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For therapists and mothers, who are often one and the same. Thank you for listening.
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For my family and friends. Thank you for your support and giving me time to write.
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"We are never so defenseless against suffering as when we love."


~Sigmund Freud           










  
  

Prologue 


Thirty Years Before





Theresa Miller was seventeen years old, entirely alone—almost—and she hated herself. She hated herself because she had nothing, because she was nothing, and because she knew she could become nothing. But she hated herself most of all because she also hated her four-week-old daughter. No doubt for any teen girl, a pregnancy and subsequently becoming a young mother, would be an uphill climb—even for someone who wasn't lacking in resources. For Theresa, however, the lack of money, support, and maternal instincts, combined with her short, teenage existence made parenting feel like a hopeless task. Not something that if she tried harder, or cared more, she might be able to make work. It literally felt impossible. 

When Theresa found out she was pregnant, her mother, Charlotte, better known as Lottie, said she couldn’t provide the financial or physical support Theresa would need before and after the baby was born. Not wanting Theresa to become any more of a social outcast than she already was, very early in her pregnancy her mother sent Theresa a few states away, to Mississippi, to live with her aunt. Amelia, her late father’s much older sister, and someone Theresa had never met, was willing to provide room and board for the pregnant teen. As much as she hated leaving her mother, Theresa knew this was the best option she had. Honestly, it was the only option her mother had given her, so there was no room for discussion on the matter. Amelia had spared enough money to provide for Theresa’s care, along with a more comfortable life than Theresa was accustomed to, but that was the end of her generosity. While she was clothed, fed and taken to see a doctor—and was grateful for those things—Amelia did not provide her niece with the love, nurturing or guidance the teen craved. It was almost like Amelia, a deeply religious woman, was doing this favor for Theresa as a resume builder for her interview with Saint Peter, but not wanting to go above and beyond.

Living alone for the entirety of her adult life, Amelia hadn't developed patience or compassion, and just days after the baby was born, decided it was time for Theresa and her newborn daughter to leave. Amelia gave Theresa only a three-day eviction notice, so the young mother had little time to prepare for her life back at home. Making matters more difficult was the fact that it had been weeks, maybe even months, since she had spoken to her mother, and Lottie still wasn’t answering her phone. Due to all the anticipation, fear, pain, and recovery surrounding the birth, Theresa hadn't actually thought to worry about the lack of communication with her mom. But now considering she would not only be reuniting with her mother, but also moving back in, she found the inability to get ahold of Lottie more troubling by the minute. 

The prospect of returning home to live with someone who had made it clear she could be of no help should have added to Theresa's woes. But Lottie was the only person who had ever cared about Theresa, and the feeling of being loved trumped all else. Theresa had almost convinced herself that surprising her mother by showing up unannounced with the new baby might be just what their family of three needed. However, given the way her life had gone so far, Theresa couldn’t quite make herself believe it.

The last three days spent at Aunt Amelia’s house yielded no results regarding reaching Lottie. Instead, longing for the raspy, comforting sound of her familiar voice on the other end of the phone line left Theresa feeling abandoned. On the bus ride back to Roseville, the small Florida town where she'd lived her entire life prior to her stay with Amelia, Theresa occupied her mind by coming up with excuses to justify away her worry. The phone bill probably was overdue and the service disconnected—although it rang when Theresa called. Maybe she picked up a second job and was busy working. Maybe she’s having one of her ill spells and is having trouble getting out of bed. Regardless of the excuses or their validity, the fact remained that Theresa had no idea what was happening with her mother and couldn’t prepare herself for how her life would change yet again.

Before arriving back at the only home she’d ever known, because Aunt Amelia’s place was just a house, not home, Theresa had a fleeting thought: Maybe I should contact the baby’s father? But there were countless reasons that was not a good option. As the end of her journey from Mississippi back to her hometown drew closer, Theresa’s thoughts shifted from excuses to dread, and all the bad things that might have happened to Charlotte Miller filled her mind. Upon entering Roseville’s city limits, Theresa noticed that nothing had changed in the past seven months since she’d departed. Theresa wasn’t sure what exactly she was expecting, but she thought she would feel different returning as a mother and more of an adult than when she left. However, the same mutual disdain between the town and her was still there, and she felt no different at all.

The walk from the bus stop to her house seemed farther than she remembered, but she had never walked it before while carrying a baby in her arms. Relieved to see her old driveway come into view after a curve in the road, the pair headed toward the cozy cottage, as Theresa liked to think of the dilapidated bungalow. The front door was unlocked, but that was no surprise as the lock had been broken some years before. 

“Mom?” Theresa called, her voice louder than necessary in a house where even a whisper could carry. “Mother?” When there was still no response, she shouted, “LOTTIE?!"—her tone desperate as a child lost in a crowd , searching amongst many "mothers" and "moms."

Still nothing. Theresa didn't feel too alarmed because her mother had no idea she was coming, so she wouldn’t necessarily be home anxiously awaiting her daughter’s arrival. After four days went by with no word from her mother, Theresa decided she should file a missing persons report. Not wanting to see anyone she knew, she chose to phone the police station as opposed to going in person. Her call was directed to the department that handled missing persons, domestic disturbances, auto thefts and traffic violations—it was a small-town police station, and resources had to be combined. 

When she said the name of the person in question, the female voice on the other end said, “hold on.” 

Soon a different voice, a male, came onto the line and said, “Theresa? This is Bob Harrison, do you remember me?” 

Theresa did remember him. He had come to their house once when she was younger, and he had been nice to her. He had brought her a stuffed animal puppy dog wearing a police hat, one of the few presents she had received in her life, so the memory was not easily forgotten. Officer Harrison had been the one to tell four-year-old Theresa that a man she never recalled meeting, who was apparently her father, was dead. 

“Yes, I remember you. Do you know where my mother is?” 

Theresa replied in a clipped tone, easily misconstrued as rudeness, but Officer Harrison knew better. It was the tone of someone trying to convince others, or maybe even themself, that they were not as worried about a missing loved one as they really were. 

Then came the part of his job that he hated the most. Telling someone once was bad enough, but the fact that he would be the person to share the news with this young girl twice made it infinitely worse. 

“Theresa, I am sorry to have to tell you this, but your mother, well… honey… she passed away about four months ago.”

After a pause to process what the officer had said, Theresa responded in a trembling, childlike voice, “What? How?”

Officer Harrison knew a little about Theresa’s situation that he had heard from the rumor mill. He also knew quite a lot about what had happened with her mother, but if this poor girl didn’t know what went on, he was hoping to protect her from it. He knew how most of the town felt about the Millers, and he was not sure being dealt another blow could be tolerated by the girl. 

“Well, she had gotten herself into some trouble with the law and was taken to jail where she proceeded to get sick and passed away. This happened out of town, from what I understand, and I don’t know much more than that. I am very sorry sweetheart,” said the kind policeman.

Theresa hung up the phone very slowly, as if it was so fragile it would shatter at the slightest click of the handset into the receiver. Processing the news while caring for her crying baby was not possible. Either task, on its own, would have been difficult, but the combination—insurmountable. She did not go to the child, but rather covered her ears, closed her eyes tightly, slid her back down the wall next to the phone until she was crouched on the floor. Raw emotion took over the reasoning part of her brain and she let out a wail that rivaled that of her tiny daughter. Theresa thought she had known loneliness before, but she quickly began to understand its true depth.

Waking up the next morning to what could only be described as screams, rather than cries, from her child, Theresa couldn’t move. Frozen in place by something she couldn’t identify, the young motherless mother lay on the ground, numb everywhere but her brain. Thoughts of the birth of her child entered her head and she remembered being so hopeful that the entrance of this young thing into the world would bring a joy to her life that she’d never known. That was the way she had heard people describe how they felt about becoming parents, so why wouldn’t she have believed it would be the same for her? However, when a baby is born out of wedlock to a teenager with almost nothing, it's hard to find any moments of joy. Thinking about before the baby was born, and the tiny bit of hope she had then, made Theresa feel foolish. The idea of motherhood had never crossed her mind before the instant she found out she was going to be one. As it would be for most teens, she did not love the idea of being a young mother. Theresa had never even been around a baby before, and she had no idea what she should do. Her own mother, while she loved her daughter deeply, wasn’t quite what one would call “maternal,” but she could at least have been another set of hands. 

Theresa, in her naïveté, believed that the two of them could do it together—raise her child and give her a loving home—but now that her mother was gone, she would have to do it all. The baby’s father was not in the picture, and really had never been other than the few minutes it took to conceive the child. At first, Theresa thought she loved him, but she soon realized that he wasn’t someone she wanted, or even knew very well. All of the hope Theresa had, even up to a few weeks ago, was now nonexistent, and she felt the lack thereof begin to drain the life out of her.

A few weeks had passed since her less-than-triumphant return to Roseville and the devastating news of the loss of her mother. All of the sadness, frustration, anger, and confusion—along with many other emotions Theresa couldn't put a name to—needed a place to go, and she began to direct it all at her daughter. The infant became the sole target of the blame for their situation, and it seemed as though the self loathing and disgust she had for her child had reached their peak. The only thing that gave her a bit of solace was that things had to get better because clearly she was already at rock bottom. 

Theresa had little food, almost no money, and a shell of a home. She spent her days trying to find work, but even before the pregnancy, she was a black sheep in her town. Theresa knew she wasn’t a “front of the house” caliber of employee, but she thought surely someone would hire her to work in a kitchen or stockroom. But no one wanted to hire the teen mother, and she felt more like a pariah than ever before. It didn’t help matters that she had no suitable childcare, and her situation was the epitome of a “Catch-22:” if she worked, she couldn't parent, and if she parented, she couldn't work. In reality, that meant working was not possible unless she wanted to leave her baby alone. The lack of income made it impossible to pay for heat and electricity in the house in which she lived. The food she ate was purchased with found change she had saved or stolen from the local market’s stockroom, her former place of employment—before. The lack of nutrients meant she produced little to no milk, and her growing lack of interest and resentment towards her child meant she did not steal formula. Failure to thrive would be a severely understated diagnosis for the baby, who at four weeks old, weighed only seven pounds.

The familiar feelings of hunger and exhaustion were constant companions, but six weeks after becoming a mother, she found a new feeling of complete hopelessness was starting to settle in. For the past few weeks, she could hardly get out of bed, but the lack of other stimuli made it clearer for her to feel something she hadn’t in a very long time. Tormented by her daily fight to survive had made it extremely difficult to notice the spark that was beginning to ignite in her heart—she felt love. How had she been so blind to it before? Having felt alone for so long, she had become numb to the reality that beside her lay a tiny life full of unconditional love, and that wanted to be loved in return. Yes, she’d been at the lowest part of her existence, but that was going to change as she finally felt a reason to go on.

While things for Theresa did change, unfortunately they were not for the better. The motivation to improve did not help her get out of bed as she thought it would. It did not help her provide for her child. It did not help her become a better mother. Instead, she felt a sorrow so deep, it permeated every cell in her body, consuming her entire existence. The love she finally felt for her young daughter was supposed to be her salvation. Instead it magnified her despair, and made reaching her breaking point inescapable.

One day when her daughter was in her seventh week of life, Theresa had the most clear thought she'd ever had. Rising slowly from her bed, she made her way to the small, dingy bathroom with the intent to swallow every pill she could find in the medicine cabinet. The amber-colored glass bottles that bore her mother’s name on the labels were one of the many remnants of her mother left in the house. Thinking of Lottie in that moment made what came next both easier and harder. Ingesting the contents of each bottle with handfuls of water from the sink made her gag and almost vomit, but Theresa managed to get them all to her stomach. She wiped her mouth as she looked at her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror and didn’t recognize the pale, emaciated shell of a person looking back at her. The Theresa she once knew was already long gone which made it just a bit easier to continue forward with what had to be done. 

It took all the energy she could gather to make it back to the bedroom where her tiny, helpless child lay on the tattered comforter on the bed, and Theresa whispered her epiphany to the small girl. 

“I will never be the mother you deserve. This world will never be good enough for you. Your life will be filled with nothing but pain because of me and I love you too much to let that happen. My gift to you is freedom from this world—a gift I wish my mother had given to me."

And with that, she carefully swaddled her small child in the same blanket her mother wrapped her in as a baby. Theresa then held her thin, ragged pillow over her daughter’s face, closed her own eyes, and awaited their fate.
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Chapter 1



The woman who sat before me was a dark-haired beauty with striking light green eyes. It seemed obvious she believed she could use her looks as a bargaining chip, since society taught women to believe that beauty is power, often valued over most other attributes. In this case, I knew her beauty was only skin deep, and this woman held no power over me. The reason? I had my priorities in order. In an odd gesture, through her fear and her restraints, she flashed me a thousand-watt smile, undoubtedly to remind me just how fetching she was. That wasn't going to work on me. This woman disgusted me, yet ironically, was also exactly the type of person I was looking for.

“Why are you doing this to me? Do you want money? I can get you plenty of money if that’s what you want!” 

Not only was she beautiful, but she was also rich, and everyone knew money was power too. Bargaining chip number two? Nope. This wasn't a situation she could buy her way out of. 

“Please!” she pleaded. “I’m a mother!” 

She whisper-yelled as she gestured toward the sleeping infant who lay in a fancy bassinet. Even though he was within arms reach of his mother, she did not reach for him. No doubt she believed that if her looks and wealth hadn't worked, surely motherhood would. Bargaining chip number three? Hell no. I care too much about my cause to let anything distract me. This child deserves better.

“I know people who have influence in this city! I can get you whatever you want!” she pleaded. 

I stayed silent. She likely mistook that for strength, but in reality, I didn’t speak because fear had stolen my words. Carrying out the task hadn't been something I wanted to do, but rather something I felt compelled to do. Nonetheless, the young woman was not stupid, she could see her offers were not what I wanted. 

Deciding to take a different tack, the woman said, “Please don’t hurt my baby!” 

I paused at the first unselfish thing out of her mouth, and it made me fleetingly question if I was doing the right thing. But what she said next confirmed I was doing what was best—for everyone.

“What do you want?” she said, growing more frantic each time she opened her mouth.

I continued to say nothing, but turned my gaze ever so slightly towards the bassinet, and frankly, I’m surprised she noticed. 

“Do you want my baby? If it is him you want, take him! Just leave me alone!”

What likely felt like an eternity to her, in reality, was only about twenty minutes. That amount of time was all it took for her to give up the one thing that any decent mother—even any mediocre mother—would never have done… her child. I calmly walked closer to the young mother and she flinched. I didn’t touch her; instead continued past her and reached for the slumbering infant. Cradling him carefully, I placed him in his expensive stroller, ensuring he stayed asleep. I clasped the handle, then pushed the carriage as I tiptoed my way toward the front door. 

“That’s what you want? Him?" asked the scared and confused mother.

I slowly turned to look at the young woman tied to a chair, and finally spoke, “For the most part, yes. I want your son.” 

A baffled look crossed her face, and in a rather calm, almost annoyed voice, she said, “Why?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” I said, letting the words hang in the air to give her a chance to answer. 

After a minute, when it became clear it was not obvious to her, I felt I owed her an explanation. 

“I want him because you don’t.” 

That would be the last thing I said to her because I had nothing left to say. I checked on the infant to make sure he was still sleeping soundly. Even if he was awake, I doubt he would remember any of it, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I left him at the door then turned and walked past his mother. 

Once in the nicely appointed primary bathroom, I turned the bronze faucet on high and proceeded to fill the large jetted tub. As the level of the water rose, so did my apprehension. In theory, my plan seemed foolproof, but in reality, I had discounted the emotions I might have associated with what I had to do. Even someone harmful and worthless was still someone… A thought I hadn't been prepared for at the onset of my planning. It had already gotten real, but if I followed through with this, there was no turning back. 

I walked back into the bedroom and saw the fear in Juliana's eyes, but I didn't feel one ounce of sympathy for her. In fact, it was quite the opposite—I felt nothing but disgust. I did, however, feel sorry for the little boy asleep not far away. My mind was made up, so I approached Juliana and grabbed the back of the chair to which she was tied. As she began to scream, I located the duct tape I brought for just such an occurrence, ripped off a piece, and placed it over her mouth. Dragging her and and the chair, was awkward and heavy, but I managed to get her to the bathroom and wrestle the chair into the tub. 

"You're welcome, Juliana," I said to her as she writhed and squirmed beneath the water. 

I knew she hadn't understood my reasoning, but to me, it was crystal clear—I was doing what had to be done. I did her a favor—in more ways than one—and if she felt anything, it should have been freedom.








  
  
Chapter 2



The bright sun shone through a window on a brisk April morning, casting rays across the nameplate of Delores Shaw, M.D. Delores, more commonly referred to as “Lorie,” would normally find joy a simple moment like that, but she didn't even notice. Instead, her blue eyes were trained on her phone, looking at the screen with irritation over the top of her tortoise shell glasses. It was 9:12 on Monday morning and her nine o’clock appointment had yet to show. No call, email, or even a text to let me know she was running late, the doctor thought to herself. Typical. While she rarely generalized, Lorie had no trouble finding patterns in her clients’ behavior. Patients with lower socioeconomic statuses tended to be on time or early to appointments and rarely canceled except for dire circumstances. On the contrary, patients who were better off financially tended not to be as courteous. The “no call, no show” policy and corresponding fee did little to assuage the behavior. 

Thinking about how valuable her time was and growing more displeased with each passing minute, Dr. Shaw took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and reminded herself why she did the work she did. My time is valuable, but not as valuable as the help I provide my patients. The simple mantra always brought her back to why she became a psychiatrist in the first place: helping others. It was hard, exhausting, frustrating, draining, and often all-consuming work, but Lorie was good at it, which balanced out the hard parts and made it all worth it. Still, she was human and tamping down her frustration was not always possible, especially when no one was watching.

It was nothing out of the ordinary for a patient to be tardy, and Jules was often late. In fact, not long ago she missed an entire appointment without letting Lorie know. For more than a handful of those Dr. Shaw treated, getting out of bed could be a struggle in and of itself, let alone making it to appointments on time. But missing so much of a session without any notification rarely happened. It was now 9:22 and Dr. Shaw’s frustration morphed into disdain. Two no-call, no-shows might be cause for her to terminate Juliana Stevens as a patient. Lorie decided that she needed to make her cancellation policy more strict.

Inactivity, both physically and mentally, was not something Lorie did well, and her patient had forced her to do nothing but sit for almost a half hour. Not about to let irritation get the best of her, Lorie did her best to make herself busy. 

“You know what they say about idle hands…” she said aloud to herself.

Her words must have been a little louder than she intended since her assistant, Eddie Randall, called in and said, “What’s that, Lorie?”

“Oh just thinking out loud,” Lorie replied, unable to hide the vexation in her voice. “Any word from Juliana Stevens, by chance?”

“Sorry, I haven't heard from her today. Are you expecting her to call?” asked Eddie.

“No, she just hasn’t shown up for her appointment yet,” replied Lorie.

Eddie checked his copy of Lorie’s schedule and said, “You’re right, she was scheduled to be here at nine. Sorry, I should have caught that. Do you want me to give her a call?”

Lorie knew she was right, but resisted the urge to say as much in a too-sharp tone to her assistant, whom she greatly appreciated. 

"No. She has already missed so much of the appointment, that even if she came in, we would have to reschedule. You can call her later today and set up another session," said Lorie.

At 9:33, Lorie determined it was unlikely Juliana would show, and she just couldn’t continue to wait, so she decided to get to work. There was always research to be done. So. Much. Research. And organization, and upkeep with patient files, and registering for conferences, so Dr. Shaw certainly would not be lacking for choices of what she could do. As the computer mouse was moved and the photo slideshow screensaver of Freud, her golden retriever, switched to the Google landing page, Lorie was briefly distracted by the stories Google thought she would be interested in. She often tried to avoid this black hole, that even a highly educated woman could get sucked into, but for some reason, today she perused the offerings. The usual celebrities behaving badly, food recalls, and politicians putting their foot in their mouths were there, but so was a local headline that caught Lorie’s eye: Young Mother Found Dead and the single click of a mouse opened the article.

Juliana Stevens, 24, of Wyndisburg, was found dead in her apartment at approximately 7:45 this morning. Cause of death is not yet being released, and it is undetermined whether or not foul play is involved. We do know that she had a thirteen-month-old son, Huxley, who was not found at the dwelling and that the child’s father is not involved in his life. While we are hopeful he was spending time with a friend or relative at the time of his mother’s death, we are not taking any chances and have issued an Amber Alert. We are asking that anyone with information about Ms. Stevens or her son to please call the Wyndisburg police department and ask for Detective Christopher Greyson. 

Jules. The guilt Lorie felt in that moment hit her like a punch to the gut. She had assumed Juliana Stevens was being inconsiderate, when actually her young, troubled patient was not at all inconsiderate this time—she was dead. 

With her phone intercom button pressed, in a dry, shaky voice Dr. Shaw said, “Eddie, please cancel my appointments for the rest of the day.” 

When Eddie asked why, Lorie got up from her desk and headed to the adjoining office to talk to him face to face. This was not an “intercom” conversation.

"Eddie, I'm afraid I have some deeply upsetting news," Lorie said as she moved toward his computer and pulled up the article.

“Oh my God. So, she wasn’t…” he trailed off.

Lorie just shook her head, almost in disbelief.

The assistant, now visibly shaken, was told that after he canceled the day’s appointments, he was able to take the rest of the day off, paid. Dr. Shaw wasn’t sure if she needed to think or just find clarity of mind, but she knew she was too distracted to offer any consolation to Eddie. Given his reaction, he would likely be of little help to Lorie as well. 

Within fifteen minutes, Lorie’s schedule was clear and she was alone in her office with her thoughts. Too many unanswered questions swirled around inside her head for hours, like they were on a loop. She asked herself over and over: Had I not done enough to help her? Did the strategies I gave her to cope not work? Did she not trust me enough to try? Did she kill herself? Was she murdered? Is this somehow my fault? The chasm left between the questions she had and the answers she didn’t left plenty of room for one off-putting question to creep into her brain: Her baby is missing, but why am I not more troubled by that?








  
  
Chapter 3



“Are you kidding me?” I said out loud while reading the comments below the short article about Juliana and her son. 

There was an outpouring of sadness over the loss of such a “special person” with “so much living left to do.” If they had only known. Most of the people commenting probably didn’t know Juliana Stevens whatsoever, and strangers romanticizing her death was infuriating. They probably just wanted to insert themselves into the narrative, which was equally enraging. A commenter named Sara Skinner, claiming to be a best friend of Juliana, said, “It breaks my heart to think that her son, God willing he is alive, will never know his beautiful mother.” She was not totally incorrect since the girl had been beautiful, but I knew that was not the sentiment she had been trying to convey. The worst comment by far? “I bet she gave her life to protect her son.” Disgusting.

In a twisted way, I supposed she had saved her son. Her selfishness and lack of love for her child hadn't just begun yesterday. If she had shown an ounce more that she truly loved that boy, she may still be alive. Her son however, likely wouldn’t be for long under her care, and I would be the fool… again. It wasn’t easy, but I was glad I had the courage to follow through, and I felt better knowing Huxley was no longer in danger of his mother. The right choice wasn't always the easy choice. The thought put me in mind of a poster that hung on the wall of my fourth-grade classroom: “What’s right isn’t always popular, and what’s popular isn’t always right.” I felt that sentiment rang true now more than ever before.

Satisfied the boy's fate was secured, I could move forward to the next steps. I was hoping—in vain, I now realize—that Juliana’s life would be the only I would have to take. Disappointingly, that was not the case because people just weren’t getting it. Briefly, I considered keeping Huxley for myself; he seemed like a sweet child, well tempered and he even looked a bit like me. Then reality set in… What was I going to do, keep them all? Keeping the boy was impossible, he didn't fit into the life I had created for myself. I needed to move forward with my original plan. Though I was not happy about what was to come, I knew from the beginning that making my point would likely require more than just Juliana Stevens' life.








  
  
Chapter 4



Detective Christopher Greyson arrived at the office of Dr. Shaw at almost exactly thirty hours after Juliana Stevens' body was discovered by her housekeeper. Each of Jules' appointments with her psychiatrist were listed in her phone calendar, which was easy to view once the police’s tech department accessed her phone using her own birthday as the password. Even with her door shut, Lorie could hear the detective's deep voice in the next room as he spoke to Eddie. The lobby outside her office was typically silent, even with a patient present. The fact that she could hear the visitor so clearly made her realize she needed to soundproof her office to protect her patients' privacy. If she could hear the conversation in the lobby, surely that would work the other way around. A moment later, and what Lorie assumed was to maintain professionalism and confidentiality, Eddie used the phone’s handset, not intercom speaker, to call Lorie to ask if she was available to speak with Detective Greyson. 

“Of course,” replied Lorie.

The detective was a tall, handsome man with dark brown hair, slightly graying at the temples. His tightly cropped beard was half salt and half pepper, and he had defined lines around his eyes that hinted at kindness when he smiled. Detective Greyson wore a well-tailored blue suit, crisp white shirt and a navy tie adorned with a pattern that looked like small brown and white blobs. Upon closer inspection, the dots were tiny embroidered puppies. Lorie’s instincts told her she liked the detective already. Guessing he was somewhere between forty-five and fifty-five, Lorie hoped he leaned toward the older side, putting him closer to her age. While she found herself intrigued by him, she quickly pushed aside any thoughts of attraction, reminding herself of the importance of her professionalism in such a tragic situation. 

“Dr. Shaw, Detective Greyson with Wyndisburg PD, but please call me Chris.” 

His deep voice was absent of any accent, which meant he was probably local, or at least Colorado born and raised. Lorie wondered if he noticed the faintest hint of Southern drawl in her voice that she had not been able to drop, even after years living in the Centennial State. 

As he extended his hand for an introductory shake, the detective said, “Pleasure to meet you, but of course not under these circumstances. Thank you for seeing me on such short—well, I guess no notice.” 

His sheepish smile, coupled with his sincere gratitude, disarmed Lorie, making her warm to him despite the grim circumstances.

“Not a problem,” Lorie said as she extended her hand to meet his. “My next appointment isn't for another forty-five minutes. How can I be of help?”

“I will make this as brief as I can. I’m sure you are very important to your patients and I would hate to be the cause of your schedule needing to be rearranged. I assume you know I am here regarding one of your patients, Juliana Stevens?” 

The question was obviously rhetorical because the detective did not leave enough pause for Lorie to reply. 

“I understand that you’re a doctor, and that some level of doctor-patient confidentiality still applies here even though Ms. Stevens is deceased. I assume you can confirm that she was a patient of yours?”

“Yes, I was treating Juliana Stevens. She has—I mean had—been a patient of mine for close to a year now.”

“Great, thank you. We are off to a good start. Can you tell me what you were seeing her—”

“Detective Greyson—” Lorie interrupted, but in turn was interrupted by the detective.

“Please call me Chris.”

“Okay, Chris. Let me stop you there. I’m sure your time is as valuable as mine, and I do not want you wasting it asking me questions I am not able to answer. I do want to help, but I am afraid everything you are going to ask me from this point forward is going to fall under the aforementioned doctor-patient confidentiality. If you get a subpoena, please do not hesitate to contact Eddie to set up an appointment. I would be happy to discuss Ms. Stevens’ file with you at that time.”

“While I do appreciate that, Dr. Shaw—”

“Please, call me Lorie,” the doctor interrupted again, something she rarely did in her line of work. 

“While I appreciate your future potential willingness to help, Lorie, are you aware that her son, Huxley, is still missing?”

“I am aware he was missing yesterday when they found Jules—Miss Stevens—" Lorie corrected, feeling that by calling her "Jules" she sounded less professional. "I assumed that, since I have not heard otherwise, he still has not been found.” 

“Is there anything you can think of, that you are allowed to disclose to me, that might help track his whereabouts? The first forty-eight hours are of vital importance in these cases and we are approaching that number like a runaway train barreling down the side of Mount Elbert. I am sure you can understand my urgency here and want the best for that little boy too, right?”

“Of course I do, Chris. But I also value my license to practice psychiatry and help many people who are still living. I don’t mean to sound insensitive, or imply that the child has already perished, but you have to understand that I am not being uncooperative either, my hands are just… tied,” said Lorie as she held her hands out in front of her as if they were in invisible cuffs.

“Well, thank you for your time Dr. Shaw. I will be in touch soon. You have a nice day.” 

His words were filled with frustration as the detective walked toward the doorway of Lorie’s office. When he was within the door frame, he turned back around to face the doctor.

“One last thing, and I am ninety-nine percent sure you can tell me this,” he said with an exasperated tone. “Do you own this building or rent?”

“You are correct, Detective Chris, I can answer that. I rent and my landlord’s name is Jack Russell. And no, it’s not a joke, that is his real name. It is not even John,” said Lorie with a smile hoping to lighten the mood in the slightest.  

“Ya don’t say. That is kind of funny. Thank you for the information. I will reach out if I have any additional questions.” 

A warm smile appeared within his well-groomed beard, and he gave a little wave as he disappeared out of the room. Lorie was relieved the meeting ended on a higher note than it began. As Chris exited Lorie’s office, he paused, then again turned to look back at her with another smile. 

“Lorie?”

A nervous excitement coursed through Lorie’s body as she tried to anticipate what he might ask her. 

“Certainly!” said the doctor exuding a little too much of that excitement. Quickly composing herself, she then said, “I mean what is it you need, Chris?”

“May I ask what you were up to last night?” inquired the detective.

A wave of tension gripped Lorie as the conversation took a more ominous turn. It appeared there was a level of duplicity to the detective's visit. For the first time, she thought, Does he think I could be a suspect? The notion sent a shiver down her spine.

The shiver did not go unnoticed by Chris, who asked, "Are you okay, Lorie?"

“I was home in bed, officer. And I was alone,” Lorie said, ignoring his second question about her well being. 

The rational part of Lorie’s brain took over after she responded to the detective’s obviously routine question. 

“I’m sorry for the tone, I am sure you ask that of everyone you talk to, right?” Lorie inquired.

“Right. Pretty standard. Thank you for your time, doctor,” the detective said as his tone turned serious. 

After Detective Greyson exited her office, Lorie was left with a feeling of anxiety that wasn't there prior to his visit.








  
  
Chapter 5



Lorie’s eyes opened wide as she suddenly awoke. Sweat soaked her chest and neck, and hair clung to her forehead. The alarm clock read 3:37 a.m. It had been over a week since Jules died and this had been the nightly routine since Lorie learned of the loss of her client. Though not always at 3:37, the times were eerily close, making Lorie wonder if that might have been around the time that Jules was killed. Her brain conjured nightmarish images of what Jules' final moments must have been like, and left her deeply unsettled. Had she been trying to communicate something from beyond the grave? No, that was nonsense. 

Lorie wasn’t a child who believed in Ouija boards and spirits. She knew the fitful sleep was her brain's way of trying to process subconsciously, what it couldn’t while awake. Lorie’s beliefs were rooted in science, research, facts and practice and the dreams were less likely paranormal communication and more likely the product of concerning 3 a.m. thoughts too many nights in a row.  

The day before, it was announced that Jules' cause of death was asphyxiation by drowning and it was classified as homicide. During a press conference broadcast on News 6, Detective Greyson informed reporters and the local community that Ms. Stevens' body showed "signs of a struggle," leading them to believe her death was neither self-inflicted nor accidental. No further details were disclosed, and Lorie knew the authorities would likely remain tight-lipped until Jules' killer was caught. Having seen enough police dramas on TV, and having consulted on a few cases herself, Lorie understood that the police needed to keep key details under wraps. Prematurely releasing information, that only the killer would know, could complicate the investigation and muddle the case. 

Finding out that Jules did not take her own life brought Lorie a measure of consolation. It allowed for some of the latent blame she had been placing on herself to subside. The realization did not occur to her that she had been blaming herself until after the metaphorical weight was lifted. Lorie's treatment, at the very least, kept Jules from harming herself, and hopefully her child.

Knowledge was always power, and Lorie found it validating to know that her methods were still sound. But no thanks to Lorie’s analytical brain, her brief feeling of comfort was edged out as more questions and unrest crept in. Patients of hers had passed away before, but it had always been from more expected causes like old age or illness. Juliana Stevens was her first, and hopefully last, patient to die from violence. It was no wonder her most recent patient’s passing had been keeping her up at night. Certain that a subpoena would soon be granted, and Detective Chris would soon be back for her help, Lorie found it increasingly difficult to fall back asleep. Giving in to her restless mind, she decided to review Jules' file to help her prepare for the inevitable meeting with Detective Greyson.

Lorie, being somewhat old school, always kept hard copies of all her patients’ records, both at the office and at home, along with electronic copies. In today’s digital world, it was faster to share files via secure email when necessary and allowed; plus they were always easier to read as Dr. Shaw’s handwriting was not the most legible. Furthermore, she had developed a shorthand early on in her career to help get her thoughts on paper more quickly during sessions. She did not like to type on a computer while with a client. Lorie had tried to simplify the process for a bit, but it not only seemed to make many patients feel self conscious, she thought it also seemed cold and disconnected. 

All handwritten notes were transposed and typed at a later time, and for any client Lorie had seen for more than a year, she also created an overview summary. Though it created more work, and to a younger generation—like Eddie—it seemed unnecessary, she even wrote yearly summaries by hand. Reviewing each session, and writing the cumulative thoughts down, helped her better remember the past and create a direction for future treatment. Since time was not an issue when writing summaries, shorthand did not need to be used. Preferring to read paper at this time instead of looking at a screen, Lorie located her at-home copy of Juliana Stevens’ file.

Initially, she thought the yearly summary would provide enough of an overview refresher, but as she began to leaf through all the notes in Jules' file, she opted for the individual visit summaries of her first eight sessions. It was during this time where Dr. Shaw learned the most about her patient, and the detailed, handwritten summaries made her feel more connected to the recently deceased.

Patient Name: Juliana “Jules” Sarah Stevens.

Session 1 Initial Observations: No job, art history degree from CO Univ. 1 2MO son, Huxley. SWF. Huxley’s father, not involved, conceived as the result of sperm donation, according to parents—said she was desperate to be a mother, but had no relationship prospects. OC with what others think about her. LI in leaving apt. LI in child, parents told me during our IC. So far, Ms. Stevens has yet to speak to me, let alone look at me or even glance in my direction, however she is here, which indicates she is not vehemently opposed to treatment. Seems exhausted. Hygiene OK. Walks around the room and looks at herself in the mirror each time she passes. Fixes hair, messes with jewelry, applies lip gloss.

Initial Diagnosis: Inconclusive. 

Treatment Plan: APP once per week.

Session 2 Notes: Arrived promptly to the APP. BL suggests she does not want to be here. It looks as though she has put less time into her appearance than first session—subtle change noted. wearing one gold diamond stud earring and one silver (white gold or platinum?) Wearing mascara, no eyeliner. A few hairs out of place on her head. In the TBS of her therapy plan— I start with SL questions. Response is the same, “I don’t know,” for the following questions: How do you feel today? Do you want to be here? Do you think you need to be here? Do you feel safe in this office? Is there anything you would like to know about me? She does not make eye contact once during the questions. I let her guide the rest of the session, as to give her the illusion that she is in control. We sit in silence for the last 42M of our 60M appointment. Progress made: she spoke to me.

Session 3 Notes: Arrived 5 ML to the appointment. Still no eye contact. Still does not trust me? Instead of beginning w/questions, I offer up info about myself to jumpstart the process of making her comfortable with me. I share info about my name. I always felt it sounded like an old lady name. Now that I am getting to be an old lady, I suppose it is not so bad. No response from J.S.S. I ask if she likes dogs. I have a golden retriever named Freud. I ask if she wants me to bring him in. No EC, but nods head in agreement. To the untrained eye, this does not look like much, I know it's progress. I continue to talk about myself a bit and other uninteresting topics: the weather, favorite foods, etc. At end of session, still no talking, but has made EC. EC = progress. 

Diagnosis: D or possibly DD, although she seems fairly connected to reality.

Session 4 Notes: Arrived 7ML. Sees Freud and sits next to him on the couch. Gives him a faint smile and pets him for most of the appointment. Towards the end of the hour, she speaks. “Thank you for bringing your dog.” We SIS for 12M then she asks: “How old is he?” For the rest of the session, we talk only about the dog. Talking = progress. 

Session 5 Notes: Arrives 3ML to the APP. Sits next to Freud. We SIS for about 10M. J.S.S then says “I know why I am here. Do you?” I explain to her that I know that she has been struggling to connect with her child, a child she wanted badly, and to participate in daily activities. “That’s what they told you?” J.S.S scoffs. “Unbelievable. Of course, they coat everything in saccharin.” Exaggerated eye roll. I ask her why she thinks she is here if not for the reasons her parents said. “I did not desperately want to be a mother. I didn’t want to be one at all. They told me I had to provide them with a grandchild or they would stop paying for anything for me. Like completely cut off and cut out of the will.” This changed the way I looked at her parents and how I interpret what they have told me, and anything going forward. “But he is my son, a choice I did make, and, well, I guess they aren’t wrong. I haven’t found a connection with him. But, what landed me here is I left my baby home alone at my apartment for just under two days.” My expression remains clinical, nonjudgmental, stoic. I learned the hard way over the years that if you want to connect with someone so you can help them, the no. 1 thing is they cannot feel judged. Shock and awe is not something a therapist can wear on their sleeve. I ask: “Why did you do that?” J.S.S’ response: “Because I wasn’t feeling it.” And with that, our 60M was up. Opening up = progress.

Session 6 Notes: Arrives 9ML to APP. SIS for 5M but makes EC almost whole time. Seems she's waiting for me to start after the unexplained bomb she dropped last session. Like a petulant child, she is waiting to be scolded. It is clear she doesn’t care if it is negative, she just wants my attention. I give in. “In our last session, you said you ‘weren’t feeling it.’ What’s ‘it’?” J.S.S’ response: “Motherhood.” For the first time, she is very talkative. She also asks that I call her "Jules" instead of "Juliana" because her parents hate the nickname. The words pour out like water from a faucet on full blast because for the first time she has a basin to catch them… me. Expresses she feels she cannot be a mother, says she’s never been taught. Parents are in her life, but consumed by their wealth and status. Juliana’s main responsibility as a child was to look, act, be perfect. Nannies provided for her primary care and weren’t always loving. Parents were concerned with her lack of attendance at social gatherings and required she attend regular counseling to “fix” their daughter or they would stop paying for her expenses. Parents seem to want to use their grandson as a prop. They want J.S.S to attend social events they host only to bring the baby, and look attractive to maintain the look of a perfect family. They hired a lactation consultant to make sure Juliana was breastfeeding because their peers deemed formula “gauche.” Parents named her son, her mother’s maiden name, J.S.S. did not desire to. She did not hold her baby after he was born. J.S.S mother held him first, that being the next day after he had been bathed and inoculated.

Additional Diagnosis: PPD.

Session 7 Notes: NCNS.

Session 8 Notes: Arrives on time. Does not acknowledge she missed her last appointment. Looks more disheveled than before, but also seems to be fidgeting with her appearance more than usual. Asks where the dog is and is disappointed I didn’t bring him in. I told her it was because I wasn’t sure if she would show up. Talks about how she is a busy person and therapy didn’t fit into her schedule that day. Shares how much better her life was before motherhood and how wonderful she was before “that thing” came into her life. It is almost as if she is speaking about another person’s life. The J.S.S. prior to motherhood seemed to have some narcissistic tendencies. Parents pay for a nanny for her son now after the incident where he was left alone and they want JSS to move back home with them. JSS is repulsed by the idea and considers her childhood home a “prison” of sorts, with better food, clothing, and accommodations. I ask if there is anything about her son that she loves or enjoys to which she responds, “Not one thing. He ruined my body, my freedom, my life.”

Rereading through the intimate details of Jules' first few weeks with Lorie made her feel uncomfortable, mostly because she was being brutally honest with herself regarding how she felt about her deceased patient. After someone dies, people tend to canonize them, remembering only the good qualities, sometimes conjuring up some that never existed, and omitting all the negative aspects from their brain altogether. Lorie had always prided herself on her objectivity and professionalism; yet, as she reread her notes on Juliana Stevens, she couldn't help but feel a twinge of guilt. How could she, a therapist dedicated to empathy and understanding, harbor such unflattering thoughts about a patient who had trusted her? The realization felt like a betrayal—not only to Jules, who would never have the chance to defend herself, but also to her own ethics as a mental health professional. Lorie struggled to reconcile her disdain for the woman's feelings regarding motherhood with her duty to offer compassion and understanding. It felt wrong to think of Juliana as anything less than deserving of empathy, yet the truth lingered uncomfortable in Lorie's mind. While she understood the struggles of the young woman, she just didn't like her that much. Yes, she was a trained psychiatrist, but she was also human. 

In her line of work, Lorie tried very hard not to be judgmental, but she was only human. She did, however, do a very good job at masking her dislike when the emotion would begin to bubble up inside her. The thought of someone feeling so loathsome about their own child made her stomach churn. So she found herself reaching, as she had before Jules' last few appointments, for the bottle of Pepto Bismol she kept in her desk drawer. The minty taste of the thick, pink liquid brought back such a strong memory of how she felt about that particular patient, that it almost had the opposite of its intended effect, causing her stomach to hurt more. Lorie's true feelings made her want to crawl out of her skin. Societal norms dictated that the dead should be remembered with reverence, not disdain. Yet Lorie couldn't suppress the uncomfortable truth—she had never liked Juliana. 
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