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1. Reconvictation


Jerry Stone sighed as he reviewed the list of parolees on his schedule. He tossed the printout on his desk and leaned back in his squeaky chair as he rubbed the bridge of his nose.


It was Wednesday, and the Department of Corrections always stuck it to him on Wednesdays. Two newbies in a row, right off the bat. Two inmates freshly released, about to give him the old song and dance about how they’d never return to prison—how they were rehabilitated. What a joke. If they weren’t cons by the time they entered the Illinois corrections system, they sure were by the time they left. They should call it reconvictation.


A knock made him straighten. “Enter!”


The door creaked open, and Jerry’s eyebrows arched as his first parolee entered. She wasn’t the typical bottom-dweller inmate, reeking of unwashed clothes, hostility, and despair. She was tall and thin, with reddish-blond hair, and she carried herself with an almost regal air as she floated into his office. He bet they’d eaten her up at the pen.


She swallowed. “Mr. Stone?”


“Yeah, who’re you?”


“Sophie Taylor.”


“Back number?”


“Seven two six three four.”


“Take a seat.” He gestured toward the chair facing his desk as he opened her file. What the hell had led this gorgeous chick into crime?


Sophie sat, taking in the dirty cornflower-blue walls, the steel desk piled with uneven, wobbly stacks of papers, and the moldy white blinds.


She was to report here weekly for an entire year, and the décor wasn’t much different from Downer’s Grove Women’s Prison. She crossed her legs and hugged her handbag, studying the parole officer’s salt-and-pepper hair as he read her paperwork.


After a few moments, Jerry looked up from the file. “You were a psychologist?”


She managed a tight smile. “Yes.”


“Should I call you Dr. Taylor, then?”


Her chest squeezed as she looked down. It had been over a year since anyone addressed her that way. She thought back to her last therapy client to use those words, Dr. Taylor. His smooth, deep voice reverberated in her mind. She’d been enthralled by his rich baritone as it caressed and possessed her name with a hint of love. With what she’d thought was love.


Jerry noticed her blush as she lifted her head. “No, I’m not a psychologist anymore. The Illinois Board of Psychology revoked my license once I was convicted.”


“I see.” He continued to scan her file. “I’m not finding any reports from your sessions with a prison psychologist.”


Sophie cleared her throat. “That’s because I never met with one.”


“Huh. Thought you’d be all over that, with your former career and all.”


“I don’t want therapy. Don’t believe in it anymore.”


Jerry sat back in his chair. “You went to prison because of a massive lapse of judgment, right?”


She nodded.


“And now after a year in prison, you’re trying to get your life back.” When she nodded again, he ordered, “And don’t just tell me what I want to hear, young lady.”


“No, sir. I really do want to start my life over. I have to.”


“So if you were still a psychologist, and you knew of a woman in these circumstances—trying to figure out what led to a huge mistake to prevent it from happening again, reeling from a year in prison despite no priors, hoping to move forward—in your professional opinion, would you say this woman makes a good candidate for therapy?”


Sophie’s heart thudded. “There’re lots of ways to get one’s life back on track. Therapy doesn’t always lead to rehabilitation.”


“You spent a long time training to become a psychologist. And now you don’t believe in it?”


Sophie crossed her arms and pursed her lips.


“Because I think you’re a perfect candidate. And I’m making that a condition of your parole: weekly therapy.”


“Court-ordered therapy doesn’t work!” Her brown eyes flared.


Jerry squinted. “What’re you afraid of?”


“I’m—I’m not afraid.” Therapy was about reliving the past, uncovering hidden motivations, diving into family dysfunction. She wasn’t about to delve into those memories. “How am I supposed to afford therapy? I don’t have a job yet.”


“The DOC will pay for it.”


He’d thwarted every objection. “What if I refuse?”


“Do you want to return to prison?” he thundered.


She closed her eyes. “No.”


He marched around the desk. “You don’t get it, do you? You’re out of prison, with good behavior, but you have a whole year left of your sentence. I could throw your ass back inside so quick your bunkie wouldn’t even know you’d left.”


Her eyes widened as he towered over her, and she glanced at the handcuffs dangling from his belt. One wrong move and they’d be clasped around her wrists once again.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Stone.” She studied the crease between his bushy brows. “I don’t want to go back. I—I’ll do whatever you say.”


He stared at her. Newbies. He hated his first session with parolees, having to sniff out their true intentions after knowing them for mere minutes. He hated the cagey lies, the empty promises.


After thirty years in the DOC, he’d developed a keen sense about people. He could sort through all kinds of bullshit to discern the truth. But this one made him nervous: a woman with a doctorate, a shrink nonetheless. She could fool and manipulate. She could mindfuck him to Mexico.


His butt cheeks found his seat again. “Doing whatever I tell you to do—that’s precisely the attitude you need to stay out of prison.”


“I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot with you, Mr. Stone. I know you must have all kinds of cons giving you a hard time, and I don’t want to be one of them.”


“Glad to hear that.” He reached into his filing cabinet and handed her a paper. “A list of therapists who work with the correctional system. Schedule an appointment with one of them before we meet again. Understood?”


“Yes.” She exhaled when she didn’t recognize any former colleagues on the list.


“Report here every Wednesday at nine. If you don’t show up, you’ll return to prison. There’ll be random drug tests, and if you fail even one, you’ll return to prison. I expect you to secure employment in the next two weeks. If you don’t find a job, you’ll return to prison. Are the terms of your parole clear, Taylor?”


She nodded, thinking this parole thing didn’t sound all that much better than prison.


He clicked a pen. “Where’re you living?”


“With a friend.”


“I need an address.” When she gave him a Lake Shore Drive number, he frowned. She lived downtown? “What’s your friend’s name?”


“Kirsten Holland.”


“What does Holland do for a living?”


“She’s a therapist.” When he continued staring at her, she added, “We went to grad school together.”


“But she’s not a psychologist?”


“Oh, no, she’s ABD, um, All But Dissertation? She hasn’t finished her degree, so she can’t call herself a psychologist yet.”


“Does Holland have a criminal background?”


“No.” Kirsten was nowhere near as stupid as Sophie. “She’s letting me live with her as long as I kick her butt to finish her dissertation.”


Jerry stifled a smile. This had to be the first time he’d discussed doctorates and dissertations with a parolee. “Very well. Any questions for me?”


Sophie ran her finger along the strap of her handbag. “How long have you been a parole officer?”


“Thirty years.” He cocked his head. “And that’s the first time I’ve been asked such a personal question.”


“Sorry.” She winced. “I don’t mean to pry. I just wondered, in those thirty years…what percentage violates their parole and returns to prison?”


He looked up to his right. “I’d say, ballpark, sixty percent.”


“Wow.”


“It’s serious business, Taylor. We’re not messing around here.”


“I get that. Well, I’ll definitely be in the forty percent. I’m not going back.”


“I hope that’s the case.” There was something about the twenty-nine-year-old woman that made him like her. Warmth and smarts shone through. But he stuffed down those fond feelings.


Jerry glanced at his watch. “It’s time for my next appointment. See you Wednesday, Taylor.”


“Thank you, Officer Stone.” She rose and extended her arm.


He paused before shaking her hand.


Sophie let out a long breath, feeling the stress of her first parole meeting dissolve. That relief was short-lived, however, once she opened the door and found herself eye to eye with a man whose black, buzzed hair and olive skin highlighted eyes that held crystal-blue, bottomless depths. The next parolee on the docket? His nose was slightly crooked and his lips were full. His penetrating gaze bore a hole in her. She stood frozen, staring for several moments before regaining her bearings and muttering, “Excuse me.”


She ducked out of the door and strode down the hallway, daring to glance behind her to see the man watching her leave. A faint smile crossed his lips, and her cheeks burned.


As she scurried off, the stranger’s intriguing eyes on her mind, she decided parole wasn’t all that bad.


  




  

2. Dishonorable Disappointment


Grant Madsen stood outside the parole office, gaping at the woman. Who was she? Her long legs, accentuated by tapered black jeans and high-heeled boots, carried her away from him. Her blond hair swayed across her shoulders with each click of her heels down the tiled hallway.


Fighting the urge to follow her, she rewarded his restraint when she stole a coy glance behind her. Their eyes locked once again, and he felt his lips curl into a grin before she flitted away, seemingly embarrassed by their encounter. Would he ever see her again?


Before Grant could even knock, the door swung open, and with cat-like reflexes he avoided the metal slab careening toward him. He saw a frowning older man giving him the once-over.


“You here for a nine-fifteen?” His voice was gravelly.


“That’s me.”


“Well, get in here then, and don’t keep me waiting.”


Grant stood taller. “Yes, sir.”


They sat on their respective sides of the desk, and the parole officer pulled out a file. For the second time that day, Jerry was struck by a parolee’s atypical attractiveness. “Name and number.”


“Madsen, Grant, nine two one one five.”


“Madsen, I’m Officer Stone. It says you were just released from Gurnee State Penitentiary yesterday?”


“That is correct, sir.”


Jerry noticed how the parolee stared forward, his body rigid. Although his navy-blue oxford shirt and khaki pants didn’t look expensive, they were pressed and fitted over his lean frame. Jerry knew a military man when he saw one.


“What were you in for?”


Grant sighed. “Aggravated robbery.”


“And that got you sentenced for three years?”


“Yes, sir.”


Jerry’s forehead wrinkled as he read the report. “You served twenty-six months of that ... if you followed the rules you would’ve gotten out sooner...I don’t see—ah. Sixty days in solitary starting your first day inside. Why?”


Grant’s stomach flipped. He recalled cold, black eyes pegging him, forcing him to submit to their will; eyes he’d known for years. He swallowed. “They sent me to solitary for assaulting another prisoner. The warden wasn’t happy I got in a fight my first day.”


“I would think not.” Jerry resumed his reading.


Grant’s throat constricted. Please, don’t be in the report. Please.


“Huh, says here you didn’t stay in the hole the entire sixty days.”


 Shit.


“You, uh, had a breakdown of some sort, and had to be transferred to the psych ward after three days in solitary.” He watched a blush form on Madsen’s neck and creep upward, blooming across his cheeks.


Grant looked down.


Jerry observed him twisting his hands in his lap. They were an artist’s hands, with long, elegant fingers, not a convict’s hands. They weren’t the hands of a man who assaulted a fellow prisoner or robbed a club, waving around a stolen gun in the process.


Jerry blinked. “What happened in solitary?”


Seconds ticked by. “Had a psychotic break, I guess. That’s what they told me. They put me in the psych ward and made me take medication, and I had to stay there till my time was up.”


“You still taking the meds?”


Grant looked up. “No, sir. I was fine once I got out of the hole.”


Studying the con, Jerry had to admit he didn’t seem crazy. But he’d have to pay extra attention to this one—violence and mental illness didn’t marry well.


Perhaps Madsen could benefit from the psychological services of the woman who’d just left his office. Jerry smirked, thinking of a million reasons that would be a bad idea—particularly because Taylor no longer had a license, and it was never smart for cons to commingle.


Sometimes Jerry and his fellow parole officers joked about starting their own dating service, matching up the hapless cons who crossed their doorsteps. When they were feeling feisty, they’d brainstorm potential names. Instead of Perfect Match, Jerry suggested Perfect CONnection. Al came up with a substitute for It’s Just Lunch, offering It’s Just Cuffs. And Sheila perverted match.com to myladyleftmewhenIwenttoprison.com.


Jerry cleared his throat. “I need an address, Madsen.”


“I don’t have one yet,” Grant said.


“Don’t you have family?”


Not the type of family I want to see. “No, sir. I stayed at the Y last night using a voucher from Gurnee, but I’ll look for something today.”


“And I suppose you don’t have a job, either.”


Grant bit his lip. “No job yet, sir. But I’ll get one. I promise.” The officer’s lowered jaw seemed to convey he thought his promises were worth zilch.


“You were twenty-eight when you began your sentence two years ago,” Jerry calculated. “What was your former occupation?”


Grant exhaled. More questions he’d rather not answer. “I was in the Navy, sir.”


Bingo. “You were in the Navy when you were arrested?”


“Yes, sir, but not anymore.” Grant averted his eyes. “The felony conviction got me discharged.”


Jerry kept staring, wondering how he’d made such a mess of his life.


Grant looked at the peeling paint, the window, the grimy linoleum floor—anything to avoid meeting the man’s gaze. Despite his intentions, all Grant did was let people down. He felt the familiar pangs of guilt when he thought about who he’d disappointed most: Joe. Uncle Joe was his mother’s brother, a man he’d idolized. Too bad Joe wanted nothing to do with him now.


“Your life’s fucked up, Madsen.”


“Yes, sir.” The PO had known him less than ten minutes, but he was right on. Grant was one fat disappointment to all those around him. And Officer Stone didn’t even know anything about his family. How would the grizzled PO describe him if he knew his family’s evil?


Grant certainly felt hopeless much of the time, and his curiosity about the woman he’d just seen surprised him. Any feeling surprised him at this point. Like the stirrings below his belt from remembering her big, brown eyes and the sway of her shiny hair. A woman hadn’t affected him like that in some time.


“This is how things will work, Madsen.”


Grant tensed.


“We meet weekly, same time, same place. You screw up just this much…” He held his thumb and forefinger centimeters apart. “…and your ass returns to prison. Make your appointments, get a place to live, and get a job ASAP. Are we clear, sailor?”


“Aye, sir.”


Jerry considered the Navy discharge, the violence, the psychosis. “Our last order of business today is a drug test. Report down the hall and pee in a cup.”


Grant nodded.


“Should I expect a positive drug test? It’d be better to tell me now.”


“No, sir. I don’t take drugs.”


“Good. Keep it that way and you’ll serve the last ten months of your sentence outside the walls of Gurnee. Our time’s up. Any questions?”


He needed to get out of there. “No, sir.”


“See you next week, and don’t be late.”


“Yes, sir.”


Another parole officer observed as he performed his business at the urinal. Though he’d tolerated more demeaning experiences at Gurnee, the drug test still bothered him. He’d hoped the humiliation of another man watching him take a piss was a thing of the past. Too bad the DOC still wanted control over him.


Grant descended the courthouse stairs and squinted into the bright sun of the late-May morning. He had no idea what to do next. When a man in a khaki US Navy uniform caught his eye, he did a double take.


Joe! Grant froze. Would his uncle hug him? Hit him? Yell?


With his hands pressed into the pockets of his uniform, Joe eyed him. “Come here.”


Grant approached his uncle, whose blond hair had grayed. Once he was close enough, Joe enveloped him a rough hug.


“Been all over Chicago looking for you,” Joe said.


As he clung to the man, Grant felt tears spring to his eyes—tears of regret, tears of relief. He was with his uncle again after more than two years. He was home.


  




  

3. “If Yes, Please Explain”


Sophie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and focused on the job application in her lap. She’d completed most of it in her neat handwriting, but one section remained blank. Her pen hovered above the paper as she reread the question:


Have you ever been convicted of a felony?


She tapped her pen against the clipboard, unaware of the surrounding bustle at Northwestern Memorial Hospital.


Because she’d completed her psychology internship in a Veterans Administration hospital, she figured she’d start her job search in a familiar environment. Without a license, she couldn’t apply for psychologist positions, but she hoped for a shot at a patient care assistant, orderly, receptionist—whichever job she could get.


The question loomed large. Should she tell the truth? If she admitted her felony conviction, she’d likely forfeit her chances. If she lied, she didn’t know how she could live with herself.


She was an honest person, though in prison she’d had to learn how to lie. She also realized the hospital might find out the truth, anyway. Her father had kept her arrest and conviction on the down-low, but if potential employers were to dig deep enough, they’d find the public records of her crime.


With a frown, she scribbled Yes.


The subsequent question also made her pause:


If yes, please explain.


Explain? Explain how she’d crossed every boundary to fall in love with a psychotherapy client? Explain how she’d let him and his influence seep further into her life, only to discover he was a Mafia thug who’d used her for his own purposes? Explain how she’d ruined her career and dignity in the process? How the shame of her actions had destroyed her family?


Blowing out a breath, she wrote:


Convicted of accessory to armed robbery and possession of illegal weapons.


It still felt surreal to write those words, over a year after the conviction. No matter how she tried to hide behind her illustrious academic career, her well-bred family, her good intentions, the truth was she was a felon. She felt trapped in a nightmare created by one client. Listening to herself rationalize and deflect, she felt a flash of anger. Stop externalizing blame. This nightmare was her own creation.


Sophie scooped up her handbag and the clipboard. You can kiss this job goodbye.


As she left the hospital, despondency overtook her. She’d planned to apply for several jobs before returning to Kirsten’s apartment, but after just the first application, she barely had the energy to keep trudging down Huron Street.


* * *


Sophie heard the tapping of a computer keyboard as she entered the small apartment. When she poked her head into the bedroom, she noticed Kirsten absorbed in the screen on her desk.


“Looks like you’re making great progress, Kir.” She stepped into the room and collapsed on the bed.


Kirsten’s ponytail bobbed as she looked up. “Oh, hey. Didn’t hear you come in.” She tilted the laptop away from Sophie’s line of vision.


“Kirsten... You’re online again? You’re supposed to work on your dissertation!”


“I know.” Her blue eyes turned down at the corners. “But I just got home from work after a crappy day, so the last thing I want to do is write my crappy dissertation.”


Sophie could relate to having a bad day. She kicked off her boots and scooted back against the wall, hugging her knees to her chest. “What happened at work?”


Kirsten held up her finger. “Just give me a sec to tell everyone goodbye, okay? Then I’ll fill you in.”


She shook her head, amazed at how addicted her roommate had become to the internet forum for her favorite TV show, Prison Break. While Kirsten typed a message, Sophie waited to hear the trials of her job as a counselor at a substance abuse treatment center.


“My day sucked because I had three no-shows.” Kirsten scowled. “Decided to give up and come home.”


Sophie nodded. Clients failing to show up for their appointments had frustrated her, too. “Will your supervisor be upset?”


“I’m more worried about the lost income. I have no idea how I’ll make rent.”


“Sorry.” Sophie looked down. “I’ll try to find a job soon.”


Kirsten started. “Oh. I’m not trying to pressure you for rent money. I... Listen to me, going on and on about myself, complaining about the lousy pay of being a therapist...”


Hanging between them was the logical end of that sentence: When you can’t be a therapist ever again.


Kirsten chewed her lip. “So, how was your day? The meeting with your parole officer?”


“Awful. Hated it. I just want to be done with all of this, but I have a whole year of parole left. He told me I have to get a job in the next two weeks or I’m going back inside.”


“That sounds scary. Did you put in some applications today?”


“Yeah, at the hospital.”


After waiting a few moments, Kirsten prodded, “And? Where else?”


“That’s it.”


“Sophie! You have to apply to more places.”


“I know, but what’s the point? They won’t hire a felon.”


Kirsten waited a beat. “If you don’t find anything, you could always call your dad. He’s loaded—maybe you can work for him.”


Her head snapped up. “No, I can’t. I don’t want anything to do with his construction business, and he doesn’t want anything to do with me, especially after what happened, what happened…” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “...what happened to my mom.”


Kirsten’s eyes widened. “That’s ludicrous! Your dad can’t possibly blame you for your mother’s death.”


“He can, and he does. You saw him. You saw how he was at the funeral. He wouldn’t even look me in the eye.”


She remembered that frigid, rainy day last December following her mother’s heart attack. Icy winds and pelting raindrops had buffeted the group surrounding Laura Taylor’s gravesite. After one brief, accusatory glance, her father had avoided all eye contact.


The overwhelming grief of losing her mother, the disdainful brush-off by her father, and the sheets of rain pouring over her as tears trailed down her face had seemed too much to bear. But the fact that she’d been handcuffed, dressed in her thin prison uniform while shivering in the wind, had only made it worse.


Fellow prisoners had told her she was lucky the DOC had allowed her to attend her mother’s funeral. She certainly hadn’t felt lucky. She’d never forget the shame of that day.


Kirsten attempted a smile. “Hey, roomie, I’ll make you a deal. Every job you apply for, I promise to spend one hour on my dissertation.”


Sophie tilted her head, grateful for Kirsten’s transparent attempt to cheer her up. She took a deep breath and felt a letup of guilt. “Two hours,” she countered with a small grin.


“One job application for two hours of dissertation time? Hmm...” Kirsten stroked her chin. “You drive a hard bargain. Okay, deal.”


They shook hands.


Kirsten’s smirk faded as she eyed her. “Did you eat any breakfast today?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“Sorry, I just worry about you. You’re so skinny now.”


“The prison diet works wonders. Nobody wants to eat that swill.”


“Well, now that you’re residing in chez Kirsten, there’s no excuse not to eat. C’mon, let’s make some lunch.”


She hopped up and headed to the small kitchen with Sophie following. Sophie boiled water for noodles while Kirsten worked on a salad. In the midst of chopping tomatoes, Kirsten looked up.


“So, your parole officer’s a guy. Is he cute?”


She scrunched her nose. “He’s like twice my age.”


“But you have daddy issues, remember?”


Sophie shook her head, but she did grin.


Kirsten wiped her hands on a towel and set a couple of plates on the table. “We’ll find you a man. You’ve had a long drought since him.”


As she stirred the noodles, Sophie drifted back to the deep-blue eyes that had once stared into her own, eyes at one moment wounded and vulnerable, then suspicious and angry. She’d thought he’d loved her, but in reality he’d played her.


Expecting the familiar ache of betrayal, a different set of eyes surprised her. Flashes of lighter blue eyes flooded her mind instead. These eyes had stolen her breath and left her wanting more. These were the eyes she’d seen outside Officer Stone’s door.


The touch on her wrist returned her to the present. “Sorry. Shouldn’t bring him up like that.”


She swallowed. How disappointed Kirsten would be to learn she was obsessing over yet another criminal. The two men actually looked somewhat alike, now that she thought about it. Maybe she really did need help.


“So, listen to this. My damn PO’s forcing me into therapy.”


Kirsten scooped chopped tomatoes into a bowl. “And why’s that such a bad idea?”


“It’s not...it’s...” Sophie sighed. “I know I need to talk about it. I just don’t want to, you know?”


“Absolutely. I feel that way about my dissertation.”


“Officer Stone gave me a list of therapists.” She drained the noodles in a colander. “Will you help me find one?”


Kirsten smiled. “Of course. If you want, I can ask my supervisor what she thinks. She knows a lot of therapists in Chicago.”


“Okay.” Sophie joined Kirsten at the little round table in the nook next to the kitchen. She twirled pasta on her fork.


Ready or not, Sophie planned to rebuild her life, to try to make sense of the shitshow it had become. If yes, please explain. With the help of a supportive friend and a good psychologist, she’d explain how she’d gotten here.


And as those beguiling eyes flashed through her mind, she hoped she could explain why she was attracted to yet another con.


Or maybe the explanation was that the man was fucking hot.


  




  

4. Solitary


His throat burned as he clutched his uncle. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. When Joe let him go, he looked at the sidewalk, feeling like a child. At the age of eight, he and his mother had moved in with Joe, who’d become a father to him. A father he’d let down.


“You’ve lost some weight,” Joe said.


Grant sniffed and nodded. He blew out a shaky breath. “Didn’t think I’d see you again.”


“You sure didn’t make it easy. Figured you’d have to meet with your parole officer at some point, so I’ve been camped out here.”


“Sorry.”


Joe’s jaw ticked. “Why wouldn’t you let me visit at Gurnee?”


Grant let out a breath. How could he explain his failures?


“I couldn’t believe you took me off your visitor list. Thought there had to be some mistake. I had to beg for leave time, then I couldn’t even use it.”


“Did your captain approve your leave this time?”


“I’m due back in Virginia tomorrow. But don’t change the subject, Grant. Why didn’t you let me see you? Did I do something wrong?”


He looked up. “No! No, sir, it was nothing you did. It was...” His shoulders sagged. “It was my father.”


“Enzo? Shit, should’ve known. Of all the bad luck, to be thrown into the same prison as him. What’d he do to you?”


Grant stared into the distance. “He doesn’t like you very much.”


“The feeling’s mutual.” Joe’s eyes narrowed. “I hate Enzo for what he’s done to your brother. And for what he did to your mother, God bless her soul.”


Heaviness spread across Grant’s chest as he remembered his mother’s wavy blond hair. When his father had started a life sentence, he’d left her alone to raise Grant and his older brother, Logan. Uncle Joe had tried to help them assemble a new family. But when Logan had run away and his mother had fallen ill with cancer, the patched-together family was destroyed.


“She deserved a better husband,” Grant said softly.


Joe’s mouth tightened. “I never wanted Karita to marry that bastard. Did Enzo hurt you?”


“It was my first day at Gurnee…” His heart raced just like that day, his first in a state penitentiary. Day one of a 1,095-day sentence, trapped in a cage of predators.


Cons mingled in their blue jackets. Grant stood alone, leaning against the fence, scanning the yard for any sign of trouble. That was when he noticed the dark eyes staring him down from across the way. His father’s jet-black hair had grayed, and he’d lost perhaps an inch in height as he aged, but his eyes hadn’t changed—deep, black, Italian eyes that seared into his son.


As the group of men approached, Grant stepped forward. Of course his father had an entourage—men who protected and deferred to their leader. Grant recognized a couple of the Mafia thugs from his childhood. Maybe the big guy had babysat Logan and him once?


“I heard you were coming,” his father said. “Been a long time.”


Grant remained silent, feeling the stares of his father’s men coat him like olive oil in a skillet.


“You got three years?”


Grant gave a slight nod, wishing his throat didn’t constrict in his father’s presence.


“Three years is a long time to be alone in here.”


Despite the tremble in his spine, Grant’s jaw raised an inch. “I don’t want anything to do with you.”


“That’s unwise.” His father looked around the yard. “There’re lots of cons licking their chops, eager to get to you. A buzz about a handsome young fish.”


Grant’s mouth ran dry. His eyes drifted in the direction his father had just nodded, and he noticed several men edging closer, leering at him.


“Join us, son. Let me protect you in here.”


“Why do you care, all the sudden?”


“Hey.” Black eyes glinted. “Even though you abandoned me in here—didn’t visit me once in twenty years—I can forgive and forget. I can be the bigger man and offer my hand now that you need it.”


Grant knew there’d be strings attached. His father was a businessman at heart, and it didn’t take long to reveal the terms of the deal.


“But you say one word to Joe Madsen, all bets are off. If you want my protection, you choose to be with me now, not him. You can’t have us both. That fucker’s led you astray, and you need me to set you straight. But only if you cut ties with him.”


Grant knew his father was jealous of Joe’s influence, but he hadn’t expected such an immediate standoff. His nostrils flared. “Joe’s a better dad than you’ll ever be.”


“No wonder you got caught in that two-bit robbery—I see you’re as naive as ever. Have it your way.” He looked at his men. “Let’s go.”


They skulked off, clearing a path for a new group to approach. The leader was tall and built, blond with icy blue eyes. His two blond companions, young and rat-like, walked a deferential step behind him.


The leader’s stare roamed over Grant. “Fresh meat, boys,” he crowed. His accent sounded German.


One of the underlings gave a lascivious smile.


Grant stepped back.


“Aw, nothing to be scared of, sweetheart,” the leader said. “Just want to get to know you.” One boy began to hum “Getting to Know You” from The King and I, eliciting a grin from the leader. “What’re you in for?”


Grant said nothing.


The man pursed his lips as he edged closer.


The boy sidled up to Grant and hissed, “Answer Mr. Mullens’ question if you don’t want to leave Gurnee on a gurney.”


The other boy cackled, and Grant had a feeling they’d used that joke before. When Mullens reached out to stroke his face, Grant unleashed a punch, nailing him in his gut. The tall man doubled over and gasped for air.


“Fuck you!” one of his minions cried as he landed on Grant and delivered a sharp blow to his midsection. Despite the pain, Grant broke free and sent a glancing blow across someone’s jaw.


In a flash, all three men rained strikes and punches on Grant’s body, forcing him to the ground where they continued the assault. As he raised his arms to shield his head, his ribcage pulsed with the fire from punishing punches. Excited shouts rose across the yard.


Then came the staccato of warning shots from snipers in the guard towers. Grant exhaled when the assault ended, but he soon found himself hauled to his feet by two corrections officers. They cuffed his wrists behind his back and led him to the administration building, where a CO dumped him into a chair in the warden’s office.


“This one just got in a fight, sir,” the CO said. “Inmate Grant Madsen.”


“Wait outside.” After the COs left, the warden opened a drawer and took out a folder.


Grant shifted in his chair, trying to release the pressure from the handcuffs. Seemed he’d be the only one punished for the fight. His father had likely worked out an arrangement with the COs, some sort of quid pro quo in which Enzo paid them to leave him and his business alone. Some things never changed.


He studied the older gentleman across the desk as he read the file. The warden appeared to be in his late fifties, with receding black hair, ruddy cheeks, and a belly protruding beneath the vest of his three-piece suit. Large glasses magnified his shrewd eyes, which now gazed at him.


“You’re a college graduate and a former naval officer, Mr. Madsen.” His weathered voice made it likely he’d smoked for years. “Wouldn’t expect you to disturb the peace on your first day.”


Grant felt a stabbing pain in his ribs with each breath, but he managed to say, “Yes, sir.”


“What was the fight about?”


“Had a disagreement with another inmate, sir.”


“Which inmate?”


Grant’s stared straight ahead. No way he’d let on that he was the son of Vicenzo Barberi, head of a Mafia organization.


The warden glared. “Your first day here, and seems you’re unable to play nice. Sixty days in solitary. When you get out, I better not see your face in here again.”


Grant’s heart pounded and sweat trickled down his back. Sixty days in the hole? “Yes, sir.”


“Guard!”


“Jesus.” Joe’s voice brought Grant from Gurnee’s claustrophobic walls to the open-aired brightness of Chicago’s courthouse steps. “No wonder you took your father’s protection when you got out of solitary.”


Grant looked down.


Joe chewed the inside of his cheek. “Did they, uh, those guys ever...?”


He shook his head. “My dad’s a powerful man.”


“He is.” He sighed. “So, how was solitary?”


Grant found his hands balled into fists. It became difficult to breathe as dark walls closed in on him.


“Grant?”


Shaking his head to stop the disturbing images, Grant jammed his hands into the pockets of his pants. “Sorry. You deserve better after taking care of me all those years, helping to get me into the Navy, saving my life, really.”


Joe peered at him. “What happened in the hole?”


“Please, sir, don’t make me tell you what happened.” Grant’s eyes begged right along with his voice. “I get it if you don’t want anything to do with me now. Just don’t make me explain. Please.”


Joe squinted as he watched his nephew trembling. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. Of course I want to be part of your life. I...” He looked away and cleared his throat. “I love you.”


“Thank you.” Grant couldn’t get out the words I love you, too, although they were certainly true. Love for his uncle was what had landed him in prison in the first place.


“Just don’t cut me out of your life again, okay?” Joe was the one pleading now.


Grant took a deep breath. He wouldn’t have to abide by his father’s rules now that he was out of prison. “Okay.”


“You’re the only family I’ve got.”


He agreed. Joe was the only family who mattered to him, the only family with his best interests at heart. His father, brother, uncle, and cousin only looked out for themselves, craving more power and dragging down anyone who stood in their way.


“So.” Joe smiled faintly. “I don’t suppose you’ve found a place to live yet?”


“No, sir.”


“Or a job?”


Grant shrugged. “Haven’t found that, either.”


“C’mon, I know a guy who can maybe help with both.”


Joe stepped to the curb and hailed a taxi. As they passed the Wrigley Building, Grant remembered the excitement of his first cab ride to Michigan Avenue for a shopping trip with his mother and brother. He must’ve been only five or so, and he’d clutched his mother’s hand while gawking at the tall, elegant buildings. It felt wrong to be back in the city without his mother by his side.


When they arrived at the docks of the Chicago River near Navy Pier, Grant stepped out of the cab, shielding his eyes from the glare of the sunlight off the water.


Joe headed for one of the ships docked by the pier, and Grant read the clapboard sign sitting on shore:


Book Your Architectural Cruise Here!


Cruises Depart Daily at 1:00, 3:00, 5:00, and 7:00


“Roger!” Joe called as he stepped on the ship’s gunwale. He looked at home in his Navy uniform. “Yo, Rog!” he bellowed again, this time producing a short, rotund man from the ship’s interior.


“Son of a bitch!” the bald man cried as he broke into a huge grin. Joe hopped down onto the deck. They grabbed each other in a bear hug and slapped each other’s backs.


“Christ, Rog.” Joe pointed to the man’s belly. “You been eating deep dish pizza every day or what?”


“Missing your goddamn PT every morning, asshole. You’re a commander now, huh? A fucking XO? What the hell you doing in Chicago, sir?”


Still chuckling, Joe looked up to find Grant watching them from the pier. “I’m here to visit my nephew. Hey, Grant, come down here. I want to introduce you to a friend.”


Grant hopped on the deck with one smooth motion, clearly at ease on the watercraft as well.


Joe nodded toward the shorter man. “This is Roger Eaton, former ensign serving with me at Great Lakes.” He then draped his arm across Grant’s shoulders. “And this is my nephew, Grant, former lieutenant at Great Lakes.”


“Fuck, you both outrank me.” Roger grinned. “At least you were smart enough to get out of the Navy, unlike the commander here.”


Grant gave a plastic smile. His exit from the Navy had hardly been voluntary.


“So.” Joe felt his nephew bristle. “Grant needs a job. I was wondering if you could use a capable assistant on board?”


“Hmm...” Roger scratched his chin. “Well, just hired a few guys, but I’m sure I’ll need more help with the season starting. Anything for you, Joe.”


Joe removed his arm from his nephew’s shoulders and reached out to shake Roger’s hand. “I knew I could count on you. I have to return to Norfolk tomorrow. Any way Grant could sack out at your place until he finds an apartment?”


Grant’s eyes bugged. His uncle was shameless.


“No problem, sir. We Navy boys got to stay together.” Roger turned to Grant. “How long you been out, kid?”


Grant shifted from one foot to another. “Just a day.”


“You got out of the Navy yesterday?”


“No, I left the Navy over two years ago.”


Joe stepped in. “Rog? I should probably tell you Grant was just released from prison. He’s had a rough go of it, but he won’t cause you any problems, promise. He just needs to stay away from his family.”


Roger glared at Grant, while Grant peered at the spotless white deck. “The clink, huh? Convenient you told me that after I agreed to hire him, Joe.”


“Sorry ’bout that. That was wrong of me. But Grant’s a good man, and he’ll be your best employee. Just wait and you’ll see.”


Roger waited until Grant met his gaze. “You pull any of that prison shit on me and getting fired will be the least of your problems, you got it?”


“Yes, sir.”


Roger’s glower turned into a grin. “A lieutenant calling me ‘sir,’ I love it. Okay, kid, you go up there.” He pointed to the administration building. “Fill out some forms, and you start tomorrow. Eleven hundred hours, sharp.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Joe broke in, “Hey, Rog, when’re you done tonight? Let’s go get a beer.”


“Meet here around twenty-thirty, and I’ll take you to the best pizza place in the city.”


“Looks like you’ve tried a few pizza joints in your day.” Joe grinned.


“Can you believe this guy?” Roger asked Grant. “Insults me the same time he asks for a favor. Unbelievable.”


Grant’s heart rate began to slow, and he returned Roger’s smile. “Yep, that’s Joe.”


“Ah, you guys love me, you know it,” Joe said. “Let’s get that paperwork started, Grant.”


He nodded. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Eaton.”


“See you then, kid.”


Roger muttered as he disappeared below deck. His business wasn’t a goddamn halfway house. Joe’s nephew had better perform like the fucking Employee of the Month.


  




  

5. The Jacket


Sophie leaned back in the chair outside her PO’s office as she glanced at her watch. It was five past nine, and though she didn’t know Officer Stone well, he didn’t seem the type to run late. Would she be a pest if she knocked again? She didn’t want to get in trouble for being late.


Looking down at her form-fitting white sleeveless tank, layered with a flowing white silk blouse and navy-blue walking shorts, she hoped she was dressed all right. What exactly was the protocol for parolee fashion?


As she twisted the silver ring on her right forefinger, she was just about to knock again when Jerry rounded the corner. She waited for him to unlock the door.


“Sorry I’m late. Come in.” He didn’t look at her.


As they both sat, she heard a heavy sigh and saw redness around his eyes.


“Everything okay, Mr. Stone?”


His eyes narrowed before he looked at her file.


When she noticed a white nametag on his shirt, she recognized the Northwestern Hospital logo. “You just visited someone in the hospital?”


His gaze darted up. “How did you...” He looked down at his shirt and ripped off the nametag, crumpling it before tossing the wad into the garbage can.


“So, Taylor, how’s your roommate’s dissertation coming along?”


She frowned. He doesn’t like personal questions. “I made her write five pages.”


“I see. And do you have a job yet?”


She bit her lip. “Um, no.”


“Time’s running out, Taylor. How many jobs have you applied for?”


“About twenty, I think?”


Jerry’s lips parted. “Twenty? How many interviews have you had?”


She twisted her ring. “None.”


“That doesn’t sound right. Where’ve you applied?”


“About five hospitals—including Northwestern. Three doctors’ offices, ten or so boarding schools, a couple of counseling centers...” She sighed. “They don’t want to hire a felon.”


Jerry sat back in his chair as he studied her. His tone softened. “I think you’re aiming a bit high.”


She scowled. “But I have my PhD. What do you want me to do—sell hot dogs on the street or something?”


“No shame in that, Taylor. Hell, I was just at a Cubs game, and they were hiring vendors to push hot dogs and beer. Why don’t you apply at Wrigley?”


She recoiled before she caught his smirk. So, he was joking with her. “Cubs games? The only way I’d take a job like that is for White Sox games.”


“Don’t tell me you’re a White Sox fan,” he groaned. “They should’ve never let you out of your sentence early. In fact, I should send you right back to Downer’s Grove now that I know this about you. A Sox fan. Ugh.”


Her giggle was the cutest sound. He’d never married, but if he had a daughter, he’d want her to be something like Sophie Taylor. Well, minus the criminal history.


“Seriously, though,” he continued, “Expand your job search. Get something temporary and look for a better position while you’re working. You know what they say: Easier to get a job when you have a job.”


She nodded. “I’ll keep looking. But if you see me hawking food at Cubs games, you’ll know I’ve sunk to a new low.” That wasn’t true, actually. Having to crawl to her father and ask him for a job would be her bottom.


“Back to business.” Jerry stared at her. “Have you attended therapy yet?”


“My first appointment’s at ten this morning.”


“And which therapist did you choose?”


“Dr. Hunter Hayes.”


Jerry lifted one eyebrow. “You chose one of the only men on the list?”


“I thought I’d relate better to a psychologist than a social worker. I hear he’s very good.”


When his eyebrow seemed stuck in the up position, she realized why he was suspicious. “Oh! You’re worried about me seeing a male therapist. You’re thinking maybe, um, something will happen again?”


“Exactly, Taylor.”


“That won’t happen.”


“And how do you know for sure?”


How could she answer without outing a colleague? Kirsten’s supervisor had let it slip that Dr. Hayes was gay, but Sophie wasn’t sure this was common knowledge, and she was determined not to cross professional boundaries again. “Let’s just say I’m not his type. He won’t fall in love with me.”


Jerry’s scowl lightened. “Dr. Hayes is gay?”


“That’s what I hear, yes.”


“You say your appointment’s at ten today?”


She nodded.


He flipped through some papers, then dialed the phone. He waited a beat. “I got his voice mail.”


Who was he calling? When he started speaking, her lip trembled.


“Hello, Dr. Hayes. Parole Officer Jerry Stone here, confirming your appointment with a parolee in my charge, Sophie Taylor. I’ll need weekly updates regarding her attendance and progress in therapy. Please contact me at this number...”


Her head drooped. They’d had such a nice conversation until then. At times in the past week she’d felt almost normal, nearly worthy, but something always booted her back down to criminal status.


Jerry hung up. “What’s wrong, Taylor?”


“You don’t believe me?” Her voice quivered. “About the therapy appointment?”


He sighed. “Trust has to be earned. I’ve learned that too many times to count.”


Despite her hurt, she knew his words were wise. She’d given her trust too easily once, and now she was paying for it.


“We’re out of time,” Jerry said.


Sophie got to her feet.


“It’s my mother,” he blurted.


“Excuse me?”


“I visited my mother in the hospital,” he said, shocked he was telling a parolee. “She’s dying of cancer.” What was this psychologist doing to him?


“Oh, I’m so sorry. You had to come straight from the hospital to deal with a bunch of us convicts?”


Jerry’s jaw flexed.


“I’d better go,” she said. “Don’t want to make you late.”


Once Sophie opened the door, she almost collided again with the man from last week. He had his hand suspended in midair, his fist curled to knock, when she came busting through the door. He seemed as unsure about knocking as she had.


“Um, h-h-hi,” she stammered, closing the door behind her. Meeting her gaze were crystal eyes like blue shards of glass.


Grant tilted his head in the direction of the office. “So, what kind of mood’s he in?”


Her heart fluttered. “Not so good today. He just visited his dying mother in the hospital.” She cringed, realizing she’d violated Jerry’s privacy.


The man showed a look of such sorrow that Sophie fought the urge to wrap him in a hug. Then she wondered what she was thinking. He was a total stranger! And a criminal, too.


“That’s awful.” He shook his head, took a deep breath, and squared his shoulders. “Well, better get in there.”


As he reached for the door, she noticed the logo on his shiny black athletic jacket. “Wait!”


Grant turned to her. “What?”


“Your White Sox jacket. He’s a die-hard Cubs fan.”


“Yuck.” He paused. “He’ll have to deal with it.”


“He almost had a conniption when he found out I cheer for the Sox. This is the man who could put you back in prison. Do you really want to get on his bad side?”


“Good point.” He began shrugging out of the jacket.


“Madsen, is that you?” Jerry growled from inside the office. “Get your ass in here!”


Grant’s eyes widened. “I gotta hurry!” He now held the crumpled jacket, and Sophie admired the length of lean brown arms extending from a heather-gray short-sleeved T-shirt. The shirt’s brown piping accentuated his sinewy triceps.


“I can’t leave my jacket out here or someone might take it. Here.” He thrust it into her grasp. “You hold it for me.”


Sophie was about to protest when he opened the door and dashed inside, leaving her alone in the hallway. She looked at the jacket. But I can’t wait outside for you. I have an appointment.


She tapped her chin, stuck in a moment of indecision. Why hadn’t he just taken it with him? Would there be any way to return it to him before next week? She examined the collar to see if his name or phone number was written inside.


There were no identifying marks, but as she held the jacket so close to her face, a subtle scent of aftershave wafted toward her. The masculine scent of sandalwood captivated her. She closed her eyes and inhaled.


She looked up with a start. Had anyone caught her, lost in a horny trance? Apparently her PO was smart to mandate therapy—she needed help! As she scurried to hail a cab, she hoped Dr. Hayes could set her straight.


* * *


“What was the holdup, Madsen?” Jerry asked.


Grant stalled as took his seat. “Thought I saw a guy I knew in the hall—a guy I ran into at the Cubs game on Sunday.” He was surprised how easily he spun a lie. “False alarm, though. It wasn’t him.”


Jerry brightened. “I was at that game. Where were your seats?”


Grant squirmed. “Behind third base?”


“No wonder you’re so tan. Those seats are right in the sun.”


Or the glare off the water after working on a ship the past week. “Yeah, it gets pretty hot in the sun.”


“Who’d you go to the game with?”


Grant paused. “My uncle.”


“I thought you said you didn’t have any family in town.”


“No, sir, I have lots of family. They’re just not the kind I want to associate with. Except for my uncle. He’s a commander in the Navy, and he’s always been there for me.”


“A commander in the Navy? He must’ve been pissed about you getting kicked out, huh?”


“That’s putting it mildly, sir.” He’d never felt more ashamed than when he’d had to tell Joe he’d been arrested.


“Is your uncle on your dad’s side of the family?”


“No, he’s my mom’s brother.”


“So, where’s your mother? Is she one of the family members you don’t associate with?”


Grant felt a familiar ache in his heart and broke the parole officer’s gaze. “No, sir. She’s dead.”


“Oh.”


“I was twelve when she died from pancreatic cancer.”


“Pancreatic?” The PO’s voice rose. “How long was she sick?”


“Not long—couple of months? The doctors said it was one of the deadliest cancers. Back then, anyway.”


When there was silence, Grant wondered if he should speak.


Jerry thumbed through his file. “Lucky for you, your drug test from last week was negative. What do you have to report to me today?”


“I got a job, sir.”


“So you conned someone to hire you.”


More like Joe conned someone. “Eaton Tours. They run Chicago architectural cruises.”


“And what do you do for them?”


“I hope to work my way up to chief navigator, but for now I’m chief toilet cleaner.”


Jerry chuckled. “I need some evidence you’re employed, for your file.” He reached into his desk drawer and withdrew his business card. “Give this to your boss and have him fax me a letter verifying your employment.”


“Yes, sir.” Grant pocketed the card. “His name’s Roger Eaton.”


“Where’re you living?”


“I’m staying at Mr. Eaton’s apartment for now, sir.”


“You’re living with your boss?”


“Yes, sir. Mr. Eaton is my uncle’s old Navy buddy.”


“Ah, that makes sense.”


“But he snores like an outboard motor, so I’m hoping to get my own place when I can afford it.”


Jerry wrote something in his file. “All right. Good job, Madsen. See you here next week.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Back in the hallway, the woman was nowhere to be found. How would he get his jacket back? Joe had bought it for him as a reminder of their days of attending White Sox games together. As he rubbed his short hair, he hoped he’d run into the blond beauty next week just so he could get his jacket. He scoffed—who was he kidding? He simply wanted to see her again.


  




  

6. In Treatment


Sophie eyed the homey furniture and magazines strewn across the end tables in the small room. Another woman sat in the chair across from her—another client awaiting her therapist. She felt her cheeks flush as she avoided eye contact.


So, this is what it’s like. No wonder her clients had seemed so nervous when she’d retrieved them from her own waiting room. Needing professional help was enough to make anyone want to hide. She stared at the gray speckled carpet.


“Sophie?” She looked up to see a clean-cut man with tanned skin and short blond hair.


“That’s me.” She grabbed her handbag and the black jacket from the chair next to her. Clutching the jacket calmed her as she faced the psychologist.


His warm hazel eyes crinkled as he smiled, and he shook her hand. “I’m Dr. Hunter Hayes.”


“Hi, Hunter.”


He paused. “Feel free to call me Hunter, by the way.”


She cringed.


“Please follow me to my office.”


As he turned to walk down the hall, Sophie noticed they were roughly the same height. She wondered how old he was. In his thirties? His broad shoulders tapered into a lean waist—he was likely a frequent flyer at the gym. His casual black shirt and jeans eased her anxiety.


Hunter led her into his office, and the huge aquarium set into one wall drew her attention. She placed her hand on the glass, mesmerized by the colorful fish swimming in lazy patterns. “It’s beautiful.”


“You like it?” He stood by a chair.


When she realized he was waiting for her to sit first, she sank onto the sofa.


“The fish seem to provide a soothing presence for my clients,” Hunter said as he took his seat.


“What a great idea. Oh, look, a Nemo fish!”


He laughed. “My percula clownfish. Let me go over a few things before we get into it, Sophie. Looking over your paperwork...” She feigned interest while he launched into a description of confidentiality. But her focus sharpened when he said, “I’m supposed to report your attendance and progress to your parole officer?”


“Yes.” Her mouth tightened. “Officer Jerry Stone.”


“I’ll need you to sign this release form.”


She took the clipboard. “What exactly do you have to share with him?”


“POs never want details. They’re too busy. I just need to update him on your attendance and overall progress toward therapy goals.”


Sophie scrawled her signature, barely managing to avoid adding a “PhD” at the end of her name. She still had her doctorate, but the degree was useless for practicing psychology without her license.


“So.” Hunter settled back into his chair. “Have you ever been in therapy before?”


“No.” Her graduate program had encouraged students to obtain their own therapy as they learned to become therapists, but she hadn’t had the time or the inclination. Perhaps she should’ve taken her professors’ advice. Perhaps she could’ve avoided this whole mess if she’d done some work on herself before delving into the problems of others.


“You must be nervous, then, not knowing what to expect.” His smile was warm.


You don’t know the half of it.


“Therapy’s basically a conversation. Today I’ll ask questions, and you answer them to the best of your ability. It’s okay to ‘pass,’ and it’s okay to ask me questions. Were you mandated to attend therapy as part of your parole?”


“Mm-hmm.”


“Well, that Officer Stone must be some kind of jerk, huh?”


She tilted her head. “He’s not really a jerk. He’s just doing his job. The truth is I probably need therapy. I made a colossal mistake, and I need to figure out why so I can prevent making another...”


Oh, he was good. He’d just made her argue that she needed and wanted to be here, despite the mandate.


“You made a mistake?” His pen was poised above the file in his lap.


Sophie raked her hand through her hair. “Thanks for explaining what therapy will be like. But I’m actually a psychologist myself. Well, I was a psychologist...before I went to prison and my license was revoked.”


His head angled to one side. “Really? You were a psychologist? Where’d you go to school?”


“Undergrad at Northwestern and grad school at DePaul.”


“Good schools. And your pre-doctoral internship—where’d you complete that?”


“At a VA hospital in Virginia.” She studied the clownfish, darting in and out of the coral in the tank.


“Huh, I went to U of I. I wonder if we know some people in common. What year did you get your PhD?”


She wasn’t quite in the mood to schmooze about her past life, but she answered him.


Hunter rubbed his cheek. “You know Chris Dowd? He went to DePaul.”


She shook her head.


“Oh, he was probably before your time. I’d already practiced ten years by the time you graduated.”


Her mental calculations put his age near forty. At least he was experienced.


“You’ve never attended therapy?”


“I never had time. I was trying to hold down a job in addition to classes, research, and practicum.” She frowned. “Even with the extra income, I still came out with hefty student loans.”


“Must be nerve-wracking. You’re in a lot of debt?”


“Yes. Officer Stone told me to find a job, but I have to find something that pays well, or I can’t make my loan payments.”


“Can’t your parents help?”


Her chest clinched. She recalled her father’s cold stare at her mother’s funeral, his frosty blue eyes laying blame that sliced through her. Then an earlier memory emerged of those same eyes filled with fury when she was only nineteen years old. When her father had learned she planned to study psychology instead of joining his construction business, he’d destroyed their relationship like a wrecking ball. She’d left home and hadn’t returned.


The psychologist was watching her.


“Can I pass on that question?”


“Of course.” He looked at his notes. “Let’s see...I got us off track. You were saying you made a huge mistake?”


She worried what might happen if she continued to evade his questions. How many passes would he allow? She had to share the reason she went to prison or she’d never heal. Hunter seemed trustworthy enough.


“It was about two years ago. I’d just passed my licensing exam, and I was thrilled I didn’t have to report to a supervisor. Well, thrilled and a little anxious, I guess. Anyway, I was renting office space over on State Street, trying to start a practice. But insurance companies were giving me a hard time, and it was tough to get clients.”


“Insurance companies giving you a hard time?” he asked, a twinkle in his eye. “Say it ain’t so.”


Her smile was wry. “Battling managed care is one thing I don’t miss.” She swallowed. “Imagine my relief when I picked up a client who said it was no problem to self-pay. The court forced him into therapy. He had a gambling addiction that got him into trouble.” She recalled the skip of her heartbeat upon meeting him.


His tight, royal-blue T-shirt showcased the musculature of his arms and chest. On the tall side of six feet, he was a formidable presence. As he strode into her office, she couldn’t help but allow her eyes to drift down the length of him, taking in his dark jeans and black boots.


“Dr. Taylor?”


She looked into his hardened, deep-blue eyes. His jet-black hair bled into the stubble of a five o’clock shadow lining his chiseled jaw. The man exuded sex.


“It’s Sophie.” She offered her hand.


His strong grip rippled the muscles of his forearm.


“Logan Barberi.”


“Barberi?” Hunter repeated.


Sophie flinched.


He leaned forward. “The Barberi? As in the Barberi crime family?”


“That’s the one. He’s the son of Vicenzo Barberi. If only I’d known.”


He scratched his neck. “You didn’t know his family was Mafia?”


“I didn’t know! In my defense, I was only seven when Vicenzo was sentenced to life in prison.”


“Oh, that makes sense.” He nodded. “But didn’t you follow Angelo Barberi’s trial? It was the talk of the town when he got off on a technicality.”


She shrugged. “That happened when I’d just started grad school. Back then I didn’t have time to sleep, much less follow the news.”


He kept writing notes, and her mind drifted back to her first meeting with Logan, as it had done so many times while sitting in her cell.


He’d just told her his name, and she drowned in the magnetism of those eyes. “Um, welcome... Please have a seat.”


He crossed to the sofa. “Damn, if I knew shrinks could be so pretty, would’ve started this therapy thing long ago.”


Backing into her own chair, she felt her cheeks warm. Lord, the attraction appeared to be mutual. Time to refer this client to another therapist. Instead, she found herself asking, “What brings you in today, Mr. Barberi?”


“Logan. None of that formal stuff. A judge ordered me to see you. Had a little incident, and they think I have a gambling problem.”


His intensity made her mind go blank. What would her supervisor tell her to say? When in doubt, make an empathic statement. Reflect the client’s feelings. “And you’re angry about that, Logan? You don’t think you have a gambling problem?”


He blew out a breath. “Problem implies lack of control. I’m always in control of my bets. I know what I’m doing.”


“Fair enough.” She wanted to establish rapport before challenging him. “So, what was this ‘little incident’?”


She followed his gaze around the small office, and wished the walls weren’t so bare, the furniture not so cheap.


“You haven’t been in this office long,” he said.


“That’s right, less than a month.”


His leg jiggled as he continued his scan. He popped off the sofa and approached the lone object on the wall: her framed Illinois license. He turned to her with a smirk. “You got licensed just this year?”


She nodded, and her throat felt dry. So she was green. A freshly licensed psychologist. So what?


He returned to his seat. “What’re we supposed to do in here?”


“Well, I’d like to get to know you better. Why don’t you tell me about your family?”


“Oh, you know, they’re...family. Nothing to talk about there.”


Watching his eyes dart around the room, she decided to try another tactic. “How about gambling, then? What’s your favorite game?”


That perked him up. “Blackjack. It’s got the best odds of any game at the casino, and I’m crazy good at it. Just yesterday I made seven thousand dollars.”


She raised her eyebrows. “That’s a lot of money.”


“Yep.”


She’d later learned he’d lost nine thousand the day before.


Logan winked and gave her a dazzling smile. “Maybe we could go gambling together some time.”


“That was your mistake, then,” Hunter said. “Keeping Logan Barberi as your client?”


She blinked and shook her head. “My mistake wasn’t keeping Logan Barberi as a client. My mistake was falling in love with him.”


  




  

7. Man Overboard


Grant yanked the pillow from under his head and stuffed it over his face, unsure if he was trying to mask the noise or actually suffocate himself. His feet dangled over the low sofa armrest in Roger’s studio apartment, and he shifted with every thunderous snore from across the room.


Skaeeeeennnnng ... hhuuuuuuhhhhh ... skaeeeeennnnng ... hhuuuuuuhhh ... 


How the hell could a human make that sound? It was like a machine or a feral animal. Grant groaned as he glanced at the alarm clock on the end table. Great. It was the freaking middle of the night.


“Rog!” His stage whisper was rewarded with even louder snores. Grant upped the volume. “Rog!” The clatter continued. Next, he coughed a few times. But nothing could stop the Roger Roaring Rumble.


Finally, Grant sat up and grabbed a naval navigation manual from the shelf. He held the thick book high above the hardwood floor and bit his lower lip. Should he be so cruel? Then the skaeennnnggg noise resumed, and he let the book fall. A thwap echoed in the room.


The snoring stopped, but Grant froze when Roger cleared his throat. His boss rolled over to his side.


Falling back on his pillow and drawing the blanket over him, Grant settled in.


“Madsen, did you just make a loud noise?”


Grant paused. “Yeah.”


“Was I snoring?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Well, just tell me to roll over, fucker! Don’t scare the bejesus out of me like that.”


“Yes, sir.”


“And quit calling me ‘sir’ when we’re on land. You’re driving me crazy with that shit.”


“Okay, Rog.”


Grant hoped he could enter dreamland before Señor Snore resumed conducting his mariachi band.


* * *


The next morning a sleepy Grant somehow found the energy for his daily run along Lake Michigan. He loped along, watching the city wake up around him, the rising sun accompanying the rising hum of traffic along Lake Shore Drive. He crossed paths with mothers guiding baby joggers, elderly men out for a stroll, and serious marathoners pounding out the miles. The bustling city exhilarated him, and he managed four miles before returning to Roger’s place.


The smell of sausage sizzling on the stovetop greeted him. Roger kicked back a slug of coffee as he cooked.


“S’okay if I take a shower?” Grant asked, sweat dripping off his nose.


“Sure, I’m all done in there.” Then Roger added, “I made us some breakfast. I’m heading to the ship early, but I’ll leave some out for you.”


Touched by the gesture—a peace offering, perhaps?—Grant suppressed a grin. “Thought you said, ‘This ain’t no fucking bed and breakfast’?”


“Don’t get used to it.”


A few minutes later, Grant reveled in the steaming shower. He closed his eyes and focused on rivulets of hot water cascading down his chest, loosening and relaxing his tired muscles. After twenty-six months of brief community showers that were never safe—whether the threat came from predatory cons or the Mafia thugs supposedly protecting him from said cons—he’d never take a private shower for granted again.


Silence met him when he stepped out. He wrapped a towel around his waist and stood at the sink to shave. As he scraped the razor down his chin, he studied his reflection.


He was only thirty, but he looked older. He’d aged those two years in prison. Traces of cynicism and regret lined his face.


He missed his days in the Navy, when life had been orderly and neat, when things had made sense. Right now he was a man thrown overboard, striving to stay afloat in the unfamiliar and stormy sea.


After smoothing on some aftershave, Grant dressed in the navy-blue jumpsuit that was his uniform for the ship. Wearing a uniform was one thing that hadn’t changed in twelve years, ever since the Navy Reserve Officer Training Corps in college.


Making his way to the elevated counter at the end of the small kitchen, Grant pulled up a barstool and grinned at the plate of eggs, sausage, and toast, covered with plastic wrap. Roger acted all tough, but these little acts of kindness confirmed his softer side.


Grant sat still for less than two seconds before popping off the stool to select a hardcover book: Chicago Architecture and Design. He thumbed through the pages to find his place. Resuming his reading about Millennium Park, he gobbled a bite of eggs.


Roger’s descriptions of architectural marvels had kept Grant company on his cleaning duties. After only two weeks on the job, he’d already memorized the spiel, and he enjoyed finding facts in the book that Roger failed to mention. They’d built Millennium Park not that long ago, and Grant couldn’t get enough of learning about it. Maybe his fascination related to his efforts to rebuild his own life.


* * *


It was 10:45 when Grant made it to the ship—fifteen minutes early for his shift, but right on military time. Clouds had obscured the sun, turning the early-June day chilly. A Windy City breeze kicked up off of the river.


Failing to locate his boss, Grant went to the supply closet for the mop. As he steered the yellow bucket toward the pump room, Roger exited the head and almost ran into him.


“Madsen!” he boomed. “Just thinking about you. Your mom was Joe’s sister, right?”


“Yeah?”


“Joe Madsen is your uncle? Your mom’s brother?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Then why’s your last name Madsen? Shouldn’t you have your dad’s last name?”


Grant froze. His name, of course, had been Barberi before Joe had adopted him. He shook his head. “I’ve been working for you more than two weeks, Rog, and you’re just realizing this? You’re not too bright, are you?”


Roger’s jaw dropped. “You little prick.”


Grant grinned. But when he thought about his father, his smile faded. “Joe adopted me after my mom died. And it was fine with me. My dad…he’s not a good man.”


“Glad you have Joe, then.”


“Me, too. Well, better get to the head, now that you just trashed my clean bathroom. Will it smell like a bomb went off?”


Roger chuckled. “Actually, got another job for you. Put that stuff away. Tommy will clean the shitters today.”


Grant did an about-face and wheeled the bucket back to its home, while his boss fell in step with him.


“That kid, Blaine, I got working as server—what the fuck kind of name is that?” Roger scoffed. “Anyway, he can’t work anymore because his family’s going to Paris or something for the summer. The lucky rich shithead just up and quit, so I want you to take over for him up top.”


“Yes, sir.” Grant closed the door to the supply closet.


“You know how to play waiter?”


“I think I can figure it out.”


“Good. That grungy jumpsuit’s gotta go, though. Hightail it to the office and get yourself a waiter’s uniform.”


“Okay.”


Grant followed Roger’s order and emerged from the office ten minutes later in black pants and a white shirt. He hoped this was the next step up the ladder to chief navigator. And in the meantime, serving drinks had to be better than cleaning toilets.


* * *


“May I take your order, ma’am?” Grant looked down at a middle-aged woman in a low-cut blouse sitting on one of the benches on deck. A boy, likely her son, jumped up and down at the nearby railing.


She gave a dismissive wave of her hand before she looked up at him. “Oh!” Her eyes traveled up his body. “Well, yes. Yes, you can. My ex told me not to drink before five, but screw him. I’ll take a chardonnay.”


“One chardonnay.” He scribbled the order on his notepad. The woman had scooted closer, and he inched away.


“Would your son like a drink too, ma’am?”


She turned to the boy in a Chicago Cubs cap. “Henry! You want a Coke?”


The freckly boy remained perched on the second rung of the railing.


“He’s not allowed to climb on that, ma’am,” Grant warned.


“Henry!” the woman scolded. “Get down from there.”


The boy climbed back onto the deck. “This cruise is bore-ring, Mom!”


“Shh. People are trying to hear the man on the speaker.”


Grant took advantage of the distraction to slink away. He relayed the order to the bartender, Dan, then served the woman and moved on to take the next order. After filling drink orders for more than thirty passengers, his new job was already getting old. But it was still better than prison.


A short time later, they headed back to the dock. Grant stood by the stern, gazing out at the blue-green water. The ship’s engines left a churning trail behind them, and the steady hum lulled his mind into a peaceful state despite his shiver. The temperature on deck was at least ten degrees cooler than on land, and it’d be a good day for his White Sox jacket.


His jacket. As he had so many times in the past few days, he remembered those gorgeous brown eyes.


Her blond hair and lithe body…would he get the opportunity to venture beyond their brief snatches of conversation in the courthouse hallway? He knew one activity she might enjoy: a baseball game. She was a Sox fan, too.


His mood darkened as he thought of his first White Sox game. He’d been eight years old—just him and Uncle Joe, sitting up high, far above the field.


His uncle’s invitation to a Sox game came only two weeks after his father began serving a life sentence at Gurnee. His mother had moved them north of Chicago to her brother Joe’s apartment at the Great Lakes Naval Base. But Grant’s brother, Logan, wasn’t on board with the move.


Between innings, Grant asked, “Why can’t Lo come to the game with us? Is he in trouble for running away?”


Joe swallowed. “Logan’s not staying with us anymore.”


“What?” Grant’s voice shook.


“He’s going to live with his godfather, Uncle Angelo.”


“That’s where he went last night?”


“Yes. Your mom tracked him down at Angelo’s house this morning.” Joe sighed. “Logan decided he’d rather live there. But your mom and I want you to live on the base, with us. You’ll be safe on base.”


The crowd roared as the White Sox pitcher struck out the third batter in a row. Grant was silent for several moments before he asked, “Doesn’t Lo like me?”


“It’s not your fault,” Joe reassured him. “Your brother loves you. If there’s anyone he doesn’t like, it’s probably me. I’ve been pretty hard on him.”


Grant chewed on his lip. He couldn’t believe his uncle had caught his brother smoking cigarettes.


After a beat, Joe continued. “We’ll have to make it without Logan, all right? That means you and I can go to lots of Sox games, just the two of us.”


His small hand clutched the metal armrest. “Sorry. Shoulda’ heard Lo leave our room last night.”


“It’s okay. Your mom didn’t hear him, either.”


“Is Mom mad at me?”


“Not at all.” They sat in amiable silence, watching the game, before Joe added, “Just don’t ever let me catch you smoking, Grant.”


His heart thumped, and he flinched when Joe reached for him.


“I just wanted to give you a hug!”


“Oh—oh—okay.” Grant allowed himself to be drawn into his uncle’s arms.


Thirty-year-old Grant still remembered the feel of his uncle’s hugs—a sense of safety he’d never felt before. Off in the distance he heard the cries of a young boy, echoing in his mind like his own helpless whimpers. The fearful sounds became louder, and Grant snapped out of his trance to notice the alarmed faces of ship passengers all around him.


“Somebody get him!” a man yelled.


“Henry!” a woman screamed. Grant followed the sound of her voice and observed the chardonnay lady waving her arms toward the river. He gasped when he saw the boy thrashing in the water, his small head bobbing, about to go under.


“Man overboard!” Grant roared, and without thinking, he climbed the railing and launched himself into the river.


The icy water sliced through him, but instinct and Navy training took over as he swam toward the boy. The ship engines kicked off, and he inched closer to his rescue target in what felt like dead silence. The sputtering boy’s eyes flashed with terror each time he kicked to the surface.


Almost there, Grant told himself as he took swift, sure strokes. His sopping clothing weighed down his arms, and he kicked himself for failing to remove his shoes. He was rusty in Navy rescue techniques after two years in prison.


When he reached the boy, he grasped him in a lifeguard hold. “It’s okay. Just relax. I got ya.”


The boy kicked and clawed before going limp in his arms. He still appeared conscious, so Grant guessed he must be in shock. He treaded water with some difficulty but kept them both afloat until Roger restarted the engines and navigated the ship closer. Tommy tossed out a life buoy, which Grant circled over the boy. He kicked them toward the rope ladder extended over the hull of the ship, and then climbed the ladder clutching the boy at his hip.


Pulling them both over the gunwale, he heard the mother screech, “Why’d you jump?”


“My Cubs hat flew off.” The boy’s voice shook as Grant lowered him to the deck. “I wanted it back.”


His mother snatched the towel offered by a staff member and wrapped up her son. “You ever try that again and I’ll kill you!”


Roger arrived on the scene and frowned at Grant. “You kept your shoes on, idiot.”


“Sorry.” Grant grimaced as he shook water out of his ear.


Roger leaned in closer. “You just saved my ass. Well done.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Looks like you’re more valuable up here on deck. No more cleaning toilets.” Roger turned on his heel and headed back to the bridge.


Grant smiled as Tommy handed him a towel. Maybe the man overboard had just swum closer to shore.


  




  

8. Forty Percent


Was she having a heart attack?


Sophie had trouble getting air as she grasped the doorframe of her PO’s office. Her throat closed and the pain in her chest terrified her. Black spots clouded her vision. Had her mother felt this way prior to her heart attack? Would Sophie see her mother again soon?


Wait a minute. Tightness in her chest? Racing heart? Fear of dying? This was no heart attack. This was a panic attack.


She’d come close to heart-pounding panic in prison several times, but now she knew what a full-blown attack felt like. Even more empathy emerged for her former clients with panic disorder. They’d tried to explain how awful it was when their bodies broke down like they were about to die, only to learn it was just anxiety.


What was the treatment for panic attacks? Oh, right—deep breaths. Sophie forced herself to inhale slow, strong gulps of air. Feeling her shoulders sag as she began to relax, she tried to clear her mind. It’s okay. It’s only panic. Nobody has ever died from panic. Just breathe and talk yourself through it.


It was time to face her PO. She wasn’t ready, but she had to do it.


She forced herself to knock, then to enter.


“What’s wrong?” Jerry asked.


She gave a tight smile as she sat.


“I asked what’s wrong with you, Taylor. Spill it.”


Sophie couldn’t look him in the eye and instead kept her gaze glued to her lap. “I don’t have a job.”


“What? I can’t hear you.”


She lifted her head. “I haven’t found a job.”


His jaw jutted. “It’s our third meeting. I told you to get a job in two weeks or you’d return to prison.”


“I know.”


Tension hung in the stagnant air before Jerry hopped up. The scraping of his chair against the cracked linoleum startled her even more than his menacing approach.


“Stand, Taylor.”


Her heart resumed its frantic thumping as she rose. He was right beside her now, the shiny handcuffs that swung against his belt reflecting the fluorescent lighting of the office. He seized her arm and guided her to the wall.


“Spread ’em.”


She placed her hands against the wall and moved her legs apart as much as her skirt would allow. She couldn’t stop trembling. At least this time she knew what to expect, unlike the first surprise arrest in her therapy office.


He frisked her and handcuffed her in no time. “Have a seat.”


She kept her head down as she fought off tears.


He picked up the phone. “Got a prisoner that needs to go back to Downer’s Grove. Don’t make us wait too long—my next con’s due in ten minutes.


“Forty percent, Taylor,” he said after he hung up.


She looked up. “Excuse me?”


“You told me you’d be in the forty percent who stay outside. And I believed you.”


“Sorry.” His obvious disappointment increased her anxiety. Kirsten was going to kill her. Sophie hadn’t let on about her return to prison when Kirsten had left for work this morning. She hadn’t wanted to worry her, and there was nothing Kir could do, anyway.


“Why show up without a job? Did you think I’d look the other way? That you’d just walk out of here?”


“No.” What was the use of explaining? It wasn’t like he cared.


“I asked you a question. We got a few minutes before the officers arrive, and I want to know how I was wrong about you.”


She pressed her lips together. “Nothing was panning out, but I—I was waiting to hear from a hospital yesterday. I thought for sure I’d get the job. They promised they would call. And then it was five, and they hadn’t called, and human resources was closed. Yet another rejection. I didn’t know what to do.” She looked away. “I considered not showing up today.”


He shook his head. “That’d only delay the inevitable.”


“I know.”


“I told you to apply for more jobs.” He wagged his finger at her.


“I did! I applied to so many jobs. And they all told me I was overqualified.”


“You’re telling me in this massive city, you couldn’t find anything?”


“Yes.”


“Bullshit.” When she glared at him, he added, “I think you want to go back to prison.”


“No, I don’t!” Her volume embarrassed her. In a softer voice, she continued, “I don’t want to go back. I just couldn’t...”


“You couldn’t what?”


She sighed. “I couldn’t crawl back to my father and beg for a job.”


“You could’ve gotten a job with your father this whole time? Why the hell didn’t you?”


“Let’s just say I don’t want to work in construction.”


He hesitated. “That’s your father? Taylor Construction?”


“Will Taylor. Owner of the largest construction company in Chicago—in all of Illinois, probably.”


“You sure you have a PhD? Because you might be the dumbest parolee ever. You’re returning to prison instead of working for your father?”


Her eyes flashed. “You don’t know my father.”


She couldn’t hold in the tears in any longer. Why was Jerry arguing with her? She’d broken laws and ethical codes. She’d selfishly caused the death of her mother. She was a horrible person. She should return to prison, where bad people belonged. Where she belonged.


Tears slid down her cheeks but she couldn’t brush them away with her hands cuffed behind her back.


He shifted in his chair. She looked so broken.


“Maybe you’re right,” she muttered. “Maybe I do want to go back to prison. We both know I can’t make it on the outside.” She forced out a puff of air. “I can’t even find a job.”


He studied her. “What’s so bad about your father?”


“He hates me.” Sniff. “He blames me for my mother’s death. She died six months ago, when I was inside.” Sniff. “She died because of the stress caused by her only child going to prison.”


His hand closed into a fist. As she continued to sniffle, he plucked a tissue out of the box and walked around his desk, kneeling next to her.


“Go ahead, blow your nose.”


She inclined away from him, but then gave a dainty blow.


“Couldn’t have you getting snot all over my officers.” He threw away the tissue. His arms folded across his chest as he sat on the edge of his desk. “How’d your mom die?”


“Heart attack.” Sophie looked down. “I almost had a heart attack coming to your office. I knew I was going back to prison.”


He swallowed. “I’m sorry about your mom.”


His unexpected kindness, minutes after handcuffing her, started her tears anew. “Thanks.” She took a few breaths before asking, “How’s your mom doing?”


“Not good.”


There was silence between them. “It gets easier,” she offered.


Neither of them believed her words.


“Maybe you should try to make peace with your dad, Taylor. I bet he misses you.”


“He doesn’t. He’s never approved of me, my whole life.” She took a shuddering breath. “Jeez, I’m crying more than a psychotherapy client.” She flashed a wan smile. “You could be a therapist, you know? You’ve got me revealing my family history, bawling like a baby. Your tissue technique could use some work, though. It’d be easier for your clients to wipe their noses if their hands weren’t cuffed.”


“I sure don’t want to wipe any more snot off of you, so you better stop the waterworks.”


“Sorry, I’ll try.”


He couldn't believe what he was about to say. “Maybe I’ll let you wipe your own nose. Maybe I’ll un-cuff you. If you go get a job today from your father.”


She gasped. “But I can’t—”


“Taylor, don’t be an idiot! Tell him if you don’t get a job, you’ll go back inside. No way he’d refuse. No matter what’s happened, no father could send his daughter back to prison.”


“You—you’ll give me another chance?”


“Against my better judgment, yes. But if I don’t hear you’re employed by five o’clock, I’ll issue a warrant for your arrest.”


She gulped. Getting released from the damn handcuffs did sound pretty good. After considering her less-than-stellar options, she gave in. “Okay.”


“Stand.” He extracted a set of keys from his pocket.


Once she felt the cool metal leave her skin, she sobbed into her hands.


“Jesus, Taylor, you’re crying harder now that I’ve let you go?” He shook his head. “Women.”


* * *


Jiggling his leg outside Jerry’s office, Grant’s eyes widened as two police officers brushed past him and entered the office. What was happening? Was that woman going back to prison? No. He hadn’t even had a chance to talk to her.


He heard raised voices. Then the officers bustled out the door.


“Can you believe that shit?” one hissed to the other as they strode past him.


“As if we’ve got nothing better to do!”


Grant stood as he watched the officers disappear down the hallway. When he turned back to the PO’s office, she was there. She’d just come out the door, and she was crying.


Her blond hair was swept up high, accenting the splotches of pink on her alabaster cheeks and nose. A few tendrils had loosened from her ponytail to frame her face.


Acting on instinct, he gathered her in his arms.


Sophie folded herself into his strong frame. She rested her cheek on his shoulder, feeling the comforting cotton of his navy-blue hoodie on her skin. He was warm and solid and—God, he smelled good. His hold soothed her tension and slowed her tears.


As he became aware of her breasts pushing into him, he realized scooping up a stranger in an embrace wasn’t quite appropriate. She seemed to lean into him, creating a cocoon of coziness, but he worried she might think he was some kind of pervert for mauling her with a hug. When he let her go, she sighed.


He looked at his watch. “Wait for me?”


She stared at him. “Oh! You must want your jacket back.” She patted her bag. “Got it right here.”


“My jacket? No, I don’t care about that. You’re crying, and I want to talk to you. Wait for me?”


She nodded. “I’ll wait.”


His smile dazzled her before he disappeared into the office.


“You’re late, Madsen!” Jerry yelled as the door closed. Sophie hoped he wasn’t in trouble. It sucked to be in their PO’s doghouse.


As she wiped her eyes, she sank into a chair. She realized how tired she was after her emotional freakout. She unzipped her bag and peeked at the White Sox jacket folded neatly inside.


That had been a close one in there, but she was determined to stay in the prison-free forty percent. Her stomach clenched as she thought about seeing her father. But first she’d speak to the crystal-eyed parolee, and she didn’t dread that at all.


She drew her shirt collar to her nose and inhaled, drinking in the transferred smell of his aftershave. Sitting up, she anticipated a real conversation with the man. There seemed to be a mystery behind those gorgeous blues.


  




  

9. Convocation


After the longest meeting ever, Grant left his PO’s office and lit up when he found the woman still outside, just as she’d promised. Her tears had stopped, and her cap-sleeved white blouse and beige skirt seemed less disheveled than they had ten minutes ago.


“You waited,” he said.


“Of course. Didn’t want to steal your jacket two weeks in a row, ‘cause then you might report me for a parole violation.” When he laughed, she added, “I hope I didn’t get you in any trouble with Jerry.”


His eyebrows lifted. “So you two are on a first-name basis now?”


“We ought to be after what we went through today.”


“I was worried when I saw two bulls go in there.”


“That was a close call. Luckily, Jerry let me go after I started bawling.” She shook her head. “Sorry for subjecting you to that cry-fest. I must look a mess.”


He couldn't believe this strawberry-blond beauty was calling herself that. She could never look a mess. “Not at all.” He fidgeted. “Speaking of Jerry, of, uh, first names... I’m Grant.”


She was about to introduce herself when a scruffy-looking man approached the door. He glared at them before knocking and entering the office.


“Want to take a walk?” Grant’s arm extended toward the exit.


She nodded, and they emerged into the bright sunlight outside the courthouse.


She shook his hand. “I’m Sophie.”


He liked her silver rings, particularly the one on her forefinger. Its unusual placement made her seem both tough and sophisticated. “Good to meet you, Sophie. I probably should’ve introduced myself before I attacked you with that hug.”


“It was exactly what I needed. You give great hugs.” She clutched the strap of her handbag.


“I owed you after you warned me about Officer Stone rooting for the Cubs. If I’d worn that Sox jacket in there that day, who knows what would’ve happened—maybe those cops would’ve come for me.”


She grinned and reached into her bag for the jacket. “I think it’s about time I give this back.”


“Maybe…” He swallowed as he took it from her. “Maybe we could go to a White Sox game together some time.”


Her spine tingled. Blue Eyes wanted to go out with her? “I’d love that.”


He beamed. When she sat on the courthouse steps, he followed. They basked in the warm morning sun.


He asked, “Why’d those cops come for you?” She reacted to his question with reddening cheeks and a dip of her head. “You don’t have to tell me. Just need to know what to avoid so I don’t return to prison myself.” He stared off into the distance. “I can’t go back there.”


“It’s okay. Truth is I haven’t found a job yet. Jerry told me I’d go back inside if I didn’t get a job in two weeks. Dumb me decided to test him.”


He watched her rub her wrists. “He handcuffed you?” Memories of cops and cuffs flooded him.


“Yes. I thought I was headed back to Downer’s Grove, for a whole year...not sure I would’ve made it this time. But then I let it slip that my dad has a business, and Jerry pounced on that. He said if I beg my dad for a job, he won’t arrest me.”


“I’m guessing you and your dad don’t get along so well?”


Her eyes darted to meet his. “How’d you know?”


“It’d have to be bad to risk returning to prison.”


“Really bad,” she said. “My dad pretty much hates me, and he hasn’t exactly been father of the year.”


It seemed they had more in common than just rooting for the Sox. “My dad and I don’t get along so great, either.”


She exhaled. “I bet most convicts come from awful backgrounds. Long family histories of dysfunction, like we never learned how to ‘get along’ in society, you know?”


He studied her. Not only was she attractive, but also insightful. “Never really thought about it. But ‘awful’ describes my family spot on.”


Thinking about family dysfunction, Sophie’s thoughts drifted to her mother. Laura Taylor had been a high-maintenance, emotionally needy woman who could drive Sophie crazy with her controlling personality, but she still missed her. At least she knew her mother loved her. Tears threatened to reappear. “Let’s not talk about our families. Let’s talk about something else.”


“Okay.”


She wondered if he’d be honest with her. “Why’d you go to prison?”


He was quiet for a few moments. “Well, if we’re not talking about family, then I can’t really answer that.”


The pain in his eyes made her regret asking.


“Tell you what,” he said. “Let’s make a pact. No talking about family, prison, why we were inside, how long our sentences were. No questions cons always ask. Nothing about the past. Don’t know about you, but I’d rather never think of the past again.”


Genius! Her nod was vigorous.


“We’re both trying to move forward, to rebuild our lives,” he continued. “Let’s focus on the future.”


She hoped this handsome man might somehow be part of her future.


“We’ll concentrate on the future—starting today with getting you a job.”


“Getting me a job?” Her forehead creased.


“Yep. C’mon, let’s go.”


He bounded down the stairs, and she stared after him. Should she follow? She didn’t even know him. A nagging voice in the back of her head urged her not to trust this con.


But she was a criminal, too. Would she want others to mistrust her because of one mistake? Taking a deep breath, she jogged down the steps and into the taxi he’d hailed.


* * *


Grant paid the cabbie, and they stepped out at the Chicago River docks. Rays of sun bounced off the blue-green water in a glittering array.


“You ever been on a Chicago architectural cruise?” he asked.


“I always wanted to. But like most Chicagoans, I never got around to it.”


He grinned. “Here’s your chance, then.” He stepped onto the deck.


She grasped his hand, and he guided her onboard.


“Rog?” he called.


“Well, hello,” Roger boomed as he emerged from the bridge, eyeing the blonde who’d just walked onto his ship. He stood taller and tried to suck in his gut as Grant brought her over.


“Roger Eaton, I’d like to introduce you to Sophie, um...”


“Taylor,” she supplied. “Sophie Taylor.”


Obviously smitten as he shook her hand, Roger said, “You must be the prettiest passenger we’ve ever had.”


She shot Grant a questioning look.


“Um, Rog? Sophie isn’t a passenger. She’s looking for a job. We met outside our PO’s office, and I thought there might be an opening for a server now that I’m doing navigation?”


“Madsen, what’d I tell you about my business? About this ship?”


Grant cleared his throat. “‘It ain’t no fucking halfway house’?”


Sophie tried not to laugh.


“Damn straight.” Roger nodded. “You think just because you saved that kid’s life you’re now my goddamn HR?”


What was this about Grant saving a kid’s life? Sophie wanted details.


“No, sir. I thought it’d good for business to have a beautiful woman serving drinks on your cruises, that’s all.”


Oh God, he’d just called her beautiful? Sophie couldn’t hide her pleasure.


Grant smiled in return as he watched her react to his comment.


Roger caught their flirting and looked at Grant with a newfound respect. She was one hot chick, and the fact she’d done time made her even more intriguing.


“You ever worked as a server before?” he asked.


She paused. “Sort of. I used to serve meals at a homeless shelter.”


Roger’s eyebrows went skyward. “Madsen, you brought me Mother Fucking Teresa?”


“Hardly,” Sophie scoffed. “I doubt Mother Teresa was a convicted felon.”


“True that,” Roger agreed. “So, what other work experience do you have?”


“Not the kind that will be much help on a boat, I’m afraid.” Grant nodded at her to continue. “I was in school for a long time, studying to become a psychologist.”


Rog’s eyes bugged. “A psychologist?” A grin erupted. “You got yourself one smart chick here, Madsen. Waaaay out of your league, sailor boy.”


Grant was too absorbed in Sophie’s apparent discomfort to take umbrage at his boss’s insult.


“Hmm, a psychologist.” Roger looked at Grant then back at Sophie. “Can you hook Madsen up with some sleep medication then? The boy doesn’t sleep.”


“I can’t sleep because of your snoring! It’d wake a man from a coma.”


“It’s not that bad,” Roger argued.


“I was a psychologist, not a psychiatrist,” said Sophie. “I didn’t prescribe meds. I did therapy.” She looked down. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. I lost my license when I went to prison.”


Grant watched shame color her cheeks. She’d experienced many losses, just like him.


Roger squinted. “Don’t know about having a shrink around all the time. Are you analyzing me right now?”


“Are you paying me by the hour right now?” Sophie shot back.


Roger recoiled.


“Wow, that’s the first time I’ve seen him speechless,” Grant said. “Nice work, Sophie.”


He turned to his boss. “You’ve made her suffer long enough, sir. Are you giving her the job or what?”


As he rubbed his bald head, Roger exhaled. “Shift starts in thirty minutes. Eleven to eight.”


“Oh!” She twisted her hands. “Thank you so much, but is it okay if I start tomorrow? I have an appointment today at noon.”


“What kind of appointment?”


When both men stared at her, she gulped. “Therapy. My PO’s forcing me to see a psychologist once a week.”


“A shrink gotta go see another shrink, huh?” Roger scratched his chin. “Are you gonna be late to work every Wednesday then?”


“No. I can ask for an earlier appointment in the future. It’s just too late to reschedule it now, and I have to make my session or I go back to prison.”


Roger turned to Grant. “Did your PO force you to go to therapy, too? You never mentioned that before.”


“No therapy for me.” Grant jammed his hands into his jean pockets.


Jerry must think I’m a total nut job. “You’re lucky then,” she said.


She turned to Roger. “Could you please call Officer Jerry Stone by five today and tell him you hired me?” She rummaged around in her handbag until she located Jerry’s business card.


“Be here at ten-thirty tomorrow so you can complete some paperwork,” he ordered as he accepted the card. Roger narrowed his eyes. “If she screws up one smidgen, Madsen, I’m blaming you.” He left the couple standing on the deck.


They looked at each until Sophie leaned back on the railing, taking in the spotless deck and gleaming metal of the ship. “So, what’s the pay like?”


“For somebody who used to be a doctor, it’s not great.” He stepped closer. “But it can be temporary to keep Officer Stone off your back while you look for something better. And I figure you can get lots of tips.”


“Oh? And why do you think that?”


Her question had its desired effect, and he shifted from one foot to another. “Uh, you know, you’re quite attractive...”


She grinned and caught a whiff of his sandalwood scent. “Bet the ladies tipped you well when you were a server. They probably all clamored for the hot waiter.”


A blush crept up his neck, and the river brought out flecks of light-green in his blue eyes. Too bad she had to leave for her damn therapy session. “I better go,” she said.


He nodded.


“I can’t thank you enough for what you did for me. I’ll work hard and won’t let you down, I promise.”


“You don’t have to promise me anything,” he replied. “I’m just glad you’re not going back inside. I’d miss seeing you every Wednesday.”


“Well, now we get to see each other more often than that. Like tomorrow, for example. I’ll be here.” As she turned to go, she noticed the black White Sox jacket hanging over the railing where he’d left it. “Don’t forget your jacket. You have a tendency to leave it places.”


Grant watched her long legs carry her away. He smiled as he headed toward the bridge. She said she’d go to a baseball game with him! Even better, she’d work with him every day.


  




  

10. The Slippery Slope


“What’s been on your mind, Sophie?” Hunter began their second therapy session.


Her mind floated back to the man she’d just left behind on the ship. Grant’s kindness felt undeserved, especially now that she had to pony up and confess her mistakes. “Not much.”


He sat back as an awkward silence enveloped them.


She looked at the fish tank and watched Nemo swimming lazy circles around the fake coral of his enclosed aquatic home. She felt trapped as well.


Her gaze then traveled to the set of framed documents over Hunter’s desk. She stood to get a closer look at his credentials, then realized she was behaving just like Logan Barberi had during his first session with her—cagey and evasive, attempting to deflect the focus from client to therapist. She knew she must be frustrating Hunter with her silence.


“Ten percent,” she said as she returned to her seat.


“Ten percent?”


Numbers had always been easy for her. Whereas most psychology students barely survived graduate statistics, Sophie had thrived in the class to the extent her professor had asked her to tutor the following year’s crop of students. Numbers were neat and tidy, unlike the messy ambiguity of people. Perhaps she should’ve agreed to be an accountant for her father’s construction business.


“I was just thinking about something I learned in my Professional Issues class.” She stroked her throat. “Ten percent of male therapists admit to having sex with their clients. Only one percent of female therapists do.”


Hunter leaned back. Was she coming on to him? “Were the male therapists heterosexual or homosexual?”


“I don’t think the study reported that.” Did he realize she already knew he was gay? She wasn’t sure how to handle the situation.


Hunter pressed his lips together. He was out in his personal life, but only revealed his sexual orientation to clients when it seemed clinically relevant. If she was a psychologist, maybe a colleague had already told her about him. “I definitely won’t be in that ten percent when it comes to you, then.” He paused. “I’m gay.”


She met his eyes for the first time in the session. “I know. It was a deciding factor in me choosing you. Well, that, and I heard you’re very good.”


“Thank you. Though I’ve certainly made my share of mistakes over the years.”


“Haven’t we all.”


“I want to be a good therapist to you, Sophie. I sense it’s difficult for you to talk openly in here. Is there anything I can do to help you feel more comfortable?”


“You’ve been fine. I just... I’m just so mortified about what’s gotten me here. I don’t know if I can talk about it. I never imagined myself in this position—on parole after a year in prison, my career in ruins, on the other side of the couch...”


Ah. She’d mentioned the study as a way to talk about herself. “You feel embarrassed to be in that one percent of female therapists?”


“Why couldn’t I be like the other ninety-nine percent? I committed the cardinal sin of therapists. I exploited my power. I exploited my client.”


He blinked. “Sounds like he might’ve exploited you as well. Not many therapists spend time in prison as a result of falling in love with their client.”


“Not many therapists fall in love with a Mafia kingpin,” she countered.


They sat quietly before Hunter broke the silence.


“Has he bothered you since you got out of prison?”


Her eyes tightened. “Apparently he’s nowhere to be found. He disappeared right when I was arrested, and no one’s heard from him since.”


“Whoa. So, the man you loved betrayed you, then left you alone to deal with the fallout?”


“That’s about it.” She felt bile in her throat, a rage that crept up her body with advancing tendrils of hostility and helplessness.


“You must feel so bitter, and paralyzed when you try to move forward—like there’s no way to get closure with him disappearing like that.”


“Exactly! I haven’t had the chance to say one word to him since this all went down. He just...left me. He screwed me over then left me hanging.”


He observed her breathing quicken and her jaw clench. “What would you like to tell him, if he was right here?”


“I’d say, ‘How could you do this to me? You said you loved...’” She looked up. “What is this, the empty chair technique?”


“No techniques, Sophie. Just two people talking, trying to make sense of the past so they can move on to the future.”


She folded her arms across her chest.


He nodded. “I know how hard this is, for a shrink to talk to a shrink. Therapy felt stupid and artificial at first for me, too. I tried to ‘out-therapize’ my psychologist—tried to uncover his theoretical orientation and technique—but I didn’t get anything out of it until I let go and told him my story. You were doing so well. Can you try to get out of your head?”


She blew out a breath.


“You seem like a sharp, caring woman. How’d all of this happen to you? When you’re ready, will you share it with me?”


She uncrossed her arms and flopped her hands on her lap. One of the blue fishes darted up to the surface, then dived down to the rocks. She wondered if the fish had signed confidentiality contracts. They must’ve heard quite a few shocking tales in the office.


Whenever she thought about Logan while wasting away in prison, it was always the same. In reverse chronology, she’d feel the fury and betrayal of that last phone conversation before the police barged into her office. Then her rage would morph into passion when their first sexual encounter flooded her. But the pull of swirling emotions from their tentative first kiss was what stayed with her the most—the tenderness of his vulnerability revealed at last, the ache of empathy she felt for his wounds, the relief of turning to each other, comforting each other with their touch.


It was that last memory that Sophie decided to share first.


“I’d been seeing Logan for about five months.” She looked at her lap. “We were making zero progress in therapy, and the judge expected an update from me. I told Logan I’d have to be honest in my letter to the court—he wasn’t attending Gamblers Anonymous meetings or participating in therapy—but he didn’t seem concerned.”


“Sounds tough to pull teeth like that, trying to help a client who didn’t want to be helped.”


“Yes. He was tough.”


“Were you in love with him then?”


“No. I barely knew him.” She pondered his question and swallowed. “But I was thinking about him a lot. I was having dreams about him—frustrating dreams where I was chasing him or something stupid like that.” Her head dipped. “I started wearing shorter skirts on the days of our appointments.” She threw her arms in the air. “God, I’m awful!”


He decided to address her low self-worth later. “So, if your client wasn’t talking, how’d you spend the sessions?”


“The silence was painful. Time would drag by. I used every trick to get him to talk, but nothing worked. He kept asking me questions about myself that I’d try to deflect, but a couple of times he wore me down and I told him a few things. Then he’d open up more, so I thought I’d found a way: reveal a little about myself, and get rewarded when he talked.”


“What kind of information did you reveal?”


“Uh, benign stuff at first, you know, my age, that I was an only child, that I was from Chicago as well. We got into some good discussions about White Sox players, and I thought I was finally building rapport with him.


“Then I let it slip that I was trying to schedule more clients, and when he asked me why, I told him I had big-time debt from school loans. That seemed to interest him. We scheduled an evening appointment once, and he wondered why I was free then, why I didn’t have a date that night. Stupidly I told him I was single.”


She glanced at the psychologist from the corner of her eye, wondering what he thought of her. “I have the worst luck when it comes to dating.” She smirked. “But maybe I’ll save that for another session.”


“I look forward to it.” Hunter winked. “It sounds like your situation with Logan was the slippery slope.”


“The slippery slope?”


“There was a good article a few years ago on therapists’ ethical violations. The authors described how therapists never start off thinking, ‘I’ll have sex with my client and ruin everything.’ Instead, it starts subtly, innocently, then grows into something more dangerous and illicit. The psychologist might reveal he just divorced, which tells the client he’s hurting and available. Then the psychologist gradually reveals more about himself, and with each disclosure, the boundary between therapist and client grows fuzzier and fuzzier until it’s completely breached.”


“That about sums it up.” She shook her head. “I never intended for things to go so far, but at some point, I felt helpless to stop them. And when I finally realized what had happened and tried to put a stop to it all, it was too late. I was in too deep. And the only way to climb back up was to pay the consequences by going to prison.”


“You were starting to tell me about a session five months into treatment,” Hunter prompted. “Was that the top of the slope?”


“I’d already slipped down by that point, I guess.” She closed her eyes and remembered that September day almost two years ago.


The clock ticked as they stared at each other in her sparsely furnished office. Logan wore a white T-shirt and faded jeans that showcased his fit lower body. She’d stared at that gorgeous ass when he had crossed in front of her to sit on the sofa. The muscles of his forearms rippled each time he fidgeted, rubbing his solid thigh or scratching his thick neck.


He’d let his hair grow out from its summer buzz-cut, and the short, black spikes framed his tanned face. His jaw worked a piece of gum, drawing Sophie’s attention to his perfectly shaped mouth—full lips surrounded by the black stubble of five o’clock shadow lining his square jaw. He rewarded her stare with an occasional flick of his tongue to lick his lips.


“How’d you spend your Labor Day?” she asked.


He chomped his gum. “You got any kids?”


She hesitated. “No.”


“Spent the day with my son.”


“You have a son?” Her eyes widened. “You never mentioned him before. How old is he?”


More chomping. “Thirteen. No, fourteen. He just had his birthday in July.”


“What’s his name?”


“You and all your questions. Why do you need to know that?”


“What’s the big deal, Logan? I just asked you your son’s name, not the formula for cold fusion. Have you neglected to tell me that you’re married, too?”


He frowned. “Not married. Just stupid. This chick I was dating back when I was nineteen told me she was on the pill. What a damn lie.”


His difficulty with trust made more sense. “So, what’d you do with your son on Labor Day?”


“You know, just hung out. Went to a barbecue. At my uncle Ange’s.”


“That sounds nice.”


He grunted in response.


Sophie bit her lip. “What kind of parent are you, Logan?”


“Dunno. Don’t get to see my kid much. He’s usually with his mom. I know I’m better than my parents, at least.”


“Oh? You had bad parents?”


He exhaled. “You think I’d be here if they were fucking parents of the year?”


“Probably not,” she conceded. “How do you treat your son differently from the way your parents treated you?”


His jaw muscles flexed as he worked on the gum, and he avoided her gaze. So he’d clammed up once again. Sophie sighed and re-crossed her legs as she tugged down her skirt. The black skirt had seemed long enough when she’d put it on that morning, but it kept riding up.


She said, “Lots of people disagree with how they were raised. I hated how my parents fought all the time when I grew up. My mother’s overbearing, and my father can be a complete jerk.”


“No father’s more of a jerk than mine.”


He’d taken the bait, and she willed him to continue.


After a beat, he added, “A prick of the highest order.”


“You want to be a better father to your son, then?”


His face clouded with an unreadable emotion. “I know this much: I’ll never rule by fear, like that prick did.”


It was a curious phrase. Ruled what? “Your father ‘ruled by fear’?”


Her head tilted as his body posture shifted from alpha to beta. He seemed to shrink, his commanding presence turning submissive, his eyes growing stormy with a glint of fear floating in their deep-blue pools.


She reminded herself to breathe. She’d worked with trauma survivors at the VA hospital internship—men who’d endured gruesome, life-threatening experiences while serving their country. When they’d told their combat stories, some of them had displayed the same body language as Logan now did. Her voice softened. “Your father hurt you?”


The troubled eyes bore into her, stealing her breath away with their vulnerability.


“He tried to hurt me.” Bravado filled his voice. “But I didn’t let him.”


She swallowed. “How old were you?”


“Just a kid, nine or ten. He came home all pissed off about something. The littlest thing could set him off. Who knows what?” He shuddered. “Fuck.”


“It’s okay, Logan. You can tell me.”


“Why? Why talk about this shit?”


“Because talking about the past makes it have less of a hold over you.”


She thought he’d closed off again, and his voice made her jump.


“He started hitting my mother...slapped her, punched her.”


Sophie closed her eyes. “Did he do that a lot?”


“Yeah. Like I said, he’s a fucking asshole.” He blew out a breath. “The kicker of it was I hated her more than him. Hated her for being too weak to stand up to him, hated her for...”


“For failing to protect you?”


His eyes narrowed. “I sure didn’t protect her. Got my brother the hell outta there and we went and hid like total chickenshits.”


“You were nine! Of course you hid.”


She watched him tremble as he stared at the wall.


“But Dad found us anyway. He, uh...he dragged us down the hallway...threw us in the closet. For all we knew Mom was lying dead in the family room. Didn’t sound good.”


He took a ragged breath. “That’s when he came at us with his belt. He was just whaling on us in the closet, and it stung like a bitch...it was so dark, and my brother was crying...and when I tried to cover my brother so he wouldn’t get hit, my dad screamed at me.”


His fists clenched. “He yanked me off and threw me in my room. Kept coming after me with the belt till he got tired or something.”


He held his head as he rocked on the sofa.


“Your brother?” Sophie asked. “How old was he?”


“Four.”


“Where was he that whole time?”


He stopped rocking, seeming frozen in the past. She watched him start to shake.


“Logan?” When she noticed a tear fall to the floor, followed by another, she almost gasped. It was bizarre to see this pillar of strength break down into sobs. He ducked his head—it must’ve killed him to cry in front of her.


She stood, hesitated, fidgeted, and then sat next to him on the sofa. “It’s okay.” Her hands twisted in her lap.


“Fuck,” he said in a strained, tear-filled voice. He radiated intensity in the small office.


“Where was your brother?”


Logan cried quietly, his head bowed.


“He was in that closet the whole damn night.” His voice hitched. “Dad wouldn’t let Mom get him out. He was in the dark, all alone, scared shitless. He was only four!”


Her throat burned.


“The next morning, Dad hauled him out of there. When he discovered that my brother, uh, that h-he’d peed in his pants…he...he...Fuck!” A wet grunt sounded from the back of his throat. “He beat the shit out of him.”


Sophie realized she was holding her breath. Not only was a four year old treated like an animal, but a nine year old was forced to witness that brutality. She reached out and rested her hand on his forearm to steady him. Maybe to steady herself.


In a flash he was kissing her. The kiss was so fast, so uncontrollable, so head-spinning that she didn’t have time to think. Those perfect lips were caressing her own, and she had no choice but to accept his desperate advance. He’d flayed himself open in front of her and now he needed comfort—comfort she was willing to provide. His kiss comforted her, too. She closed her eyes and melted into him, feeling the strength of his arms and the wetness of his tears.


“And things were never the same between you,” Hunter surmised, bringing her back to the present.


“What?” Those haunted blue eyes consumed her.


“That was the first major boundary-crossing. No going back after you let him kiss you like that.”


She tried to remember to breathe. “Guess not.”


“Did you think about telling someone? Consulting with a colleague?”


“I thought about it. I thought about consulting. Thought about referring him.” She averted her eyes. “I could’ve done any number of things, but I think I didn’t want it to end. But it did finally end. With me in prison.”


He didn’t say anything. What was he thinking? Probably how stupid she’d been.


“I almost went back to prison today.” She breathed out through her nose.


“What happened?”


“You know how I had to get a job? Well, I didn’t find one. My PO had me cuffed and ready to go. We were waiting for the police when he decided to give me another chance, as long as I begged my father for a job. But then I lucked out and a man I met, another parolee, got a job for me on an architectural cruise. He was incredibly kind.”


Hunter frowned. “We’re out of time, but it sounds like we have a lot to discuss in our next session.”


“You probably want to know about my father,” she said.


“Yes. And this man you met—it’s not a good idea to trust a stranger right away. I want to talk about this further.”


Why did she bristle at his warning? Grant was indeed a stranger. But something about him made her want to trust him.


As she left the office, she mulled over the session. Boundary violations, self-disclosure, hot kisses, Logan, Grant. She hoped Logan was in her past. Would Grant be part of her future?


  




  

11. Taking a Gamble


From the ship’s bridge, Grant watched the pitter-patter of raindrops splashing into the river as the cruise made its way through choppy waters. He loved the suspended hush at the start of a storm, the skies emitting little drops before unleashing a torrent.


It was the five o’clock Wednesday cruise, and the sunshine of the morning had morphed into a cloudy afternoon. Grant hoped the storm would pass through before Sophie’s first day at work tomorrow. Storms meant sparse crowds and meager drink tips.


“Straight ahead’s the Trump International Hotel and Tower,” Roger’s explained to the few passengers huddled amidships on the lower deck. The captain sat just a couple of feet away, and his ridiculous microphone headset made Grant chuckle. He looked like Madonna, and Grant kept waiting for Roger to Vogue.


“Initial designs for the tower drew controversy, but then they agreed on the stacked boxes concept, evoking an image of a commerce ship steaming through the city. They designed the various tiers to match the height of neighboring buildings.”


The rain picked up speed and obscured visibility. Grant powered down the engines to a safer speed in the storm.


Sensing the change in knots, Roger, ever the adept performer, stretched out his commentary. “As I was saying, Trump made his building fit in with the skyline. Probably the first time in his life the egomaniac tried to get along with his neighbors.”


It was a lame joke, and Grant was glad he couldn’t hear the groans from the passengers. Some of Rog’s jokes hit the mark, but others crashed like a F35-C jet.


As they continued their journey down the Chicago River, the steady drizzle and water lapping on the ship’s hull mesmerized Grant. The sound drew him back to a rainy summer day.


He knelt beside her grave, barely aware of the pelting raindrops on his shoulders and back. His khaki Navy uniform had become drenched, but the military forbade the use of umbrellas. Not that he cared, anyway. His physical discomfort was nothing compared to his deep welling of emotional distress.


Grant placed a bouquet on the wet grass—jasmine, a flower that signified grace and elegance. There was no better way to describe Karita Ann Madsen Barberi. His mother had possessed nobility and poise.


His mother’s parents had immigrated to the States from Denmark. They’d been thrilled when their children immersed themselves in American life—their son joining the Navy and their daughter attending an American university. His mother’s bachelor’s degree in education parlayed into a job teaching history in Chicago, where she’d met her dashing future husband.


She’d surrendered many of her dreams to the brutality and manipulation of the Barberi family, but one thing she’d insisted on keeping was the naming rights for her sons. She’d named the boys after two Civil War generals from Illinois: John A. Logan and Ulysses S. Grant.


Grant remembered watching her brush her long, blond hair—her fair coloring had always contrasted with the rest of the Italian family’s dark features. He also remembered that same hair matted with blood after his father came at her one night. Soon tears mixed with the raindrops sliding down his face as he knelt by her tombstone in the cemetery north of Chicago.


Grant wasn’t sure how long he’d been there before he heard a rustling behind him. When he looked over his shoulder, he started. Standing in the rain was a tall, chiseled man with cropped black hair and a scowl.


Logan.


Grant rose and turned to face his brother—he hadn’t seen him since their mother’s funeral fifteen years ago.


“How’d you know I was here?” Grant asked.


Logan grimaced. “We had some guys staking out the airport, looking for someone, but they saw you come in. You’re hard to miss in that uniform.”


He’d rather not know who the Mafia henchmen were stalking...probably an informant they wanted to kill. His eyes narrowed. “You’ve been tailing me since yesterday, then?”


“Nope. Shit-for-brains Carlo lost you in the airport shuffle. But I figured you’d show up here at some point.”


Grant looked at the delicate white-and-pink flowers drooping and wilting in the rain. “You don’t live far from here. Do you visit her grave much?”


Logan swallowed. “No.”


The younger brother sighed. They’d always been so different. Grant was quiet and thoughtful, whereas Logan was loud and ill-tempered. They’d inevitably chosen sides, one going to their mother and one to their father. Grant hated himself for thinking Logan might actually care about their mom. Of course he wouldn’t visit her grave.


“Why’re you back in town?” Logan asked.


“Fitness testing at Great Lakes.” If all went well, he’d be promoted to lieutenant, though he wasn’t about to share such personal information. “What do you want?”


Logan recoiled. “Who says I want something?”


“Let’s drop the pretense, Lo. I know you don’t care about Mom. And you certainly don’t care about me. What do you want?”


Logan stuffed his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. “I hate to ask you this. But I need some money.”


Grant looked away. He hated being right all the time. “What for?”


“Had a bad break in a poker game. I’ll get it back. I will. But it was one of Carlo’s associates who ran the game, and now Carlo’s all over my ass for the cash.”


“He’s bad news, Lo. Stay away from him.”


When Logan grunted, Grant guessed what his brother was thinking: Uncle Joe’s filling your head with lies.


“Carlo’s our cousin,” Logan said. “I can’t turn my back on him like you have. Do you even care about our family? About Dad?”


Grant’s voice rose. “Do they even care about me?”


An uncomfortable silence floated between them, the only sound the steady stream of raindrops tapping the leaves of nearby trees. Grant slid his hands into his pant pockets. “How much you need?”


Logan licked his lips. “Thirty K.”


“Thirty thousand dollars?” His eyes bugged. “How much you think Navy ensigns earn?”


“Any amount you can help with, I’ll take. I’m in deep, man.”


Grant had maybe three thousand dollars socked away, but even if he cleaned out his savings, it wouldn’t put a dent in the debt. And who’s to say Logan wouldn’t just gamble it all away?


He looked down. “I can’t help you.”


“Great,” Logan spat. “Thanks a lot, bro.”


He watched his brother turn and stride away. They hadn’t seen each other for fifteen years, and that was how they’d leave it? Would it be another long stretch before they spoke again?


Roger muted his microphone as he gestured to the left. “Watch out for that idiot kayaker off to port.”


“Aye, sir.” Grant had spotted the small watercraft seconds before, even though he’d been lost in the past.


“Dumbass, kayaking out in this weather.” Roger turned to Grant. “You okay?”


He exhaled. “Yeah.”


Roger flipped the switch on the mic and resumed his docent duties.


“For those of you who enjoy gambling, the closest opportunity is the Horseshoe Casino in Hammond, Indiana, about twenty minutes from the city. You can try your hand at blackjack or Caribbean stud poker.”


After Grant docked the ship, Roger put away his microphone and asked, “You ever been to that Horseshoe Casino, Madsen?”


“Nope.”


“We should go there sometime. Maybe meet us some chicks.”


Grant paused. He’d already met a lovely chick. “No thanks. Not much of a gambling fan.”


“So you don’t drink, you can’t do drugs, and you don’t gamble either? You’re entirely too healthy, Madsen.”


“And you’re entirely too unhealthy,” Grant shot back. “How about some veggies for dinner?”


Roger made a gagging motion. “My body would go into shock. C’mon, let’s grab some pizza.”


“Okay, but I’m cutting you off at two slices.” He grabbed his White Sox jacket and trailed Roger off the ship into the cloudy mist. Only one more cruise left tonight, and then Sophie would join them tomorrow. He knew she’d brighten his day. He’d could bet on it.


  




  

12. Inspired


Sophie’s mind overflowed with alcoholic drink ingredients by the time the five o’clock cruise rolled around.


Although she’d studied the menu before the first cruise began, it was tough to keep it all straight. Dan, the bartender, was out sick, so Sophie not only had to take the drink orders, but fill them, too. She’d spilled piña colada on her skirt and felt sticky tomato juice between her fingers from Bloody Marys.


In contrast to all the sitting in prison, five hours of scurrying around had left her with tired, barking dogs. And they still had one cruise to go.


When the ship approached a construction site near Navy Pier, she knew it was time for Roger to describe the Chicago Spire. She’d picked up the cruise’s routine by the third time around and felt relieved that they’d dock soon.


Roger’s voice strained as he bid farewell. While Grant docked the ship, Sophie wiped her hands and headed to the gangway to smile at the departing passengers.


She looked up at the bridge as she’d done after the earlier cruises, but this time she didn’t see Grant winking down at her. The parolees-turned-sailors hadn’t found time to talk during the cruises, but their exchanged glances had kept her going. His dazzling blue eyes had sparked energy up her spine.


Typically Roger and Grant joined her and Tommy by the gangway to see the passengers off, but this time the captain and navigational officer had gone AWOL. Sophie waited for the last passenger to disembark, then headed to the bridge. She arrived to find Grant leaning over Roger, whose bald head glistened with sweat. Roger’s meaty paw clutched at his chest as his red face contorted.


“What’s wrong with him?”


“He’s having chest pains.” A line creased Grant’s forehead.


Her eyes widened. “I’ll call an ambulance.”


“No, don’t!” Roger cried.


When she squinted at Grant, he said, “He’s refusing to go to the ER.”


She knelt by her boss. “You’re having chest pains? What about pain down your left arm?”


“A little,” he grunted.


“Pain in your back?”


“Yeah, there too.”


“Is it hard to catch your breath?”


He nodded, but she’d already heard his gasps.


“Do you feel nauseated?”


Roger continued nodding.


She frowned. “Have you ever had panic attacks before?”


Roger shook his head.


“And it’s not heartburn, either,” Grant said. “I’ve seen him with whopper indigestion, but this is different.” Studying Roger, he chided, “Though you did eat an entire foot-long sub for lunch.”


“What’re you, the fucking food police?”


Sophie clutched his wrist. “Rog, you need to go to the hospital. You’re definitely having a heart attack.”


“How do you know?” Grant asked.


“I worked in a VA hospital.” She blinked. “And my mother died of a heart attack last December.”


Grant’s eyes slanted with the same look as the day she’d told him Jerry Stone’s mother was dying. He reached for her hand and stroked it as his eyes locked onto hers. It was the most compassionate response she’d received after her mother’s death. To avoid another death, she glared at her boss.


“You’re going, mister. Grant, call nine one one.”


“Sold out,” Roger rasped. “The seven o’clock’s sold out—can’t turn away paying customers. Can’t leave.”


“C’mon, you can miss revenue from one cruise,” Grant said.


“No,” Roger panted. “Gotta pay alimony next week. I need every penny.”


“You were married?” Grant’s mouth dropped open.


“Don’t look so surprised,” Roger growled.


“Okay, focus, people!” Sophie rubbed her forehead. “Grant, you can be docent, right? You can take Roger’s place?”


Grant’s eyes got big. “What? Me? I can’t be on the mic!”


“How hard can it be?” She looked around the bridge. “There’s got to be a written script or something, right?”


Roger tapped his temple. “It’s all up here.”


Though the idea of leading the cruise made his stomach clench, Grant knew his uncle would kill him if anything happened to Roger under his watch. “Okay, I’ll do it. Just go to the hospital, sir. We’ll take care of everything. Just go.”


Pale-faced, Roger finally nodded.


Grant figured a taxi would be quicker than an ambulance. With Sophie’s help, he led Roger down the stairs and onto the dock.


Tommy ran to the street to hail a cab, and Grant frowned as they approached it. “This isn’t right. We should go with you, Rog.”


“Ain’t going to the hospital unless you run the cruise.”


Grant glanced at his watch: already 6:15. “Tommy, go to the ER with him, but get back here by seven. I need you to have a chance of pulling this off.”


Tommy ran around the trunk to the other side while Grant and Sophie helped Roger into the cab.


Once it sped off, Grant’s hands found his hips. “What’d you just get me into? I can’t do this.”


She grinned. He was even cuter all angst-ridden and irritated. “C’mon, I’ll help you.” She locked her arm into his and led him toward the ship.


“How? You’ll be serving the whole time. By the way…” He glanced at the stains on her shirt. “You’re supposed to pour the drinks into the glasses, not on yourself.”


“Who needs glasses? I was actually doing body shots with the passengers. Didn’t you notice?”


“No wonder you make so many tips.” He glared. “Damn it, I miss all the fun stuck in the bridge.”


“Well, the chief navigator does need to stay up there on his throne. Wouldn’t be right for him to associate with us commoners on the poop deck.”


Despite his anger, he grinned. “You’re learning the ship terminology so fast.”


“If only I could fill drink orders as fast. I’m running around like a thief being chased by the cops.”


Back at the ship, his grin faded as he glanced up at the bridge. “This is gonna be bad.”


“Oh, come on. It’ll be fun, a night cruise with a full house...”


“And thanks for reminding me the cruise is sold out.”


“Uh, sorry.” She observed the tense set of his shoulders. “How ’bout you take a few deep breaths?”


“That’s all the psychologist has to offer?”


“Deep breaths would help if you tried them.” She paused. “But I have a better idea. Let me clean up my area and I’ll meet you in the bridge.”


“Okay. I’ll collect tickets before I head up, while I try to remember Roger’s spiel.”


“Good idea!” she called over her shoulder.


Twenty minutes later, Tommy returned from the hospital and took over the ticket collecting. He didn’t have a status report because he’d had to turn around and leave the moment they’d arrived at the ER. But he did assure Grant that he’d left Roger in good hands at Northwestern Memorial Hospital.


As Grant climbed to the bridge, a butterfly frenzy erupted in his gut. The benches down below kept filling with passengers. “Just go away.”


Sophie hesitated at the doorway. “You want me to go away?”


“No, not you.” He pointed to the teeming tourists. “Them. If you knew how to navigate, I’d love to have you up here with me.”


He noticed the tray in her arms with a bottle of tequila, two shot glasses, lime wedges, and salt. “This is how you’ll help me? Ply me with booze?”


“Well, I’d rather refer you to a psychiatrist for a good benzodiazepine but there’s no time.” She caught him eying the bottle. “You like tequila?”


He cleared his throat. “I don’t really know. Never had a drink.” He hadn’t admitted that to anyone before. Now she’d think he was a total loser.


She leaned back. “Never? Not one?”


“People in my family have addictive personalities. Like my brother.” And my father. He was drunk that night. The night he killed that kid.


“That’s impressive self-restraint,” she said. “And I’d never encourage you to do something against your will. But, Grant, one drink can’t turn you into an alcoholic. It might take the edge off if you want to try it.”


He tensed. He should’ve been thinking about Millennium Park and the old post office building and the Sears Tower, but instead he was dreaming up ways to touch her.


“The body shot thing you mentioned does sound interesting.”


“Oh?” There was a playful lilt in her voice. “You want your first drink to be a body shot?”


“Hey, you’ve been doing them all day with the passengers. The least you could do is to share one with me.”


“Hmm ...” She flashed a teasing grin. “What the hell? I’m already wearing alcohol. We’ll do a version of a body shot.” Sophie whipped out her notepad. “May I recommend tequila, sir?”


“Sounds heavenly.”


His deep, smooth voice turned her spine to liquid. She stuffed the notepad into her apron pocket, then poured two shots. She couldn’t believe they were doing this.


“Give me your arm,” she ordered. His hand was warm and smooth as she turned his palm up to face her. She smiled before she leaned over.


His breath hitched when he felt her warm tongue lick the inside of his wrist. The wet spot cooled when she lifted her head, and he watched as she shook some salt on his skin. She maintained her light hold on his wrist while lining up her shot and lime wedge.


“Watch and learn how this works, ’cause you’re going next.” Her eyes flared with a hint of a challenge.


When she dipped her head, he felt her tongue once again. She knocked back the tequila and grabbed a lime wedge between her teeth. Her lips puckered. She finished by flicking her tongue over the lime and flashing him an alluring smile.


Grant had observed quite a few shots taken by his Navy buddies in bars all over the world, but this was something new. Something better. His turn couldn’t come fast enough.


Surrendering her arm to him, she invited him closer. He took a languid lick of her skin, and dumped salt on her forearm.


“And here begins my corruption, Dr. Taylor.” He drew in a nervous breath and closed his eyes while tasting her once again. The briny salt mixing with her sweet skin intoxicated him before he’d had one sip of alcohol. He stood and tipped the shot glass to his lips. The tequila burned his throat, but he was determined not to cough. He flashed a bright-green smile.


As Grant felt the hot tequila slide into his empty stomach, he realized they’d forgotten dinner.


“How’d you like it?” She studied him.


The alcohol warmed his insides. “Not bad. I’m still kind of nervous, but if I drink enough of this, I won’t even care if I screw up.”


Sophie was about to reply when Tommy rushed in. “Hey, guys, time to start. Everyone’s on board, and they need their drinks.”


“Okay! Good luck, Captain.” She squeezed Grant’s hand, then rushed down the steps.


Grant took a deep breath, attempting to quell the butterflies that were now dive-bombing his stomach. Searching for Rog’s headset while Tommy moved to the controls, Grant came eye-to-eye with the tequila bottle. Figuring his anxiety warranted a double dose, he poured himself another shot and knocked it back. This time he did allow himself to cough as the fiery liquid scorched his throat. He strapped on the headset and turned on the microphone.


“Ladies and gentleman, welcome to Eaton Tours. We have a stunning architectural cruise planned for you this evening.” He was relieved to find his voice clear and strong.


Tommy fired up the engines and backed the ship away from the dock as Grant continued, “Sophie will serve you tonight. If there’s anything you need to make your cruise more enjoyable, please ask Sophie. She’ll take good care of you.” He grinned, pleased with himself for retaliating just a bit. She’d gotten him into this mess, and he’d better not regret it.


* * *


“Here you go.” Sophie smiled as she passed two cokes to a father and son sitting aft on the ship.


The man returned her smile and handed her a twenty.


“I’ll be right back with your change, sir.”


His gaze floated down her body. “Keep it.”


Her smile widened as she pocketed the money. At this rate, maybe she wouldn’t need a higher-paying job. “Thank you!”


She returned to the bar to mix martinis, listening to Grant describe Chicago’s architectural wonders. Not only was he handsome, but his magnetic voice charmed her as well. Deep and throaty, with just a whisper of tremulousness, his voice was warm and smooth. It lowered with intensity when something piqued his interest, as if he were sharing a precious secret with the listener.


“Straight ahead is the Trump International Tower and Hotel,” Grant informed the passengers. “Donald Trump initially planned a one-hundred-fifty story structure, but after the nine-eleven attacks, we all know why he changed his mind and created a wider, stair-step version of the tower. However, not all architects shy away from super-tall skyscrapers, as we’ll discover near the end of the cruise.”


Sophie mixed cosmopolitans for a group of women on the third bench.


“You may be interested to know that Chicago native Bill Rancic, winner of the first season of the television show The Apprentice, oversaw the construction for Trump Tower. Instead of hearing, ‘You’re fired’, Bill got to hear, ‘You’re hired!’”


Sophie giggled as Grant nailed the Donald impression. To her delight, she noticed some of the passengers chuckling, too. Captain Madsen was apparently a hit.


“To your left is Millennium Park. From the river, you can just make out the pavilion. The outdoor amphitheater has brushed stainless steel ribbons arching over the stage, with steel pipes extending in a crisscross pattern over the grass.”


She paused her martini-shaking, fascinated. Where was he getting this stuff? Roger had mentioned none of these facts during the first three cruises of the day.


“Architect Frank Gehry designed the pavilion to draw the crowd into the stage, making them feel part of the experience. I hope you’re feeling drawn in. Who’s visiting Chicago for the first time?”


Multiple hands shot up in the crowd.


“I bet this won’t be your last visit,” Grant said. “What a remarkable town, this City of the Big Shoulders. As poet Carl Sandburg said,”


Come and show me another city with lifted head singing


so proud to be alive and coarse and strong and cunning.


He quoted poetry, too? Could he get hotter?


“But my favorite part of Millennium Park has to be Cloud Gate, affectionately known as ‘the Bean’ to Chicago natives. British artist Arnish Kapoor conceived the shiny steel structure, which reflects the images of visitors and clouds overhead. Cloud Gate inspires a vision of liquid mercury, like a drop of silver wine falling from Zeus’ massive glass in the heavens above. It’s truly a work of art.”


Up in the bridge, Grant felt high. It was a buzz to share his love for the city, and he couldn’t believe how easy this docent thing came to him.


He looked at Tommy, who kept his hand on the wheel as he scanned the river for evening traffic. Grant decided to sneak more tequila shots. If he felt this good after two, a few more would make him feel even better. The amber liquid didn’t even burn his throat.


As they continued the hour-long cruise, Sophie found herself lulled by his honey-smooth voice. Then she’d force herself back to the harrowing bustle of bartending.


How was it that she’d never heard these fascinating stories about the city before? She supposed her workaholic father had been too busy to teach her about their hometown. She now knew that skyscrapers were first constructed in Chicago following the Great Fire of 1871.


She was so busy with the drinks that she didn’t notice Grant’s voice begin to change. His words blended into each other as he stretched out particular syllables—turning from honey to molasses. His commentary also turned goofy.


“And here’s our last architectoooral wonder,” he slurred. “The Chicago Spire.”


Grant leaned back on the railing of the bridge, at once feeling lightheaded. The swaying of the ship felt unwelcome, and his legs tingled. He closed his eyes to steady himself.


Several moments passed, and Sophie wondered what had happened, but then his voice filled the speakers once again. “Construction on the Spire, uh, ssstopped due to financing problems, but, dude, I so wish you could see the completed product. It was gonna be ssso highhh—taller than the Ssssears Towerrr—like a giant drill bit. Freakin’ one of the most phallic things you’ve everrr sssseen. Like a huuuuge, throbbing penis piercing the skyyy.”


Sophie dropped her tray with a deafening clatter.


Grant chuckled lightly over the speakers, a low, sexy rumble that made her knees wobble. “Mmmm, the architect’s Sssantiago Calatrava. I wonder how biggg that guy is? He seems kinda obsessed with sssize.”


Sophie gathered the plastic cups scattered on the deck near the man she’d served earlier. She looked up to find the man covering his son’s ears and shooting her an angry glance. She gulped.


As she carried the tray to the bar, she scanned the passengers, expecting a revolt to erupt. But instead she found most looking amused, seeming to crave more commentary from the crazy man up on the bridge.


Teetering on the brink of exhaustion after a long first day on the job, worrying about Roger in the hospital, and working alongside the hottest man on earth, who now appeared to be drunk off his ass, Sophie felt a slap-happy giddiness overtake her. She tried not to laugh.


What the hell was Tommy doing up there? How much had Grant had to drink? Should she go up to the bridge and find out? She still had several drink orders pending. Frozen in a moment of indecision, she looked between the bridge and the passengers, then heard Grant’s voice again.


This time he was singing.


Hey, now what can happen to me?


In an awesome city like thisss?


I give a shout-out to Chicago, baby!


And smooooch you with a big fat kissss.


Sophie cupped her hand over her mouth. Grant was really losing it now.


“Join in, everyone!” he shouted.


Considering his creative lyrics, it took the crowd a couple of lines to realize he was singing Sinatra’s “My Kind of Town.”


It figured ol’ crystal eyes was singing Ol’ Blue Eyes. If his speaking voice was sexy, his singing voice was orgasmic—smooth, mellow, and melodic, with perfect pitch. But then his slurred serenade was replaced by static and the sound of harsh, unintelligible words.


Many of the passengers had joined the singing, and a raucous mood flowed throughout the ship as they pulled into the dock. Diners at a nearby restaurant, Dan’s Dock, craned their necks to see what had caused such an uproar.


Sophie scurried to settle up the last bills, then scampered down to the dock, plastering a fake smile for the departing passengers. Without waiting for the last stragglers to leave, she bolted up the steps to the bridge and found Tommy wrestling the headset from Grant’s grasp.


“I want to sssing ssssome more!” he pleaded.


Her eyes widened as she looked at the tray she’d left—that had been a full bottle of tequila!


“Grant! How many shots did you have?”


He gave her a glassy-eyed stare. “Dunno... Five? No, ten?”


Her mouth popped open. “Tommy, how could you let him drink that much? He’s never had alcohol before.”


“I didn’t know that!” Tommy hid the headset behind his back. “I was busy navigating the damn ship, not babysitting Frank Sinatra over here.”


“I get a kick from tequila,” Grant sang, a wide grin on his face as he continued to maul Sinatra songs. “Cuervo Gold, it makes me feel so damn bold...”


He weaved toward her, and before she knew it, he had her in his arms, leading her in an impromptu waltz around the bridge. Despite her misgivings, Sophie let herself surrender to him.


He spun her around, and Sophie squealed as she twirled in the small space. But then Grant careened into the controls for the ship, crashed into the panel, and slid to the floor like an accordion.


She gasped and ran to his side. “Are you all right?”


Grant nodded with a serene grin, closing his eyes as he hummed Sinatra tunes.


“Awesome,” Tommy spat. “The substitute captain’s wasted, and the real captain’s in the hospital having a heart attack.” He rubbed his temples. “What a day.”


“What are we going to do?” asked Sophie.


“We gotta lock up. And one of us should check on Rog.”


Tommy peered down at her, his sandy-blond buzz cut topping a frowning face. He seemed young, barely twenty or so, and Sophie felt guilty that at ages twenty-nine and thirty, respectively, she and Grant were the irresponsible ones.


“I can take Ol’ Blue Eyes home,” she said, “if you can check on Rog?”


Tommy nodded. “Here, let’s get him in a cab.” He knelt. “Get up!”


Grant laughed. “Donnn think ssso.”


“Shit. Now that he’s on the floor there ain’t no way we’re getting him on his feet.” Tommy glared at her. “This is all your fault, you know. You’re the one who gave him booze.”


She bit her lip, trying to figure out how to help.


Tommy leaned in near Grant’s ear. “Lieutenant Madsen! On your feet!”


Grant scrambled up and snapped to attention.


She marveled at the abrupt change. “Lieutenant?”


“He was in the Navy,” Tommy explained. “So was I, and so was Rog. I figured that’d get his attention.”


“Huh.” Visions of Grant in a crisp white uniform swam in her head. The perfect man just became more perfect. She wondered what else she’d learn before the night was over.


“Let’s go, Lieutenant,” Tommy ordered as he him toward the stairs.


“Where we goin’, bossss?” he asked.


“Boss?” Tommy squinted. “Don’t you mean ‘sir,’ drunkard?”


A frown crept over Sophie’s face. She knew why he’d said boss. It was a term for corrections officers, a word that made her shudder. Apparently Roger hadn’t shared Grant’s prison history with his coworkers.


They made it to the street in the fading daylight and didn’t have to wait long for an available cab. A few minutes more and Grant might start singing again—or start vomiting. He seemed more incoherent with each passing moment.


Tommy helped her stuff Grant into the taxi. “So, you’ll be okay, then?”


“I think so.” She felt his warm shoulder close to hers in the backseat. His head lolled against the headrest, his eyes closed.


“I’ll lock up and go see about Rog,” Tommy said. “Catch you tomorrow.”


When Tommy closed the door, the cabbie looked at her. She realized she had no idea where Grant lived. “What’s your address?”


He laid there motionless. “Grant!” She poked his shoulder. “Where do you live?”


“Studio,” he mumbled. “Eggs and sausage.” She scrunched her forehead. His next words weren’t any more helpful: “Snoring. Really loud ssssnoring.”


She gave up and told the cabdriver her address. She hoped an unannounced houseguest wouldn’t bother Kirsten.


During the ten-minute cab ride, Sophie wondered how she’d haul an unconscious, six-foot-one man up to Kirsten’s apartment. However, about a minute into the drive, Grant came back to life. His long eyelashes fluttered open and his shining eyes came to rest on her.


“Sophie.” He reached out to caress her face. She held her breath. “You’re so beautiful.” His soft fingers stroked her cheek. “You’re my angel. My elegant angel.”


Her face burned from his touch, and the heat only intensified when he leaned in and brushed his lips across her cheek. She closed her eyes and reveled in the sensation of his full lips planting soft kisses, starting at her temple and then descending to her jaw. She stroked the length of his thigh to urge him onward. His usual sandalwood scent had been replaced by the sweet, nutty smell of agave emanating from his pores. He was a walking tequila shot. Well, the walking part remained to be seen.


“North Lake Shore,” the driver announced after the fastest cab ride ever.


She grimaced as she rummaged for money in her pocket. Living in the city sure cut down on her profits. As she started to hand over the cab fare, Grant clutched her wrist.


“No, I got it.” He whipped out his own money despite Sophie’s protests. After he paid the driver they both managed to scoot out and stand at the curb.


“Where are we?” he asked.


She stared into his half-lidded eyes, and grasped his hand. “We’re home, Grant.”


He nodded. Indeed, when it came to Sophie, he definitely felt he’d found his home.


  




  

13. Low Lo


The pounding surf drowned out the cries of seagulls. A strapping man stood silhouetted against the setting sun’s brilliant orange glow. Frothy waves crashed at the shore and raced toward his cowboy boots before receding once again. Like the repeated screw-ups in his own life, the waves just kept coming.


His black leather jacket and worn jeans were out of place in Hilton Head, South Carolina. He faced the mysterious and powerful sea, his chiseled features drawn with lines of regret as his deep-blue eyes stared, mesmerized, at a piece of driftwood bobbing in the ocean.


Logan Barberi had been hiding out for a little over a year, feeling as adrift as the piece of weathered wood now capturing his attention. He’d disappeared the moment Sophie called him, her voice shaking. It had taken only a few heated words for her to arrive at icy resolve. When she’d informed him it was over, he’d realized she was lost to him forever. And that he’d better get the hell out of Chicago if he didn’t want to spend a long time locked away with his father.


“Sophie...” His whisper was gruff. The painful memories threatened to take him under.


As soon as Logan had entered her office, she asked, “Would you like some coffee? I can get some from the break room.”


Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he shook his head.


“I was hoping you’d come back.”


He cocked his head to one side. “Do I have a choice?”


“We always have choices, Logan. You just might not like the consequences. If you choose not to return to counseling, you’ll go to prison. That’s not such an appealing consequence, but you still have a choice.”


He shot her a glare. He despised being tied to her, betrothed to her stamp of approval. Once she gave him the thumbs up, confirmed that he was cured of his gambling addiction, he could end this little dance they performed once a week: her asking questions and him evading her at every pass. Nevertheless, Logan had realized he’d miss her once this was over. She was beautiful and kind, a real classy chick. Certainly out of his league.


“I was worried that last week’s session might have been a bit rough for you.”


He flinched as he remembered crying in front of her, talking about his ass-whooping. She’d assumed his tears were about failing to protect his brother back then. But she was wrong. What really hit him in the gut was his guilt about something that happened to them as adults. What he’d done to his brother was unforgiveable.


“It was fine,” he lied.


She made a noise in her throat. “Uh, I need to talk to you about something.”


He watched her slide her hands beneath her lithe, long legs, tucking the sides of her unusually long skirt against them. Dismayed to find those gorgeous gams hidden, Logan squinted at her.


“The, uh...” She cleared her throat again. “When I sat next to you, and tried to, um, provide support as you were reliving that painful memory, well...”


He smirked as she averted her gaze. After her countless comments about how he refused to maintain eye contact, he enjoyed this little role-reversal.


“I—I’m flattered that, um, you kissed me,” she continued, her cheeks reddening. “But that—that can’t happen again. That was inappropriate. It’s not right for a therapist and client to kiss.”


He had to hide a smile. She was precious, all nervous and apologetic.


She looked down. “I apologize for letting that happen. I exploited my power, and therefore I think it’d be best to refer you to another psychologist.”


“No way!” He sat up. “I’m not seeing another shrink. If you try to refer me to someone else, I won’t go. And then it’ll be your fault when they send me to prison.”


“That’s ludicrous. I’m not responsible for your choices.” Looking away, she added, “I’m only responsible for my own. And my recent choices haven’t looked out for your best interests. I don’t think I can be objective when it comes to you.”


He licked his bottom lip. “And why’s that, Sophie?”


“My ethics code dictates that I avoid multiple relationships. I can’t be your therapist and your... well, someone you kiss. I can’t be both.”


Why did his heart pound at the thought of losing her? “If you’re drawing a line in the sand, I’m okay with just being the someone you kiss, then.”


At first she grinned, then she shook her head. “The second you walked through my door as my client, the possibility of romance between us ended. That’s just the way it is. That’s what my professional ethics demand. I have no choice.”


“You said we always have a choice, remember?”


She frowned. “I mean...”


“Listen, I get what you’re saying about ethics, blah, blah. And I’d say I’m sorry for kissing you, but really I’m not. It was an incredible kiss, babe. But I promise it won’t happen again. Just give me another chance. Don’t make me go to prison, Sophie.”


He watched her falter. His false reassurances were starting to get to her. “Here I go to the trouble of bringing you a gift today, and then you want to kick me out of here? You want to abandon me?”


Her eyes narrowed. “A gift?”


“Yeah.” He reached into his jacket and handed her a thick envelope. “This should help with your student loans.”


She gasped when she looked inside. “What the hell is this?”


“Five grand. Thank you for trying to help my sorry ass.”


“You already pay me for each session. I can’t accept this!”


“What’s the big deal?” His stomach twisted. He’d expected her to be grateful. They’d just robbed a nightclub—effectively eliminating the biggest competitor to Angelo’s club, as well as pulling in a boatload of cash—and he wanted her to share in his good fortune.


“The big deal?” she repeated. “Exactly the same thing as you kissing me—it’s a boundary violation.” She pushed the envelope back at him. “I can’t take this.”


His brow furrowed. People didn’t usually say no to him.


“Where’d that money come from?”


“We got a consulting contract.” A few sessions back he’d answered her repeated questions about what he, his uncle, and his cousin did for a living. His initial responses of “run the family business” hadn’t satisfied her. He’d told her his family owned a consulting business, figuring nobody knew what the fuck consultants did anyway. And, it fit. He’d often demand drug dealers or other thugs on the payroll to “consult” with his fist if they didn’t stay in line.


She continued to glare.


“Look, sorry I tried to do something nice for you, okay? I won’t do it again. Can we just forget this and move on?” He massaged his temples. “I’ll take that coffee now.”


Her eyes turned down at the corners. “Caffeine headache?”


“Yeah, something like that.”


“I don’t mean to be ungrateful.” Her voice softened. “It was sweet of you to try to help me. It’s just that this relationship has to have rules to make it work, okay? I can’t be an effective therapist if I’m your friend or lover.”


He stared at the floor, his rough hands moving from his temples to rub his scalp.


“I’ll go get us some coffee,” she said.


Once she was gone, he took the envelope back out of his jacket and turned it over in his hands. He didn’t have a safe place to keep it. He could hardly deposit the dirty money in a bank, and stashing it at his apartment was unwise since his cousin Carlo had a tendency to show up. If he kept the cash on him, it’d just be a matter of time before he gambled it away. Sophie believed he was making zero progress, but he really was trying to cut back on betting. He didn’t want to disappoint her.


Hearing her footsteps outside the door, he stuffed the envelope underneath the sofa. It was the best hiding place he could think of. When she entered the office, he suppressed a grin. She’d accepted his gift after all.


Logan’s phone vibrated in his pocket, shaking him back to the warm beach. “Yeah?”


“It’s me,” said Angelo Barberi.


He exhaled. “Godfather.”


“How ya’ doin’? You outside or somethin’?”


“Yeah, the beach. How you been?”


“Ah, same old, same old. Business hasn’t been great.”


He closed his eyes. For the past year, his uncle had moaned about running the business without him. The complaints and dropped hints had increased of late, and Logan suspected he knew the nature of this call. Angelo wanted his godson to return to Chicago and resume his place as heir to a Mafia throne.


“Sorry to hear that.” He licked his lip. “How’s the heat in Chicago these days?”


“Caldo. Our contact confirmed you’re still very much a wanted man.”


Logan exhaled. He had nobody to blame but himself for the police heat. They’d discovered too late that the Chicago PD had tapped family bodyguard Anthony Tanketti’s phone. Logan could still remember the conversation that had likely led the cops to Sophie:


“What do you want, Tank?” Logan growled into the phone.


Tank sounded offended. “Good to talk to you too, Logan. The, uh, ‘profits’ from last week...they safe?”


Logan hesitated. “Who wants to know?”


“Carlo. He told me to ask you about it.”


“Carlo has nothing to worry about. I know how to take care of profits.”


Tank blurted, “You know how to lose it all in a poker game, too.”


“Fuck you.” Logan’s hands itched with the desire to punch Tank. Seeme he hadn’t learned his lesson the first time.


Tank backpedaled. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. You know how Carlo can get. He was having a hissy-fit—you know what he’s like.”


“Yeah, I know. Look, you can trust me. It’s safe. Got someone on the side, taking care of things.”


“Who?”


“None of your fucking business. She’s fine—she won’t talk. And she’s got a real nice office. Nobody will find the money.”


Tank sounded impressed. “You getting yourself a little tail, Logan? Nice...very nice.”


Logan said nothing.


“Just watch out,” Tank warned. “Girls can weaken guys like us.”


“Logan, you still there? When’re you coming back?”


Angelo’s voice in his ear returned Logan to the present.


“How can I come home? It’s too soon, too dangerous.”


“Maybe,” Angelo said. “But I’m not calling about just business woes.” His pause made Logan brace. “Your brother’s out.”


“He’s out?” Logan’s heart raced. “Thought he had another nine months.”


“According to Enzo, he got released with good behavior. Your brother was always a goody two-shoes.”


“How long’s he been out?”


“Two weeks.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Relax! It took a while to get a safe phone. The fucking feds have been riding our asses since Blackfoot.”


Logan sighed, recalling the botched delivery of stolen goods to the Blackfoot casino in Gary, Indiana. Several of their men had been arrested in the melee, though none had turned on the Barberi family. Yet. Carlo had arranged the delivery, and Carlo had fucked up once again.


“Does Carlo know Grant’s out?”


Angelo was silent, and Logan’s stomach sank.


“Thought you’d want to know,” Angelo said after a beat.


“Damn straight I want to know. Can’t you do anything? Can’t you contain Carlo?”


It was a familiar argument: Logan urging Angelo to cut loose the one man who seemed to destroy all their plans, and Angelo balking. “He’s my son,” Angelo said, his voice breaking.


Logan sighed. “Yes, Godfather.”


“I’m trying to keep Carlo away from the books. But someday he’ll find out I’ve bankrolled your little getaway to the tropics, and he won’t like it. Someday you have to contribute more to the business. Wanted man or not.”


“I know. Just leave Grant out of it. I’ve already involved him way too much as it is.”


“I hear you, Godson. But as you know, Carlo disagrees. He talks nonstop about the money you lost, and if you don’t pay it back, he’ll get it any way he can.”


“Shit,” Logan muttered. “Do you know where Grant is?”


“No one knows. We don’t think he’d be stupid enough to return to Chicago.”


“You’re probably right.” His fist clenched. He could just about guarantee his brother was somewhere in Chicago. That was where their mother was buried.


Angelo whispered, “I gotta go. Take care of yourself. Ciao.”


Logan closed his phone, continuing to gaze at the sea. His regret regarding Sophie was a single drop of saltwater compared to the ocean of remorse he felt about Grant.


It was a little over two years ago, a couple of weeks before the court ordered Logan into therapy with Sophie. One week before his actions sent Grant to prison.


This time Grant saw Logan coming. This time Grant didn’t seem surprised. This time it was their mother’s birthday, and Logan had known he’d be at her grave.


As Logan sidled up to his brother, Grant continued staring at the headstone. They stood wordlessly side by side, roughly the same height, with the same closely cropped midnight-black hair. Finally, Grant said, “Hey.”


“Hey,” Logan responded. After waiting a beat, he added, “Heard you were back in town.”


“How’d you know?”


The muscles lining Logan’s jaw flexed. “Carlo found out. I don’t know how. He hears everything.”


“I told you to stay away from him.”


Logan’s mouth twitched, amused by his little brother trying to tell him what to do. But his half-smile faded when he remembered the recruitment task ahead of him. He stared at the bare ground in the headstone’s shadow. “What, no flowers this time?”


Grant sniffed. “I didn’t have time. I have a flight to Norfolk in a couple of hours.”


“To visit Joe?”


“Yeah.”


They stood in silence once again, and Grant shivered in the cool March breeze. His eyes didn’t move from the grave. “I wonder what she’d think of me now,” he murmured.


Logan’s lips tightened. He knew their mother would be proud of the man Grant had become, in contrast to her feelings for him. Her older son was a no-good crook.


Wincing, Logan realized he was about to let down his dead mother yet again. But it had to be done. He had no choice.


“Your trip to see Joe has to be delayed. I’ve got something for you to do before you leave.”


“No.” Grant’s response was quick and sharp.


Logan swallowed. “Afraid I can’t take no for an answer.”


Turning to face him, Grant’s crystal eyes clouded. “What does that mean?”


Unable to hold his brother’s gaze, Logan cleared his throat. He hated himself. “It means unless you help us, we’ll hurt Joe. You do a job for us, or Uncle Joe will die.”


Grant sucked in a breath. He stared at the headstone as he scraped his hands through his hair. It was several moments before he spoke, his voice numb.


“What do I have to do?”


“The bar near Great Lakes,” Logan replied evenly. “We’re taking something back that belongs to us. And we need your help, Lieutenant Madsen.”


The look betrayal in Grant’s eyes slayed him.


Grant shook his head. “Let’s get this over with.”


“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Logan nodded. Once they finished the robbery, Logan promised himself he’d never involve Grant again. He’d keep him safe from Carlo no matter what it took.


Logan realized how dark it had become at the beach. The sun had long ago descended below the horizon, and he could barely see his hand before his face.


He trudged through the sand toward the plantation hotel. Once he reached the sidewalk, he shook out his boots and brushed the sand off his jeans, wishing it were as easy to shake off the memories of Sophie and Grant.


He had failed at keeping Grant safe, and now that Grant had done a stretch, Logan was determined not to fail again. Though the police still pursued him, he had to return to Chicago and pay his debt. He’d remain hidden no more.


  




  

14. Talking in Your Sleep


Serenading her with Frank Sinatra tunes, Grant leaned on Sophie’s shoulder as they stumbled out of the elevator.


Just outside Kirsten’s apartment door, he passed out. How could his lean body be so heavy? Somehow keeping hold of him while knocking and yelling for her roommate, Sophie was relieved when Kirsten threw open the door.


“Forgot your key, So—?”


She stopped her question midstream and gaped at the dark-haired man who appeared to liquefy into her roommate.


“Need your help, Kir.”


Kirsten tucked her neck under the man’s opposite shoulder to sandwich the hunk of meat between them.


“Can we bring him inside?” Sophie asked.


“Sure, let’s get him to the sofa.”


Sophie loved her roommate for jumping to help without one question asked. What a different reception she would’ve encountered on her father’s doorstep.


They plodded into the apartment, half pushing, half dragging the unconscious Grant.


Kirsten scrunched her nose. “He reeks!”


“Yeah, too much tequila.”


They hauled him to the sofa and let him plummet onto the cushions with a thud. Sophie adjusted his dead weight in an effort to arrange him on his side. Once she stepped back, she saw her roommate drinking him in. She viewed him through Kirsten’s eyes: lanky limbs, tanned skin, long eyelashes, and plump lips.


“Who is he?” Before Sophie could answer, Kirsten added, “Wait a minute. Did you finally take my advice and get a boyfriend?”


“He’s not my boyfriend. At least not yet. I barely know him.”


“That’s got potential!” Kirsten took a closer look. “Do we need to take him to the ER?”


“His color’s pretty good. He’s breathing okay, and his skin isn’t cold or clammy. I think he’ll be all right.” He appeared to be sleeping it off with a slight smile ghosting his striking features.


“We should also keep an eye on him, which shouldn’t be too difficult.” Kirsten grinned. “Damn, he’s easy on the eyes. How many drinks did he have?”


“Not sure.” Sophie shrugged. “This is my fault. He’d never had alcohol before, and I encouraged him to drink some tequila to calm his nerves.”


Kirsten squinted at her roommate. It was way out of character for Sophie to get a strange male teetotaler drunk. Had she changed in prison? “Okay, Taylor, are you going to tell me who this guy is, or do I have to beat it out of you?”


Sophie met her roommate’s inquisitive eyes. “You know that guy who got me the job yesterday? On the ship?”


“That’s him? Oh my God, you didn’t tell me how gorgeous he was! Why can’t I run into a yummy McSailor like him?”


Sophie chuckled. “His name’s Grant, but McSailor’s perfect. I just found out he used to be in the Navy. But don’t get too excited. You remember what else I told you about him?”


After a beat, Kirsten frowned. “He was in prison.”


Sophie nodded.


“What for?”


“I don’t know. We made a pact not to discuss our pasts.”


As Kirsten absorbed this information, her eyes narrowed. “So, it’s possible you brought a murderer to my home?”


Sophie shrank back. “He’s—he’s not a murderer.”


“How do you know?”


“I just know, that’s all. He’s very sweet. You can’t see them now, but he’s got the kindest blue eyes—the most soulful, expressive eyes you’ve ever seen. And our boss said something about him saving a kid’s life. He can’t be a murderer.”


Kirsten’s arms remained folded across her chest.


“Don’t you trust my judgment? You know me. I have good intuition about people.”


“Uh-huh, and what exactly did your intuition tell you about Logan Barberi?”


The words escaped Kirsten’s mouth before she had a chance to think, and once she saw Sophie’s face crumple, she regretted them. “Oh, Sophie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”


Sophie turned away and sank to the futon. “You’re absolutely right.” She stared at her feet. “I shouldn’t be trusted—my judgment’s horrible. Now you’ve got two felons in your apartment.”


Kirsten knelt beside her. “Would you please ignore what I said? I’m an idiot. Of course I trust you, and I have faith in your judgment. You’re the smartest person I know. I couldn’t get through grad school without you. Who in the world finishes her dissertation in six months? You’re amazing.”


Sophie still looked down. Searching for the right words, Kirsten added, “You’re also the most compassionate person I know. Who else would’ve tried to help that nut job, Elena?”


She remembered their fellow grad student Elena Roja, who’d appeared unstable and overwhelmed from the start of the graduate program. She’d been dismissed after only one semester.


“But,” Kirsten continued, “sometimes you’re a little too kind. I think that’s why that Barberi guy manipulated you so well, and I’m scared you’ll get involved with the wrong man again.”


Sophie raised her head. “Thank you, Kir. But so far Grant’s the one saving me. He helped me get a job when I really needed one, and he’s been nothing but a gentleman.” She paused for a moment, recalling the warm kisses he’d planted on her in the cab. She hoped he wouldn't behave so gentlemanly in the future. “If I don’t trust him simply because he was in prison, then how can I expect anyone to give me a chance? I’m a felon, too.”


“Please don’t use that word.”


“It’s what I am. A felon. Better get used to it.” She rested the back of her head on the futon and yawned.


“Looks like you had a long first day of work.”


An understatement. “You could say that.”


“Did you have any dinner?”


Sophie thought a moment. “Actually, no.”


Kirsten popped up. “Stay here and rest, and I’ll heat up some leftovers.”


“No.” Sophie tried to get up, but Kirsten pressed on her shoulder.


“Let me get you some food. Somebody needs to watch over drunk McSailor, anyway.”


“Oh, I guess I’ll make the sacrifice then.” Sophie returned her smirk.


As Kirsten nuked some Chinese takeout, she caught Sophie staring at the man on the couch. Grant was his name? Sophie rearranged his arm then sat back on the futon with a little grin.


Kirsten froze. She knew that look. Sophie had shown that same blissful glaze every day in their Theories of Personality class. Their professor had been hot, but he’d been twenty years older. And married. Kirsten had tried to quash Sophie’s crush, but Sophie had been forced to learn the hard way—a mortifying, ego-shattering rejection of her earnest confession of love.


Kirsten didn’t want her friend to endure that kind of pain again. She brought in the steaming plate, but didn’t capture her roommate’s attention until she stood right over her. Sophie jumped, then accepted the plate.


Sophie watched her roommate’s mouth tighten. “What’s wrong?”


She pointed at Sophie. “That look on your face. I know that look. You like him. You like McSailor!”


“Kir—”


“This isn’t good at all. You’re smitten with him already.”


“Kir—”


“I can’t believe it. You’re falling for another criminal!”


“Can I talk now, please?” Sophie took a deep breath, intending to protest, but found she couldn’t refute Kirsten’s suspicions. A smile spread. “Yeah, I do like him.”


“Oh, Lord.” Kirsten pulled a chair from the kitchen table into the small living room and plopped down across from her. “Well?”


She kept grinning. “He kissed me in the cab.”


“Really.” Kirsten leaned closer. “How was it?”


“Nice.” She stole a glance at Grant and hoped he really was passed out. Her eyebrows puckered. “I hope it wasn’t just beer goggles, or should I say, tequila goggles.”


“I doubt that. You’re a great catch. You’re gorgeous, but more importantly, you have a fantastic personality. Grant should be so lucky.”


Sophie couldn’t stop tears from springing to her eyes. After a lifetime of her father’s criticism and a year of the judicial system throttling her self-confidence, she could scarcely believe such kind words. “Oh, I’m a real catch,” she scoffed. “A woman who went to prison, a woman on parole for being incredibly naïve and stupid. I can see my match.com profile getting all kinds of hits.”


“Stop being so hard on yourself.” Kirsten sat up. “Ooh, I know what your screen name should be: Prisoner of Love!” She giggled.


Sophie shook her head and ate a forkful of rice and vegetables.


“Ex-Con in Search of McSailor?”


Finishing her bite, Sophie countered, “I thought you were against me falling for a criminal.”


“I am.” Kirsten thought a moment. “Though this is one of the first times I’ve seen you smile since you got out.” She eyed the sleeping man on her couch. “And he’s hopelessly cute.”


“Hunter wasn’t so thrilled about me being with a con either,” said Sophie. “But if he met Grant, maybe he’d change his mind. I can’t wait for you to see what Grant is like. You’re going to love him, Kir.”


I could say the same for you, Kirsten thought. Sophie seemed like she was well on her way to loving Grant.


* * *


Sophie awoke to a strange sound. She blinked several times in the darkness, but pressing silence greeted her as she lay still on the futon. Then the sound occurred again—from the direction of the sofa. It was a whimpering noise, a soft, helpless cry. And the cry was coming from Grant.


Sophie sat up on the hard mattress, barely making out the contours of his lean body in the blackness. Once her pupils dilated further, she could see his eyes were closed. He must be dreaming.


His breaths came in quickened rasps. At first his words were unintelligible, but then she heard “I promise.” She waited, frozen, consumed by an uncomfortable feeling that she was invading his privacy.


“No, no,” he begged. “No. I promise I’ll be good.”


His voice cracked, and Sophie’s heart almost broke. Who was he begging? Was he having a nightmare? Should she wake him?


His body trembled, and his breathing intensified. “Please. No. I promise.” He gave a shuddering cry. “I’ll be good. I’ll be good.”


Sophie’s throat tightened as she listened to a grown man speak a child’s words. But then he lapsed into stillness and his breathing gradually slowed. Tiredness overtook her as his steady breaths lulled her toward sleep, and she returned her head to her pillow.


A short time later, she was startled awake again. This time his words were clear, sharp, angry. “Leave!” he snarled. “Get away from him!”


She held her breath.


“Leave Ben alone,” he demanded.


Who’s Ben?


“Leave him alone.”


Several moments passed. “I’m his uncle. Don’t you know what that means? I protect...” His words were hard to make out. Then he inhaled sharp breaths, gulping for air. “No!” he cried.


His breathing crescendoed before halting entirely for a few seconds, then his panting decelerated as he shifted around on the sofa. He sat up with a start, then clutched his head and let out a groan.


“Grant?” She knew he might be disoriented in the strange apartment.


Silence. Then his confused voice, “Sophie?”


“Yes, it’s me. We’re at my friend Kirsten’s apartment.”


His mouth was parched and his head pounded. “Why do I feel like a CO just clubbed me with a billy stick?”


“Because you had way too much tequila. Come on, let’s get you some water.”


She rose from the futon and groped through the dark until she found his hand. “The bathroom’s this way.”


He followed her to the small bathroom. “Uh, Sophie, could you...?”


“Sure.” She retrieved a glass of water from the kitchen and waited in the hallway, hoping their late-night hijinks wouldn’t wake her roommate. She heard the toilet flush, then Grant opened the door.


“Here you go.” She offered him the glass. “I suggest a couple of aspirin, in the medicine cabinet.”


He downed the water and refilled the glass at the tap before opening the cabinet and shaking out a couple of pills.


“I’m surprised you didn’t throw up from all that tequila,” she whispered.


“I have a stomach of steel,” he whispered back. “But how much did I have, anyway?”


“You told me you had ten shots.”


“Wow.” He seemed impressed with himself.


“Let’s see how proud of yourself you are tomorrow.” She grinned.


“What does that mean?”


Sophie guessed he was probably still drunk. “Nothing. Let’s talk about it tomorrow, okay? It’s the middle of the night.”


His eyelids already drooping, he followed her back to the living room where they collapsed on their respective makeshift beds. He was still dressed in his cruise uniform, a light-blue collared shirt and navy pants, although someone had removed his shoes. He’d rather cuddle with her on the futon than stay on the sofa, but he didn’t want to be too forward.


“By the way, I called the hospital, and it sounds like Roger’s doing okay,” she said.


“Good.” He was quiet for a few seconds. “Thanks for taking care of me.”


“Of course I’ll take care of you. It was stupid to give you alcohol in the first place.” After a moment she added, “Drunk Grant’s a handful, though.”


As his breathing slowed, she thought about how good it felt to take care of him. Caring for others was in her blood, as natural to her as breathing. Grant seemed to possess a similar intrinsic consideration for others.


She wondered if he’d talk in his sleep again. There was so much she didn’t know about him. Reliving his kisses from the cab ride—and hoping there were more to come—she floated off into sleep with a soft smile.


  




  

15. Sexy Vegetables


He awoke to a searing headache and the return of cotton mouth.


“Evil,” he whispered. “Tequila’s pure evil.”


With a groan, he lifted his sore neck from the sofa armrest and caught a glimpse of tousled strawberry hair splayed across the pillow on the futon. Slats of morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, surrounding Sophie with a warm yellow glow. She lay on her side with her back to him, and she’d kicked off the sheet and blanket, giving him a nice view of her curvy behind encased in silky shorts. Her shirt had ridden up in her sleep, leaving the small of her back exposed.


Though his temples throbbed to the beat of his pounding pulse, he felt no pain as his eyes traveled down her body, taking in every curve, every freckle. Those long legs, responsible for her five-foot-nine height, caught his attention most of all. His college girlfriend, Pamela, had barely topped five feet, forcing him to stoop down to kiss her. They’d always seemed like a mismatch. Kissing Sophie would be better. He brushed his fingers across the tingle in his lips.


Drinking in her sexy legs, he imagined their length wrapped around him, entangling him, trapping him like their prey. He could almost feel the warmth of her skin.


When she shifted on the futon, he closed his eyes.


“Grant?”


“Yeah?” He opened his eyes to find her staring.


“Good morning.” She grinned. “How do you feel, tequila boy?”


“Stop smiling. It’s not funny.”


She kept grinning. “Yeah, it kind of is, actually.”


He narrowed his eyes, then sat up. “How’s Rog?”


“Let’s go check on him.”


“Good plan.”


She studied his wrinkled shirt, which had partially unbuttoned in his sleep, rewarding her with a view of his defined chest. Looking into those crystal eyes, she cleared her throat. “Would you like to shower first?”


Those eyes danced, looking bemused. “But I don’t have any clean clothes.”


Who cares about clothes? “I could try to find some sweats for you.” It might take awhile. And while I look, just stand there dripping in a towel. Or forget the towel.


While he considered her offer, she added, “And I could make us some breakfast.”


His head shook. “No food.”


“What happened to your stomach of steel?”


“How’d you know about that?” He squinted.


“You told me last night, remember?”


“Drunken boasting, I guess. Apparently tequila can burn a hole through steel.” He paused. “I do have a strong stomach, though. Had to have one in my former career.”


“Yeah, wouldn’t be cool to get seasick on an aircraft carrier.”


Once again he looked at her with disbelief. “How’d you know I was in the Navy?”


“Tommy told me. I found out all kinds of fun facts about you last night, Lieutenant Madsen.”


A tendril of unease crept up his spine. He wondered what else she knew about him. He swung his legs around the sofa and willed himself not to groan as he stood. “I’ll get cleaned up at Roger’s.”


Sophie hid her disappointment. Kirsten would be bummed not to see the conscious McSailor before he left.


Once Grant determined Kirsten’s apartment wasn’t all that far from Roger’s, he went home to shower, but promised to return so they could go to the hospital.


* * *


An hour later, they walked down the street, him freshly shaved with a splash of tantalizing aftershave, her smelling of soap and lavender.


“So, about last night,” Grant began. “I don’t remember everything, but...” His eyes widened. “Oh God, was I singing?”


She giggled. “Yep.” She wondered if he remembered the best part of the evening—the cab ride home.


He groaned.


“How’d you know the lyrics to all those Sinatra songs?”


“My mother was a huge fan of Frank.”


“She was a fan? What—she doesn’t like Ol’ Blue Eyes anymore?”


He looked down. “She passed.”


She wondered if her entire foot would fit in her huge mouth. “Oh, Grant, I’m sorry.” They walked in silence. “How old were you when she died?”


“Twelve.”


His look of sorrow when she’d told him about her mother made more sense now. They had yet another thing in common. She stroked his hand, and he leaned closer.


“That must have been really hard, to lose her when you were so young,” she said.


“It was horrible.”


“You said your dad was a jerk. Did you have to live with him, then?”


“No, my mom left him before she died. My uncle adopted me instead. Wait a minute.” He paused midstride. “I thought we agreed not to discuss our pasts?”
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