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    Dedication




    To those who strive for healing and redemption…


    may you find your way, with love.


  




  

    1. Conjugal




    GRANT WAS ABOUT to knock on the door when he turned to her. “You ready?”




    Sophie felt a rush of anxiety at the prospect of seeing the man inside once again. It had been over a year, and the circumstances of their last encounter had been less than ideal. She mustered a shaky smile. “Yes.”




    “Are you sure?” Grant frowned. “I thought your face was flushed from the wind, but now you seem nervous. We don’t have to rush this, you know.”




    She shivered, recalling the January wind that had blasted them as they walked to the church. Warmer weather couldn’t come fast enough. “We do if we want it to happen this summer.”




    Grant’s hand dropped. “That’s no reason to take the plunge. We can come back later.”




    She looked into his worried eyes and reached for his hand. “Grant, I have absolutely no qualms about marrying you. I’d do it today if we could.”




    “Then let’s just go to the courthouse now.”




    She rolled her eyes. “You know I’d love that, but my dad would kill me. No, we’ll do it this summer, like we planned. We’ll do the big church wedding.” She turned back to the door.




    He tugged at her hand, drawing her to face him again. “Sophie, talk to me.”




    “It’s just…” She sighed. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Pastor Tom.”




    His thumb massaged her palm in soothing circles.




    “The last time I saw him…I was in handcuffs.”




    Sadness filled his eyes as he put the pieces together. “For your mother’s funeral.”




    “Two COs brought me from Downer’s Grove.” She despised the tremor in her voice. “They said I was lucky the warden let me attend.”




    “That sounds so humiliating.” He gathered her in his arms. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”




    She closed her eyes as she melted into his strong chest and breathed in his clean bergamot scent. His hand smoothed her hair while he spoke to her.




    “You’re different now, Bonnie. Wiser, tougher…stronger. And if anyone could forgive you for past mistakes, it’d be a man of God. Surely Pastor Tom understands what you’ve been through and knows who you really are.”




    Her shoulders relaxed. After a moment, she looked up at him. “Thank you. You’re right—Pastor Tom has known me since I was a kid. He wouldn’t judge me or just give up on me.”




    Grant kissed her forehead before letting her go.




    She brushed her hand down her coat then tossed her hair back, chin up.




    “There’s that confidence,” he said. “There’s that strong backbone of yours.”




    She cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t you forget it.”




    He laughed.




    Turning back to the door, she sighed. “I guess it’s good you realize in advance what kind of woman you’re getting, you know, with this whole till death do us part thing.” She felt the intensity of crystal blue eyes floating down her spine.




    “I sure do. It’s a beautiful backbone, by the way.”




    His silky voice unnerved her, as usual, and she rapped on the door to distract herself. If not, their inevitable making out would be inappropriate in the church hallway.




    A man in his early fifties with thinning sandy hair and intelligent brown eyes opened the door. His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He stuck out his hand. “Sophie.”




    She returned his warm smile. “Pastor Tom. Thanks for meeting with us. This is Grant Madsen, my fiancé.”




    “Tom Kelley,” he said as he shook Grant’s hand, looking up a bit to meet the taller man’s eyes. He led them inside his office and gestured to two chairs. Sitting across from them behind his desk, Pastor Tom continued smiling at her, and she glanced down at her long, camel-colored coat.




    “You seem well, Sophie,” he said.




    “Thank you.” She fidgeted as she offered a smile.




    The pastor leaned forward. “How’s life been treating you?”




    “All right.” She shrugged, adding an anxious chuckle as her hands splayed open, palms up. “No, uh, no handcuffs this time.”




    Pastor Tom frowned.




    Grant grasped one of her hands in his.




    She swallowed, looking up and putting on a brave face. “Anyway, I’m happy to report that Grant and I are no longer on parole. It’s behind us now. We’re here to talk about moving forward.”




    The pastor said, “Then I’m glad it’s all in the past.” His eyes shifted over to Grant. “Sophie’s father told me you two met on your parole officer’s doorstep?”




    Grant winced. “Yes, sir—not your most typical hookup spot. Mr. Taylor isn’t exactly my biggest fan.”




    “Aw, he’s coming around,” Sophie countered.




    Pastor Tom hid a smile. “Well, if you can win over Will, you can win over anybody.”




    That’s certainly true, Sophie thought.




    “How is your father?” Pastor Tom asked her.




    “He’s doing well. The construction business is picking up.”




    “That’s good, but I wasn’t necessarily asking about his work life.”




    “Oh.” She paused. “He said his talks with you have helped a lot, but it’s still tough. We miss my mom. That’s why this whole wedding thing’s so important to him, I think.”




    “And that’s why you’re here,” Pastor Tom said. “Wedding talk. Tell me what you’re planning.”




    Grant nodded for her to field that question.




    “We’d like to get married this summer, here in the church,” she began.




    ***




    After what seemed like a four-hour wedding meeting, Grant hustled down Michigan Avenue, weaving around slow pedestrians, toward his job at Alex Remington’s hotel. Even though it was a balmy nineteen degrees, shoppers teemed the Magnificent Mile, toting bags from American Girl Place and Niketown. He reviewed the details of the meeting as he walked, huddled inside his long, navy-blue wool coat—a Christmas gift from Uncle Joe. His White Sox jacket just wasn’t cutting it in these temperatures. His main duty was to find a spot for their reception. He smiled. He knew the perfect place.




    Some passengers disembarked a tour bus, and as he crossed in front of them, a voice called out, “Madsen!”




    He stopped short. He’d know that voice anywhere. Was his mind playing tricks on him? Power of suggestion? He searched the area for his irascible former boss but failed to locate him.




    “Madsen, I’m right here, dammit!”




    He looked again at the man getting off the bus—a shorter man of average weight with carefully combed black hair and a crisp business suit—and did a triple take.




    “Rog?”




    Then came that familiar hearty laugh. “Of course! Who the hell else you know leads architectural bus tours, dumbshit?”




    This was definitely Roger Eaton. Grant tried to shut his slacked jaw. “You look, uh, great, Rog. I barely recognized you, you look so good! I mean, uh, that didn’t come out right…”




    “Real nice, little fucker. Way to treat your elders.”




    “Sorry, I—you must be following your diet, huh? You’re back on good terms with Ms. Broccoli?”




    Roger gave a proud grin. “I got me a real life Ms. Broccoli now. A real sweetie.”




    “You—you have a girlfriend now?”




    “Ana,” he confirmed. “She lives in my building.”




    “That’s great! Did you meet her on the elevator or something?”




    “Nah.” He shook his head. “She was at the gym on the sixth floor.”




    “You were in the gym?”




    “Don’t look so surprised! I used to be real fit, back in the Navy. I know my way around a gym.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “I met her doing free weights. This hard-body señorita was putting me to shame on squats, and I asked her how she got such a tight ass—”




    “And then she decked you.”




    “Nah, she loved it! She’s real proud of that butt—she should be. She took me to one of her classes, and I got hooked. She’s a Zumba instructor.”




    Grant absorbed that information for a moment. “You do…Zumba?”




    “It’s great! Much more fun than PT. You just get going…” He did a little two-step maneuver on the city street, dancing to an unknown Latin beat. “Cha cha cha. Heeuh? Ana does this a little better than me…”




    Grant tried to hold it in. He really did. But his body quivered, his shoulders shook, and soon a whooping laugh erupted—which lasted quite a few seconds.




    Roger abruptly stopped his dance. “You judge, Madsen. Not cool.”




    “You’re right,” he said, finding it difficult to compose a straight face. “That wasn’t cool of me. Zumba’s obviously working for you.”




    “Lost thirty-five pounds since September.”




    “Wow! And your hair…piece…looks real good too.”




    “Ana helped pick this one out.”




    Don’t laugh, don’t laugh. “So, uh, when do Sophie and I get to meet Ana?”




    “I was thinking of bringing her by Capone’s one night, make her suffer through your singing.”




    “I’d be honored,” Grant said. “But actually, I was going to call you. Um, I’m going by an alias now—some things have changed…”




    Roger looked at him with a newfound respect, and his voice lowered conspiratorially. “Last time I talked to Joe, he said you were in conversations with the FBI, thinking of working for them.”




    “I’m giving it a shot. Nothing’s happened yet, though.”




    “What’s it like working for those tight-ass feds?”




    He smirked. “Probably the same as working for your tight-ass boss.”




    “True that. So what’s your alias then?”




    “Mick Saylor.”




    “What the fuck kind of name is that?”




    “Sophie helped me come up with it. It’s sort of a private joke.”




    “So it’s Saylor and Taylor now.” He shook his head. “The fucking Bobbsey twins.”




    “Huh—I never put our names together like that before.”




    “Way to think it through first, Mick Dick.”




    His head spun with the volume of insults hurled his way.




    “How’s Taylor doing, by the way?” Roger continued.




    “She’s great. She’s teaching full time at DePaul now.”




    “You two still shacking up?”




    Grant grinned. “Yep, but not for much longer. We’re engaged.”




    His eyes widened. “Finally! About time you both realized nobody else would want you. You might as well stick together.”




    “I’ve missed this.” His heart swelled with fondness for his former boss.




    “Then come back and work on my ship this summer.”




    “I’d actually like to ask you something about that, sir.”




    Roger narrowed his eyes. “You sneaking behind my back again, trying to hire someone else for my cruise like you did with Taylor?”




    “Hey. As I recall, that worked out pretty well for your business. You should be so lucky.”




    He grunted.




    “I wanted to ask if Sophie and I could have our wedding reception on your ship. Saturday, June eighteenth.”




    He tilted his head, considering.




    “We’ll pay you, of course,” Grant added.




    “With what? My ship’s expensive to rent, you know.”




    “Mr. Taylor has agreed to foot the bill.”




    His eyes bugged. “I thought he hated you!”




    “I charmed him with my singing.”




    He shook his head. “Keep dreaming, Sinatra. Hey, I haven’t met Ana’s dad yet—maybe I should try singing for him too.”




    “Don’t you want him to like you? If so, I’d advise against it.”




    “I’ve missed this too, you pecker.” He grinned as he glanced at his watch. “Gotta get back to Willis Tower for the next bus tour or my boss will be all over me. So, June eighteenth? Sure, that should work. I’ll cancel the two evening cruises and expect a fat paycheck from Taylor’s dad to cover the losses.”




    “You got it, Rog. Thanks.”




    “And Madsen?”




    “Yeah?”




    “Be careful out there.”




    He nodded. “You too. Don’t let those tourists hit on you. You’ve got a girlfriend now.”




    “A hot girlfriend!” Roger echoed, starting a little merengue dance. “She’s one lucky woman!”




    Grant grinned as he walked away. “Zumba,” he marveled. He couldn’t wait to tell Sophie.




    ***




    A few minutes later, and feeling quite efficient, Grant welcomed the warm blast of air greeting him in the hotel lobby. As he peeled off his gloves and slid off his hat, he noticed there weren’t any guests at the reception desk, and he knew what that meant. As much as he tried to avoid eye contact with the redhead working behind the front desk, she still aimed a seductive wink his way. Grant gave her a tight smile and hurried past.




    Picturing Sophie’s engagement ring, he wished he wore a sign that he too was off the market. But then he realized she was so beautiful even an engagement ring wouldn’t stop men from pursuing her. At times he still couldn’t believe she’d agreed to marry him. Excitement coursed through him just thinking about it.




    He waltzed into the executive suite, and Alex Remington’s administrative assistant looked up from her desk. “Hi, Mick!”




    “Hey, Sarah. Could you let Mr. Remington know I’d like to see him?”




    “He said you could go on in when you arrived. He’s expecting you.”




    Surprised, he knocked on his boss’s door before entering the opulent office.




    Involved in a phone conversation, Remington gestured for him to sit in the chair across from the desk.




    Sinking into the leather, he listened for a moment.




    “He’s here, and I’ll send him up in a few…You’re welcome. I hope it works. Keep in touch.” Mr. Remington hung up the phone and gave him a stern stare. “You’re late.”




    “Sorry, sir.” Grant shifted in his chair. “I, uh, I ran into a friend on Michigan.” He felt a bit confused. He wouldn’t start singing for hours and typically his boss was too busy with hotel business to care much when exactly he arrived. “Would you like me here at a particular time, Mr. Remington? I promise I won’t be late again.”




    His expression softened. “It’s not me keeping a timetable here—it’s the other party. It seems I’ll be the designated go-between.”




    “Sir?”




    “An agent’s waiting for you in room six thirty-one.”




    “Oh.” Understanding dawned on him. He’d been waiting for the FBI to make contact, but hadn’t expected it would happen at work.




    “Apparently they’d like you to report in to me at the start of your shift, and I’ll let you know if they’re here to meet with you.”




    “Why don’t they just call me?”




    “They don’t want to take any chances.”




    Grant took this in. “I didn’t mean to get you involved, Mr. Remington.”




    “Too late.” He smiled. “I want to be involved. I saw what happened to Will and Sophie, and I’ll do whatever it takes to stop mobsters from taking down more innocent people.”




    “That’s exactly how I feel.”




    Mr. Remington grinned. “I always knew you were a good hire. Now, do you have any new songs on tap for us?”




    “Andy and I are working on a Guys and Dolls song, sir.”




    “Great! Which one?”




    “‘Luck Be a Lady Tonight.’”




    “Indeed. We could all use a little luck. You better get going—the agent’s waiting.”




    He stood. “Thank you, sir.”




    He zoomed past reception, where thankfully the redhead was engrossed in checking in a hotel guest, toward the bank of elevators. So it’s beginning. A charge of energy bloomed up his spine, leaving him jumpy as he stepped into the open elevator.




    After making sure he wasn’t followed, he stole down the hallway of the sixth floor. An agent responded to his soft knock, but he stepped aside and let Grant in without showing himself in the open doorway. Once the door was shut, Agent Lucas Bounter gripped his hand in a firm handshake. “Welcome back.”




    “It’s good to see you, sir. Uh, is the task force involved with this assignment? I thought I’d be working with another agent.”




    “I’ve been reassigned to the organized crime unit,” said Bounter. “Less of a chance Jovanovich and his ilk can hunt me down.”




    “Has he been a problem?”




    “Nah. He’s still on ‘extended leave’ in Serbia as far as we know, probably feeling lucky we didn’t prosecute him. Hopefully he’ll stay there.” He gave a weary smile. “Busting him felt like taking down a Mafia kingpin—more so than arresting a corrupt politician—so this new job’s not much of a stretch.”




    Grant noticed faint purple smudges under Bounter’s eyes, darkening the rich brown skin of his face, and then the mussed comforter on one of the full beds. “You’re sleeping in the hotel?”




    “This is a makeshift office. Not much sleep’s happening here now that things are heating up.” He yawned and gestured to the small round table in the corner of the room, covered by a laptop and messy papers. “Please, come in, have a seat.”




    “I hope Mr. Remington’s giving the FBI a good rate.” He joined him at the table. “Rooms here aren’t cheap.”




    “Free sounds like a pretty good rate to me.”




    His boss was indeed getting involved. “Wow, that’s generous of him.”




    “Remington is a good man,” Bounter agreed. “Though his motives aren’t completely altruistic. It seems the criminal element has wormed its way to this hotel, and he doesn’t want it to find a home here.”




    Grant gave him a questioning look.




    “Last night was your first back performing, singing at Capone’s Spirits, correct?”




    “Yes, sir. Got my sea legs back.”




    “I know they trained you on observational skills during your time at the Academy. What’d you notice about last night’s audience?”




    “I didn’t…” His voice drifted off as he felt the heat of the agent’s stare. He closed his eyes, pushing himself to remember the guests watching him sing Sinatra and Bennett. There was the usual smattering of women wearing low-cut blouses, smiling back at him, but surely those weren’t the people Agent Bounter had in mind. Who else was there? He frantically searched his mind, feeling his throat go dry.




    “Anyone catch your eye?” Bounter prompted.




    Mr. Remington had been there, standing off to the side, making sure his vocal chords still did their thing after the two-month FBI training hiatus at Quantico. Sophie had been there too, and he’d felt at home singing to her, focusing only on her…




    “Well?”




    He sighed. “I’m sorry, sir—I don’t recall anything out of the ordinary.”




    “You’re going to have to do better than that.”




    He winced.




    “Particularly if you want to survive. What interfered with your concentration?”




    “I’m not sure—I remember looking at Sophie, and—”




    “She distracted you. That won’t happen again.”




    “It won’t?”




    “No, it’s too risky for Sophie to be there now. Important targets came in during your first song.”




    “The Russians were there? Last night?” He paled. “What about Sophie? Did they see me go over to her when I was done?”




    “No, they were only there for a few songs. They had a drink, then left.”




    Panic laced his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve kept her far from this place if I’d known.”




    Bounter held his hands out, palms up. “We had no idea they’d show up. You never know what to expect with these thugs. We thought you’d have to go to them, but it’ll actually work out much better this way. Less risk of entrapment.”




    He felt sick. Sophie had been in the same bar with members of the Russian Mafia. “Who was there, sir?”




    “You tell me.”




    “Uh, probably not Federov…” He watched the agent raise an eyebrow. “The don was there? And I didn’t see him?”




    “He was there with a woman and another couple, in the back. You’d have to look carefully to find him.”




    “Which I obviously didn’t do,” he muttered, angry with himself. He sat up like the snap of a sail in the wind. “Wait a minute. The woman with him when they walked in—was she a blonde? Wearing a red dress?”




    The agent smiled. “Are you scoping the crowd for dates, Mr. Saylor?”




    “No, sir. I thought she might—” his voice dipped “—try to buy me a drink after. She looked the type.”




    Bounter seemed to stifle a laugh.




    “But then she was hanging off the guy, so I knew I was safe.”




    “That woman was Kebin’s date, not Federov’s.”




    “Andrei Kebin?”




    Bounter nodded—he seemed relieved Grant had at least learned the targets’ names. “Federov’s girl isn’t quite as much a looker as Kebin’s.”




    “They didn’t show me photos of the girlfriends.”




    “That’s because the girls are usually a revolving door with those two.” Bounter pulled out a manila folder.




    As Grant studied the photos of the Russians and their current girlfriends, he felt a tendril of disquiet settle in his gut. These men didn’t look all that different from his father’s family. Except that the Barberis were mostly in prison, whereas these men were free. He was determined to end their freedom too.




    “What do you need me to do next, sir?”




    “You wait.”




    Grant scowled.




    “We think it’s better for them to come to you. Makes them less suspicious.”




    “How do we know they’ll return to Capone’s?”




    “Eh…” Bounter shrugged. “We don’t know for sure, but it seemed like they were enjoying themselves until Federov got a text message. They left pretty quickly after that.”




    Grant nodded.




    “We want you to sit at the bar after your set. No friends, just you. Flash around some money, ask where to find a good poker game. Make it subtle.”




    “So I’m not going to West Town to seek them out.”




    “Correct. Just have some patience. If you play your cards right, they’ll find you.”




    Grant sighed. Sitting around waiting wasn’t what he’d hoped for.




    “Let’s review your cover story for when you make contact,” Bounter suggested. “Make sure we’re on the same page.”




    “My name’s Mick Saylor…” When he told Bounter how he got discharged from the Navy due to his gambling problem, his heart squeezed, thinking of Logan. They reviewed the reasons his knowledge of Naval Station Great Lakes and Navy submarines would be attractive to the Russians.




    “Tell me more about yourself, Mick.”




    “I grew up north of Chicago, in Lake County. My mom died from cancer when I was twelve, and my dad took my brother and me to live near his family in Norfolk.”




    “What’s your dad’s name?”




    “Jerry,” he said after a pause.




    “Hesitations like aren’t going to fly.”




    He nodded and clenched his teeth. Get it right.




    “Where do your dad and brother live now?”




    “They still live in Virginia.”




    Bounter leaned in. “Why’d you return to Chicago? Don’t you miss them?”




    “I used to work at Great Lakes. I’m not close to my family anymore…They think I have a drug problem just because I smoked a little weed in high school.”




    “Do you have a drug problem?”




    “Of course not.” He gave his best disarming smile.




    “What’d you do after high school?”




    “I joined the Navy when I was eighteen.”




    “Did you work on any submarines?”




    “Nope, I was on destroyers and bird-farms. But I know my way around subs.”




    “What’d you do when you got kicked out of the Navy?”




    “I started working in the hotel as a bellman. I was joking around with the guys, singing in the lobby, and Mr. Remington heard me. He had me audition, and the rest is history.”




    “When did you start singing at Capone’s?”




    “Last September.”




    “You’ve been singing there the whole time?”




    “Uh, I had to go home for a couple of months.”




    Bounter’s head tilted. “Why?”




    “My brother’s sick.” He swallowed. “Testicular cancer. He didn’t really want me there, but I stayed until after his surgery.”




    Bounter smiled. “Just the right amount of emotion there, Mick. Very believable.”




    He took a deep breath. He didn’t have to manufacture emotion when it came to his brother.




    “And the testicular cancer’s a nice touch. There’s no way guys will ask follow-up questions on that one. Okay, I’ve got the hidden microphones with GPS here. Let’s get one on you.”




    “Now, sir?”




    “The Russians are on the radar. It’s time.”




    As Bounter turned to pick up the tiny button-size microphone, Grant clenched his hands into fists, his anticipation building.




    It’s time.


  




  

    2. Contact




    FROM THE DRIVER’S SEAT, Anita Green smiled at Sophie.




    Sophie rubbed her hands together, glad the defroster was pumping out warm air for their trip. When her former advisor had asked for help with data collection, she’d volunteered. But now that they were en route to Downer’s Grove Women’s Penitentiary, she questioned that decision.




    “How’s it going, Assistant Professor Taylor?” Anita asked.




    “Pretty good. Teaching two new classes is a lot of work.”




    She nodded. “I remember what my first year was like. Very busy. At least I had some reliable professors in the department to mentor me.”




    “It’s great to have mentors.” She mustered a smile. “I’m glad you’re back from Spain.”




    “Me too. Except for this detestable weather.” Snow swirled in the air but wasn’t sticking to the roads yet. “I hope our drive back to the city won’t be a skating rink.”




    Sophie couldn’t wait for the trip home, no matter how much snow had accumulated. Her stomach was in knots as they drove closer and closer to the prison that had been her home for a year.




    “Why didn’t you use David’s old syllabus for your history of psychology class?” Anita asked. “That might’ve saved you some time.”




    “Uh, you know, I wanted to make the class more current.” Her stomach tightened even more as she remembered her run-in with David Alton back in October.




    “A history class?” Anita paused. “I’ve noticed you seem rather tense around David in department meetings. Did something happen while I was away?”




    “Something did happen, but I’m not sure if I should share it.”




    “I respect that. I was just curious because David seems different since I returned.”




    “Different how?”




    Anita seemed to think for a moment. “Not quite as lecherous.”




    She laughed. “So he’s come on to you too. You never said anything about it when I was your student. I thought it was just me.”




    “I didn’t think it would be professional to discuss another professor with a student. Besides, it meant nothing to me since I’m married. I’m sorry it happened to you too—I had no idea.”




    “I think David got away with his little games because of the silence. But Tanya, Nora, and I decided that didn’t work for us anymore.”




    Anita’s jaw dropped as Sophie recounted how the three had secretly taped and then confronted David for sexually harassing women in the department.




    “What a cad!” Anita’s grip stiffened on the steering wheel. “Sounds like your confrontation worked, but why didn’t you tell the department chair? Or the university ombudsman?”




    “We thought about it,” she said. “I was hesitant to make a formal ethics charge. I’m not exactly the queen of ethics myself.”




    Her eyes softened. “You’ve paid for your ethical breach, Sophie.”




    “I know.” She sighed.




    “Do you feel like you must keep paying?”




    “Sometimes. Especially when we’re headed to Downer’s Grove.”




    Anita nodded. “Are you sure you want to do research with me?”




    “Yes.” After a moment she added, “Grant told me it was tough to return to Gurnee to confront his father, but it helped him move forward. And he was still on parole then. At least I don’t have the threat of prison hanging over my head anymore.”




    “Being on parole must’ve been so stressful.”




    “It was. But Grant made it better. Hunter too. He also thinks it’s a good idea to confront my fears.”




    “Spoken like a true therapist.” Anita winked at her.




    ***




    Inside the prison, Sophie watched a female CO pat down Anita. Great, I’m next. She tensed as the CO approached. When the guard ran her hand along her inner thigh, she closed her eyes. Though it was not an unfamiliar experience, she’d never be comfortable with pat-downs.




    The CO’s male counterpart inspected their briefcases on the conveyer next to the metal detector. “What’s this?” He held up a small tape recorder.




    Her voice sounded small. “It’s a mini-recorder, to tape the interviews.”




    “That’s not approved.” The CO placed the recorder in a box of forbidden items.




    Unable to protest, she found her words stuck in her throat.




    “Actually,” Anita butted in, slipping on her heels, “Warden Sanchez did approve that. There’s a letter in my briefcase. I could show you—” She halted when the guard held out his hand.




    “Step back. I’ll get it.”




    While Sophie zipped up her boots with trembling hands, Anita stood placidly. “It’s in the side pocket.”




    The guard scanned the letter and seemed disappointed. “It’s legit,” he said, nodding at the female CO. “Put the recorders back in their bags.” He glared at Sophie. “Those recorders better have all their working pieces when you leave, batteries included.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Follow me to the interview rooms.”




    They grabbed their briefcases and followed the officer, waiting to be buzzed through several locked doors. When they arrived at one door, the CO unlocked it and gestured for Sophie to enter. She gave Anita a jittery smile.




    “See you in a few hours,” Anita said as the door closed. She turned to accompany the officer to the next interview room.




    Sophie shivered when she heard jangling keys lock the door behind her. She placed her briefcase on the table and collapsed into a chair bolted to the cement floor. Keep it together. She forced herself to take some deep breaths.




    A few minutes later the CO unlocked the door and led in a large, imposing woman.




    Noticing the inmate’s handcuffs, she frowned. “I thought we were only interviewing minimum-security offenders?”




    He guided the woman to another chair and shrugged. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “This is the list Dr. Ashby gave me. Dominique volunteered for the study.”




    “Oh.” She felt her face flush when the inmate shot her a challenging stare.




    “You want me to take her away?” the CO asked.




    She paused. “No, it must’ve been my misunderstanding. I’d be happy to meet with Dominique. Does she, um, does she need to stay in cuffs?”




    “Yes. I’ll be right outside.” He departed, leaving the door ajar.




    She tried to rein in her furious blush. “Sorry about that.”




    Dominique studied her. “Huh. When I go see Dr. Ashby I don’t have to be cuffed.”




    “That’s probably because Dr. Ashby’s a psychologist for the DOC. They trust her.”




    Dominique continued staring.




    She took out some papers and hoped her smile didn’t convey her anxiety. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Sophie Taylor, from DePaul University. We’re conducting a study on the effectiveness of psychotherapy in prison. Today I’ll interview you about your experiences in therapy here at Downer’s Grove. Would you be willing to read about the potential benefits and risks of the study?”




    The woman gave the slightest of nods.




    Sophie was about to slide the informed consent document across the table. But instead, making every effort to be friendly, she took a deep breath, walked over to Dominique, and placed the paper on the table in front of her. “Please look this over and sign if you agree to participate.”




    Stepping back, she waited a moment before Dominique gave her an expectant look. “Is there a problem?” Sophie asked.




    “I kind of need a pen?” the woman replied.




    “Oh!” Sophie gasped. “Uh, they confiscated my pens…Let me see if I can get one.”




    She poked her head out the door, and the CO came in to supervise the inmate as she signed the document with his pen. He then collected it and stepped outside again.




    “It looks difficult to sign with handcuffs on.” She returned to her seat.




    Dominique appeared unfazed. “I’m used to it.”




    “Are you okay with me recording this interview, as outlined in the informed consent document?” She pulled out the tape recorder.




    “Whatever.”




    Pressing the record button, Sophie realized she would be recorded too. She said a silent prayer that she wouldn’t sound like an idiot. She looked down at her paper. “This is a semi-structured interview, meaning I have some questions prepared but I might also ask follow-up questions to your responses, okay?”




    Dominique nodded.




    “How long have you been in therapy with Dr. Ashby?”




    “Oh.” She furrowed her brow. “I thought you’d start by asking me why I’m in here.”




    “Would you like to discuss that?”




    “No.” She looked down. “I started counseling ’bout a year ago.”




    “What led you to begin counseling?”




    She shrugged. “To get out of my cell.”




    Sophie nodded. “To get away from your bunkie?”




    The prisoner seemed surprised she knew the lingo. “Something like that.”




    “Do the police escort you to Dr. Ashby’s office? That’s what happens for maximum-security offenders, right?”




    A suspicious crease tightened her forehead. “How you know that?”




    “Well…” She blushed.




    “Wait a minute…you were here! Across the street—I remember you. Didn’t recognize you at first in your fancy duds.”




    She sighed, angry with herself for revealing too much. This was supposed to be Dominique’s interview, not hers. But this setting full of locks and cages had rattled her.




    “You’re right, I was incarcerated here a while back, in another cellblock.”




    “You’re…a doctor?”




    She winced. “I was a psychologist. Now I teach and do research.”




    “How the world you go from here to there?”




    “Well, I’m done with my parole…trying to put my life back together.”




    “So you were in prison here, and now you’re some swanky shrink. You think you know all about me, then.”




    “I don’t.” She met her eyes. “Even though I’m a con too, I don’t presume to know what it’s like to be maximum security—to be cuffed anytime you get out of your cell, to be here for years, to suffer all the losses you have. Also I have no idea what it’s like to be black, facing racism every day.”




    Her glare softened.




    “That’s why I’m here,” Sophie said, attempting to keep her voice steady. “To try to understand your unique experience. To talk about what therapy has been like for you.”




    “Why you need to interview me? You probably saw a shrink too—you know what it’s like.”




    “Not in here,” she admitted. “I was too stubborn. But my PO made me see a psychologist when I got out, so I didn’t escape therapy for long.”




    Dominique smirked. “They always get ya in the end.”




    “That’s for sure.” Sophie smiled.




    A silence settled over them, but eventually Dominique said, “The reason I started counseling was my bunkie told me to do it.”




    “Okay.” Sophie hesitated. “She’s the one in charge?”




    “Nah, ain’t like that. My bunkie said she’d kill me if I kept waking her up at night hollerin’.”




    Pain pierced her heart as she thought of Grant. “Nightmares, huh?”




    Dominique looked down. “Then I found out I got a better chance of getting back my kids, once I get out, if I go to counseling. That’s why I keep going, even though it was stupid at first.”




    “What parts seemed stupid to you?”




    They continued the interview for over an hour, and Sophie found herself completely absorbed, really connecting with the woman. She’d avoided most of the other inmates during her stay, but perhaps it hadn’t needed to be such a lonely year.




    “It sounds like therapy has been helpful for you, Dominique,” she concluded near the end of their time. “Your nightmares have stopped—so at least your bunkie won’t kill you now—and you have some ideas about how to discipline your kids effectively when you get out.”




    “Sounds ’bout right.”




    “What are your recommendations for improving therapy here? What could the DOC do to make it a more helpful experience?”




    “The DOC wants to know what I think?”




    “Yes! You’re giving your valuable time for an interview, and we want to use your insights to make things better.”




    Dominique looked away. “Well, uh, they could hire you, I guess. I like you better than Dr. Ashby.”




    Stunned, she was speechless for a few seconds. “Um, wow, that’s a really kind thing to say, Dominique. Thank you. I…I lost my license when I was arrested, though. No more therapy for me.”




    The prisoner shook her head. “Just like I said. They always get ya in the end.”




    Sophie could see sadness in the woman’s drawn eyes—sadness that mirrored her own.




    ***




    Grant locked the door behind him and entered the darkened apartment. He found Sophie crashed on the sofa. The glow of the television framed her body in muted blue light. Her head tilted back, resting on the cushion, and her long strawberry-blond hair draped in soft waves around her face. She’d propped up her feet on the coffee table.




    He sat next to her, studying her delicate features. She hadn’t removed her makeup, and he noticed smudged eye shadow above her long eyelashes. She looked so serene. He reveled in the quiet after spending the night in a loud bar, stressed from hitting each note while scanning the crowd for any sign of the Russians.




    Glancing at the TV, he saw the menu screen for Titanic. She must have fallen asleep watching the DVD, and she’d muted the sound before drifting off. The remote rested on her upturned palm.




    As he reached for the remote, his hand paused midair.




    “Ahhhhh…” she moaned.




    He looked up to see her mouth twitch into a small grin. He wished he could be in the dream with her—it seemed like a fantastic time. As he slid the remote from her grasp, she stirred, much to his dismay.




    She gave him a dreamy smile. “You’re home.”




    “And you’re adorable.” Never taking his eyes off hers, he set the remote on the coffee table and leaned down for a kiss. There was an open box of Girl Scout cookies on the table, and she tasted like chocolate mint. Once their lips met, his time apart from her floated away. Each kiss was a reconnection…a homecoming.




    He gave her some space, and she stretched, catlike, lifting her arms above her head and curling her toes. She yawned and frowned. “Aw, I missed the end.”




    He smirked. “I’ve got a secret for you.” He planted soft kisses along the warmth of her jawline, then murmured in her ear, “The ship sinks.”




    She giggled and elbowed him. “Way to spoil it for me.”




    “Hardly. How many times have you seen Titanic?”




    Her cheeks pinked as she sat up. “About ten.”




    “That’s thirty-five hours of your life you’re not getting back.”




    “Stop ragging on my favorite movie! You haven’t even seen it.”




    “What’s the point? There’s no suspense there—we all know what’ll happen.”




    “It’s not about the suspense. It’s about the romance.” She sighed, her hand fluttering to her heart. “Jack Dawson’s the most amazing character.”




    His eyes narrowed. “So this is about Leonardo DiCaprio.”




    “He certainly helps my enjoyment of the movie.” A devious smile played on her lips.




    He pulled away from her. “I bet you were dreaming about him.”




    “What?”




    “You were moaning in your sleep. Sexy dream with Mr. Dawson?”




    “I…I can’t remember?”




    “Right.” He lunged forward, his long fingers snaking under her shirt to tickle her as he adopted a German accent. “You vill tell me your dream!”




    She squealed, shrinking away. “No!”




    The tickling increased. When his roving hands made their way to her bottom, cascading giggles mixed in with her shrieks.




    “Tell me, Bonnie.”




    She gasped for air. “I won’t confess.”




    “Ve have vays of making you talk.”




    She shivered from his waltzing fingers, and when he gave her a respite, she broke free and darted into the bedroom.




    He clicked off the TV and followed closely behind. “As if I vill let you get away so easy.” He found her on the bed, lying on her back, panting and staring up at him with anticipation.




    He snuggled in next to her, propping his head in his hand as his elbow rested near her ear. “Did you dream about Jack Dawson?” He tickled her soft neck, eliciting a sharp intake of air.




    “I’ll never tell.”




    His hand snaked up behind her ear, gently lifting her head to bring her closer.




    “Mmm,” she sighed, reaching up to cradle his face. “Put your hands on me, Jack.”




    He glowered.




    “I mean, put your hands on me, Grant.”




    “That’s better.”




    “Put your hands on me, McSailor.”




    She didn’t need to tell him again. Clothes flew off, bedding was pulled down, and bodies melded together. Their legs tangled as she rolled on top of him, anchoring herself by clasping the sides of his head. He closed his eyes as she massaged his buzzed hair. His hands reached for her naked bottom, skimming circles with his fingertips. Instead of her characteristic moans, she squeaked.




    “Ticklish, Taylor?”




    “You know my bum’s ticklish.”




    “That’s why I’m putting my hands right there.”




    “Still torturing me for that dream, I see.”




    He lifted his hands from her bottom, and she gasped. “I didn’t say you should stop.”




    His hands meandered back down, cupping her cheeks, and she rewarded him with a quiver through her body.




    She peeked down at his hardness. “This ship’s definitely not sinking.”




    “Not until it leaves port, at least.”




    “But it hasn’t even docked yet, McSailor.”




    “Jeez you’re impatient.” He lifted his head to draw her into a deep kiss, guiding them together. They rocked slowly, sensuously. Her lips trailed down his neck, kissing his collarbone. He shifted slightly, touching her just right, and she let out a sated moan.




    “That was the sound you made in your dream.”




    “All right, already, relax. It was you in my dream, not Jack Dawson.”




    “Why didn’t you just say so?”




    “I didn’t want you to get a big head.”




    He chuckled, clutching her tighter.




    “I love hearing your laugh rumble in your chest.”




    He loved the feel of her resting on top of him.




    “In the dream, we were in that icy water together, and you hoisted me up on a floating piece of wood. When you tried to climb up too, it almost toppled. You just resigned yourself to freezing. You were only focused on saving me.”




    His chest swelled with pride. “So I was the hero?”




    “Some hero, willing to die,” she scoffed. “No way I’d let that happen. I eased myself back into the water with you—”




    “That sounds stupid.”




    “Hush. I swam over to another piece of wood and dragged it back, so we both could get out of the water. We both survived.”




    Kissing the tip of her nose, he said, “I’m glad I’m dating a swimmer then.”




    “That always drove me crazy when Rose just gave up, letting Jack freeze—”




    “Hey, don’t spoil it for me!”




    “I thought you said you weren’t interested.”




    A steely thread of determination tightened in his chest. “I’ve got to see what this Jack Dawson character’s all about.”




    “Jealous?” One eyebrow cocked up.




    “Don’t think so. Jack Dawson isn’t holding you in his arms right now. I am.” His hands kneaded the smooth skin of her back.




    “Or maybe you want to watch Kate Winslet play Rose?”




    He scrunched his nose. “Redheads aren’t really my thing. So when did the moaning come into the dream?”




    “That was later.” She gave him a demure smile. “In a cabin on the Carpathia, after we were rescued. We had to warm each other up.”




    It may have been below freezing outside, but with her hot body on top of his, beads of sweat popped up on his forehead. “I bet we did a good job.”


  




  

    3. Control




    AS GRANT FINISHED updating Dr. Hunter Hayes on his work at the hotel, Sophie found their psychologist looking at her.




    “What’s happening in the land of academia?”




    “Anita’s keeping me busy on the prisoner counseling research project.”




    He nodded. “How was your return to Downer’s Grove?”




    “Wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be.”




    “Really? Why’s that?”




    “The interviews went smoothly—I had a lot of fun. I never thought I’d enjoy myself so much in that place. Here I was, interviewing a maximum-security offender—”




    “What?” Grant butted in. “You told me they’d only be minimum security.”




    Sophie gave Hunter a look. “You can see he still does that protective caveman thing.”




    “Well you do the protective cavewoman thing, giving me a hard time about going undercover,” Grant countered.




    “That’s different,” she said.




    “How?”




    “The offender was cuffed, with a guard right outside. You’re going to be on your own with armed criminals.”




    “And a wire,” Grant added.




    “Yeah, that’ll save you.”




    “Okay, okay,” Hunter said. “We’ve been over this territory before.”




    “That’s for sure.” Grant’s voice sounded weary.




    “Instead of sarcasm, how about one of you states your position on this issue, using ‘I’ statements? Then you can describe your partner’s position, using validation.”




    Feeling fear and anger churn in her stomach, she crossed her arms and remained tight-lipped.




    So Grant began. “I feel…strongly, uh, compelled to work with the FBI, to stop the abuse, and, and domination by ruthless thugs.” Sky blue eyes bored into her. “You feel worried I’ll get hurt. You don’t understand why I’m taking the risk.”




    Her stomach relaxed just a bit. “Yes. I don’t get it. We barely survived our first run-ins with your family, and now we’re finally safe. We don’t have parole hanging over us anymore. Why would you ruin that?”




    He pulled back.




    “Sophie, could you rephrase that last question? Make it less leading and more open-ended?” Hunter asked.




    She nodded. “Grant, what makes you feel, um, compelled to stop them?”




    He rubbed his jaw, looking unsure.




    “Grant, I’m intrigued by the words you chose—abuse and domination,” Hunter said. “Do you see this undercover assignment as a way to retaliate against your father?”




    His eyebrows drew together. “Yes, but not completely. It’s more about taking control back from those who’ve stolen it. Restoring power to the good guys.”




    “That was your motivation for joining the Navy, right?” Sophie asked. “Fighting for the good guys?”




    “Yes.”




    Hunter tapped his chin. “Some believe it’s not so black and white. The good guys versus the bad guys, I mean.”




    Grant leaned forward. “You don’t think Americans are the good guys?”




    She felt tension elevate between the men.




    “Not always,” Hunter said. “Our government’s made lots of mistakes.”




    “Exactly.” Grant nodded. “That’s why government should be smaller.”




    “Or maybe government should try to help people.”




    “Creating dependency on a welfare state is hardly helping people!” Grant fumed.




    “Ignoring the suffering of those in need certainly doesn’t help.”




    “This is exactly what makes America so great, isn’t it?” Sophie quickly offered. Both men paused, turning to her. “The opportunity to have your own opinion, to debate the best way to run the country.”




    Hunter took a deep breath. “I apologize. I don’t know what got into me. Therapy’s not the place for a political debate.”




    Grant sank back in his chair. “I’m sorry too, sir.”




    “No need to apologize, Grant. I’m the one who started it. Though I am impressed you didn’t back down. You stood your ground, managed your anger well.”




    Grant gaped at him.




    “You’re surprised I’d compliment you right after arguing with you?”




    Grant nodded.




    “It’s difficult for you to disagree and still maintain a relationship. Disagreements weren’t allowed in your family. If anyone in your family disagreed with your father, he or she got hit.”




    Slowly nodding, Grant said, “Yeah.”




    “And, Sophie, I noticed you decided to enter the fray, trying to smooth things out. How’d you feel during the argument?”




    “Nervous. My stomach was churning.”




    Hunter nodded. “Disagreeing with your father got you kicked out of the house.”




    She skimmed her fingertips down her long neck, thinking back to age nineteen.




    “No wonder you both struggle with this disagreement about Grant going undercover. In your families, differences of opinion weren’t allowed. Arguments led to aggression.” Hunter paused. “But conflict’s healthy in relationships. You’re different people, with different beliefs, different backgrounds. Of course you see your side more easily. Being able to communicate those differences and understand each other’s perspective is a way to resolve the conflict.”




    “It’s hard for me to understand Grant’s perspective on this,” she said.




    Hunter nodded. “I have to admit it’s tough for me to understand as well. Grant, you already confronted your father—very successfully, I might add. You feel the need to keep fighting him and men like him?”




    Grant tapped his thigh. “Maybe this is about my father and my mother.” He glanced at Sophie. “I visited my mother’s grave the other day.”




    “You did? I’d have gone with you, if you wanted.”




    “Thank you. Next time, that’d be great. And I’ll go with you to visit your mother if you want.”




    She hesitated. She hadn’t found the courage to visit her mother’s grave yet.




    “But this time I needed to go alone,” Grant continued. “I needed to say some things to her. I told her about you, Sophie.” His crystal eyes gleamed. “I know she’d be happy I found you in all this mess.”




    She felt her upper lip quivering.




    “I told my mother how much you don’t want me to do this FBI job. How worried you are about it.” He scooped up her hand in his. “I feel like I have to do this. I’m not sure why…Maybe it’s because my father took my mother. He stole her life away. I know she died of cancer, but he made her life miserable, short as it was. This is the only way I know how to make it up to her. She couldn’t stand up for herself, but I can stand up for her. I have to fight back…for her. To honor her.”




    Tears splashed her cheek, and Grant smoothed his hand down her hair. “I also need to do this for Ben,” he added. “Logan didn’t show Ben the right path in life. And now Ben’s on the edge. He can choose to follow his father’s footsteps, or he can learn how to contribute to this world—to take responsibility for himself, to reach his potential. Somebody has to show him how to do that…and since I’m his uncle, it’s gotta be me. Uncle Joe told me he regrets that he didn’t fight back against the family. I don’t want to have regrets. I have to fight.”




    “How can I argue with that?” she muttered.




    “It’d be tough.” Hunter sighed.




    She turned to the psychologist, wiping the corner of her eye. “Hunter, please tell Grant he’s not responsible for saving his mother or for saving Ben.”




    “Apparently she can argue with that.”




    Hunter chuckled. “Sophie, if one of your therapy clients asked you to tell her partner what to do, how would you respond?”




    She made a sound of disgust in the back of her throat. “I wouldn’t do it.”




    “And I won’t either. I will say I agree that Grant isn’t responsible for his mother or his nephew. But from what I hear, he’s choosing to try to honor them. It’s a powerful motivation for him. You may disagree, but this is the best way he knows to move forward. It’s a way to take back the reins of his life.”




    “Yeah, what he said,” Grant added.




    She sighed. “I hate when you men double-team me.”




    “Grant’s also been in the hot seat once or twice in here,” Hunter said.




    Grant scoffed.




    “Grant, you’re making tremendous progress,” Hunter added. “You express yourself much better now than six months ago.”




    “Thank you, sir.” He ducked his head, but Sophie could tell he was pleased. “I hope Ben starts making progress too.”




    “He’s trying,” Hunter said. “It’s difficult for teenagers. They don’t have a vocabulary for emotions, especially when they’ve gone through trauma. And Ben’s been through more than most boys his age.”




    Sophie glanced at the clock. “Is it time for his session?”




    “Just about.” Hunter rose to pick up a chart on his desk. “You two want to stay for the first part of Ben’s session, like we discussed earlier?”




    “Yes, sir. I’ll make sure Ben talks.”




    Hunter shook his head. “It’s not like that, Grant. Ben doesn’t know me all that well yet, and trust takes time to build. Just have some faith in the process. It’s worked for you, and it can work for him too.”




    Grant stood and walked toward the door. “I’ll see if he’s in the waiting room?”




    “Sounds good.”




    “Your praise meant a lot to Grant. Thank you,” Sophie said once the door had closed.




    Hunter sat back down. “I’m glad. Does this mean you forgive me for picking on you today?”




    “Maybe.” She smiled as she clasped her hands around her knees. “I just worry about him, you know.”




    He nodded. “It’s hard when we can’t change or control our partners. It’s tough to accept them as is.”




    “Is that difficult for most couples? Like with you and Bradley?”




    Hunter’s eyes widened.




    “Whoops, didn’t mean to pry. Forget I asked.”




    He leaned in. “Control’s a huge dynamic in any relationship. Don’t even get me started about Bradley.”




    They shared a grin as Grant led Ben into the office.




    Hunter and Sophie stood, and Hunter extended his hand. “Good to see you, Ben.”




    Ben mumbled something unintelligible as they shook.




    “You shouldn’t call him Hunter, Ben,” Grant said. “He’s Dr. Hayes.”




    He fidgeted as he looked down.




    Hunter offered, “Sometimes my clients call me Dr. Hunter. Would that work for you, Ben?”




    He shrugged. “I guess.”




    Sophie tentatively held out her arms. When Ben stepped into the hug, her shoulders sagged with relief. Since she’d embraced him in the police station last November, thanking him for saving her life, she’d made a habit of greeting him with a hug. Each time she worried he’d stop letting her. “You’re getting taller every time I see you,” she said.




    Grant wore a proud smile as she looked at him over Ben’s shoulder. Then she gestured for Grant to join her on the sofa while Ben slouched in the chair opposite Hunter.




    “Ben, we discussed this last time, but I wanted to check in again,” Hunter said. “How do you feel about your uncle and soon-to-be aunt being here for the first ten minutes or so?”




    “It’s cool,” he said.




    “But you’re not okay with your mom being part of the session?” When Ben nodded, Hunter asked, “What’s the difference?”




    “Dunno…maybe it’s ’cause Grant and Sophie have to do therapy too, so they know how sucky it is.”




    She felt Grant bristle, and she jumped in before he went off on his nephew. “We don’t have to be here, Ben. We choose to keep coming.”




    He sprawled out on the chair, propping his feet up on the coffee table. “Why?”




    “Get your shoes off the table. Show some respect.”




    Hearing Grant’s sharp tone, Ben complied, sitting up a bit.




    “We come here to make our relationship better,” Grant said. “Get things out in the open, try to understand each other more, learn how to deal with the painful parts of life.”




    Ben peeked at Hunter, who sat quietly observing, then looked back at Grant. “So you get things out in the open…like secrets and stuff?”




    Sophie glanced at Grant, wondering if he was also thinking about the Logan bombshell.




    “Sometimes,” Grant said.




    Hunter asked, “Do you have some secrets you’re thinking about?”




    “Nah.” Ben looked down.




    Hunter studied him. “You had a swim meet on Tuesday, right? How’d it go?”




    Grant smiled. “He did great.”




    “Not really,” Ben said. “I died at the end of the one-hundred fly.”




    “You just have to pace yourself a little better next time,” Sophie offered. “Breathe more the first lap.”




    Ben shuddered. “I hope there won’t be a next time. Butterfly’s the worst event—I don’t know why Coach keeps sticking me in it. It’s so unfair.”




    “He must think you’re strong. You just have to train more, kick off the walls longer. You’ll get it.” She winked at him. “Butterfly’s the best stroke, by the way.”




    “Then maybe you should swim it for me.”




    “Yeah, right.”




    “No, I’m serious.” Ben leaned forward. “You’re giving me all these stroke tips…Why don’t you come practice with me one day? Show me how great your butterfly supposedly is.”




    “I haven’t been in a pool in almost twenty years!”




    Ben shrugged. “That’s okay if you don’t think you could cut it.”




    “What?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I could cut it. I would dust you in the hundred fly.”




    His eyes lit up. “Saturday. Let’s test it out.”




    “I don’t know about this,” she said. “I don’t want to embarrass you or anything.”




    Next to her, Grant smothered a laugh.




    “Getting scared?” Ben taunted.




    She uncrossed one arm and pointed her index finger at him. “You should be the scared one, little man.”




    Grant grasped her hand. “Okay, okay, you two. I had no idea you were so competitive, Bonnie.”




    “Sorry. Swimming kind of brings that out in me.”




    “Don’t apologize.” He leaned in, lowering his smooth voice. “I like it.”




    “Gross.” Ben made a face. “Get a room.”




    “So I’ve totally lost control of this session,” Hunter said. Sophie turned to find him smiling. “I’m very curious how this pool showdown will turn out.”




    Grant nodded. “Me too.”




    Hunter looked at Ben. “Before Grant and Sophie leave, is it okay if I share with them the recent conversation I had with your mother?”




    Ben squirmed. “You don’t have to.”




    “But it’s good news,” Hunter said.




    “It’s embarrassing.”




    “Hey, buddy.” Grant rested his hand on Ben’s knee, halting his fidgeting. “What’s going on?”




    Ben glanced at Hunter. “You can tell ’em, I guess.”




    “Ashley agreed to administer random drug tests to Ben,” Hunter said. “And the results of the first test came back yesterday.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Negative.”




    A smile flashed on Grant’s face. “Way to go, Ben!”




    “It’s not that big a deal,” he muttered.




    “Yes it is.” Grant patted Ben’s knee, waiting until he looked up at him. “I’m so proud of you.”




    She watched Ben blush then avert his eyes. He didn’t seem very proud of himself. “Ben? Is there anything else you want to share with us?”




    He quickly shook his head.




    After a few moments of silence, Hunter said, “Well, I guess Ben and I will continue on our own now.”




    “Okay.” Grant reached out to shake his hand as he and Sophie stood. “Thanks, Dr. Hayes.”




    “Yes, thanks, Hunter,” she added.




    “See you both next week.”




    At the door, Grant turned to his nephew. “Keep up the good work, Ben.”




    ***




    Once they left, Dr. Hunter was quiet for a moment. Ben stared at the floor.




    “What do you think has helped you stay away from pot?” he asked.




    Ben shrugged. Thirty seconds ticked by. “Nick’s parents made him go to drug rehab.”




    “Nick’s a friend of yours?”




    “Yeah. But he didn’t join the swim team with me and Dylan.”




    “Do you think swimming has helped you avoid smoking?”




    “I guess.” He felt a slight smile form. “I’ll have a better chance against Sophie without that crap in my lungs.”




    “True. I think that’s a great thing you did, by the way.”




    “Huh?”




    “Inviting Sophie back to the pool,” Dr. Hunter explained. “She’s dealing with some stress, and exercise is a great way to cope with it.”




    “I didn’t do it on purpose.” He thought for a moment. “She’s the one who got me thinking about joining the swim team, so I had to pay her back. That hundred fly is evil.”




    Dr. Hunter chuckled.




    “Are you sure we have to do this drug test thing?” Ben asked.




    “I am sure. Your mom’s insurance doesn’t cover drug treatment, but now that there’s the technology to do home tests, we can at least include that part of treatment in our counseling. Drug tests are an effective deterrent.”




    Ben glared at him.




    “I know you feel like it’s a punishment, but we’re trying to help you. You have a lot of risk factors for drug addiction.”




    “Like what?”




    “There’s evidence that addiction is biologically based, running in families. As I understand it, your grandfather’s an alcoholic.” Dr. Hunter’s voice softened. “And your father was a gambling addict.”




    Ben tightened his fists and looked away, jaw clenched.




    “You’re feeling angry right now?”




    Ben exhaled. “No.”




    “You kind of look angry.”




    “I shouldn’t be mad at my dad. He’s dead.”




    “How about focusing less on how you should feel, and more on how you do feel? Anger’s a normal part of grief.”




    “It is?”




    “Absolutely.” Dr. Hunter waited a beat. “What makes you angriest?”




    He skimmed his teeth across his lower lip. “He was such a hypocrite. Telling me how to live my life, when he’s out there destroying people. What a joke.”




    “Destroying people? Like Grant and Sophie?”




    Ben nodded.




    “So maybe you’re okay with Grant and Sophie attending the session because you feel indebted to them somehow, for what your father did?”




    “Maybe. My dad messed up my mom’s life too. She’s never gone out on one date since they split when I was a baby.”




    “You feel indebted to your mom too?”




    “She had to take care of me all by herself. And I’ve been a massive screw-up.”




    “I don’t think you’re a screw-up, Ben. You’re smart, you’re caring, and you’re working very hard to improve your life.”




    Ben stared at him. Does he know me at all?




    “And you’re not responsible for your father’s actions, or your mother’s. They’re both adults who make their own choices. You can’t control them.”




    Ben tapped his fingers on his jeans, wondering if it would be okay to ask the next question. After a few moments, he decided to go for it. “You said addiction runs in families. Does, um, being a criminal—does that run in families too?”




    Dr. Hunter sat back in his chair. “That’s an excellent question. Some criminals have antisocial personality disorder, and I’m thinking their children have a higher risk for that because of the whole nature and nurture interaction. Kids might start with a genetic vulnerability then learn behaviors through watching their parents. You worry you’ve inherited the criminal gene?”




    Ben chewed on the inside of his mouth. “Did my dad have that antisocial thing?”




    “I can’t diagnose him—I never met him. I do know that people with antisocial personalities can’t really feel empathy. They don’t tend to feel remorse for their actions. That doesn’t sound like your father to me.”




    “It doesn’t?”




    “Grant and Sophie gave me permission to share some things we’ve discussed, just like you’ve done with them. Ben, do you know your father used to try to protect Grant from Enzo’s beatings?”




    Oh my God. Ben’s eyes widened.




    Hunter’s tone was gentle. “You didn’t know that.”




    “Grandpa b-b-beat them?”




    “Sadly, yes. He was out of control when he drank. Grant’s had a long road to recover from the abuse.”




    “I feel so bad for him.”




    “I do too.”




    “Did he beat up Grandma too?” Ben tensed, waiting for the answer.




    “I believe so.”




    Ben thought he might barf.




    “From what I understand, your grandfather was also abused by his father. That’s another thing that can run in families: abuse. Ben, this is wild speculation, but sometimes I wonder if your father wasn’t part of your life because he was scared he’d hurt you. He had no idea how to be a good parent to you. As much as you missed out on him being around, I wonder if he thought he was helping you.”




    Ben looked at the floor. “I wish he would’ve tried.”




    “You’re hurt and angry he made that choice for you.”




    Ben nodded.




    “You know, we’re focusing on all the negative traits that can be passed down through families. But you’ve inherited some good stuff too. I never met your father, but I know your uncle. Grant’s intelligent, kind, a hard worker—just the way I described you earlier. He’s got a lot of integrity. He’s honest, and he tries to do the right thing. You’re headed in that direction yourself.”




    Ben dared to look up at him. “Really?”




    Dr. Hunter smiled. “Really. Now let’s talk strategy for beating Sophie in the hundred fly.”
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