennifer and she said, “Yes.”

      The videographer and the court reporter both nodded.

      “Mindy?”

      “I’m ready, Dan.”

      Once the camera was engaged, the videographer announced that the deposition was being recorded and the location of the deposition. He then asked all attorneys to state their names and who they represented. Mindy announced her presence first and then Daniel.

      “Madame court reporter, can you swear in the witness?” Daniel asked authoritatively.

      She administered the oath while Jennifer raised her right hand. Daniel then stated the various rules for a deposition, including verbally answering the questions, not speaking over each other, asking for clarification if she doesn’t understand a question, and answering any pending questions before the break.

      “Are you taking any medications that prevent you from answering truthfully?” he asked.

      “No. No, I’m not.”

      “Are you taking any medications that impact your ability to understand my questions?”

      “No,” she quizzically responded. “I’m not on any medications.”

      “Is there anything that prevents you from sitting for your deposition today?”

      “Well… no. Wait.” She remembered what her attorney advised her several days earlier. “Because of my brain injury, I can only take so much before my mind gets cluttered, and I don’t understand. I’ll need a break. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Sure. That’s fine. Take as many breaks as you like. I don’t want to stress you out any more than you are. Okay?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Can you please state your full name for the record?”

      “It’s Jennifer Elizabeth Adams.”

      Daniel then asked her questions about her background, including her age, where she went to high school, her educational background, and whether she was single or in a relationship.

      “My fiancé’s name is Jules.”

      Puzzled by her answer, Daniel flipped the binder to the pages where Jennifer’s attorney had disclosed witnesses who would testify at trial. He wanted to determine if any witnesses named Jules were listed. After scanning the relevant pages, he realized no one by that name or any fiancé was disclosed.

      “That’s strange. Your fiancé isn’t listed as a witness. Is there a reason for that?”

      Jennifer looked at her attorney, who nodded that it was okay to answer.

      “Well, we are recently engaged. I was in another relationship at the time of the accident. We aren’t together anymore.”

      “And what was their name?”

      “Wait. Let me think. It’s so hard to remember about that time because my brain is all scrambled from the accident.” She scrunched her face tightly hoping to concentrate on the answer. “Drew. No… Avery… No… Renee. I… I can’t remember off hand.”

      “If you do remember the name during a break or anytime during the deposition, please let me know.” She nodded. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes,” she agreed.

      “Also, if you aren’t able to remember during the deposition, can you figure it out when you go home and tell your attorney so she can let me know the name?”

      “Counselor, we will supplement our disclosure statement with the name,” Mindy offered to move along the deposition.

      “Thank you,” he said while turning to Mindy to acknowledge the gesture. Facing the witness again, he stated, “I would like to focus on the day of the accident.”

      “Okay.”

      “As you sit here today, can you recall the day of the accident?”

      “Yes. Well, most of it.”

      “Tell me what you were doing before the accident.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa

        Scottsdale, Arizona

        One Year Earlier

      

      

      A six-foot-tall male dove into the oval-shaped pool and swam toward the middle. Underneath him on the pool floor was a large, purple wisteria logo made of mother-of-pearl tile that comprised about a third of the pool floor. Rows of chaise lounges lined both sides of the pool. Resort guests were seated on some of the chaise lounges, but most were empty. Behind the only row of chaise lounges on the north side of the pool were a dozen private cabanas allowing resort guests to lounge and dine poolside, for a fee, of course.

      Several of the cabanas had their curtains closed so their guests could relax without any outside disturbances. Each cabana had a sofa, a flat-screen television, and a mini-refrigerator. Guests were given a complimentary bottle of sparkling wine from the resort’s private label, chips and salsa, and a fruit plate. The middle three cabanas were opened and brimming with guests who were celebrating and enjoying an oasis in the sun.

      Wearing a champagne one-piece swimsuit with a V-neck design that flattered her silhouette, Jennifer seemed bored. She sipped a glass of champagne. The other women accompanying her were chatting and laughing about something or another.

      “Are you guys talking about guys again?” Jennifer huffed. “Isn’t there anything else to talk about?”

      “Don’t be silly. We aren’t talking about boys. We’re talking about the new boutique that opened up. Have you been there? They have clothes from a new French designer. He supposedly won the French version of Project Runway,” one of her girlfriends, Cassandra, excitedly explained.

      “Another up-and-coming loser if I do say so myself. They all design the same stuff. There’s never anything new,” Jennifer complained. She took another sip from her glass, which resulted in it being empty.

      “Well, there’s a South African designer who opened up a boutique in Old Town Scottsdale. We should check it out,” another girlfriend, Monique, suggested. “You’ll look nice in some traditional African garb. Maybe something with colorful beads.”

      “Or a leopard print,” Cassandra chimed.

      The other women laughed, which initially caused Jennifer to become irate, but then she pictured herself in an African outfit and smiled.

      “Yeah, that’s a great idea,” she grinned half-heartedly. “I can be the belle of the ball. Not. I’m bored.”

      She tossed her glass on the table next to her, nearly breaking it.

      “You’re always bored. That’s why Cassandra planned this staycation so we can have fun,” another one of her girlfriends interjected.

      “She didn’t do a good job. This bottle is empty already. She should have ordered something stronger than champagne and definitely more than two bottles. That’s not enough for the six of us,” Jennifer incessantly whined.

      “You mean seven?” her sister said as she rounded the corner and entered the cabana.

      “I didn’t realize you were coming.”

      Jennifer jumped up and hugged her sister.

      “It’s the least I can do,” Jillian explained and stood near the sofa where the other women were seated.

      “That’s because you don’t have anything else to do after Roger dumped you,” Monique chided.

      Stung by the comment, Jillian decided not to retaliate with a slight of her own. There were many she could have hurled, but she didn’t want to embarrass her in front of the others or cause a scene.

      Wanting to liven up the party, Jennifer motioned to Cassandra, “Follow me. We need to get more drinks. I can’t take it anymore.”

      The pair walked over to another area of the resort where an outdoor bar was located. Lustful eyes from testosterone-laden males watching their every step could have seared them as the two sexy women strolled by. The men knew better than to express their desires aloud. An inappropriate remark or two could get them ousted from the pool area or, worse yet, revoke their privileges at the resort.

      When they approached the bar, a burly male attendant of Arab descent asked them for their order.

      “We would like some Jell-O shots,” Jennifer stated while being as charming as she could be to get her way.

      The attendant, however, was enamored by Cassandra, who had a more voluptuous body than Jennifer. “And you?” he eagerly asked Cassandra, wanting to hear her lovely voice.

      “Like my friend said. We want some Jell-O shots.”

      “How many?”

      While Cassandra answered his question and the attendant was preoccupied with her, Jennifer walked around the side of the bar and grabbed a bottle of tequila. She tried to stealthily walk back to the cabana without the attendant seeing her, but to no avail.

      “Hey. You can’t do that,” the attendant yelled at her. In response, she quickened her pace. “Stop!! Security!!”

      By then, Cassandra realized what Jennifer had done and ran after her.

      “What are you doing?” she anxiously asked, somewhat out of breath once she reached Jennifer.

      “Trying to live a little and have fun.”

      When she saw security walking toward them, she grabbed Cassandra’s hand and ran toward her car in the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Law Offices of Mendoza and Associates

        Present Day

      

      

      Daniel had quickly written down what Jennifer testified to. Writing down what was said helped him remember it better than just reading the deposition transcript. He tried not to show any emotions, especially dismay when she testified she had stolen an expensive bottle of tequila and even named the brand as if that were an indication of her extravagant lifestyle.

      “Besides the champagne, had you drunk any other beverages that day before the accident?”

      “No. Well, I don’t remember to be honest. I could have. But like I said, Cassandra only ordered champagne. No one bought anything else.”

      “Not even any of the male patrons?”

      Embarrassed, Jennifer admitted no one had but rationalized that they had just gotten there and the men didn’t have the opportunity to express interest in her or any of the other women in her party.

      “I see. Can you tell me what happened next?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa

        One Year Earlier

      

      

      Cassandra and Jennifer managed to get to her Lexus before security arrived at the parking lot.

      “Why are these mall cops always fat?” Jennifer joked as she started the vehicle and headed toward the exit.

      “That’s not nice.”

      “They can’t hear me. It’s just between me and you. Don’t tell them if they catch us.”

      The vehicle sped down the roadway, past the various pool areas and the private casitas on the right. As the vehicle barreled toward the exit, a resort-owned delivery truck entered the grounds. It was in view through the Lexus’ windshield when it entered the resort.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Law Offices of Mendoza and Associates

        Present Day

      

      

      “I panicked,” she admitted. “I wanted to continue straight so I could leave the resort. But I wasn’t sure whether I could make it or if the truck was blocking my way. I thought it was going to move into my lane to prevent me from stealing the bottle of tequila.”

      “Were there any vehicles behind you in pursuit of you?” Daniel asked.

      “No.”

      “So, you admit security stopped chasing you?”

      “Yes. I suppose so. I don’t really know. I wasn’t looking in my rearview mirror.”

      “Was there any indication from the truck driver that he was aware you had stolen a tequila bottle and he was trying to stop you?”

      “He didn’t blare it out like the police do on their loudspeakers if that’s what you mean.”

      “Could the driver of the truck just have been delivering stuff to the resort and had no idea what you were doing, and wasn’t trying to prevent you from escaping? Is that a possibility?”

      “I guess. I don’t know. He just ran into me. And that big ole delivery truck is way heavier than my little Lexus. It was smashed into pieces.”

      “Dan, we’ve been going for an hour now. My client looks exhausted. Can we take a break?” Mindy asked subtly, hoping to influence a juror if the video was ever played at trial.

      “Yes. That’s fine. How’s fifteen minutes?”

      “That’ll do.”

      Mindy and Jennifer exited the conference room once the videographer announced they were going off the record.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Law Offices of Mendoza and Associates

        An Hour Later

      

      

      Daniel peered once more into the main conference room. He had done so several times throughout the hour, awaiting the witness and her attorney’s return to the deposition. Both the videographer and the court reporter looked dumbfounded.

      “They haven’t come back,” the videographer relayed.

      “I step away for a while, but he’s right. They haven’t come back,” the court reporter agreed.

      “Let me look into this,” Daniel said as he walked to his secretary’s cubicle near the front reception area. “Lydia, have you heard from Ms. Woods?”

      “Nothing so far. Maybe they’re at the cafeteria downstairs?”

      Just then, Daniel’s cell phone rang.

      “Hey, Dan. My apologies. But we’re going to have to reschedule the deposition. Ms. Adams isn’t feeling well. I hope that is okay.”

      “I understand. Just let me know what dates you are available to reschedule her deposition.”

      “Will do. I will want to…”

      The call dropped as if the caller had entered an area with bad reception.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 DR. HARRIS


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottsdale, Arizona

        The Previous Year

        A Few Days After the Accident

      

      

      As the door to the patient room opened, Dr. Harris saw Jennifer Adams seated comfortably on an examination table. She was wearing black yoga pants and an oversized, grey sweater with batwing sleeves. Her mother stood next to her, holding her hand. Once Jennifer saw his light blue shirt hugging his muscular torso and bulging biceps, she immediately let go of her mother’s hand. She sat up to convey a confident, assertive demeanor despite the dull pain from the accident. She grimaced slightly while straightening up, but quickly turned it into a playful smile.

      “So, are you my doctor?” she nervously asked as she tilted her head to one side.

      “Yes, I am,” Dr. Harris answered while shaking her hand with a tight grip.

      Jennifer wouldn’t let it go until her mother gave her a disapproving glare.

      “Who is this? Your sister?” Dr. Harris asked when he noticed the standing woman huffing and holding back any comments.

      “No, no, no. This is my mom.” She glanced at her mom sideways and mumbled something.

      “What, sweetie?”

      “It feels crowded in here. Can you wait in the hall? I’m sure the doctor needs room to perform whatever he needs to do to make my body feel better. Don’t you, Doctor… Doctor…”

      She swooned as she gazed deeper into his dark brown eyes. She imagined kissing his luscious lips and using her fingers to toss his thick, chestnut hair.

      “Dr. Harris.”

      He blushed but was accustomed to the overt flirtatious behavior his female clients displayed, regardless of their age. At times, even male clients engaged in similar behavior.

      “Yes, Dr. Harris,” she awkwardly repeated as if she was seduced by his sexy voice and was now putty in his hands.

      “Are you sure?” her mother asked, not wanting to leave her youngest daughter alone with a handsome, young man despite his professional appearance.

      “Yes,” she sternly replied.

      Jennifer hoped her mother would obey her request and would stop making a scene. She quietly exited the patient room and sat on a chair in the hallway.

      “Now, where were we? Yes, Dr. Harris,” she dreamily announced, her voice sultry and sweet.

      She reached out to touch his chest when he interposed his iPad between them, preventing her from doing so.

      “Looks like you filled out the forms online. That should make it a lot easier,” he said while scrolling through the forms. “You listed concussion as your chief complaint. Tell me about that.”

      He moved his gaze from the tablet screen to his patient. She swooned again because of his looks.

      After some time admiring him, she finally answered, “My seatbelt did not lock as soon as I expected. I flew forward somewhat and then was flung backwards, hitting my head fairly hard against the back of the seat and the seat rest.”

      Dr. Harris watched as she mimicked her body movements during the crash. She then lifted her sweater slightly to reveal her stomach.

      “I think the lap part of the seatbelt held me tightly. I’m really in a lot of pain here.”

      She looked down at the left side of her stomach to emphasize the location of her ailment.

      Dr. Harris approached and gently touched her stomach with two of his fingers.

      “Is it still hurting?”

      “Just a little.”

      He noted there was no tenderness or swelling to the touch.

      “Did you lose consciousness after the accident?”

      “I… I… I really don’t remember, to be honest with you. I’ve been having headaches for the past few days, and everything is a blur.”

      “Well, that’s common in a head-on collision like yours. There’s no way for you to know if you lost consciousness. We’ll just put down that you did. No harm in that.”

      She was pleased he was looking out for her.

      “The forms indicate that you didn’t go to the emergency room after the accident. Why not?”

      “I didn’t think it was that serious at first.” She didn’t tell the doctor that her main concern was that if she went to the emergency room, the cops might find her and arrest her for stealing an expensive bottle of tequila or worse yet for causing an accident. Jennifer and her sister hung out at one of her girlfriend’s houses for a few days to avoid the cops. She scheduled the chiropractic appointment once she thought everything had boiled over.

      He doesn’t need to know, she reassured herself while devilishly smiling.

      When she saw that the doctor was eagerly awaiting further explanation, she added, “But then the next day or two, I noticed I was sensitive to light. My headaches worsened. I could also feel a lot of pain in my neck and my back.”

      “Where?”

      She pointed to her lower back. The doctor noted lumbar pain in her medical records.

      “From a scale of zero to ten, zero meaning no pain and ten meaning the worst pain you have ever felt, how would you rate the pain in your lower back?”

      “Well, it varies throughout the day. It’s worse at the beginning of the day, probably because I’ve been stuck in bed all night. I say… well… it’s about a seven or eight when I first wake up. After that, once I’m up and about and get my body moving, it lowers a bit. Maybe to a five or at the very least four. But as soon as I start doing anything… any little thing around the house,” she added to make it seem like she would be a great date, “cooking, cleaning, stuff like that, then it shoots right up again. Sometimes even ten or more.”

      She didn’t have the heart to tell the chiropractor that she didn’t know how to cook, that she always ate out for any meals when she wasn’t at home, and when she was home, the chef hired by her parents made dinner for the entire family.

      He’ll never know, she convinced herself.

      This time, when he palpated her lower back, her muscles were tight, and she was tender to the touch. He noted that on his iPad.

      He asked her the same question about her neck, and she explained how she felt. He then performed a full chiropractic exam, which included taking her blood pressure, pulse, and respiration, checking her reflexes, and administering other tests to assess the range of motion of her affected body parts. He also checked her muscle tone and her muscle strength. She relaxed at his gentle touch, which only warmed those parts of her body that he hadn’t touched, but which she yearned for him to touch. She tried to mask her increased breathing so he wouldn’t know she was excited when he examined her.

      “Let me check your imaging results,” he explained, after finishing the exam.

      He pulled up the X-rays of her neck and lower back, which had been taken before the office visit, on his iPad.

      “It looks like you don’t have any fractures, which is a good thing.” He smiled, which pleased her tremendously.

      The corners of his mouth drooped slightly when he looked at additional X-rays of her spine.

      “What is it?” she asked once she noticed the difference in his facial expression.

      “Well, you have what we call a curvature to the left of your lower spine and a curvature to the right in your upper spine.” He omitted using the medical terms to avoid confusing her or making it sound worse than it really was.

      This time, her heartbeat raced not because of any sexual desire but because she became anxious at the revelation of her medical issues. Her jaw tightened.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” he encouraged her while placing his right hand on her shoulder. “This isn’t a big issue. All you need are regular checkups to monitor your condition. Stretches and strengthening exercises can improve your spine’s stability and flexibility. That’s it, not really anything more.”

      The worry in her face relaxed a bit.

      “See, that’s not bad, isn’t it?”

      “No, no, it’s not.”

      She smiled once again.

      “If you want, I can refer you to a physical therapist who can work with you to develop an exercise program that fits your particular needs. She’s a great physical therapist. I’ve known her since college and refer lots of my patients to her.”

      Resisting the thought she might never see Dr. Harris again and would have to work with a female provider after all, Jennifer admitted, “I’ll be honest with you. I have a very busy schedule and forget things, especially now with my headaches and stuff. If I just have to do exercises at home, I know I’ll never get around to it and my condition… you know… I’m scared it will get worse. I need the discipline of having appointments to ensure I follow through.”

      “I see.”

      “Isn’t there anything you can do for me, Dr. Harris?”

      The glint in her eyes revealed her true intention.

      He ignored it but replied, “As a chiropractor, I do spinal manipulations. It can help with the pain and discomfort, but only physical therapy can help eliminate the curvature and straighten your spine.”

      “This is a huge facility. Don’t you have a physical therapist on staff who can work with you and these spinal manipulations, whatever they are, to help me? I have a hard time trusting doctors and you… well… you, I trust. I’m not sure if I can trust such a delicate part of my body with anyone else.”
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        * * *

      

      On the outside of the patient room, Jennifer’s mother pressed her ear closer to the door so she could hear the conversation between her daughter and the chiropractor. When staff walked by, she nonchalantly pretended she wasn’t listening but was patiently waiting outside.

      When she heard her daughter mention that she wanted Dr. Harris to treat her, her eyebrows raised in alarm.

      I need to talk to her about all this, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, spinal manipulation involves moving, massaging, and applying pressure to your spine and joints. It’s designed to improve the movement of your spine, to alleviate pain by correcting any misalignments in the spine, and to reduce discomfort. I use my hands to manipulate your spine.”

      “That sounds lovely… I mean, wonderful… I mean, it sounds like it will help me with my issues. Can you do it now?” Jennifer rushed to lie flat on her stomach on the examination table, placing her head on the headrest facing downward. “I’m ready.”

      After a few thrusts, Jennifer heard popping and cracking sounds in her neck and back, which helped to relieve her pain.

      “That feels so good,” she dreamily whispered.

      When Dr. Harris finished the spinal manipulations, he backed away from the examination table and said, “See, it wasn’t that bad.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I liked it,” she admitted with a lingering gaze into his eyes, making him feel somewhat uncomfortable.

      Taking a more serious tone, Dr. Harris said, “To be honest, I’m more concerned about this light sensitivity you’re having along with the headaches. There’s nothing I can do about that. But, I do suspect, based upon your description of the accident, you may need to seek legal representation so that you can be compensated for your injuries and have your medical bills paid.”

      She listened attentively as he walked to a small storage cabinet where a slanted, tiered, business card holder made of acrylic held various cards. He picked one from the top tier and handed it to her. This is the card for Mindy Woods. She’s an excellent attorney and will be able to assist you with your legal needs. She’s familiar with these types of injuries. Just let her know I referred you.”

      Jennifer jumped off the examination table, ran to Dr. Harris, and hugged him. At first, he resisted her advances, but even he couldn’t deny that her beautiful hazel eyes captured his soul. He kissed her on the forehead and moved her away from him.
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        * * *

      

      Her mother knocked on the door several times.

      “Are you done yet?”

      “Yes, Mother,” Jennifer said on the other side of the door as she gazed one last time into Dr. Harris’s eyes.
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        Scottsdale, Arizona

        One Year Earlier

        The Following Week

      

      

      “How long have we been waiting? This is ridiculous,” Jennifer’s mother fumed. “What kind of attorney makes their client wait?”

      She squirmed in her seat, anxious to leave. She wanted to smoke a cigarette to ease the stress but knew it was a non-smoking building. She didn’t want to go outside for a smoke and possibly miss the meeting. Instead, she swigged the last drop of coffee from her cup and then put it down.

      “Technically, she’s not my attorney yet. We’re just trying to determine if we have a case and whether she will represent me or not,” Jennifer reminded her mother for the fourth time why the appointment was scheduled.

      Jennifer was wearing a black, belted, sheath dress with a Mandarin collar. Although she knew the attorney was an older female rather than a handsome man, she still wanted to look presentable, hoping the distinguished look would give her an advantage during the client selection process.

      “Of course, you have a case, dear,” she rejoined, fidgeting with her hands until she clasped them together to keep them still.

      She muttered something about the four-hundred-dollar initial consultation fee under her breath. Luckily, her daughter didn’t hear, or if she did, she ignored it.

      “Thank you,” Jennifer responded, still unsure of the situation.

      When the door opened, Jennifer and her mother immediately turned their heads and stared at it, hoping the meeting would soon start. It was the receptionist.

      “Ms. Woods will be right here. She wants to apologize for the delay and…”

      Before the receptionist could finish, Mindy Woods entered the conference room while the receptionist excused herself.

      “Yes, I’m so sorry. I had an emergency court hearing that went longer than expected. Please accept my apologies. This normally doesn’t happen. I promise you.”

      Sitting down opposite Jennifer and her mother at the conference room table, Mindy quickly scanned an intake form prepared by the firm’s case manager she brought with her to the meeting.

      “I see you were referred by Dr. Harris. He’s a great doctor,” Mindy said while Jennifer smiled at her remarks. “If he sent you here, then there’s a good possibility you might have a case. Tell me about the accident.”

      Jennifer conveyed that she was attending a girls’ staycation at the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa, and how she stole a bottle of tequila and got into a crash with the resort’s delivery truck.

      “I was never prosecuted for theft if you will. I don’t think the resort pressed charges. But I’m worried about how stealing alcohol and running away makes me look.”

      Her mother placed her hand on her daughter’s shoulder as a form of encouragement. She knew it was difficult for her daughter to admit she had done anything wrong. In some ways, she was proud of her daughter for opening up about what happened, but only slightly.

      “This is going to be tricky. We might be able to exclude the theft at trial if it goes that far, but there is a great chance the resort will settle the case before then,” Mindy explained.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Most cases settle. About ninety percent. Large corporations, like the Regal Phoenix, don’t like taking cases to trial unless it’s a slam dunk. They don’t trust juries to make the right decision based upon all the facts but know juries can base their decisions on sympathy. The proverbial David and Goliath. Sympathy for an injured party usually wins the day, but it depends on whether you make a sympathetic witness.”

      “I think I do,” she eagerly insisted. The one thing Jennifer felt confident about was her ability to schmooze anyone, male and female alike.

      The jury will be a piece of cake, she thought.

      Mindy didn’t go into specifics yet but knew Jennifer’s sympathy factor would be assessed later in the case by her case manager, especially after her deposition.

      “It shouldn’t be admissible at all,” Jennifer’s mother chimed in with an air of disgust, not only for what her daughter did during the staycation but also because her juvenile behavior would be dragged into the lawsuit and possibly besmirch the family. She could not have that. Nor could her husband.

      “Why is the theft relevant? I’m sure you both are asking yourself that question. It’s somewhat complicated. If you were just exiting the resort from the parking structure, that would be one thing. But there was more to the story than that. You were likely speeding because you were trying to evade the resort’s security team and maybe even the police if they were called.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Jennifer dropped her head in shame. She had heard her mother scold her many times about it over the past week, and now hearing her attorney say it once more just made it worse. She couldn’t dare think of what her father would say once he finally learned of the accident.

      “But we might be able to work around it. It’s up to you since you are the client, but we can stipulate that you were speeding while exiting the resort. Then I could argue that the facts about the theft are, therefore, irrelevant and inadmissible.”

      “Really?” Jennifer’s demeanor brightened when she thought of that prospect.

      “There’s a chance it still may get in.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand,” her mother asked. “Your argument was convincing.”

      “The resort has a savvy attorney, Daniel Mendoza. He defends it in all of their cases. He will likely argue that admitting to speeding isn’t enough to preclude the facts about why you were speeding. Everyone speeds. Sometimes, it’s inadvertent because people aren’t paying attention to the speed limit. Sometimes, it’s intentional because, well, people have a lead foot and like to go fast. The speed limit be damned. You know what I mean. Anyway, your case is somewhat unique in that your speeding was done to evade legal repercussions. I can see Mr. Mendoza arguing that speeding to evade criminal prosecution means you may have acted recklessly and could have caused the accident. He’ll say it’s up to the jury to decide once they have all the facts.”

      “What?!!”

      Jennifer sank deeper into her chair, filled with even more despair than when she arrived.

      Her mother jumped up and declared, “Enough. I’m not going to put my baby through this. We don’t need the money anyway.”

      Calmly and collectively, because she had experienced these outbursts many times over her vast legal career, Mindy explained, “It’s not about the money. It’s about accountability. The resort needs to be held accountable for what it did. Your daughter… Jennifer was injured in the accident. And from what I can tell, she may have a TBI, which is a traumatic brain injury, as a result. It’s nothing to dismiss easily. Jennifer may have lifelong effects that will inhibit her in ways we don’t know yet.”

      Both Jennifer and her mother frowned at the news. Her mother sat down so she could absorb what the attorney was conveying. Mindy paused briefly so as not to overwhelm them.

      “Look, I’m no doctor, so I can’t make a diagnosis. I can send you to a neurologist, Dr. Hanson. She’s familiar with TBIs. After examining you and getting images of your brain, she can determine if you have one. If so, we can work from there.”

      Jennifer’s mother placed her arms around her daughter to comfort her.

      “I know this is overwhelming to think about. But don’t be discouraged. Dr. Hanson can prescribe treatment for you if you have a TBI to help you lessen its effects. And if you don’t have a TBI, then that’s great news.”

      “But what does that mean for the case if I don’t?” Jennifer anxiously asked.
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