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    Dedication




    I dedicate this novel to two special groups:




    ~All the quirky, intelligent, talented, driven, and fun people


    I’ve met through the sport of swimming




    ~The U.S. Navy for looking so sexy in uniform


    as they keep America safe.


  




  

    1. Bruises




    LEO SCOTT TOSSED HIS backpack into his locker and swore under his breath. Being late to practice was unacceptable. He hurriedly undressed, exposing his light-brown skin to the dim light of the empty locker room.




    His teammates had strewn their books and clothing everywhere. But even running late, Leo stacked and hung his belongings neatly in the locker. His father had trained him well.




    Chewing on his goggle-strap and adjusting the tie on his black drag suit, Leo jogged onto the outdoor pool deck. The churning sound of thirty-five teenagers pulling and kicking through chlorinated water greeted him as he came around the corner. The sunlight bounced off the undulating waves with a shimmering glare, and Leo squinted as he scanned the deck for his coach, Matt.




    Even with his competitive swimming days behind him, Matt Young still exhibited the chiseled, powerfully built physique of a sprinter. Leo liked to think he was one of Matt’s favorites, but Coach didn’t look too happy about his team captain’s late arrival.




    Leo avoided eye contact as he stood before his coach.




    “Thirty minutes, Leo. They’ve already done twelve hundred meters.” Forty years of Florida sun had weathered Matt’s face and fried his messy blond hair.




    “Yes, sir.”




    “I keep telling you there’s no need to call me sir.”




    “There is if your father’s Commander James Scott.” Leo met the coach’s stare. “I apologize for being late…I had detention.”




    Matt’s eyebrows shot up. “Detention?” He shook his head. “Your dad asked me to tell him about things like this. I’ll need to call him.”




    Leo’s eyes widened. “Please, you don’t need to do that. I’ll stay after to make it up. I-I’ll do the whole practice butterfly. I’ll—”




    Matt frowned. “Leo, if your dad finds out I kept this quiet, he’ll yank you off this team. We need you at state. Besides, won’t Mr. Morrison tell your dad?”




    Leo mentally recounted his recent conversation with the assistant principal, where he’d promised to write a three-page paper on the importance of respecting teachers as long as the administrator kept the detention quiet. “Mr. Morrison agreed not to tell my father,” he said.




    Matt chuckled. “How’d you swing that? You work the old Scott charm on him?”




    Leo’s blue eyes clouded with resentment. Many times he’d heard about the Scott charm, and he wanted nothing to do with it.




    Leo noticed his girlfriend, Audrey Rose, glancing at him from the pool as she swam. Her arms extended in front of her grasping a kickboard, and her legs swung out in perfect breaststroke whip kicks behind her as she led the lane, her goggles perched on her forehead over her swim cap.




    When Leo didn’t answer, Matt said, “They’re in the middle of a kick set. One-fifty moderate followed by fifty sprint, four times through. Get going.”




    “Yes, sir.” Leo grabbed his equipment bag and plopped it at the end of the fastest lane. He pulled his goggles over his buzzed black hair and waited for an opening to enter the pool.




    A compactly built distance swimmer approached the wall. “’Bout time you got here,” he hissed as he swung his kickboard around to make his turn. Before he was out of earshot, he added just loud enough for Leo to hear: “Lazy ass.”




    Taking that comment as yet another sign of Eric Alexander’s jealousy, Leo grabbed a red kickboard and jumped into the iciness as soon as Eric’s feet were out of his way. He prayed the cool water would wash away his worry. This would be a long evening, but he couldn’t think about it now. His focus needed to be here, not on his messy family life.




    Six thousand meters later, the swimmers slogged through the last laps of a tough pull set. About to end their second practice of the day, they were exhausted. All told, they’d logged close to seven miles in the pool. The sun now made its descent to the horizon, bringing with it the chilly November air of northern Florida.




    “Okay,” Matt said. “We’ve got about a thousand meters to go.”




    A collective groan emanated from the lanes.




    “But…” Matt grinned mischievously. “I will give you a chance to escape this last set. Time for a get-out swim.”




    Excited chatter replaced the groans. Matt would choose a swimmer, and if the swimmer beat the time he determined, the whole team could get out early.




    “Today’s honoree is Leo Scott.”




    Leo looked up, his mind foggy. He ran his hands over his face and could feel oval indents from his goggles around his eyes. I do not need this pressure. He clenched his jaw. Stop being a baby. Deal with it, Scott.




    Matt threw down the challenge: “One hundred free under fifty-six seconds.”




    Leo’s eyes bulged. The team hadn’t done much speed work—this was the endurance, build-up stage of the season—and the time Matt wanted was only four seconds off his best in a long course pool. With a drag suit, unshaved body, and serious case of exhaustion, the time would be difficult to make.




    “C’mon, Scotty boy,” Eric urged. He was suddenly Leo’s best friend now that a strong performance would benefit them all.




    “You can do it, Leo,” Audrey whispered from the next lane.




    He turned to her and nodded as he adjusted his goggles and set himself ready on the wall. Leo felt confidence envelop him, and his focus narrowed to the now-calm water ahead. His teammates huddled near the lane lines to give him a clear path.




    He was the best swimmer on the team, a senior captain. This was his team, and he wouldn’t let them down.




    Clicking his stopwatch, Matt called, “Ready, hup!”




    Leo pushed off, elbows squeezing ears in a tight streamline. His legs burst into whitewater behind him, propelling him like a motorboat. His fingers extended at the top of the stroke, and his high elbows sculled the water beneath his body. Nothing extraneous, no wasted energy. Everything with purpose. The 100 freestyle was his specialty.




    He swam down the length of the fifty-meter pool and quickly flip-turned to begin making his way back. He could hear the faint cheers of his teammates build as he approached. Fighting fatigue, he drove to the wall.




    When he lifted his head above the water, all he could hear were his sharp rasps for air. His teammates were silent as they waited to hear whether their tortuous practice was complete.




    Matt cleared his throat. “It was fifty-seven five.”




    The swimmers’ faces fell, and Leo winced as he surveyed his team. He lowered his head. He’d felt tired in the water, but he always rose to the challenge. Shame overtook him. Failure. He heard his father’s cold voice in his head—a constant companion. Scotts never fail.




    Matt shook his head and seemed to make an executive decision. “Y’all look like crap tonight, and we’ve already done eleven K, so I’ll let you go anyway.”




    Suddenly an infusion of energy washed over the pool deck. Teammates laughed and pushed each other as they skipped to the locker rooms.




    Leo’s breathing gradually slowed, but he remained in the pool, dumbfounded and all alone. He wasn’t accustomed to disappointment, particularly in swimming.




    “It happens, Leo. It’s early yet—don’t worry.” Matt’s tone was gentle.




    Leo pressed his hands on the concrete deck and pulled himself out of the pool in one graceful motion, water cascading down his sinewy muscles. “Did you call my father?”




    Matt nodded, and Leo closed his eyes, trying to quell the dread rising within him. “I might miss practice for a few days then.”




    “If you’re grounded I’m sure your dad will let me know.”




    Leo trudged to the showers. It wasn’t about being grounded. It was about giving the bruises time to heal.


  




  

    2. Big Fat Worries




    AUDREY GRINNED AS SHE entered the locker room. Could it be any louder? Close to twenty high school girls crowded in the small shower area, talking and laughing. Combined with the pounding streams of water hitting the tile floor, the sound was deafening.




    After chugging out miles for over two hours in the pool, gossip now came spilling out when the swimmers finally had the chance to catch up. Audrey recognized the bouncy, back-and-forth voices of her relay mates drifting out of the shower room steam.




    “Thank God Matt let us out!” one said. “My arms are, like, so dead.”




    The other giggled. “Maybe he finally got a girlfriend. He hasn’t been such a tool lately.”




    As Audrey went to her locker to retrieve some shampoo, she noticed her close friend and the last member of her relay team seated on the bench. Unlike her animated teammates, Elaine Ferris just stared into space.




    “Laney?” Audrey asked.




    When Elaine turned to see Audrey’s concerned gaze, she quickly whipped around to dig around in her backpack.




    “I’m fine, Aud. Don’t worry about it.”




    The tall, strong backstroker typically exuded confidence, but she wasn’t herself right now. Elaine stood and pulled pants over her solid, muscular legs.




    “Hey, you’re the only other senior on the team. Of course I worry about you,” Audrey said. “Wanna talk about it?”




    Elaine sighed and grabbed her shirt, her words muffled as the cotton came over her head. “Matt wanted me to get my body composition tested. He’s probably wondering how I can swim fast being so fat.”




    Audrey frowned. “You’re not fat, Laney! You’re, like, super muscular.”




    “You’re wrong. I did this underwater weighing thingy, and I have twenty-three percent body fat.” Elaine’s hazel eyes grew big, filling with tears. “I’m like one quarter fat! Disgusting fat!”




    Audrey stepped closer. “Do you know the average body fat for women?”




    Elaine sniffed. “No…Fifteen percent or something like that?”




    “It’s more like twenty or thirty percent. You’re totally normal—not fat! Besides, we have a lot of hard training to go before state.”




    Elaine said nothing.




    “You’re a total badass,” Audrey added. “Much faster than those skinny wenches on the Tallahassee team.”




    A grin threatened to emerge from Elaine.




    “I wouldn’t want any other backstroker on our relay. You always get the lead for me, right?”




    Elaine finally unleashed a feisty smile. “Damn straight.”




    Audrey pointed at her chest. “And at least your boobs aren’t concave.”




    Audrey knew that would earn her a snicker. They’d been friends and teammates since they were eight.




    Elaine scooped up her bag. “Your boobies are lovely—at least Leo thinks so. Thanks, babe. See ya tomorrow.”




    After Audrey finished showering and getting dressed, she exited the locker room to find Leo slouched against the wall. He looked absolutely miserable, his lean face drawn with worry. His eyes bore into her as she approached.




    As she held his gaze, Audrey remembered what she had to do this evening and began to frown as well.




    “What’s wrong?” they asked each other simultaneously. Audrey smiled. They were scary mind twins.




    “You first,” Leo invited.




    “Oh, I just remembered I promised my mom I’d go visit my dad tonight.” Audrey tried to sound cavalier.




    Leo’s eyes filled with sympathy. “I know you miss him.”




    She swallowed, wanting to redirect the conversation. “What ended up happening with the note?” During third-period AP chemistry, she’d handed Leo a note making fun of their teacher’s thick New England accent: The maaaaassssss of the gaaaaaaasss in the flaaaaaaask equals twenty-seven mL…




    Leo’s snicker while reading it had drawn Mrs. Boyd to their desks to confiscate the note. Audrey had held her breath as the teacher read the mocking words.




    “Who wrote this?”




    Before Audrey had a chance to respond, Leo jumped in. “I did, ma’am.”




    Mrs. Boyd cut short Audrey’s protest and glared at Leo. “Mr. Scott, take this note to Mr. Morrison’s office immediately.”




    He’d nodded and gathered his belongings into his backpack, shooting Audrey a reassuring glance as he’d left.




    “I got detention,” Leo now reported. “I managed to convince Mr. Morrison not to call my dad, but Matt did anyway.”




    Audrey’s eyebrows furrowed. “Now you’ll be in major trouble. Why’d you take the blame? I wrote that note! Nobody cares if I get detention.”




    Leo sighed. “It was stupid. I’m sorry.”




    “Great, so now we both have to deal with our dads tonight, and you might be grounded forever.”




    Leo reached for Audrey and pulled her close. She blinked up at her boyfriend of two years and leaned closer. When he responded with a warm kiss, excitement ran down her spine. She loved their post-practice kisses. With the beta-endorphins flowing from all the exercise, her rush from kissing Leo reached an even higher peak.




    Reluctantly they pulled away, and Leo squared his shoulders. “I can’t be late—I’m in enough trouble already. Be careful visiting your dad.”




    She nodded, and they turned to go their separate ways. As she turned back to make sure he was okay, Audrey saw him pop a pill before swigging from his Gatorade bottle.




    “Leo?” she called. “What’d you just take?”




    His eyes widened but then quickly regained their typical coolness. “Uh, just an ibuprofen. My shoulder’s been bothering me. Gotta run.” Leo bolted and didn’t look back.




    Audrey turned, but didn’t move, a crease across her forehead. He’d never complained about his shoulder before.


  




  

    3. PT




    THE PINK STUCCO HOUSE was eerily quiet when Leo entered the front door.




    Six years ago the Scotts had lived in more luxurious surroundings, but his mother’s burgeoning medical expenses had forced them to scale back to their current two-bedroom home. Leo and his older brother, Jason, had to share a bedroom, which had only added tension to their already strained relationship.




    Ironically, now that Leo had his own space, he wished Jason still shared his room.




    Despite a history of cruel teasing and physical domination, Jason had always protected his younger brother when it came to their father. That protection had not been appreciated by Commander Scott, and the resulting conflict had yet to be resolved. The Scotts had not seen Jason in four years.




    Leo took a deep breath, steeling himself as he entered his father’s study, but it was empty. He then followed the sound of his mother’s voice to the kitchen.




    “This detention’s the first time he’s gotten in trouble his entire high school career,” she pleaded.




    His father’s voice was icy. “Other than his suspension, you mean?”




    When Leo entered the kitchen, his parents’ conversation halted.




    Naval Commander James Scott stood stiffly by the sink, his khaki uniform complementing his ebony skin and neatly cropped black hair. James was an excellent physical specimen: six-two with a muscular, V-shaped body. His strong shoulders tapered down to a lean waist and solid, sculpted legs. His handsome face lent him a smooth charm, which he worked on nearly everyone he met.




    Leo looked directly into his father’s stormy hazel gaze. Leo read his father’s eyes like a weather report. A cool gray indicated smooth seas and sunny skies. When the gray morphed into violet, there was a hurricane brewing—time to abandon ship. It was no coincidence that “violet” was one letter away from “violent” when it came to his father’s eyes. Leo realized he hardly ever saw them shine warm brown anymore, like they had when he and Jason were younger.




    As he watched, his father’s eyes darkened. He felt a catch in his throat. “Good evening, Dad.”




    His father remained silent and frowned, seemingly at the frayed hem of Leo’s jeans.




    Leo turned to his mother. Her alabaster skin hadn’t seen the sun in quite some time, but she remained beautiful, with long blond hair and arresting blue eyes. Leo always tried to keep his focus on her face instead of looking at the ugly braces on her legs. Mary Scott leaned on her canes to stir a saucepan of jambalaya on the stove.




    Leo gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek.




    “How was practice, sweetie?”




    “Not so good, Mom.” Leo looked down.




    His father cleared his throat. “Your mother said dinner’s almost ready. Go put your bag in your room and wash up.”




    “Yes, sir.” Leo quickly left the tension of the kitchen behind him, but returned all too soon.




    Dinner was a nightmare as usual. His mother attempted to initiate several conversations, but each died quickly and silence descended. Leo’s stomach was in knots, and he ate very little, though he should’ve been starving. Matt was constantly on his case to build more muscle. He wouldn’t be pleased to see him playing with his food.




    As his parents finished their meal, Leo noticed a familiar glazed look in his mother’s eyes and watched her retreat into a calm, sedated state. She’d taken one of her pain meds before dinner.




    Feeling the heat of his father’s stare, Leo looked up from his mostly full plate.




    “Meet me in the car in five, wearing running clothes,” his father ordered.




    His mother jumped as Leo’s chair scraped the floor.




    As Leo ran into his room, his mind raced. So the punishment would be physical training, which had to be better than getting hit. The beatings had escalated over the past six years, and Leo shuddered, recalling how his father had responded to his school suspension two months ago.




    He changed quickly and scuttled down the stairs to join his father in the car.




    As they stood together on the Pensacola High School track ten minutes later, Leo realized they were all alone in the encroaching darkness.




    “What was the detention for, Leo?”




    He’d been waiting for this question since the moment he’d stepped inside his front door. Leo instinctively stood at attention, his eyes straight ahead and his shoulders back. “Mrs. Boyd caught me with a disrespectful note in class, sir.”




    “It better not be you who wrote it.”




    “No, sir.”




    “Who wrote it, then?”




    His father now stood right next to him, speaking quietly in his ear. Leo paused. When he’d mentioned Audrey’s involvement in his suspension two months ago, his father had exploded. But the punishment would surely increase if his father caught him in a lie now.




    “Audrey, sir.”




    Leo felt his father’s hot breath on the side of his face. “Give me fifty.”




    He dropped to the spongy track and silently counted his pushups. His strong arms pumped up and down fluidly as he focused on making a perfectly straight line from his head to his feet.




    As he passed the first thirty, his mind wandered back to the pushup contest his father had refereed when he’d been twelve and Jason seventeen. Leo had surprised everyone by pumping out over one-hundred pushups to Jason’s seventy-five. Jason, a basketball player, was strong, but his upper-body strength was no match for a swimmer’s.




    Their father had mocked Jason mercilessly for losing to a boy five years his junior. As his father screamed, Leo had silently prayed his mouthy brother would keep his trap shut for once.




    But instead Jason had yelled, “Get outta my face, you pompous Navy prick!”




    Their father had immediately punched Jason in the gut. Leo had felt the sting of each blow as if he were the one getting hit. Jason had missed a week of school after that particular thrashing.




    By the third set of fifty pushups, Leo could feel each one of the ten thousand meters he’d swum that day, and his arms began to shake. He completed fifteen more pushups, but his pace slowed and form wobbled. It was clear he was about to collapse.




    His father finally ordered him to rise. “One mile warm-up,” he added, falling into step beside Leo. The two loped around the track four times. A casual observer might have thought it sweet that father and son were jogging together, but Leo knew what was coming.




    After the warm-up, his father fixed a measured stare on him. “You’re doing mile repeats, starting at six-thirty and decreasing the interval by fifteen seconds each time.”




    Leo closed his eyes. At least at that blazing pace, the torture wouldn’t last long. He started the first mile with a strong kick. He’d have to hustle to make the interval. He finished the first mile in 6:15, and had barely stopped when his father sent him off on the next.




    Between gasps, Leo wondered how long he could run before collapsing or vomiting. What a fun game. When the punishment was a beating, the game was how long Leo could last before crying.




    Two months ago he’d refused to cry, despite his father’s crushing blows. He wondered if his lack of tears was why his father had chosen PT instead tonight.




    Leo got two seconds’ rest after the second mile before beginning the third, and he felt bile in the back of his throat as he rounded the second turn. He convulsed and leaned over the inner rim of the track to vomit onto the grass. His body writhed in the agony of being pushed to the absolute limit.




    After heaving for several minutes, Leo stumbled back toward his father, dizzy and disoriented.




    His father appeared satisfied. “No more disrespecting your teachers.”




    He managed a feeble “Yes, sir” as they made their way to the car.




    Leo continued to pant through the ride home, his clothes stuck to his body with sweat. “Am I grounded?” he finally asked.




    His father’s mouth curled in disgust. “Getting grounded is for losers.”




    Leo stared out at the passing palm trees. Apparently a real man had to be barfing or beaten. He wasn’t so thrilled about becoming a man.


  




  

    4. Anchor




    AUDREY SAT IN HER CAR, attempting to psych up enough to enter the cement building fronted by a row of bushes and barbed-wire fence. Visiting hours would be over soon, but she felt glued to the vinyl seat.




    An old CD—a remnant from Audrey’s childhood—played on her car stereo. “Gracie” was a sweet song from a father to his daughter, and Audrey’s father had often substituted her name, singing “Audrey girl” instead of “Gracie girl.” The rolling piano and singer’s earnest voice made Audrey pause every time.




    She finally kicked open the car door and scurried to the entrance before she could turn back. She tucked a strand of damp auburn hair behind her ear as she passed by the building’s stark sign: Naval Air Station Pensacola, Military Prison.




    Inside she approached a baby-faced Military Police officer, who couldn’t have been much older than she was. His eyes traveled over her as he registered her as a visitor. Audrey wore her slim jeans low on her hips, her lean midriff peeking out below her white ruffled shirt. Feeling the MP’s dirty eyes on her made her shiver. Typically she’d give the guy a direct, defiant stare until he looked away, but the prison threw her. She averted her eyes until the MP led her into the visiting room.




    Drumming her fingers on the counter, Audrey stared at the empty chair behind the Plexiglas window. Three months. Her father had only been a prisoner for three months, yet so much had changed. And this was only the beginning of his sentence.




    Another MP escorted former Lt. Commander Dennis Rose into the visiting room. Audrey smiled wanly, taking in her father’s navy prison jumpsuit. He looked tired and hopeless. They’d shaved his brown hair—probably some regulation in the brig—which made him seem younger and more vulnerable. He appeared to have shrunk since the court martial.




    Awkwardly picking up the phone with handcuffed wrists, her father waited until Audrey followed suit across the glass. “You look beautiful, honey.”




    “How, um, how’s it’s going, Dad?”




    “It’s fine.”




    She blinked nervously. He didn’t sound fine. “Any word on the transfer?”




    “Leavenworth’s still over capacity.” He gave her a tight smile. “Commander Scott visited me today. He’s been the only officer standing by me through all of this.” He paused. “How’s the college search going?”




    “Good.”




    Audrey brightened. She couldn’t wait for college—her chance to leave the shame of being Denny Rose’s daughter behind. All over Pensacola she caught piteous glances and heard the whispers. That girl’s father is a murderer.




    “I have recruiting trips lined up at Northwestern and Florida State,” she said. “The FSU coach thinks he can offer me a full ride.” And you know I need one, she added silently.




    “What about the Naval Academy?” her dad asked.




    Audrey’s brown eyes narrowed. “I can’t believe you’d even suggest that. I want nothing to do with the military.”




    Her dad’s gaze shifted to the MP monitoring their conversation in a side booth.




    Audrey ignored him. “They completely shafted you, Dad—sentencing you to life in prison without a shred of evidence. I want nothing to do with them.”




    “Calm down. Wishing things were different won’t make them so. I must’ve killed him, Audrey…I—I just can’t recall the how or why.” His voice rose as he squeezed the phone. “I wish I could remember that night!”




    Feeling tears bubble up, Audrey looked away. “I know you’re not a murderer. You didn’t kill Lt. Commander Walsh.”




    “Well, a jury of my peers says I did.”




    When she looked back at him she caught a glimpse of pain in his eyes. Then his features settled into stone. “I…I don’t want you coming here anymore. I want you to forget about me. You have a bright future. Go live your life, Audrey.”




    Her lips parted, and she stared at him dumbly.




    “I’m an anchor,” he said. “I just bring you and your mom down. I—I can’t be there for you. Your graduation…college swim meets…your wedding…” He swallowed. “Don’t waste your time on me.”




    Tears now slid down Audrey’s cheeks.




    “Just forget about me. Do you understand?”




    Shaking her head, she stared at her father through a veil of tears. “No, sir. I won’t forget about you!”




    Audrey slammed the phone back into the cradle and ran out of the room, her palm pressed to her mouth.


  




  

    5. Get a Room




    LEO LIGHTLY PRESSED THE car horn, cringing when a loud honk resonated through the still darkness of pre-dawn. Audrey emerged from her house, toting her swim bag, and a grin spread across her face as she identified his rusty car.




    Sliding into the passenger seat, she gave him a quizzical look. “I thought Laney was picking me up.”




    Leo put the car in reverse. “I called her last night and told her I’d get you. I hope I didn’t wake your mom.”




    Audrey shook her head. “She’s in Birmingham.”




    He frowned. Mrs. Rose had to start travel nursing to pay the bills, and she often left Audrey alone for weeks at a time.




    Yawning, Audrey snuggled up to him. “I’m so happy you’re not grounded. What happened with your dad?”




    Leo smiled. Draping his arm around her shoulders, he shook off his morning sleepiness. “Just a little PT. No big deal. But I was up till midnight writing that stupid paper for Mr. Morrison.”




    He guided the car through the empty streets toward the high school. “How’d it go with your dad?”




    Audrey took a while to respond. “I’d rather not talk about it.”




    “That good, huh?” Leo always felt a stab of hurt when Audrey shut him out, but to be fair, she knew very little about what really went on in his family. It was too embarrassing for anyone to know he was afraid of his father.




    “It’s just—we get so little time together…I don’t want to bring you down by talking about my dad.”




    Leo squeezed her shoulder and kissed the crown of her head, keeping his eyes on the road. “You could never bring me down. Just seeing you brightens my day, every time.”




    After a moment she choked out, “He told me never to visit him again. He told me to forget about him.”




    “Shh.” Leo tried to comfort her. “I hope you told him he was an idiot. Nobody can just forget their father.” He wished that wasn’t true.




    As they pulled into the parking lot, Audrey sniffed. “I told him he was wrong, yeah.”




    Leo shut off the car and faced his girlfriend, enveloping her in an embrace. Their bodies pressed against each other, and Leo was definitely awake now.




    “We can ditch practice if you want—go somewhere and talk about it.”




    “Then you’d really be in trouble.” She sighed loudly. “C’mon, we don’t want to be late.”




    They jogged into the weight room. Tuesday morning meant strength training. Their weekly schedule included practices before school four days a week and after school five days a week. It was grueling, but all the best swimmers trained twice a day.




    Leo heard Audrey giggle as Alex Bradbury waltzed into the weight room behind them. The six-two junior had wavy black hair that stuck out in all directions. He wore a thick, white terrycloth robe over his T-shirt and shorts, along with striped Ralph Lauren socks and Adidas flip flops. Much to Leo’s amusement, Alex was notorious for bringing his own sheets when the team stayed at a hotel for out-of-town swim meets. The kid was quite a lovable snob.




    “Laney!” Alex called in his breathy voice, joining her at the lat pull-down station. Elaine and Alex were lifting partners, as were Leo and Audrey, and the foursome often hung out when Leo’s father actually allowed him to leave the house.




    Matt looked grumpy, likely tired from his late night at the restaurant—his other job. “Okay, people. Get to your stations!”




    Choosing to get the lunges over with first, Leo and Audrey collected their weights and stood on a mat before the mirrored wall. Matt adjusted the stereo, and European techno music blasted out before he quickly ejected the CD.




    “Maaaaatt,” Alex protested. “I brought that CD to pump us up!”




    Matt shook his head. “That techno crap couldn’t even pump up Michael Phelps,” he snarled. Glancing at Leo, Matt asked, “You don’t like it, do you?”




    Leo held out his hands noncommittally. Matt rifled through the disks scattered on top of the stereo. The folksy strains of the Grateful Dead filled the room as Matt started them on the circuit.




    “Now that’s weightlifting music,” he muttered.




    Seven stations into the circuit, Leo and Audrey did squats while Alex and Elaine worked their chests at the bench press station. Leo felt sweat slide down his legs as he lowered his body, clutching the weighted bar across the back of his neck.




    “Good form, Leo,” Matt called from across the room.




    While Audrey took some plates off the bar before her turn, Leo watched Elaine and Alex adding twenty-five pound plates to their bar. When Elaine flattened herself on the bench, Leo wrinkled his forehead. “Wait a minute. Does Elaine lift more than you, Alex?”




    Assuming the spotting position behind the bar, Alex gave him a wounded look. “Shut up, Leo! Look at Laney’s biceps! I could never lift as much as her!”




    Chuckling, Audrey heaved the squat bar up to her chest and then over her head, resting it on her neck and shoulders as she lowered into a squat. Her lean muscles strained against the burden.




    “Audrey, keep your back straight,” Matt instructed. When she continued to struggle, he added, “Leo, help her with her form, will you?”




    Leo nodded and came up behind Audrey, wrapping his hands around her hips to steady her. She seemed to shiver. Leo smiled and leaned in closer. “I think your form’s absolutely perfect, Rose,” he whispered.




    He guided her through a couple more repetitions before he noticed Matt standing next to them, scowling.




    “Get a room, you two.”




    “Yes, sir.” Leo stifled a grin, and Audrey blushed. Matt returned to the other side of the room, and Leo again whispered in Audrey’s ear.




    Five minutes later Leo watched Audrey approach Matt, gingerly holding her arm. “Um, Matt, I think I did something to my elbow on the triceps machine. Okay if I go get some ice?”




    Matt scowled. “Okay. Tell me how it’s feeling this afternoon.”




    Audrey skipped out of the room.




    After waiting a beat, Leo approached Matt. “May I go to the restroom, sir?”




    Matt nodded and waved Leo off, turning his attention back to yelling at two sophomores for pausing too long between sit-ups.




    Once Leo cleared the door, he sprinted to the men’s locker room, where Audrey waited for him with hungry eyes. He grabbed her and drew her body flush. Their sweat intermingled as they attacked each other with urgent kisses.




    Weightlifting had been amazing foreplay, and now their hands were all over each other, sliding over slippery, sweaty skin. Audrey exhaled as Leo knelt and lifted her shirt to ply her abdomen with hot kisses, his tongue licking drips of sweat. She skated her hands through his hair, massaging his head and clutching his skull. Shivers of excitement crawled up his spine.




    After several minutes of mixing hormones, sweat, and skin, Leo heard a man clear his throat and broke their embrace. As he scrambled to standing, his throat tightened with fear. Audrey tugged down her shirt and smoothed the fabric of her shorts, her face blushing crimson.




    “What are you doing?” Matt shuddered. “Check that—I have a good idea what you’re doing. Why are my two team captains skipping valuable practice time to get it on?”




    Leo took a deep breath. “We’re just doing what you told us, sir.”




    Matt squinted in confusion.




    “You told us to get a room.” Leo held his breath.




    Slowly the corners of Matt’s mouth turned up. He shook his head slowly. “Freaking hormonal teenagers. Get your butts back to the weight room.”




    Leo grabbed Audrey’s hand, and they scampered back to practice as Matt muttered behind them.




    “Teenagers.”


  




  

    6. Christmas Ornaments, Hood Ornaments




    MARY SCOTT SCROUNGED THROUGH the box of Christmas ornaments and sighed. December fifteenth—the year has gone quickly.




    At least Leo had finally sent his application for nomination to the U.S. Naval Academy to Senator Frees. James seemed pleased his son had completed this first step, though it was nearly impossible to make James happy these days.




    It had been so fun to decorate the house for Christmas back when they’d lived in Maryland. Each year Mary and the three “boys” had slogged through the snow to pick out a grand evergreen at a tree farm. Now in Florida, the eighty-two-degree temperature hardly put her in a festive mood, and these boxed reminders of a happier past filled her with sorrow.




    Inhaling suddenly, Mary pulled out a framed photo of the family from twelve years ago and ran her hand across it.




    She and James stood proudly in their crisp, black dress uniforms, flanked by ten-year-old Jason and five-year-old Leo. James had one arm around Mary and the other resting possessively on Jason’s shoulders, while Mary’s sweet Leo was close by her side. All were smiling and carefree in their annual holiday photo.




    Mary felt a catch in her throat as she thought about how they’d all changed since then.




    She’d met James in Annapolis, where she’d been a young engineering instructor at the Naval Academy. A plebe with incredible hazel eyes had shined in her class—when he’d actually made it to class. Midshipman James Scott had a penchant for fistfights, which often led to marching punishments that cut into his study time. He’d come to her office for tutoring to catch up, and Mary had developed a soft spot for the troubled student.




    At first guarded, James had gradually grown to trust Mary. Eventually he disclosed that his parents had died when was eleven, and he’d fought his way through foster homes since then. Somehow James had reined in his aggression enough to graduate, and when he returned to the Academy as an aeronautics instructor, he sought out Mary to repay her kindness. They’d married within three months of his return, and she was soon pregnant with Jason.




    For the most part, their relationship had been happy. Although her parents had been concerned about her interracial marriage, James had eventually won them over with his charisma and devotion. The couple’s one ongoing disagreement involved James spanking the boys when they misbehaved. He insisted his sons needed structure and physical discipline to survive as men, and Mary tried to balance out the strict punishments with warmth and love, though she was certainly no pushover.




    This family togetherness had all come to a crashing halt six years ago. Shuddering as she sat with the Christmas ornaments, Mary remembered the betrayal she’d felt that night. She’d sprinted away from James, fleeing to her car through blinding tears and driving off like a madwoman. She’d screamed when the headlights suddenly shone over her hood. She slammed on her brakes, but it was too late.




    She recalled very little from the year following the accident. She’d been in a coma for days, and the rehabilitation for her shattered legs—the wheelchair, the leg braces, and canes, the permanent disability from the Navy—had paled compared to the devastation of the family. They’d never been the same.




    Still holding the photograph, Mary struggled to stand, balancing precariously on her canes. Feeling a familiar throbbing pain in her legs, she reached to the end table for her bag and the bottle of Oxycontin inside. For some reason, she seemed to be running out more quickly than usual.


  




  

    7. High and Wet




    FINDING HIMSELF ALONE IN the locker room, Leo popped an Oxycontin and chased it down with some Gatorade.




    This stuff was awesome.




    At first he’d taken a pill for one specific purpose, but now he found all kinds of reasons he needed them. Butterflies fluttering in his stomach before a swim meet? Check. Sore muscles after a grueling practice? Check. Anticipating his father exploding with violence against him? Check. Needing to act respectfully toward his father despite being filled with rage? Check. Crushing sadness observing the shell of a woman his mother had become? Check.




    The only thing Leo didn’t like about the Oxy was stealing it from his mother. He was disgusted with himself every time he snuck into her bag or medicine cabinet. He was also terrorized by the thought his father might catch him in the act. And pretty soon his mother would figure out her pills were going missing, so Leo had to find another supply. He just had no clue about how to score drugs.




    Leo jumped a little as Eric waltzed into the locker room, dripping wet, to rummage through his locker. He retrieved his asthma inhaler and took a couple puffs. “Yo, Scotty. You comin’ out to warm-up or what? You’re late.”




    “Thanks for being my personal freaking wristwatch.”




    Eric took a step back. “You’ve become an ass, Leo. I’m starting to regret voting for you as team captain.” Huffing, he stomped out of the locker room, leaving Leo to stare after him.




    Had he been an ass? He’d been feeling a little irritable lately, but the Oxy always seemed to calm him down. Leo grabbed his goggles and headed out to the pool.




    The competition course was set up for twenty-five yards. Jumping into a crowded lane, Leo began his meet warm-up. Matt allowed the swimmers to choose their own warm-up, which Leo appreciated, and he followed the same routine for every meet: several easy lengths followed by stroke drills and sprints off the block. This time as he finished the last sprint, he tried not to notice how sluggish he felt.




    Hugging the gutter, he watched Audrey towel herself off and put on sweats before climbing the bleachers to say hello to her mother. It was obvious where his girlfriend had gotten her reddish-brown hair and rich brown eyes. Mother and daughter squeezed each other in an extended hug.




    When Mrs. Rose stifled a yawn, Leo remembered Audrey saying something about her mother coming home late last night from Alabama. Then Audrey laughed. Mrs. Rose probably just botched some swimming terms, Leo thought, a smile on his own face. Audrey’s mother was clueless about the sport, in contrast to her over-involved father.




    It was so beautiful to see his girl laugh. Her head tossed back, spilling auburn hair over her shoulders, and her lightly freckled face glowed with warmth. She hadn’t laughed much since her father’s conviction. And Leo certainly hadn’t been making her laugh like he once could.




    Leo hopped out of the pool as Audrey climbed back down the bleachers and huddled up the girls’ team for a cheer. He smirked as he dried off while watching their stupid cheer, complete with choreography. He snuck a look over at the Tallahassee Tritons gathered across the deck. Leo hoped they wouldn’t judge Pensacola based on the girls’ cheer.




    The guys wouldn’t be caught dead doing anything that involved dancing—their cheers focused solely on amping up. As soon as the girls were finished, fifteen male swimmers congregated around Leo on the deck. He dug deep to generate some excitement. No matter how he felt, it was expected of him as team captain.




    He yelled the first line in a raspy yet powerful voice, and the team chanted back, clapping to the beat:




    Leo: I went down by the river!




    Team: Oh yeah!




    Leo: Took a little walk




    Team: Oh yeah




    Leo: Met up with a tiger




    Team: Oh yeah




    Leo: And we had a little talk




    Team: Oh yeah…




    The clapping and energy came to a crescendo, and the team was a frenzy of testosterone by the end of the cheer.




    Buoyed by his teammates, Leo now felt like he might jump out of his skin. Why was it so hard to feel normal now? Shaking it off, he high-fived the closest teammate, but sobered when he saw his father standing in the bleachers, watching him sternly. Looking away, Leo trotted over to his swim bag and guzzled from his water bottle. He stood apart from the team and planned ahead for the 50 freestyle.




    He watched Audrey, Elaine, Susan, and Kelly gather for the 200 medley relay. They were going after the school record, and Elaine looked particularly fierce as she lectured the two sophomores. When she finished, they lined up with five other teams, ready to start. Only the Tallahassee team offered any competition.




    Alex came to stand next to Leo. “Go, Laney!” he cheered. “Go, my little hag!”




    Elaine’s face turned red as she jumped in the water for her backstroke start. Leo snuck a look at his father, but he showed no sign of having heard the comment.




    In a flash the race began, and Elaine’s strong kick got Pensacola the lead as Audrey mounted the block for the breaststroke leg. She timed the relay exchange perfectly and dived into the water in a tight streamline. A quick underwater pullout and she popped up to the surface. Audrey’s long stroke was better suited for the 100 or 200 breaststroke, but she was able to extend the lead slightly for Susan on the butterfly.




    Susan maintained the lead, but the Tallahassee squad pulled closer on the anchor freestyle leg. Kelly somehow held them off and brought it all home. Elaine, Audrey, and Susan jumped up and down as they realized they’d beaten the school record by one tenth of a second. They practically dragged Kelly out of the pool for a group hug.




    Audrey and her teammates met briefly with Matt to review the race, then she bounded over to Leo. “Did you see that? We broke the school record!”




    Leo managed a non-genuine smile. “Way to go.”




    Audrey gave him a strange look, then turned and went to sit near Elaine and Alex.




    Leo looked down. Great, now he’d hurt Audrey’s feelings. He didn’t even want to be at this meet. If only he could go home and sleep…Or maybe another Oxy would help.




    When the 50 freestyle rolled around, Leo stood behind the blocks and tried to pump himself up. Usually he’d borrow a teammate’s headphones and nod to the pounding beat while stretching and jumping around, but he didn’t feel like going to the trouble today.




    He felt like he was moving in slow motion as he mounted the starting block, and the race was over before he knew it. Lifting his goggles, Leo’s eyes widened when he saw his time on the board: 22.0. He hadn’t swum that slowly in a meet since his freshman year. Even worse, two Tallahassee swimmers had beat him.




    Leo hung his head, pulled himself out of the pool, and zoomed straight to the locker room. He sat in silence for several minutes, trying to collect himself. What had gone wrong? He had no answers, but he felt a little calmer after a while, so he emerged and went to talk to Matt. As he crossed the deck, Leo noticed his father was gone. Wonderful. Apparently his swim sucked so bad his dad couldn’t take watching the meet any more.




    Matt studied him. “What’s up with you?”




    Leo felt a flash of panic zip through him. “What do you mean, sir?”




    “You’re dogging it at practice, then you stink up the pool with that fifty. I’ve never seen your turnover so slow, and my grandma could’ve gotten off the block faster than your start.”




    “I—I don’t know. I felt like I was in a fog or something.”




    “Well, go cool down, and get yourself ready for your hundred.”




    “Yes, sir.” Leo walked down to the part of the pool not used for the meet and tried to catch Audrey’s attention. She wouldn’t look at him.




    “Join the club,” he muttered as he slid into the cold water. I’m disappointed in me too.


  




  

    8. Cartwheels though the Puddles




    WINTER IN NORTHERN FLORIDA was Denny Rose’s favorite season, and he drank in the warm sun as he walked the perimeter of the courtyard.




    At first the MPs had forced their listless inmate to walk during recreation time, but he’d now grown to enjoy the thirty-minute hustles. They seemed to lighten his mood.




    He’d been thinking about Audrey’s swim meet all day long, but his mind wandered as he walked. He recalled the summer Audrey had started swimming. Their neighbor’s daughter, Elaine, had been on the officer’s club swim team, and she’d convinced Audrey to give it a try.




    Denny grinned, remembering how little he and JoAnne had known about the sport at that first meet. Audrey’s saggy, bright blue swimsuit had been totally wrong for competition, but she’d still won all her events that evening.




    Denny had overheard another father talking to his daughter about the final relay of the evening. The girl had been completely confident their team would win. When her father had asked why, she’d answered, “Because Audrey’s on it.”




    Denny had swelled with pride and been hooked ever since. He’d kept track of the time and place of each of Audrey’s races for her entire career.




    That first meet, years ago, had been blanketed by angry storm clouds as it ended, and the skies poured down sheets of rain. Swimmers and their parents had raced through the parking lot, screaming with laughter and soaking wet. As Denny and JoAnne threw open their car doors to scramble inside, Denny cried, “Where’s Audrey?”




    JoAnne gasped. “I thought she was with you!” They frantically peered out the windshield and saw their daughter dancing toward them, wearing only her swimsuit and an enormous smile. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders as she threw her arms out wide, spinning in the teeming rain in front of her family’s car.




    Denny had stared in amazement at the carefree joy of his only child. She didn’t need a pool to enjoy the water. She didn’t need a pool to swim.




    Feeling the cool breeze in the courtyard, his smile faded. He’d never watch his daughter swim again. Denny saw the MP signal the end of yard time, and he joined the other prisoners forming a line to head to the showers.




    The majority of cons at the military prison were young enlisted men who’d earned short sentences for drunk and disorderly, insubordination, or theft. They kept their distance from the forty-three-year-old convicted murderer, but it didn’t matter. Denny knew he’d eventually be transferred to Leavenworth.




    As he scrubbed cheap shampoo into what remained of his buzzed hair, his stomach twisted. Audrey wouldn’t have much time to visit him once he moved to federal prison in Kansas, and JoAnne barely made it to see him as it was. He fought the urge to cry. The streaming shower could hide his tears, but once he started sobbing, he might never stop. Instead he bit the inside of his cheek and willed his emotions back under control.




    At the conclusion of the shower, the inmates folded their washcloths in neat squares and wiped down the shower room before dressing and standing at attention for inspection.




    Next was dinner: congealed macaroni and cheese and cold green beans. His stomach was in no condition for food anyway. After he disposed of his tray, an MP informed Denny he had a visitor.




    Denny exhaled with relief when he saw his wife standing on the other side of the glass. He barely got the phone up to his mouth before he blurted, “How’d Audrey swim?”




    JoAnne smiled. “Her medley relay set the school record. She swam beautifully.”




    He beamed. “What was her split? Did she get under thirty?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “How about the overall relay time? What’d they go?”




    JoAnne shrugged. “I’m not sure, honey. You know I don’t follow times like you do.”




    Denny sighed. “Listen to me go on about the meet—I haven’t even asked about you. How are you, Jo?”




    “I’m good. Glad to be back in town.” She paused.




    “What is it?”




    “I ran into Kate at the grocery store.”




    Denny stiffened. Kate was his ex-wife. They’d divorced twenty years ago.




    “She feels awful about her testimony at the court martial.”




    “She did nothing wrong. She just told the truth.” His hand clenched the prison phone. “I’m an alcoholic wife beater.”




    “You’re neither of those things.” JoAnne leaned forward, her brown eyes flaring. “You hit her once, then you got sober. You’ve been an excellent husband and father. You never drank again.”




    “Until the July fourth barbecue.”




    JoAnne shook her head. “Why, Denny? Why’d you take that first sip?”




    “I ask myself that every day. If I hadn’t been competing with Bill Walsh for that promotion, and if Commander Scott hadn’t offered…” He shook his head. “Nope. This is on me. Nobody got me here but me. And now my family’s paying for my mistakes.”




    “We’ll get by. I’m making good money in Alabama.”




    “How’s the job?”




    JoAnne smiled and launched into a story about one of her crazy patients. As they caught up on the last three weeks, the couple eased into their old banter and even laughed once or twice. Denny almost forgot he was in prison for a moment. Almost.


  




  

    9. An Eye for an Eye




    MR. CRAWFORD DRONED ON about the judicial branch of the US government, the branch enforcing the laws of the land, while Leo brainstormed ways to break those laws. He sat, absentmindedly tapping a pencil on his desk as he tried to figure out how to hook himself up with some Oxycontin.




    It wasn’t as simple as asking his druggie classmates how to score. Being the son of one of the most powerful men at the nearby naval base put Leo in the spotlight, and it would be too risky to approach someone he didn’t trust. He knew a few of his teammates smoked pot on occasion, but Leo doubted they were into prescription drug abuse.




    No, he needed a method more clandestine. Something untraceable. He wondered about online prescriptions from Mexico. His mind whirred, but the excitement evaporated when he realized he didn’t have a credit card or a secure mailing address.




    Then he remembered Jason’s friend Tony. He and Jase had gotten into all kinds of trouble in high school, and if anyone knew how to score drugs, it would be him. Leo had heard Tony worked down at the docks, and he sensed it was time for a visit.




    Leo had saved a little over a hundred dollars from the meager allowances his father doled out. Audrey sometimes complained about always walking on the beach for their dates. But the salty ocean air and pounding surf provided a romantic backdrop for their snuggles and kisses, and in the end she never seemed to mind that much.




    Although they’d come very close, they hadn’t had sex. Audrey wasn’t quite ready, and Leo respected her caution. He was a bit cautious himself. He dreaded an unplanned pregnancy. His father had told him if he ever got a girl pregnant, he’d perform the abortion himself. And Leo wasn’t entirely convinced he was joking. Most of the time they were both just exhausted from training, but when Leo was feeling friskier, he hoped she’d come around soon.




    As Mr. Crawford reviewed the term length and requirements for Supreme Court justices, Leo thought about the previous evening. He’d come home after the swim meet, eaten a quiet dinner with his mom, and retired to his room for some homework.




    A little while later his father had come home. He barged into Leo’s bedroom and parked himself on the bed. Leo swiveled around in his desk chair.




    “So,” his father boomed. “What happened in that fifty free?”




    “I don’t know, Dad.”




    “How was your hundred?”




    Leo reluctantly met his eyes, which thankfully retained their cool gray hue.




    “Even worse. Forty-nine flat.”




    “Have you been staying up late, talking to Audrey?”




    “No, sir.”




    “Have you been doing more yardage in practice than normal?”




    “No, sir.”




    “Well, then, I’m back to my original question. What happened?”




    Leo chose the stock answer for this situation and delivered it staring straight ahead. “No excuse, sir.”




    His father peered at him. “Why are you sweating?”




    Surprised, Leo brushed his hand across his forehead. Why was he sweating? “Um, just nervous, I guess. I have a chemistry test tomorrow.”




    Narrowing his eyes, his father rose from the bed. “That coach better not over-train you. Maybe I’ll speak with him.”




    When the door closed behind him, Leo exhaled and reached into his pocket to touch his one remaining pill. He had to figure out something fast.




    Leo’s attention returned to the classroom when he realized Mr. Crawford and his classmates were staring at him expectantly.




    “Could you repeat the question, sir?”




    “Mr. Scott, I asked you how long Supreme Court justices serve.”




    Leo cleared his throat. “As long as they’d like to, sir? They can only be removed through impeachment and conviction, or if they resign.”




    Mr. Crawford paused, then nodded before continuing the lecture.




    Leo felt Audrey’s curious eyes on him, and he gave her a reassuring smile. Good thing this class was easy. When he’d been suspended for a week in September, all the missed assignments and tests could’ve killed his GPA. But Mr. Crawford and the rest of his teachers had allowed him to make up the work based on his reputation as an excellent student.




    Leo had felt on top of the world that first week of school. He was finally a senior and had less than one year left under his father’s control. His father had insisted he apply to the Academy, but Leo had fought for permission to apply to other universities as well. His relationship with Audrey was going swimmingly, and he brimmed with excitement over the opportunity to win state in both the 50 and 100 free.




    One small drawback was the year’s locker assignments. Leo pulled books out and tried to ignore Billy Ryan, who had the locker next to his. A defensive back on the football team, Billy’s sole communication with Leo up to that point had been grunts and menacing stares, but today he was suddenly chatty.




    “So, Scott, what are you? Mulatto or something?”




    Leo’s face had burned, but he remained silent, stuffing books in his backpack.




    “What’s a sweet thing like Audrey Rose see in you?”




    Leo fought for control. “Don’t talk about her.”




    “I hear you two have an open relationship. Might have to hit that sometime.”




    Leo had tackled Billy with Muhammad Ali speed and unleashed furious punches. Blood streamed out of Billy’s nose by the time Assistant Principal Morrison had grabbed Leo and hauled him to his feet.




    Mr. Morrison led Leo to his office and immediately picked up the phone. He spoke to Commander Scott and asked him to come pick up his son since he’d been suspended.




    Leo stared, mouth agape, as Mr. Morrison hung up the phone. “I’m suspended for a week? You didn’t even ask me what happened.”




    “Leo, I don’t care what he said to provoke you. I saw the whole thing, and you clearly threw the first punch. We have a district-wide mandate to suspend any student who starts a fight. I think Billy’s bloody nose is punishment enough for him, don’t you?”




    Leo looked down. “Yes, sir.”




    Leo’s stomach churned while Mr. Morrison completed some paperwork at his desk. Thirty minutes later his father strode in, looking official and powerful in his khaki uniform.




    Both Leo and the assistant principal stood, and his father shook Mr. Morrison’s hand. He didn’t even look at Leo. “Wait outside while I talk to Mr. Morrison,” he said.




    “Yes, sir.”




    After a few minutes, his father stormed out. Leo could barely keep up with his brisk pace to the car, and they didn’t exchange one word on the way home. He was utterly panicked about how his father would respond. His only glimpse of his eyes revealed violet, an unsettling sight.




    When they walked in the front door, his father took hold of Leo’s arm and shoved him into the study. His mother called down from her bedroom. “Is everything all right?”




    “Go back to sleep, Mary!” Leo’s father ordered. He shut the door and sidled up to his son. “I can’t believe you embarrassed me like that. Having to pick you up at school for getting in a fight? Jason was no saint, but I never had to do that with him. Start talking, young man.”




    Leo felt strangled by fear. His father paced behind him, and he had no idea when or from where he’d pounce. “I screwed up, sir. I—I acted impulsively, and it was wrong.”




    “What’d that Ryan kid say to you?”




    “I should’ve known better than to hit him, sir.”




    “Damn straight, you should know better. What’d he say?”




    Leo hated how his father hissed in his ear. “He insulted Audrey, sir.”




    “This wasn’t even about our family?”




    “Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir—”




    His father circled around, and Leo saw his eyes, flashing with fury, before he found himself doubled over from a slashing undercut to his abdomen.




    The beating was swift and sharp. It left Leo dazed on the floor, bleeding from the lip and moaning. His head pounded with each beat of his heart. As he watched his father stalk away in disgust, Leo realized the irony of his dad teaching him not to be violent by beating the crap out of him.




    The pain. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t sleep, and it hurt to breathe. That afternoon Leo had first taken Oxycontin.


  




  

    10. CS




    LEO ARCHED HIS EYEBROW, feeling Audrey’s slender body beneath her thin coat as they hugged. “Is this really the only jacket you’re bringing?”




    They stood on the curb at the Pensacola Airport on a Friday evening. Audrey was about to depart for her second recruiting trip. This time to Northwestern University.




    “It’s the only coat I own,” Audrey said. “Do you think it’ll be cold?”




    “Yes. CS took me to the Great Lakes Naval Base up there once, and it was bitter.”




    “Who’s CS?”




    Leo looked at her incredulously. “I’ve never told you the little nickname my brother and I came up with for Dad?”




    Audrey shook her head.




    Leo grinned. “It depends on who’s listening. If my dad’s within earshot, it stands for Commander Scott. Jason came up with it right after he moved up in rank. If my dad’s nowhere around…” He scanned the departing flights area. “Then it stands for Cruel Son of a bitch.”




    Audrey smiled, but her eyes were sad.




    “It was really cold in Chicago, and that was November, not January. Hold on a sec.” Leo ducked into the back seat of his car and came out with a tattered Pensacola Panthers sweatshirt. “Why don’t you take at least one more layer with you?”




    Audrey smirked. “Thanks, Dad.”




    Leo realized her father should be the one to drop her off at the airport.




    She pouted. “I wish you could go with me. It sucks it’s the second weekend in a row we’ll be apart.”




    “You know my father won’t let me go on recruiting trips in season,” Leo said softly, looking down. “Especially the way I’ve been swimming.”




    “Well, you’re not missing much. I loved Florida State last weekend, but I’d rather catch up on sleep than travel again.” She glanced at her watch. “I better get going.”




    She stepped closer, looking up at him. He gently leaned forward, and their lips met for a lingering kiss. Audrey clung to him for a final hug.




    “You’re trembling,” she said.




    Leo heard worry in her voice and immediately pulled away. “I am? That’s weird. Maybe I’m cold or something.”




    Audrey placed a hand on his forearm. “Leo? Anything you want to tell me? You really haven’t been yourself since, well, since our senior year began, I guess. Is everything okay?”




    He held his breath. He wanted to tell her. He really did. “I’m fine. Six fifteen on Sunday night, right? I’ll be here to pick you up.”




    Her frown lingered. As she walked toward the entrance he called, “Good luck with the Wildcats! I’m sure they’ll love you up there.”
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    On the flight north, Audrey tried to study for her upcoming calculus exam, but her mind kept wandering to Leo. She stroked his sweatshirt in her lap and brought it to her face. It smelled like him—a combination of chlorine, soap, and musk. His eyes had looked so sad when they kissed goodbye.




    When had he begun acting so strangely? It seemed to start with that suspension from school—when Audrey hadn’t seen him for an entire week. And now his declining swimming performance, the shouting matches with Matt…




    Audrey sighed. She also wondered why Leo hated his father so much. CS sounded very strict, but lots of parents were strict. At least he still had his dad in his life.




    A lot of thinking and only a little calculus later, Audrey found herself smiling at the Northwestern coach in the terminal at O’Hare Airport.




    “Welcome, Audrey,” he said.




    “Good to meet you, sir.”




    He blanched. “We’re pretty informal here. I forgot for a second you’re from a military family.”




    Audrey looked down, embarrassed. Though she hadn’t told any college coaches about her father’s situation, she was sure most of them knew, and she dreaded the awkwardness. Their curious glances, their hesitation about whether to mention it, their sympathetic stares—Audrey hated all of it.




    “So.” She coerced a faint smile. “How long’s the drive to campus?”
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    The next night Audrey reluctantly accompanied a swimmer to a fraternity party across the quad. She’d had to sign a contract not to use alcohol or other drugs as a Pensacola student-athlete, and she was nervous she’d be pressured at the party.




    Once they entered the dimly lit mansion, Audrey followed her host over to a group of swimmers. She wished Leo was by her side.




    “Audrey!” yelled a tall senior with black hair. “Let’s get you some beer, girl!” She disappeared into the crowd. A few minutes later, she thrust a plastic cup into Audrey’s hands. Audrey glanced at the swimmers. They were laughing about something, not really paying attention to her. She could probably dump the beer and nobody would be any wiser.




    She’d been on edge all weekend, not knowing when somebody might ask about her dad and frustrated she couldn’t communicate with Leo. CS didn’t allow him to have a cell phone. Deciding to try a sip, she cringed from the bitter taste. But forcing down the rest of the beer helped her to loosen up a little.




    After three more cups, she’d joined in the laughter. Why hadn’t she done this before? This party was a blast, and the college swimmers were so nice. When a cute guy passed around a bottle of tequila, Audrey shrugged and took a big swig, barely noticing the burn in her throat.




    She loved feeling so carefree—testing limits and not being so darn worried about everything. When an irresistible song coaxed the swimmers off the couch and on to the dance floor, Audrey joined them, throwing her head back and swaying her body to the pulsating beat.
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    A thousand miles south, Leo wasn’t feeling so high. He sat on his bed, alone on a Saturday night, hugging his knees to his chest. Despite his previous declaration that being grounded was for losers, CS had kept Leo at home because of his meet performance.




    Leo had tried to last all day without Oxy, which had left him shaking and nauseated by the afternoon, and he now felt lonely and desperate. He’d finally given in and popped a pill—his last one—a few seconds ago.




    But Oxy didn’t even make him feel good anymore. It had taken over his life. A tear slid down Leo’s cheek, and he angrily wiped it away. He missed simpler times, he missed Jason, and most of all, he missed Audrey.


  




  

    11. Betrayal




    JAMES STOOD IN THE doorway of his superior’s office and adopted a deep, mysterious voice. “You called?”




    Captain Russell Payson smiled as he rose from his desk. James immediately noticed the man’s protruding belly—it strained the lower buttons of his uniform tunic. Had age or the stress of the job grayed the captain’s hair?




    “Have a seat, James.”




    “Thank you, sir.”




    “Coffee?”




    “That’d be great.”




    Nanoseconds later a young woman entered carrying two steaming cups. James followed her every move, and she seemed more than a little uncomfortable as she stood at attention next to the captain’s desk.




    “Thank you, Petty Officer. That is all.”




    “Aye, sir.” She completed a smart about face and exited.




    James smiled. “I don’t believe I’ve met Petty Officer…?”




    “Richards. She just started, and she’s been a pleasure to have in the office.”




    “I’m sure she is a pleasure, Captain. And she’s lucky to have you as a mentor. It makes our jobs easier to be so visually stimulated.”




    Payson appeared taken aback, and James hoped his superior hadn’t heard about his extracurricular dalliances. But he wasn’t too worried. His work performance would no doubt wash away any questions the captain might have about him.




    Payson finally spoke. “Well, Petty Officer Richards isn’t quite as beautiful as Lt. Keaton, your former assistant.”




    James stopped breathing for a second, but recovered quickly. “Yes, sir, I hear Darnell’s doing well as an instructor at the Academy.”




    “You know, James, I’m quite impressed by how you’ve managed to run your division so well despite losing key personnel. To have Denny Rose and Bill Walsh gone in one fell swoop? And then Darnell requesting immediate reassignment? Those are devastating blows.”




    “Although they’re big losses, we have excellent people in Air Department V-Four, sir.”




    “And you’re an excellent leader, James. Do you realize your division reached a ninety-nine percent safety rating in the last quarter? Your numbers keep up like that, and you’ll be XO before we know it.”




    James basked in the praise.




    “While I enjoy celebrating your success, Commander, your next assignment’s the reason I asked you here. Air Department in Miramar needs some help, and I’m ordering you and Roland to provide it. You’re leaving in three days.”




    James immediately thought of Leo’s invitational swim meet, but the military wouldn’t rearrange their needs to meet his. “Yes, sir.”




    Captain Payson rose, and James followed, then shook his hand.




    “I’m sure you’ll make us proud out there, James.”




    “Thank you, sir. Good day.”




    Once the door closed behind him, James muttered under his breath. He returned scads of salutes from inferiors passing him on the base, but barely registered their faces. He didn’t like Roland Drake one bit and dreaded their trip together. The fact that he’d been promoted to Lt. Commander Drake immediately after Bill Walsh’s murder wasn’t lost on James. It seemed a little too convenient.




    Back at his office, he sat down in front of his email and began putting out fires. Apparently the new flight deck supervision schedule left a gap in crew coverage. James shook his head. How did these idiots keep their jobs? He quickly created an alternate schedule and sent it along.




    The phone rang, and James picked it up, his eyes still on the computer screen. “Commander Scott.”




    “James, I’m worried about Leo.”




    His eyes clouded with resentment. “Mary, I told you never to call me at work.”




    “Well, you completely ignore me at home, so you don’t leave me much choice.”




    James sighed. Her endless complaints about him being aloof over the holidays only made him want to avoid her more. “Okay, why are you worried?”




    She paused. “Leo’s acting weird. He’s tired all the time, and…grumpy. He seems really down.”




    “What do you want me to do about it? I’m kind of busy here, Mary.”




    “I don’t know! I just want to talk about it—talk about our son.”




    He could hear an edge in her voice. “You’re past due for your next Oxy dose, I see.”




    “Screw you, James.”




    When she hung up on him, he stared at the phone for a full ten seconds. Who the hell did she think she was?




    After a few moments, his rage shifted into loss and regret. It hadn’t always been like this. The accident had changed everything.




    Immediately the image of Petty Officer Lisa Ramirez filled his mind, and he steeled himself against the stinging memories from six years before. Somewhere between two careers and two boys, his love life with Mary had lost its spark. James’s charisma and engaging hazel eyes drew women to him like a magnet. He couldn’t be blamed for that, could he?




    One of those women had been his office assistant, Petty Officer Ramirez. Her dark Latina features stood in alluring contrast to Mary’s fair skin, and James had begun manipulating Lisa into a sexual relationship from day one of her assignment to his unit. He hadn’t yet become a seasoned pro at infidelity, however, and Mary had sensed betrayal.




    After work one night, he’d whistled happily on his way to visit Lisa’s apartment. But not long after he arrived, he looked up from Lisa’s sofa to find Mary in the doorway, her silhouette framed by the sunlight streaming in the open doorway.




    “Our marriage is over!” she’d screamed in a voice strangled by shock and hurt. Then she’d turned and sprinted away from the apartment.




    “Mary!” James had slid on his uniform pants and turned to Ramirez. “You breathe a word of this to anyone and your career’s over, got it?”




    James didn’t wait for her response and tore after his wife. But his frantic search of Pensacola streets failed to locate her.




    Hours later, he pulled into his family’s driveway and found eleven-year-old Leo immediately at his car.




    “Mom’s been in an accident!”




    At the hospital, the awful waiting began. Finally a surgeon emerged, and James’s knees almost buckled at his grave expression.




    “Mrs. Scott has multiple leg fractures and lacerations, a lower back injury, and blunt head trauma,” the surgeon explained. “She’s in a coma, and…she may not make it. If you’re a religious family, I suggest you start praying now.”




    James had collapsed into a waiting room chair, moaning softly. “Not again. Not again,” he begged.




    Another fatal car accident was his fault. His parents had been killed in a car crash on the way to his basketball game when he was eleven years old. Now Mary’s blinding hurt from his betrayal had caused this accident, nothing else.




    His younger son sobbed next to him in the hospital waiting room, and James had grabbed Leo in a fierce, suffocating hug. He vowed never to let Leo feel the pain he felt. He was determined to raise a good man—a man better than his father.




    The soft bell of an incoming email drew his focus back to the computer screen. James tried to read the itinerary for his upcoming trip, but the details swam before his eyes. Leo had to succeed. He was the family’s only hope.


  




  

    12. The Best Kind of Ship




    FIVE DAYS AFTER AUDREY’S return from Chicago, it was carbo-loading time: the night before the North Florida Invitational.




    Leo, Audrey, Elaine, and Alex munched salad while awaiting their pasta, the main event, at The Olive Garden. The ravenous swimmers ignored their waitress’s disapproving looks each time she brought a new basket of breadsticks. They were currently on their fourth.




    Leo watched Alex brush breadcrumbs off his chest and laughed at his T-shirt: I wish my lawn was emo so it could cut itself.




    “So, Mr. Cranky…” Elaine fixed a stare on Leo. “What puts you in such a good mood tonight?”




    Leo grinned. “Cold-hearted Sadist left town for a week, and life is good.”




    Audrey tilted her head. “I thought you called your dad Cruel SOB?”




    “Those terms are interchangeable.” Leo winked. “It’s all CS.”




    “When you said CS I always thought you meant Commander Scott,” said Alex, suddenly piecing it together. “But I like these much better.” He grinned. “I’ll personally really miss Cocky Sucker’s menacing stares at tomorrow’s meet. Who can I thank for making him leave?”




    “His CO ordered him to go to California or something. Who really cares?” Leo raised his ice water. “I’d like to propose a toast to the seniors.”




    They giggled and raised their glasses. When Leo noticed Audrey’s stare, and he tried to stop the trembling in his hand. Time for another pill.




    “Here’s to our wives and girlfriends,” Leo said with a laugh. “May they never meet!”




    Snickers enveloped the table.




    “Seriously, though, going into our last invite, I want to thank you guys for always being there. Four long years—I couldn’t have made it without you. Friendship is the best kind of ship.”




    “Aw, that was so sweet!” Elaine said, smiling.




    Leo put down his glass, turned to Audrey, and cupped her chin in his hand as he gave her a peck on the lips.




    Alex groaned. “Get a room!”




    Leo laughed, and Elaine was so amused she brought a forkful of lettuce to her mouth and missed, causing a salad cascade back onto her plate.




    Alex appeared mortified. “You can’t take my hag anywhere.”




    As the waitress scurried past their table, Alex’s breathy voice rang out again. “Excuse me! Can we get more breadsticks?”




    The waitress scowled.




    “So, I think I’ll get a tattoo!” Elaine suddenly burst out.




    “Laney!” Alex bobbed up and down in his chair. “You have to let me design it for you.”




    “My dad would kill me if I got a tattoo,” Leo mused.




    “My dad too,” Audrey said. “He hates tattoos.”




    An uncomfortable silence settled over the table at the mention of Denny Rose.




    The waitress arrived with their entrees and seemed perplexed by the sudden decrease in volume.




    Leo frowned as he watched Audrey stare at her steaming plate. She hadn’t yet picked up her fork.




    “But wouldn’t tats give your dad street cred with the other cons?” Alex asked.




    Leo’s pasta-laden fork paused in midair as he waited for Audrey’s reaction.




    Her brown eyes looked startled, then a smile crept across her face. “Street cred, Alex? Where’d you hear that one—your extensive gangsta rap collection?”




    Alex bristled. “I know some rap.”




    Elaine laughed. “Lady Gaga isn’t a rapper!”




    While Elaine and Alex argued the relative merits of the singer’s costumes, Leo squeezed Audrey’s hand. A few minutes later, Alex’s imitation of Lady Gaga made Elaine spew chewed-up ravioli all over her plate. Audrey smiled at Leo, and he felt warmth spread through his chest. Friendship was the best kind of ship.
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    The next morning Mary had the house to herself. Some mothers would cherish a few moments alone, but for her it was nothing new, given James’s busy work schedule and Leo’s school and swimming demands. Truthfully, even when her boys were home she still felt lonely. James treated her with icy disregard, and now Leo avoided her too, holing himself up in his room.




    At least the mood in the house had lightened since James left for California. When Leo had returned from his pasta dinner last night, Mary had capitalized on her husband’s absence by trying to get to the bottom of his mood swings. He’d met her pointed questions with uncomfortable silences or a stock “I don’t know, ma’am,” which frustrated her to no end. She’d finally given up so he could sleep before his meet, and he was away in Tallahassee now, but she was still determined to discover what was going on.
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