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      Just one more patient and I could call it a day.

      I sat at my desk with my back to the window. On purpose. Too many distractions to try to work facing the window. I usually even lowered the shades when patients were in my office.

      This fifth floor office had a clear view of the 610 West Loop looking out toward River Oaks. I couldn’t see downtown Houston from here, but if I went up on the roof I could. From here downtown was so far away, it looked like a tiny cluster of buildings. Something a child might have built out of blocks.

      No one went on the roof this time of year. Full on August in Houston was not the time for taking a break on the roof even if it had nice seating to enjoy the nice view. The building managers were talking about making the rooftop a green space with orange trees, but so far no one had moved in that direction.

      Slipping my heels off, I rested my bare feet on the tops of my shoes. I wore what I considered appropriately conservative work attire. A dark gray pencil skirt with a matching blazer that hit at my waist. A white collared shirt. And of course, my heels.

      I dragged the comb out of my hair and let my long hair swirl around my shoulders as I stretched my arms and got the blood flowing.

      I had one hour to sit at my desk and catch up on notes for the day. I opened up my laptop and logged into the charting program my business partner insisted we use.

      Me? I was okay with notes typed into a Word document and printed out supplemented by my handwritten notes neatly filed in folders and kept in a locked filing cabinet. A system that had served me well for the two years I’d had my own practice.

      But going in with Jonathan had been a smart business move. He had more experience which meant he had more patients and not just that. He was on staff with the mental hospital and got frequent referrals. More than he could handle.

      That’s where I came in. I’d been with Jonathan for three months now and I was steadily building my patient load. At the rate I was going, Jonathan was going to have to bring in another psychologist before long.

      He would have to lease another office if he did that and probably hire a receptionist. I had his old office and he had taken an empty larger one down the hall. There wasn’t really space for a receptionist, but he would figure it out.

      I was already working late at least three nights a week, one of them being tonight. I had to decide if I wanted to add Saturdays or another late night.

      The office space was in a recently renovated building with freshly painted walls and hardwood floors. Very clean. Very modern.

      I tried to make sure my space wasn’t intimidating. I kept a cinnamon and vanilla candle lit and fresh flowers, currently white daisies, on the corner of my desk. I personally preferred the scent of daffodils, but the florist had been out when I’d stopped by this morning. Daisies were fine though.

      This side of the office was what I considered the working side. Desk and a small bookcase with books I used often including the DSM.

      The other side of the office was the therapeutic side. Two comfortable chairs and a love seat. One of the chairs was mine. I let the patients choose whether they wanted to sit on the sofa or the other chair.

      No coffee table between us. Just a big bookcase with books that were more likely to appeal to patients. Self-help books, mostly. A strong believer in bibliotherapy, I kept it well stocked with my favorite books that I tended to give away.

      All part of the cost of doing business.

      I was fairly fast at charting, so I was well into my last patient’s notes when my phone alarm went off, reminding me to get ready for my seven o’clock patient.

      All I knew about him was that he was a twenty-seven-year-old male. I usually had a diagnosis when they were referrals from the hospital, but this man had self-referred through our website.

      I saved everything on the computer, logged out, and got ready for my patient. A cold bottle of water on the end table for the client. A new client intake form for me. It was just a habit to have it with me. I never looked at the intake sheets anymore. I had all the questions memorized and I was good at remembering what we talked about.

      When the elevator opened, I glanced at the clock on the wall. My patient was five minutes early. I took this as a good sign.

      Since people tended to get turned around coming off the elevator, I went to the door.

      This man, however, was walking right toward my office.

      Maybe walking wasn’t quite the right word. Sauntering was a more accurate word.

      Tall and lean, he was handsome with a sexy five-o’clock shadow that many men would envy.

      As he sauntered toward me, pulling off aviator sunglasses as he walked, he struck a feminine chord deep down in my reptilian brain. I recognized the way my heart rate sped up and butterflies took flight in my stomach.

      He’s a patient.

      I tamped down those primitive feelings of attraction and gave him my most professional smile.

      In the process of tamping down my attraction, I felt myself leaning toward the other end of the spectrum. Extremely professional.

      “Come in,” I said. “Have a seat.”
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      I valeted my rental car at my buddy Jonathan’s office building and headed straight for the fifth floor.

      I could have taken an Uber from the airport, but sometimes I just liked the challenge of navigating city traffic on a busy freeway.

      Since I had been here when Jonathan moved into this office building, I was more than familiar with the layout.

      The spacious lobby with tall ceilings and bright chandeliers would be intimidating to a lot of people, but Jonathan—Dr. Jonathan Baker—didn’t worry about such things. He was going for the high-end clients and did so unabashedly. Ambition was his middle name and from what I could tell, he was doing quite well in that direction.

      The building had tall imposing live green plants placed strategically around as well as oversized furniture where people could wait for their appointments or just sit and use the WIFI.

      The building held all sorts of professional offices. It had a psychiatrist, a chiropractor, a whole floor for attorneys, and a floor for some kind of stock trading.

      The rent in this place alone required a certain level of clients. Apparently Jonathan knew what he was doing. The last time I talked to him—about six months ago, maybe longer—he’d been talking about expanding his business. Hiring on some help.

      Not a bad idea, but I recommended he put an attorney on retainer.

      Not only did I come from a family of entrepreneurs located in Pittsburgh, but I worked for Noah Worthington of Skye Travels. Skye Travels was the premier private airline company in the country.

      Noah had taken one small airplane and built a billion dollar company on his own. He was a legend in the field of aviation. New graduates lined up at his door to be interviewed. I was no exception.

      I’d been lucky. He’d branched out to Pittsburgh, and was looking to hire a pilot for there.

      Long story, but it was around that same time that I learned that Noah Worthington was actually my grandfather’s brother.

      So he was Uncle Noah. An odd turn of events that had turned out well. The two brothers had gotten reacquainted after having lost touch with each other for most of their adult lives.

      It was hard to think of him as Uncle Noah. Instead, I mostly thought of him as the boss.

      At any rate, I knew a little bit about starting and running a business.

      The elevator that took me up to the fifth floor had that fresh clean scent that smelled like success.

      I should have called him. He often worked late, doing paperwork, but it was possible he had a client at this late hour. It was okay. I didn’t mind waiting.

      I stepped off the elevator into a wide carpeted hallway and headed straight for his office. Realizing I still wore my sun glasses, I pulled them off and blinked as my eyes adjusted.

      I nearly came to a stop and would have except that my feet had unstoppable momentum.

      A young lady stood at Jonathan’s door. Maybe he’d hired some help already.

      “Come on in,” she said. “Have a seat.”

      Not one to argue with a pretty girl, I did as she asked.

      She was a petite thing, even in high heels, dressed in a professional skirt and blazer.

      Professional down to the white collared shirt.

      I followed her inside the office. I recognized the view and although the office had the same general arrangement, things looked different.

      The couch was new. One of the chairs. White daisies on a vase on the desk. A candle throwing out a mixture of vanilla and cinnamon scent.

      Definitely different from Jonathan’s décor.

      I decided to try out the couch.

      She sat across from me, leaning forward, holding a clipboard on her lap.

      “I’m pleased that you came in,” she said.

      “Me too.”

      “I’d like to start with some basic questions. Then we can see if we’re a good match and set up a plan of treatment.”

      A good match, huh? That was one part I was feeling confident about. As far as a plan of treatment, that sounded a little out of my league.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      “I was expecting Jonathan to be here.”

      “He and I work together,” she said. He’s just down the hall. Since he’s booked ahead several weeks, I was hoping you would give me a chance to work with you.”

      I realized right then that I was at one of those crossroads that could be life-altering.

      The sensation was a little like flying an airplane. I made decisions every day that I hoped led to the best outcome. I had learned to go with my instinct and not second-guess myself. It had served me well so far.

      “Okay,” I said, giving her a little smile.

      “I should introduce myself. I’m Dr. Grace Miller.”

      I was headed down that slippery slope and although there was still time to jump off, I was intrigued enough to play along.

      “Benjamin Ashton.”

      A brief flash of confusion flashed across her face, but was quickly gone. She didn’t recognize my name.

      “I don’t know much about you,” she said. “Your application answers didn’t go much further than you being twenty-seven.”

      “I like my privacy,” I said.

      Since I was playing along, I decided to be as truthful as I could.

      “I understand. So do I. I have just some basic questions to get out of the way. Questions that will help me get to know you better.”

      “Go ahead,” I leaned back, getting comfortable, and stretched one arm out across the back of the couch.

      I’d been on a lot of dates. Usually getting to know each other was a little more subtle. Maybe this was a better, more straightforward way to get acquainted.

      “Let’s start with your occupation.”

      “I’m a pilot,” I said.

      “I see. A commercial pilot?”

      “I work for a private airline company based here in town.”

      “Skye Travels?” she asked.

      “Is there any other?” I asked with a smile.

      “Not that I’m aware of. Do you have any siblings?”

      She hadn’t so much as glanced at the clipboard in her lap.

      “I have two older sisters, one older brother, and one younger brother.”

      “You have a really big family. What was that like for you? Growing up?”

      “I had a good childhood. Our parents were strict, but fair.”

      “You were close to your siblings?”

      “Mostly my younger brother, but we were all close.”

      “What about now?”

      “Now?” I ran a hand along my chin. “Now they’re all married.”

      “And you? Are you married?”

      “I’m single.”

      She didn’t even miss a beat. Talking to her reminded me in some ways of having a conversation with Jonathan. He was persistent also. Persistent and straightforward.

      “What’s it like being the only single person in your family?”

      “They’re all happy.”

      She leaned forward, looking into my eyes. Her eyes were a lovely shade of green. The color of a meadow seen from ten thousand feet in the bright sunshine of spring.

      Her red bow shaped lips parted slightly, curved into a little smile that she seemed to be fighting a losing battle with. I could tell she was trying, rather unsuccessfully, not to smile.

      “But what about you? What’s it like for you?”

      I shrugged.

      “I now have two more sisters and two more brothers.”

      “You’re close to your in-laws.”

      “We’re all close. We all spend a lot of time together.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her that we all lived in the same house, but closed it. It wasn’t something I told people quite simply because it was one of those things that was hard for people to understand.

      It was hard for people to understand that our house was large enough to comfortably hold six families. Most people didn’t even call it a house. They called it a manor—which it was.

      I also didn’t tell people that we had a cook, a gardener, and a housekeeper and all of them lived on the grounds.

      Those were things I kept to myself.

      “Tell me about your parents.”

      “They worked a lot, still do, but they always had time for us.”

      “They were supportive of your decision to become a pilot?”

      I looked blankly at her a moment, then cleared my throat.

      That was the other thing I didn’t tell people. Not only did my uncle own the airline, but both of my brothers and both of my brothers-in-law were pilots.

      “Yes,” I said. “They are very supportive.”

      I was finding this conversation difficult. It was hard talking to her without telling her everything.

      And even though there were things I didn’t go around telling people, I wanted to tell her everything.
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      With the city ambiance that even drawn shades couldn’t block out, I studied my new client.

      I wanted to go back to my computer. I was decent at remembering names. I’d had it in my head that his name was Bradford… something. Not Benjamin. Maybe I’d read it wrong. But no. I distinctly remembered making a folder in the computer program with the name Bradford… something.

      I’d straighten that out later. Couldn’t very well jump up in the middle of a session to go to my computer because I was confused on his name.

      So far I didn’t see anything that would guide me toward a diagnosis. Jonathan would probably say he was enmeshed with his family, but I believed that to be a good thing. Families these days were too scattered and family support was one of those fundamental things that, in my experience, everyone needed.

      When patients had family support, unless those families were completely dysfunctional, they typically fared much better than those who didn’t have family support.

      I had enough history from him for now. It was time to get some more pertinent information.

      “Have you ever been hospitalized for mental health reasons?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Have you ever had any kind of counseling?”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t indicate on your contact information anything that you might want to work on. Is there anything in particular that you’d like to talk about?”

      He didn’t answer right away. I gave him time to think. It was one of those thirty second pauses that seemed to last forever.

      “It’s just nice to have someone who listens.”

      If there was anything diagnosable about him, it was going to take some time to get him to talk about it. Private people were usually like that.

      “It’s hard for you to trust people,” I said.

      “I don’t know if I’d go that far.”

      “But you don’t have anyone you’re comfortable talking to.”

      “I have a good friend. I talk to him.”

      “Yeah? When is the last time you spoke to him?”

      “Christmas, I think. Maybe New Year’s.”

      “So it’s been about six months?”

      “I guess so.”

      I wasn’t concerned with that. It was typical guy behavior. Guys could go years without talking and still consider themselves good friends. When they picked up the phone, they just picked up the conversation like they had spoken last week.

      It wasn’t usually like that for women. I didn’t like to generalize, but I saw it all the time. In order for girlfriends to remain girlfriends, they had to keep up with each other on a regular basis. Weekly. Sometimes even daily.

      I had one friend, but he was a guy—also a graduate student.

      Graduate school, then working didn’t allow a lot of time for hanging out with friends.

      The only people I’d gone out with socially during graduate school was fellow graduate students and all we talked about was psychology.

      So I was in no place to judge Benjamin for going six months without talking to his best friend.

      “What kinds of things do you do for fun?”

      “I fly airplanes.”

      He said it without hesitation.

      “I mean outside of your job.”

      “Occasional family time. A movie here and there. Grilling outside on family days.”

      “So no hobbies?”

      “Flying is my hobby and my career.”

      “It’s who you are.”

      “Yes.” He sounded surprised that I understood that.

      I knew what it was like to eat, sleep, and breathe one’s career. It was what it took.

      Having a career like psychology or aviation took complete focus.

      My watch vibrated, telling me that we only had ten minutes left in the session.

      “We only have about ten minutes left,” I said. “So I’d like to go over what we talked about.”

      “Okay. Sure.” He leaned forward and looked into my eyes. His eyes were a lovely deep cerulean blue that a girl could fall into.

      How was it that a guy like this was still single?

      Maybe that was something he wanted to work on.

      “You’re a pilot for Skye Travels. Flying is your passion. The one thing that’s a constant in your life.

      “You’re close to your family. Two brothers, one older, one younger, and two older sisters. They’re all married and you like their spouses. Am I right so far?”

      “Impressively so.”

      “You have good family support and a good friend that you can talk to about just about anything. You’re here because you just want someone to talk to.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Does this time and day work for you?”

      He looked away for a moment. Gave me another one of those thirty second forever silences.

      “I have an erratic schedule. I never know where I’ll be.”

      “I can see where having someone to talk to could be a problem. Why don’t you use the scheduling feature on the website to schedule your next session yourself. I’ll recognize your name and I’ll know you aren’t a new client. Does that sound good to you?”

      “It sounds okay to me,” he said.

      “So. Our time is up for now. Is there anything you’d like to add before you go?”

      Clients invariably saved their true reason for coming to therapy for the last five minutes of the session. I always braced myself when I asked that question. I knew of psychologists had stopped asking for that very reason.

      “Nothing to add,” he said. “I enjoyed talking to you.”

      “Likewise.”

      He stood up from the couch and I stood up with him, holding my clipboard with both hands at my waist.

      “Until next week then,” he said.

      “Next week. Whenever works for you.”

      “I’ll let you know when I’m back in town.”

      “Take care, Benjamin,” I said, walked to the door, and opened it.

      “Good night,” he said.

      After stepping out into the hallway, I went back to my computer. I wanted to double-check his name. It wasn’t like me to get the name of a new client wrong.

      I went straight to the computer and logged in.

      Ah ha. I had been right.

      My client’s name was Bradford.

      And Bradford had sent an email asking to reschedule.
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      I checked my watch as I stepped out of Dr. Miller’s office.

      I’d been in her office for fifty minutes, but it didn’t seem like it. It seemed like I’d been there for about fifteen minutes. Time had flown by.

      I stood in the hallway and considered. Jonathan had obviously moved his office. And he had obviously added someone into his fold. Just as he had said he would.

      The problem at the moment was that I didn’t know where to find Jonathan.

      I walked to the end of the hall, checking names on doors as I went.

      And there at the end of the hallway, I found his name on the door.

      Dr. Jonathan Baker.

      Since his door was closed, I sent him a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. I’m outside your new office.

      

      

      

      

      

      He wouldn’t answer if he was with a patient.

      But he answered right back.

      
        
          
            
              
        JONATHAN

      

      
        I’m at the bar downstairs.

      

      

      

      

      

      This day was just getting stranger and stranger.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you want company?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JONATHAN

      

      
        Sure. Come down.

      

      

      

      

      

      Going back the way I came, I passed by Dr. Grace Miller’s closed office. I was still a little dazed by that whole experience.

      I had just gone through an entire counseling session.

      I stopped, my hand almost to the elevator button.

      Well hell.

      I had just taken up an hour of her time that had been reserved for someone else.

      That hardly seemed right.

      I had to pay her for her time. For me the hour had been a casual interesting interlude, but for her, it had been work.

      I never carried cash anymore, but I did keep one check on me for emergencies. I still, in this modern day and age, occasionally encountered someone who did not take credit cards, but oddly enough, would take a check.

      Tugging the folded check out of my wallet, I wrote it out to her, leaving the amount blank, and signed it.

      I wrote a note on the back.

      I know I wasn’t your scheduled client. Please fill in your rate for new clients.

      I hesitated. I was running out of room, but I had so much I wanted to say. I boiled it down to the gist of it all.

      Thank you for listening.

      Feeling much better, I slid the check underneath her door and went straight to the elevator.

      Maybe I’d have just one beer with Jonathan. It was early and I didn’t have another flight until in the morning.

      I needed to figure out just how much I was going to tell him about my hour with Dr. Miller.

      Nothing. That’s what I was going to tell him.

      He’d probably tell me it was unethical pretending to be a client when I wasn’t.

      It wouldn’t matter, or maybe it would make matters even worse, that I had enjoyed talking to Grace.

      I got off the elevator, went outside, and walked across the street to the little bar where he and I had spent quite a few hours in our younger days. These days it wasn’t like Jonathan to be here. He was typically home with his wife if he wasn’t working.

      But then again, as I had admitted to Grace, it had been six months since I had spoken to him. I had no way of knowing what was going on in his life right now.

      He and I needed to do a better job of keeping up with each other.

      I stepped into the upscale bar called simply Equinox and looked around for Jonathan.

      The bar, a favorite hangout for the after work crowd was loud and the servers were hopping.

      Jonathan, seeing me walk in, held up a hand and I spotted him across the room.

      I slid into the booth across from him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “Why aren’t you with Victoria?”

      “Victoria left me.”
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      After making a new file for my newest client, Benjamin Ashton, I charted the session and sent Bradford, my actual scheduled client, a message to reschedule.

      I saved everything and powered off my computer.

      Meeting with Benjamin had been a most bizarre encounter. I checked the scheduling website for his name, but he wasn’t on it.

      It was like he just randomly appeared at my office door. Being a bit flustered by the flutter he caused in my stomach, I hadn’t done my due diligence in checking his identity.

      Seriously, though, what were the odds that someone would randomly show up at my office who wasn’t a client? And not just show up, but sit down and go through my series of questions?

      That had never happened to me before.

      It was possible, though. Our address was on the Internet. Maybe he had gone online, looked around, and just failed to make an appointment.

      That was it, I decided. He’d just come up here, maybe to check things out, and I’d ushered him into the office. It was odd that he had shown up just when I was expecting a new client. Very unusual timing. But within the realm of possibilities.

      I gathered up my things and headed to the door. It was time for me to go home. Past time.

      I was looking forward to curling up on my comfy sofa with a romantasy novel I was deep into. It had been a long day and I needed a little escapism.

      As I neared the door, I noticed something on the floor.

      It was a folded check. Signed by Benjamin.

      A blank check.

      Well. This was most unusual.

      I hadn’t even thought about how he was going to pay. It hadn’t occurred to me. When people scheduled on the website, they had to submit their credit card information and prepay. That was one nice thing about the website. We didn’t have to worry about payment. I hated asking people for money after a session, so having that part of the process removed was an added benefit.

      I would have to figure out what to do about this blank check from Benjamin Ashton. I dropped it into my purse to worry about later.

      Minutes later, in the garage on the first floor, I got into my car.

      I turned the key.

      Nothing.

      I tried again.

      I seriously hated it when my mother was right. She’d been telling me that I needed to get a new car. I saw nothing wrong with my soon to be ten-year-old car. It had served me well and never gave me any problems.

      Tonight, it seemed was going to be the exception.

      I should just get an Uber and go home.

      But. The nearest Uber was thirty minutes out. Since garages at night gave me the creeps, I scheduled one to pick me up at the Equinox, the little bar around the corner, but still in
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/accidentally-forever.jpg
KATHRYN
K®LE |G

oY LL&.iL

1
8((/ / /
g

ASHTONS
FOREVER AND EVER %





