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			1. Concession


			He was trembling like a loose-footed sail in a sudden sea squall.


			Grant sat in the psychologist’s waiting room fighting the urge to jiggle his thigh, tap his fingers on his knee, and nervously clear his throat. Perched next to him, Sophie pretended not to notice his anxiety. She too had been apprehensive when she’d sat in this very waiting room before her first appointment.


			Though it had been a lighthearted jab yesterday—questioning why her boyfriend hadn’t also been mandated to attend therapy—Sophie rued opening her big mouth to their parole officer. Jerry Stone had consequently ordered Grant into counseling as a condition of his parole, then decided they might as well make it couples counseling. Now Sophie wondered what she’d gotten them in to—and if they’d survive. She didn’t need her keen psychological insight to discern that therapy was a frightening prospect for the tall, handsome man next to her.


			A soft sling secured her left arm uselessly at her side, but she reached out to place her right hand on Grant’s thigh. “I’m nervous too,” she admitted, looking into his gorgeous light-blue eyes and finding a flash of embarrassment there.


			“Why are you nervous?” he asked. “You used to do this stuff for a living.”


			She offered him a wistful smile. “It’s easier to be on the other side of the couch.” Gently squeezing his knee, she added, “I’m also worried because Hunter might not agree to see us as a couple. He’s never met you before. I know what a great guy you are, but Hunter may take…” she glanced down at her shoulder sling “…some convincing.”


			Grant grimaced. It was his fault Sophie had been shot by his cousin Carlo, and he’d never forgive himself. The sling over her left shoulder was a constant reminder of his family’s destructive power.


			“Sophie?”


			A confident male voice interrupted Grant’s self-recrimination. He glanced up to see a solidly built blond man striding into the waiting room, his generous smile quickly fading once he caught sight of Sophie’s arm sling.


			Grant gallantly guided Sophie to a standing position. As the three stood facing each other, Grant realized Hunter was about the same height as his girlfriend—five foot nine—providing Grant a four-inch advantage over them both.


			“What on earth happened?” Hunter asked Sophie, his inquisitive eyes inevitably turning toward the strange man at her side. Grant hovered over her like a protective clansman.


			Sophie gave a nervous laugh. “We have a lot to catch up on, I’m afraid. Um, Hunter, may I introduce you to Grant Madsen?” Her eyes darted to her boyfriend’s stiff expression. “Grant, this is Dr. Hunter Hayes.”


			The two men shook hands, appearing to size each other up. Hunter found himself momentarily entranced by the crystal eyes studying him, and the fit of the man’s long fingers in his strong handshake further enthralled him.


			Grant took in the psychologist’s stylish, self-assured bearing and felt a twinge of jealousy. Sophie had been meeting privately with this man for almost two months? He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, even though Sophie had assured him Hunter was gay.


			An awkward silence descended over them as Hunter seemed a bit mesmerized and Grant a bit wary.


			“Should we head back to your office?” Sophie asked.


			“Please, yes.” Hunter nodded, snapping out of his daze. He gestured for the couple to walk ahead of him—Sophie knew the way—and he felt himself blushing. He’d never experienced such an instant attraction to a client before.


			Grant led Sophie to the sofa, Hunter grabbed her chart off his desk, and the three sat down. Grant could not take his eyes off of the beautiful aquarium set into the wall.


			Observing his stare, Sophie said, “The aquarium’s just as awesome as I said it was, huh?”


			Grant nodded. “Very impressive.”


			Hunter smiled. “So, Sophie, your phone message said you were bringing Grant with you to today’s session. Do you want to tell me why? And about how you hurt your arm?”


			“Those stories are kind of related, actually,” she responded, wincing. Glancing at Grant, she took a deep breath. “Jerry ordered us to get couples counseling as a condition of our parole. We’d like to start today.”


			Noticing that the male half of the couple remained silent, Hunter aimed a quizzical look at Sophie. “You want to change your individual therapy to couples therapy?”


			“Yes.” Sophie bit her lip.


			“Hmm. The potential problem, Sophie, is that I’ve already seen you individually for five sessions. I know you fairly well, but I don’t know Grant at all. It’ll put him at a disadvantage when I have to pick on one of you, as sometimes happens in couples work. It’ll be harder for me to take Grant’s side.”


			Sophie nodded, having known Hunter might make this argument. However, she also knew how freaked out Grant was about the counseling thing, and it would be even harder to start with a new psychologist.


			Grant interjected, “That’s okay—I’m used to it, sir.”


			Hunter felt instantly uncomfortable being referred to as “sir” but Sophie had mentioned that Grant was once in the Navy. And a therapy session was about the client’s needs, not the psychologist’s, so Hunter simply accepted the respectful address. He tilted his head to one side, peering at Grant. “You’re accustomed to people not taking your side?”


			Grant nodded. “Sophie’s dad pretty much hates me.” My own father hates me too.


			Feeling the self-loathing roll off the parolee, Hunter studied him sadly. “But you deserve to have people on your side,” he said.


			Grant dutifully responded, “Yes, sir.”


			Sophie stepped in. “Hunter, would you be willing to hear what’s happened in the past week before deciding whether to take us on as a couple? Maybe then you’ll understand, um, how important Grant is to me.”


			Sophie’s face reddened with that admission. Hunter watched Grant squeeze her hand.


			“One thing you undoubtedly want to catch me up on is the murder of Logan Barberi,” Hunter said. “I saw that on the news.”


			As expected, Sophie’s brown eyes widened at the mention of the mobster who’d put her in prison, but Hunter was surprised to see Grant’s face fall. He squinted at Grant, wondering why he seemed upset about a Mafia capo dying.


			“Yes,” Sophie rasped, attempting to steady her voice. “That was the beginning of everything going wrong. Well, actually our descent into hell began when Logan showed up at Grant’s apartment.”


			Hunter turned to Grant, eyebrows raised. “Logan came to your apartment? Why?”


			Grant let go of Sophie’s hand and tightly laced his fingers together in his lap, slowly raising his eyes to level his gaze with Hunter’s. “He’s my brother.”


			Hunter’s eyes bugged out. “Logan Barberi’s your brother?”


			“Yes, sir.”


			Turning back to Sophie, Hunter stammered, “Did—did you know about that?”


			She smiled wryly. “Not until Logan came a-knocking that night.”


			“We didn’t know,” Grant blurted defensively. “We had no idea about our connection. The pact—”


			“The dumbass pact you made not to discuss your pasts,” Hunter supplied knowingly.


			“That’s the one.” Sophie chuckled, and Hunter took it as a good sign that she wasn’t having a nervous breakdown. “So, naturally I was kind of upset when I found out Grant was related to Logan.” She swallowed hard. “I ran out of there and—” she looked apologetically toward Grant “—I said some awful things.”


			“I deserved them.” Grant hung his head low.


			“How, um, how are you his brother?” Hunter asked. “You have different last names?”


			“My mom died when I was a kid, and her brother—my uncle, Joe Madsen—he adopted me,” Grant said. A look of anguish crossed his strong features. “Because my father was serving a life sentence at Gurnee.”


			So both parolees had lost their mothers? Hunter recalled Sophie sharing how her mother had died of a heart attack while she was in prison. He also remembered Sophie’s story about a therapy session she’d had with Logan in which he disclosed how his father had mercilessly beat him and his brother.


			Hunter sat up with a start, blinking at Grant. “Your father abused you?”


			Grant’s olive skin paled, and he reeled back on the sofa as if he’d been hit. Then he whirled to face Sophie, his voice accusing. “You told him?”


			“I—I—”


			“She told me about your father beating Logan,” Hunter gently explained. “I figured you got hit too.”


			Grant’s face was on fire with shame. He swiftly stood, looking like he was going to bolt from the room, but instead he strode to the corner and began pacing while he alternated wringing his hands with jamming them in his jean pockets.


			“I’m sorry,” Sophie choked out.


			Hunter observed them with a studied gaze. Grant reminded him of a caged animal, and he didn’t seem like one to share his family’s secrets. It would likely be some time before he’d be comfortable enough to disclose what had happened between him and his father.


			“Grant,” Hunter calmly began, “I apologize for rushing things—that was my bad. We’ll go at your pace here; you don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to, okay? Would you be willing to take a seat? I promise to be more careful.”


			Grant halted his pacing and reluctantly returned to the sofa, emitting a long sigh.


			“What are you thinking?” Sophie softly asked him. She hoped he wasn’t angry with her.


			“I’m thinking…I’m thinking both of you know more about Logan than I do.” He exhaled loudly. “I never got to know my brother—he wouldn’t allow it. And now he’s gone.”


			“Oh, Grant,” she cried, taking his hand in hers and stroking it softly. His grief made her heart ache.


			Hunter mulled over what Grant had said. Was it possible Sophie knew Logan on a deeper level than his own brother? Did Grant realize the full extent of Sophie’s knowledge? Like, for example, that she knew Logan in the biblical sense?


			Wanting some answers, he asked, “So, when did Logan come to your apartment?” Logan had obviously been alive then—his visit must have occurred before Thursday.


			“Last Wednesday. Sophie cooked me a delicious dinner that night.”


			“And then what happened?”


			“Logan and I—”


			“I walked around—”


			The pair both spoke at once, then chuckled, and the tension in the room dissipated slightly.


			“Ladies first,” Grant offered.


			“Thank you. After I found out they were brothers, I thought Grant was working some kind of con on me, just like Logan,” said Sophie. “I was…devastated. I walked around the city for hours and finally landed on my father’s doorstep.”


			Hunter quirked one eyebrow. He’d been encouraging Sophie to contact her father from day one. “And how did he react?”


			“It’s a good thing I followed your advice,” Sophie replied, allowing Hunter to relax. “My dad took me in, and we talked through a lot of stuff. He doesn’t blame me for Mom dying after all. He just couldn’t see me because I remind him too much of her.”


			Grant stared at Sophie, evidently hearing this information for the first time.


			“But it’s still not great between us. I’m not sure about having my dad back in my life because he’s been a total jerk to Grant.”


			The look of resignation on Grant’s face continued to communicate his low self-worth.


			“And what happened to you after Logan’s surprise visit?” Hunter prompted.


			Grant appeared uncomfortable. “I, well, I kept asking Lo how he knew Sophie, and he finally admitted she was his psychologist. The judge forced him into counseling after the Great Lakes thing.”


			“Great Lakes?” Sophie repeated curiously.


			“The robbery—” Grant stopped, realizing Sophie had no idea Logan had coerced him to rob the Navy bar near the base. As they attempted to tell their stories to Dr. Hayes, it suddenly felt like they hardly knew each other.


			“I’ll tell you about that later,” Grant promised. “Anyway, I was so mad at Logan for ruining Sophie’s life, but the kicker was he didn’t even know what he did. He didn’t have a clue she went to prison because of him.”


			Sophie’s lips parted. “He didn’t?”


			Grant felt even more anxious with both psychologists’ piercing gazes on him. Clearing his throat, he replied, “Logan went into hiding, and he had no idea about the fallout from stashing the guns and the money in your office. He didn’t even know you’d lost your license.”


			Sophie’s mouth hung open as she absorbed this information. She’d been furious with Logan for abandoning her, leaving her to deal alone with his mess, but she’d never considered that his betrayal might not have been entirely premeditated.


			Grant continued, “Uh, like I said, I was really mad at Logan, and we sort of got into a fight after Sophie left.”


			Hunter nodded. That explained the yellowish tinge on Grant’s cheek—the remnants of a bruise.


			Grant glanced at Sophie and then looked down. “I wanted to hurt him just like he hurt you.”


			“What happened next, Grant?” Hunter prompted.


			“I told Lo to l-l-leave…” Grant’s voice faded and his stomach clenched with guilt. I told him I wished he was dead.


			Hunter observed his shamefaced expression. “Did he leave?”


			Grant tightened his fists and took a shuddering breath, attempting to stuff down his guilt. “Yes, sir. Um, the next morning I went to see Officer Stone—our PO. I’d been up all night, and I didn’t know what else to do. I guess I needed to talk to somebody who knew the whole story. The day before, Officer Stone saw pictures of me at the Barberi compound for my nephew Ben’s birthday party, and he told me I should tell Sophie who I really was.”


			Grant paused and shook his head. It was some kind of miracle that Sophie now knew the truth and was still by his side.


			“Grant tried to tell me that night,” Sophie quickly added. “He tried to tell me his family was Mafia. But I wanted to be honest with him first, so I explained how I got arrested.”


			Hunter took in this information, wondering if Grant really would have come clean if not for Logan showing up unannounced.


			Sophie resumed the story. “The next morning I went to Roger’s ship to resign, and I, um, I ran into Grant.” They exchanged a painful glance, recalling her fear at the sight of him.


			“This was Thursday, right?” Hunter asked, receiving nods in return. “The day Logan was murdered?” More nods. “Have they found his killer?”


			“We’ll get to that,” Sophie promised wryly. “Neither of us knew Logan was dead until Friday, when Marilyn—Detective Fox—interviewed us about it. We were both suspects.”


			Opening his eyes wider, Hunter questioned, “They thought one of you killed him?”


			“Yes, sir,” Grant confirmed. “Particularly me, since they found his, um…they found Logan at Great Lakes, where I was formerly stationed. My cousin Carlo tried to pin the murder on me.”


			Sophie inhaled sharply. “That bastard!”


			“Who’s Carlo?” Hunter looked confused.


			“We’ll get to that too,” Sophie responded. She couldn’t believe so much had happened since the last time she’d seen her psychologist. “Right after I discovered Logan and Grant were related, I decided I didn’t want to see Grant ever again,” Sophie said. “But then I found out Logan died, and I was really worried about how Grant would take it. I snuck out of my dad’s house to attend the funeral on Sunday.”


			“Thank you,” Grant said softly.


			She nodded. “I’m glad I went—not only for you, but for me too. I figured it would be a way to try to get some closure after what Logan did to me.”


			Hunter felt her staring at him, looking for confirmation from her therapist, and he supplied a small nod. He was too blown away by their story to act very therapeutically at the moment.


			“After the funeral, my cousin Carlo, uh, Carlo Barberi, came to my apartment.” Grant glanced at Sophie with a look of shame. “He told me I had to join the family or he’d kill Sophie.”


			The weight of his words hung heavily in the air between them.


			Grant resumed, “Carlo took Sophie’s note from the fridge—the one with Kirsten’s address on it.”


			“That’s how he found us!” Sophie exclaimed. “I was so stupid to write down my address.”


			“I was so stupid to post it in plain sight,” Grant countered.


			Typical post-trauma behavior, Hunter noted. So easy to second-guess after the fact. “Carlo came to Kirsten’s?” he prompted.


			Sophie nodded. “He held a gun on Kirsten and me, demanding the money I’d turned over to the police. He wanted me to go to my dad to get it.”


			Hunter had the sense they were nearing the part of the story that explained Sophie’s sling.


			Grant seemed too tense to speak, so Sophie continued. “Grant showed up, and Carlo was yelling at him to get on his knees, but he wouldn’t do it, and then suddenly I knew.”


			“You knew what?” Hunter was captivated.


			“I knew Carlo was Logan’s killer.”


			“He was?”


			Grant suddenly found his voice. “He was. He tried to deny it, but I could see it on his face.” His clear blue eyes darkened. “I wanted to rip him apart, and I started toward him when he…” Grant gulped “…he shot Sophie.”


			Hunter sat back in his chair, trying to absorb this incredible story.


			Sophie watched his reaction carefully. “I’ll be okay, though,” she offered. “I get out of the sling in a couple of weeks, before classes start at DePaul. I should be okay to teach.”


			Wanting to ask what in the world it felt like to be shot, Hunter was stymied when Grant jumped in to carry on the story.


			“After Carlo shot Sophie, he, uh, got me down on the floor.” I was just waiting for him to kill me. “Kirsten made a diversion, and I, um, I tackled Carlo. We wrestled for the gun…and…and it went off. I shot him.” His voice lowered to barely above a whisper. “I killed him.”


			Recognizing the far-off look of dissociation, Hunter was pretty sure the man on the sofa was experiencing an acute stress reaction, possibly post-traumatic stress disorder. Grant surely needed his help.


			“He saved my life,” Sophie said, patting her boyfriend’s long leg. Her touch appeared to bring Grant back to the present, and he gave her a mournful look. “They arrested him,” she added grimly, “but it was obviously self-defense so they settled on an additional year of parole.”


			“An additional year of counseling, looks like,” Grant said, not looking forward to the prospect in the least.


			Hunter sighed loudly and tried to make sense of the multitude of thoughts careening in his brain. “How do you know your family won’t pursue you again?”


			“Uncle Joe talked to Uncle Angelo, and he promised not to come after me.”


			“Do you really trust the word of Angelo Barberi?” The media footage of a triumphant Angelo exiting the courthouse, cleared of extortion charges by his high-priced attorneys, flashed through Hunter’s mind.


			“I don’t know Uncle Angelo all that well,” Grant admitted. “But he’s my father’s brother, and my father supposedly always keeps his word. That’s how he rose to Don.”


			There was a silence in the room before Hunter muttered, “Hmm, I don’t know about this.”


			Sophie and Grant warily watched Hunter struggle with the decision—their time was almost up.


			“One thing I told Grant,” Sophie said, taking his hand in hers once again, “is the reason I didn’t figure out that he and Logan were brothers. Although they looked alike, there’s no similarity in what kind of men they were on the inside.”


			Sophie paused, thinking about what Grant had revealed: Logan hadn’t known that hiding guns and money in her office had led to such trouble for her. Maybe Logan wasn’t the evil character she’d made him out to be.


			Shaking these thoughts out of her head, Sophie returned to her argument. “Grant’s a good man, Hunter, and I know you’ll discover that too if you see us for couples counseling.”


			Thinking of Sophie’s history with inappropriate partners—bad boys and older men—Hunter gazed suspiciously at Grant. Was he running a con on her? She was obviously infatuated with the dark-haired Italian next to her, despite what she risked simply by being with him. Hunter decided then and there to take them on as a couple. It would be the only way to keep an eye on potential evildoings of the Barberi clan—the only way to keep Sophie safe. What was the saying? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Hunter felt a tendril of unease crawl up his spine. This Mafia family was already infiltrating his thoughts.


			“I’ll give it a try,” Hunter pledged. “But if I believe my objectivity’s compromised in any way, I’ll have to refer you to another psychologist.”


			“That’s fair.” Sophie nodded gratefully. “See you next week?”


			“See you then,” Hunter said as they all stood.


			“Thank you, Dr. Hayes.”


			Shaking Grant’s hand, Hunter dared to look into those arresting eyes, which appeared just as compelling as they had at first glance. The psychologist was in for quite a ride with these two. He could feel it already.


		


	




	

		

			2. Conditions


			A sense of calm settled over Grant once he caught a glimpse of the gleaming ship swaying gently near the docks of the Chicago River. Therapy, emotions, secrets, family—he had no idea how to deal with all of that, but ships…well, ships he could handle. The architectural cruise was his livelihood, his home.


			Swinging his lanky body onto the deck, Grant surveyed the bar area amidships, grinning as he remembered Sophie serving drinks there all summer long. Now he missed her, but he had no one to blame but himself. He’d been the one to help her secure a teaching job in DePaul University’s psychology department, and he couldn’t deny how incredibly delighted she’d been upon taking the position. That look of joy was all he needed. He’d do anything to have that glowing excitement cross her features again. His singular focus now was performing kind, caring acts for the woman he loved. Her smile had replaced the need for screaming Navy superiors or grumpy bosses to compel him into action.


			And where was his grumpy boss? By this time of the morning, Roger was typically cracking the whip over Grant’s nephew, Ben, the newest employee of Eaton Architectural Cruises. But the two were nowhere to be found. Shrugging, Grant decided to clean his work station. He leaped up the stairs to the bridge and then froze, shocked by the scene in front of him.


			Roger was eating the biggest piece of deep-dish pizza known to humankind. The short, fat, foul-mouthed captain—supposedly on a diet after his heart attack earlier that summer—shoveled in the thick, greasy mass hungrily, swiftly, furtively. His jaws moved like a jackhammer, tearing into the cheese and crust like a lion snapping off a gazelle’s leg.


			“Step. Away. From. The Pizza,” Grant ordered in a deep voice.


			Roger halted mid-chew and stared up at his employee with a look of sheer mortification. “Mahdschten,” he mumbled guiltily, trying to swallow a massive wad of cheese.


			“Rog!” Grant chided. “What the hell are you doing, sir? You’re ruining your diet! You can’t eat that stuff!”


			Eyeing the open pizza box and dismayed to find the pieces already half-gone, Grant waited for his boss to gulp down his most recent bite.


			Finally Roger could speak, and Grant tried to ignore the small piece of tomato wedged between his boss’s two front teeth. “Don’t tell Joe?”


			The surly man’s meek plea and flushed cheeks surprised his employee.


			“Joe?” Grant was confused. “I can’t tell him—he’s probably out to sea by now.” His uncle had returned to Norfolk to resume his duties on the USS Mahan. “Why do you care if Joe knows you’re eating pizza?”


			“He was so stoked about my weight loss. He was really impressed. I just want him, you know, to be…proud of me. It’s stupid.”


			Grant felt a stab of sympathy for his boss. He knew all too well the desire to make Joe Madsen proud. Ignoring the sinking feeling in his stomach as he remembered how thoroughly he’d disappointed his uncle, Grant asked, “What happened? You were doing so well eating vegetables.”


			“Fucking carrots,” Roger muttered.


			Grant stifled a grin. “You don’t love Ms. Broccoli anymore?”


			“Ms. Broccoli is a bitch.”


			Grant’s grin widened. Taking a sly step toward the calorie-laden pizza pie, he suggested, “How ’bout I remove the temptation?”


			Roger instantly huddled over the box like a hyena protecting its meal, eyeing Grant suspiciously.


			“I know one starving teenager who could finish it off for you,” Grant added.


			At this Roger sat up. “Where is that fucking kid? I haven’t seen him all morning.”


			Grant frowned. His therapy appointment had made him later than usual, and Ben should’ve been there by now. “I’ll go look for him.” Biting his lip, he gestured toward the pizza box. “May I?”


			Sighing, Roger waved his hand dismissively. “Take it,” he grumbled, clutching his stomach. “My gut’s about to explode now anyway. How the hell did I eat this shit every day?”


			Grasping the box, Grant stealthily moved away. Remembering what it had been like to work side by side with Rog during those early summer days when pizza was a major staple of his diet, Grant grimly predicted that the bridge would smell quite fragrant later today. And it wouldn’t be aromatic river scents either.


			After a thorough search of the ship, Grant was concerned enough to head to the office to call Ben’s mother, Ashley, when he stopped short on the docks. He detected a sweet smell—one that made him think immediately of Logan. He was flooded by the memory of his brother’s brawny arms clutching him tight, and suddenly he was back at their mother’s funeral. He’d been twelve years old, and Logan’s jacket had smelled of sweet smoke, the exact scent greeting Grant’s nose now. Shaking his head a few times to clear it, Grant walked toward the corner of the building to investigate.


			He rounded the corner and pursed his lips disapprovingly. As expected, he found the source of the smell: some teenager smoking a joint. The boy exhaled a puff of smoke, and when the haze cleared, Grant gaped.


			“Ben!” he snapped.


			The teenager’s unfocused eyes widened once he noticed his uncle glaring at him. He swiftly dropped the joint and tried to appear angelic.


			“Yo, Uncle Grant,” he rasped, stomping on the tossed-aside roach. Grant stared at him, slack-jawed. “Don’t, um, don’t tell Mom or Joe, ’kay?”


			This was the second person in five minutes to beg him not to rat out their misbehavior to his uncle.


			“What does Joe have to do with this?” Grant asked, again.


			“He didn’t tell you?”


			“Tell me what?”


			Ben was taken aback. Great Uncle Joe had turned out to be pretty cool after all. He’d kept quiet about catching Ben with marijuana once before. “Nothin’.”


			A crease formed on Grant’s forehead. “You—you can’t smoke pot on the job, Ben! Mr. Eaton will fire you if he catches you.”


			“So?” Ben challenged, defiantly jutting out his jaw. “This job sucks balls anyway.”


			Grant felt his face flush with sudden anger. How dare this sixteen-year-old give him punk attitude? Joe had taken a risk by securing him job, just like he had with Grant, and Ben showed total disrespect. Trying to keep his voice even, Grant asked, “You want to get fired, then?”


			Ben folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t care.”


			Grant studied his nephew. Despite his feigned nonchalance, the boy’s voice warbled with emotion, and it seemed like he did care. Calling his bluff, Grant extended his arm, beckoning him with a curl of his fingers. “C’mon, then. Let’s go tell our boss you quit.”


			Ben’s eyes flashed worry. “Um, maybe not right this second? Maybe I’ll quit later.”


			“Ben, what’s going on? Do you want this job or not? Because if you want it, you’re not doing a good job of showing it.”


			Hearing his uncle’s disappointment, the boy felt a tightening in his stomach. I don’t care, damn it! He’d hoped that, of all people, his uncle would understand him, but Grant was all up in his grill just like the other adults. Nobody understood him; he was entirely alone. His bottom lip trembled though he remained silent.


			Grant observed emotions swirling like wispy clouds in the teenager’s sky blue eyes, and he wished he could help him. Sighing, he crossed in front of Ben and leaned his back against the brick wall, standing quietly beside the boy.


			“You know what I thought of when I smelled pot from around the corner?”


			Ben’s sullen expression showed a hint of intrigue. “What?”


			Grant looked down. “Your dad.”


			The younger Barberi’s breath hitched; the stinging loss of his father was still quite raw.


			Grant continued. “He used to smoke a lot when he was your age.” His lips pressed together. “Uncle Joe was really mad at Uncle Angelo for not stopping Logan—for not getting him some help. And then Logan got busted for selling drugs, and he went to juvie. He was just a little older than you are now.”


			The warning in his words wasn’t lost on Ben, and he cautiously asked, “What’s juvie like?”


			Rubbing his jaw thoughtfully, Grant ventured, “Probably not much better than adult prison, Ben.” He sighed. “I think…well, I think juvie made your dad kind of…hard. He changed. He…” A slight tremor entered his voice. “I miss the old Logan, you know? I don’t want that to happen to you.”


			Ben’s eyes filled with tears that he furiously blinked away. He felt a throbbing ache any time there was mention of his father, and he hated that internal weakness. With thoughts of funerals, juvie, and prison floating in his mind, he asked, “Uncle Grant? Um, Carlo said…Carlo said that you, um, you went crazy in prison?”


			Grant clenched his jaw, furious to hear the name of Logan’s killer, then averted his eyes. He hadn’t talked about his shameful descent into madness with anyone, and he rued his nephew’s directness. After studying his hands for a few moments, he quietly admitted, “Yeah. I did.” Feeling the palpable heaviness between them, Grant gave a long sigh.


			“So I have a whack-job uncle?”


			A slight grin tugged at the corner of Grant’s mouth. “Something like that.”


			Spurred on by his uncle’s confession, Ben’s expression turned serious. “Uncle Grant? Um, actually I can’t quit this job.”


			“You can’t quit?”


			Ben sniffed. “Mom and Joe told me I have to work on the boat and stay away from weed, or I gotta go to rehab.”


			“Joe caught you smoking?”


			“Yeah.”


			Considering their deal, Grant asked, “So then I guess you need to go to rehab now?”


			“No! I won’t go. Don’t tell Mom or Joe—I won’t smoke again, I promise.”


			“Ben—” Grant’s voice rose with reproach.


			“Please, Uncle Grant? Please don’t tell. There’s no way I’ll turn out like my dad—I’m not gonna get caught.”


			Grant grimaced. “Nobody plans on getting caught, Ben. I certainly didn’t plan on getting busted, and your dad didn’t plan on going to juvie or running into Carlo…” His voice trailed off, and neither of them wanted him to finish the statement. Grant felt a pang of guilt for badmouthing his deceased brother.


			“Listen, Ben, I don’t want you using drugs or going to prison or getting involved with the family. But I do want you to be tough, strong, and smart. I do want you to…to try to take care of others.” His voice softened. “Like your dad.”


			Ben blinked quickly, surprised by his uncle’s words. “I didn’t think you and Dad got along.”


			“We didn’t. He screwed things up for me,” Grant rasped. “But it’s not that simple, you know? Sometimes I’m still really mad at him, but sometimes…”


			He was quiet for a moment, pensive, feeling a small spark of hope. Although he’d forever lost the opportunity to know his brother, perhaps he still had a chance to know and love his brother’s son.


			“Are you gonna tell about the weed?” Ben prompted.


			Deliberating for a moment, Grant aimed a stern look in his direction. “I need to think about it. It depends on how well you do at work these next few weeks. No slacking, Ben. I mean it.”


			Grant was surprised when Ben squared his shoulders and nodded. “Okay.”


			Grant gestured to the river. “We better get back to the ship.”


			He followed his nephew to the deck, where they ran into Roger emerging from the bathroom. Glaring at Ben, Roger shouted, “You’re late! Where the hell have you been?”


			Taking a step back, Ben stammered, “I—I—”


			“We’re sorry we’re late, sir,” Grant said, rescuing the red-faced teen.


			“The passengers will start arriving in twenty fucking minutes!” Roger raged. “And the bathrooms look like shit!”


			Ben’s eyes widened, and Grant offered, “I’ll help Ben clean them, okay, sir?”


			The boss eyed the two suspiciously and grumbled, “Get to it, then.”


			“Yes, sir.” Grant hustled to the supply closet, and since Ben didn’t want to be left alone with his enraged, roly-poly boss, he scampered after him.


			While Ben was mopping the women’s head, he asked, “Why do you call Rog ‘sir’?”


			Grant paused his wiping down the sinks, sponge suspended in midair. “Because he’s the boss.”


			“Does he make you call him that?”


			“No.”


			“Then why?”


			Grant sighed and nodded to the mop. Ben took the hint and resumed his duty while Grant explained.


			“I guess it goes back to Uncle Joe,” he said. “He’s in the Navy, you know, and I grew up on a military base. Some Navy dads make their kids address all adults as ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ but Joe was never like that. He said I should only address superiors as ‘sir’ if I respected them. It’s a sign of respect. Once I joined the Navy, it just sort of became natural to address everyone that way.”


			Grant rinsed the sponge and continued cleaning. “Maybe I call him ‘sir’ out of habit now, though I do respect Mr. Eaton. I know he can be grumpy, but he’s a good guy. He helped me a lot after I got out of prison.”


			Wringing out the mop, Ben said, “He was kinda mad. Is he gonna fire me?”


			“Nah,” Grant assured him. “He’ll calm down. Give him a few minutes. He’s just cranky because he’s on a diet.”


			They cleaned for a bit longer and then Ben commented, “Man, I’m starved. When’s our lunch break?”


			A faint smile lit up Grant’s face. “Oh, I forgot to tell you—I got some pizza for us later.”


			“Score! Did you call Gino’s?”


			“No, I’m not supposed to use the office phone for personal calls.”


			Ben stared at him curiously. “That’s what cell phones are for, dude.”


			Grant shrugged. “I don’t have a cell phone.”


			“What?” Ben was flabbergasted. “You don’t have a cell?” He shook his head disdainfully. “We gotta hook you up, Uncle Grant.”


			***


			Sophie smiled as she put the finishing touches on her teaching syllabus and then heard the satisfying sound of the printer rolling out the completed document. Typing one-handed with the hunt-and-peck method was rather cumbersome, but she’d finally finished her plans for the Theories of Personality class she’d taken over from Dr. Anita Green. Sophie’s advisor was overseas on a consulting project, leaving the former-student-turned-parolee to fill in as visiting instructor. Sophie had borrowed liberally from Anita’s old syllabus, but she’d inserted a few creative changes of her own. She hoped her students would enjoy the additions.


			Leaning back in her chair, she surveyed Anita’s office, feeling a sense of peace. Stacks of journal articles, rows of textbooks, carefully arranged teacups—she’d spent many an afternoon in this cluttered yet homey office as a graduate student, discussing research projects or helping Anita grade the undergraduates’ tests and papers. Though not quite as familiar as the therapy setting, the academic environment was wholly comforting.


			A knock on the door made Sophie sit upright, and she tentatively called, “Come in?”


			Once Sophie recognized the long brown hair and blue eyes of her former roommate, she popped out of the chair with an excited grin. “Kirsten!”


			Kirsten’s smile was tempered only by a sad glance toward Sophie’s arm sling—a reminder of the trauma they’d endured at Carlo’s hand—and she gently hugged her friend.


			“What are you doing here, Kir?” Sophie gestured for her to sit across the desk.


			“I’ve got some problems making the deadline for the paper, Dr. Taylor,” she joked.


			With a feigned scowl, Sophie informed her, “No extensions, you slacker. Ten points off for each day late.”


			They smirked at each other, and Kirsten revealed her real reason for visiting the Psychology Department: “I just had a meeting with David.”


			Humiliation overtook Sophie, but she feigned excitement. “Awesome! Did you set a date for your defense?”


			“Yep.” Kirsten grinned proudly, “August twenty-fifth.”


			“That’s in less than two weeks!”


			Kirsten suddenly looked anxious. “Don’t remind me. I’m already freaking out.”


			Sophie’s eyes filled with sympathy. Her roommate had finally finished writing her dissertation, and all that remained was an oral exam: a face-off with five faculty members who would fire tough questions. Sophie had adeptly endured her own dissertation defense three years ago, but she’d benefitted from Anita’s undying support. Kirsten’s relationship with her advisor, David Alton, was not as encouraging or productive, and Sophie hoped she wasn’t to blame for David’s lack of mentoring.


			“Have you, um, run into David yet?” Kirsten asked.


			Sophie blushed. “Not yet, luckily.”


			“You’re going to have to see him sometime, you know.”


			“I’m trying to delay it as long as possible.”


			Kirsten watched her friend squirm. David was a Richard Gere lookalike whose graying hair made him even more desirable and debonair as he aged, just like the actor. The year he’d taught Psychological Assessment to their graduate class, Sophie had fallen hard for him, despite Kirsten’s warnings. Kirsten had been appalled that Sophie obsessed over a married man, but Sophie had insisted his marriage seemed unhappy, based on a few comments he’d sprinkled here and there.


			It was precisely the type of inappropriate romantic relationship her psychologist was now trying to help her avoid. Hunter and Sophie had been processing the years of painful disapproval from her own father—pain that likely led her to seek solace in the arms of bad boys and older men. Sophie’s infatuation with her professor had ended badly when he’d firmly told her she’d misconstrued any possibility of a relationship between them. She’d never felt so embarrassed—until her prison sentencing, that is.


			Shaking off shameful memories, Sophie assured Kirsten, “You’re gonna do great, you know.”


			“This damn dissertation has been hanging over my head for so long. If I fail—”


			“You won’t fail. I’ve read your manuscript and it’s awesome, Kir.” Noticing the seed of doubt still blooming on her friend’s face, Sophie added, “Did I ever tell you what Anita said about the dissertation defense?”


			Kirsten shook her head.


			“She said we shouldn’t call it a defense. That makes us think of a tense standoff or something. Your committee’s not against you. They want you to succeed.” Sophie giggled. “They want you to finally graduate and get the hell out of here!”


			Kirsten narrowed her eyes.


			“It’s not a dissertation defense,” Sophie continued, “but rather a dissertation revelation.”


			Taking in her roommate’s words, Kirsten nodded slowly. “I like that. My revelation is coming soon then, I guess.”


			“Damn straight. Hey, are you ready to go? I was just about to head to Grant’s apartment.”


			“It’s your apartment too,” Kirsten reminded her.


			“I know.” Sophie packed up her tote bag. “But it’s so new. It’s hard to think of as mine too. Are you, um, still staying with your parents in the ’burbs?”


			Kirsten’s apartment was currently cordoned off as a crime scene. “Yeah, and they’re driving me nuts.”


			The friends emerged onto the hallway of the academic building, chuckling, then froze at the sight of a self-possessed gray-haired man crossing their path. David’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. Sophie’s heart hammered in her chest.


			“Hello, um, Dr. Alton,” Sophie stammered, her face on fire.


			“Please call me David, Sophie. I hear we’re to be colleagues now.”


			To her surprise, she felt not one spark when he took her hand in his and shook it. Surely a man who’d been her crush for over a year would elicit at least some sort of physical reaction?


			“What happened to your arm?” David asked, nodding at her sling.


			Sophie was suddenly grateful that her meddling father had managed to use his influence to keep her involvement in the shooting out of the newspapers. Of course David knew about her ethical breach and stint in prison, but she didn’t exactly want to broadcast her latest Mafia misadventure.


			Noticing her friend’s silence, Kirsten turned to her advisor. “Um, David? She had an accident, but she’d rather not disclose the details. She’ll be out of the sling in a couple of weeks.”


			He hesitated, puzzled by the evasive response, but his suave demeanor soon returned. “Just in time for your defense then,” he nodded, aiming a polished smile at Kirsten.


			Seeming to regain her composure, Sophie quietly corrected, “Her revelation.”


			Shooting her a confused look, David studied Sophie for a moment before seeming to arrive at a conclusion. “Well, then, I must be off. My son’s got a baseball game later.” His smile now seemed plastic. “Nice to see you both.”


			Once he was out of earshot, Sophie practically melted into the wall behind her, murmuring, “Oh my God.”


			“That should be interesting—working with him all semester.”


			Sophie gave a beleaguered half-chuckle. “No kidding. I’m in total hell right now.” She gave a dramatic sigh, but Sophie had to admit the interaction hadn’t been quite as humiliating as she’d expected. She was pleased to find herself not attracted to him one bit this time around. That ship had sailed…and now she had McSailor. A warm smile crossed her lips as she thought of her gorgeous, gentle, seafaring hero.


			She sensed a buzzing in her bag, which was accompanied by dismay as she reached in to find her phone. “Please tell me my father hasn’t figured out how to send text messages.”


			Her dismay switched immediately to delight as she read the message:


			How’s my beautiful Bonnie today?


			“Grant has a cell phone!” she said with a laugh.


		


	




	

		

			3. Conjoined


			As Hunter followed the attractive couple down the hallway to their second therapy session, his conversation with a colleague a few days ago floated through his mind.


			“It’s wise of you to consult about this,” Michelle Mendota told him.


			Embarrassed, Hunter glanced up at the psychologist across the table in the coffee shop.


			“It’s difficult for any of us when we’re attracted to a client,” she continued, brushing an unruly strand of long, wavy black hair over her shoulder. “But as you know, consultation’s the best way to handle an ethical dilemma.”


			He could sense her intelligent brown eyes boring into him, and his cheeks still felt warm after confessing he felt a physical attraction to Grant Madsen. However, Hunter already knew consultation was indeed the optimal route, so he faced the mortification of confiding in his best friend. “I don’t want to fall into the same trap my female client did,” he said with a shaky sigh.


			“Yeah, her story’s rather horrendous,” Michelle agreed, shuddering. “But the guy—he’s heterosexual, right? So he won’t be returning your affection?”


			“I think so. At least my gaydar isn’t picking up much activity there.”


			Michelle returned Hunter’s smirk before she asked, “And you don’t think it’s a good idea to refer them to another therapist?”


			“That’s a tough one.” Hunter sighed. “It was my first inclination—to make a referral—but my female client practically begged me to stay on.” He ran one hand through his neat blond hair. “And I’ve done some good work with her; she’s come a long way. She’s convinced her boyfriend is a good guy, but who’s to say he’s not just like his brother? I want to help her safely figure it out, and that’ll be easier if I can observe their dynamics, so I agreed to take them in the end. I guess I feel…protective of her or something.”


			Michelle smiled. “Sounds like you’re drawn to both the man and the woman in this couple.”


			Hunter chuckled. “Yeah, if she were a man, I’d probably have the hots for her too.”


			“Oh, Hunter, you’ll be fine. I trust you to do the right thing. You’re the one who helped me through that awful case, right?” Michelle’s records had once been subpoenaed for a nasty divorce trial, and she’d struggled mightily with the ethics of breaching her client’s confidentiality. “But there’s one thing you could do to make it impossible for you to get involved with the client.”


			Hunter’s eyebrows scrunched together. “What’s that?”


			“You could tell Bradley.”


			His eyes got huge as he almost choked on his coffee. “Tell Bradley? What the hell for?”


			Michelle stifled a grin. “That’d make it totally above board,” she explained. “No secrets. It’s normal to feel attracted to clients now and then, and Bradley would understand.”


			“If you haven’t noticed, Michelle, he’s kind of the jealous type.”


			“Well, you’re not going to act on your feelings. And telling Bradley would just about guarantee that. You’ve been together ten years—Bradley can handle it…”


			As he followed Grant and Sophie into his office, Hunter felt slightly ill. He hadn’t drummed up the courage to tell his partner about Grant, and he didn’t know if he ever would. Bradley was a brilliant plastic surgeon, but sometimes he didn’t behave very logically upon experiencing intense emotions. And Hunter even glancing at another man tended to arouse such emotions.


			“So,” Hunter smiled at Sophie, ignoring Grant for the moment. “How’s your week been?”


			“Pretty good. I can’t wait to start teaching.” She returned his smile and seemed to wait expectantly for Grant to add his two cents.


			Grant uncomfortably cleared his throat. “It was, uh, fine, sir.”


			Hunter stole a glance at the clownfish in the aquarium rather than meeting the stunning crystal-blue eyes of his client, then broke the silence. “One thing I typically ask clients to do in the first session is set goals for therapy. We had some, uh, catching up to do in our first meeting, though, and ran out of time.”


			Sophie managed a sly grin.


			“What would you like to accomplish in here?” Hunter continued. “What would you like to improve or change? Grant, how about you go first.”


			Grant looked startled. Tapping his fingers nervously on his thigh, he eventually said, “My one and only goal is to stay out of prison.”


			Hunter was dismayed. “Meaning that if you don’t come to counseling, your PO will put you back in prison? You’re only here because you’re mandated to be?”


			Grant nodded.


			“That goal sucks, Grant.”


			Both Sophie’s and Grant’s eyebrows shot up, and Hunter decided to explain further.


			“What I meant,” he said, trying again, “was that I understand you’re mandated to be here. But you could really get something out of this, Grant. You could work on improving your relationship with Sophie, which I know means a lot to you. You could process your grief over your cousin murdering your brother. You could explore some life goals for yourself, now that you’re trying to make a fresh start. The sky’s the limit. For you to just sit here and tell me you’re fine—well, that’s a total waste of time for you and for me.”


			Grant had been inching up straighter and taller with each word out of Hunter’s mouth, and by the time the psychologist finished with the diatribe, he sat rigidly erect on the sofa. His eyes attentive and his mood sober, he replied, “Yes, sir.”


			“So I’ll ask you again, what are your goals for therapy?”


			Stealing a helpless glance at his girlfriend, Grant began sweating. He felt like he was back in college ROTC again, enduring a quiz about Navy history from a superior.


			Sophie watched him squirm, and she offered, “Do you want to deal with your nightmares?”


			Grant whipped his head toward her, disconcerted by her question. “Uh—um—”


			“You’re having nightmares?” Hunter interjected.


			“Not really,” Grant lied.


			Sophie frowned. Although they’d only spent the night together perhaps four times, on two of those occasions Grant’s sleep had been interrupted by what appeared to be intensely distressing nightmares.


			“You said something about improving our relationship, sir?” Grant quickly added, redirecting the conversation. “That would be one of my goals.”


			“Okay, and what would you like to improve about the relationship?”


			We need to stop lying to each other, Sophie supplied silently on Grant’s behalf.


			Then Grant turned to her and shrugged. “I don’t really know how we could improve our relationship. It’s perfect already.”


			Hunter watched Sophie practically swoon over Grant’s comment, and he chuckled softly. “Well, my work is done here. Your relationship’s already perfect.”


			Noticing Hunter’s grin, Sophie said, “Our relationship is awesome. Grant’s right about that.” She clasped his hand. “But I do have an idea for something we could work on.” Sophie took a deep breath. “Um, I think we need to be more open with each other.”


			Hunter nodded. “I agree. There’s quite a bit you two seem not to know about each other.”


			And a lot I don’t want Sophie to know, Grant thought.


			“So that’s one of Sophie’s goals: to be more open in your communication with each other. Grant, how about you?”


			Grant met the psychologist’s inquisitive glance and chewed on his lower lip.


			“Hunter, Grant’s never been in therapy before,” said Sophie. “Maybe we could explain what it’s like?”


			Hunter sat back in his chair and peered at her thoughtfully. “Perhaps that’s a good idea.”


			Feeling the psychologist studying her, Sophie turned to face Grant. “So, in therapy, you talk about what’s going on in your life—the good stuff and the bad stuff. And the therapist helps you make sense of it all by asking you questions so you’ll see things in a different light, notice patterns—”


			Continuing to sense the heat of Hunter’s stare, Sophie turned to him and abruptly asked, “What?”


			“Speaking of patterns,” Hunter said, “I’m noticing one right now. Did you notice that was the second time you swooped in and ‘rescued’ Grant?”


			She appeared indignant. “What do you mean?”


			“He was uncomfortable—anxious—and you jumped in to answer the question for him. Twice.”


			“I did not.”


			The corner of Hunter’s mouth twitched.


			Grant slowly began nodding. “Yeah, you did. I was trying to think of an answer to Dr. Hayes’ question—”


			“Not that you minded her interference,” Hunter broke in, earning a rueful grin from Grant. Turning to Sophie, Hunter inquired, “Why won’t you let him answer my question?”


			With an affronted look, Sophie mulled over what had just transpired. “Well, I know he hates therapy, and I didn’t want him to feel anxious.”


			“I see,” Hunter replied. “And do you have any control over whether or not Grant feels anxious?”


			Sophie squirmed while Grant watched with fascination. “No,” she admitted in a low voice.


			“Exactly. I’m sure Grant has some difficult parts of his past—I can only imagine what it’s like to be the son of Enzo Barberi. He’s had experiences that undoubtedly create a lot of anxiety for him now. And perhaps he’ll share some of that with us when he’s ready. But his history happened long before he met you, Sophie, and you simply can’t stop him from feeling anxiety, or any emotion for that matter.”


			Sophie groaned.


			“Are you all right?” Grant asked, looking anxious yet again.


			She exhaled loudly. “I’m doing that enmeshed thing again.”


			Grant appeared puzzled. “Enmeshed?” He looked to Hunter for help.


			“I’ll get to your question, but first I want to know what your college major was, Grant.”


			Startled, he tentatively answered, “MT, um, military technologies.”


			“Oh, right. You were in ROTC?”


			“Yes, sir.”


			“He went to Notre Dame,” Sophie proudly butted in before emitting a small gasp and clamping her hand over her mouth, glancing guiltily at Hunter.


			“That’s okay, Sophie, you weren’t rescuing him this time,” said Hunter with a grin. “You were merely bragging about your boyfriend.”


			She returned his smile and Hunter continued, glancing at Grant. “I was thinking you might be a visual learner with a major like that. Let me draw what Sophie and I were discussing—this idea of an enmeshed relationship.”


			He extracted a pad of paper from the end table and began drawing a series of circles. “I want to talk about three kinds of relationships. If you envision a circle as representing a person in a relationship, here’s the first type: distant.”


			He drew two circles rather far apart. “In a distant relationship, there’s not much caring or time spent together—it’s like two people simply coexisting. The two might disagree, but this doesn’t cause much conflict because they don’t really show much caring toward each other.”


			Next Hunter carefully drew one circle right on top of another, and Grant was amused that the psychologist’s tongue stuck out the corner of his mouth as he concentrated deeply.


			“This is an enmeshed relationship,” Hunter explained, “like the one between Sophie and her mother.”


			Sophie rolled her eyes.


			“In enmeshment, the two people are very close. They spend a lot of time together. When one person feels a certain way, the other person often feels that way too, and they tend to take responsibility for each other’s feelings. You don’t hear about disagreement in enmeshed relationships, because disagreement and conflict tend to go underground.


			“Common language used in an enmeshed relationship might be ‘You’re not mad, right?’ or ‘Don’t confront her—I’ll take care of it’ or even ‘You complete me.’” Hunter made a gagging motion and Sophie giggled. “When Sophie tried to rescue you from feeling anxious, Grant, I called her out because that’s exactly what she used to do for her mother. She took care of her mother’s emotional well-being while ignoring her own needs.


			“Sometimes this enmeshed pattern can happen in families with addiction or abuse. Let’s say the father’s an alcoholic, and the entire family tiptoes around him, trying not to provoke him. Their needs are subverted to his needs. That’s enmeshment, or codependence.”


			“Is that like enabling too?” Sophie asked.


			“Hmm, could be. What do you think?” Hunter and Sophie’s curious voices faded as Grant felt pulled back in time.


			The pounding noise of water gushing from the faucet flooded his senses, and he could feel his mother’s gentle touch on his ribcage, delicately brushing her fingers over the angry bruise. She’d just removed his T-shirt in preparation for a bath. He was five years old.


			“Oh, honey,” she cried.


			He shied away from her hand and turned his face to the wall, feeling color rise in his cheeks. He’d been a bad boy, and his father had thrown him against the wall.


			“I’m sorry, Grant,” Karita choked out, her voice barely audible over the rush of water. “He didn’t mean it.”


			The little boy closed his enormous blue eyes and nodded solemnly.


			“You have to be more careful the next time,” she added. “No soccer balls in the house.”


			He nodded again. Then he drew his small hand toward her face, cautiously lifting a veil of blond hair from her temple, revealing a purple contusion blooming above her high cheekbone. “You hafta be more careful too, Mommy.”


			Her shiny, crystal-blue eyes welled up in tears.


			“Grant?” He heard his name and tried to get his bearings. “Grant?” the male voice prompted again.


			He found himself staring into Hunter’s concerned hazel eyes, and he swallowed hard, surreptitiously glancing next to him at Sophie, who appeared equally alarmed.


			“Looks like you’re deep in thought,” Hunter observed, wondering what traumatic memory his client might have been re-experiencing.


			“Yes, sir,” Grant responded in a trembling voice. He clamped his teeth together. They were both still staring at him, and he felt panicked as the heaviness of shame weighed down on his chest. “I was, uh, just thinking—” he nodded toward the drawing of stacked circles “—that, um, enmeshment doesn’t sound all that bad in a romantic relationship. Two people on top of each other, I mean.”


			Grant’s nervous chuckle was met by dead silence and a palpable awkwardness in the room. Evidently his lame attempt to divert attention away from his sadness wasn’t fooling the two psychologists studying him suspiciously. He stole a glance at Sophie and found her looking back at him with such concentrated sympathy that he felt a catch in his throat, a wellspring of emotion threatening to erupt.


			Instinctively Sophie sidled up next to him on the sofa and wrapped her arm around his waist, her hand resting exactly where he’d been bruised as a five-year-old. She looked him directly in the eye and confessed, “I love you.”


			Her comfort felt like a gift, and he lifted his arm to drape it across her shoulders, mindful of her injury.


			Sophie didn’t care if she was rescuing him again. It felt right to be there for him in this moment, and she nestled the back of her head into his shoulder.


			As the tension drained from Grant’s body, Hunter watched the two with a degree of wistfulness. Their harmony was a welcome relief from the heated arguments that sometimes occurred between partners in his office, yet he knew it wouldn’t be all sunshine and peace ahead for them as they delved into deeper topics.


			Clearing his throat, Hunter said, “So, let’s discuss the third type of relationship, okay?” He drew two overlapping circles. “The interdependent relationship looks like a Venn diagram. It’s when you have independent parts of yourself, but also this overlapping area which represents shared interests, caring, time spent together. Each partner has responsibility for his or her own feelings. Conflict is normal, and the partners may resolve their conflicts with language like ‘I’m concerned when you don’t call’ or ‘I feel angry when you leave your dirty clothes on the chair.’”


			“Hey, you said something like that to me once!” Grant pointed out, squeezing her shoulder.


			“I did?” Sophie looked up at him.


			“Yeah, on the ship—do you remember? You said, ‘I’m angry that you’re acting aloof.’”


			Sophie sat up a little more, though she remained glued to her boyfriend’s side. “No, I said I was hurt that you were acting aloof.”


			“Oh, right,” Grant agreed amicably.


			“Great job, Sophie!” Hunter cheered. “You practiced the assertive communication we discussed.”


			Blushing, she murmured, “It wasn’t that big of a deal.”


			“Yes, it was,” Hunter said. “It’s really hard to break old habits. How did you react when she said that to you, Grant?”


			He shrugged. “I, um, I realized I’d been acting like a jerk. We talked, and I…kissed her.”


			“Sounds like it worked out pretty well.” Hunter smirked, watching them both blush.


			Sophie laughed. “Yeah, and then we got caught kissing by our PO!” She felt Grant’s chuckle rumble deep in his chest.


			When their laughter died down, Hunter asked, “What do you think of these different types of relationships?”


			“Is the enmeshed one, is that, um, bad?” Grant asked.


			“Well, I don’t know if it’s bad, but it doesn’t tend to work as effectively as the interdependent relationship, at least in our Western culture. Perhaps in more collectivist societies, enmeshment would work okay.” Hunter gave them an inquisitive look. “So, which of these three best represent your family relationships?”


			Sophie and Grant scrutinized the different circles. Surprised to find himself interested in what Hunter had talked about, Grant silently concluded that he was distant from his father and enmeshed with his mother. The same way Sophie seemed to be with her parents. But Grant wondered if he’d also been enmeshed with his father at times. He deeply wished Enzo’s approval—or disapproval, actually—didn’t matter so much to him. With a pang of guilt, he realized his relationship with Logan had likely been distant as well. Was his entire family doomed?


			“Oh!” Grant blurted. “I, um, I think my relationship with Uncle Joe is interdependent.”


			“Go on,” Hunter encouraged.


			“Well, he’s always been there for me, but he doesn’t pressure me. It’s like he trusts me.”


			Sophie smiled, pleased that Grant was immersing himself in their psychological discussion. He’d shared the nautical environment with her on Roger’s ship, and now she was sharing her world with him.


			“Joe’s support must mean a lot to you,” Hunter said. “Do you have any other interdependent relationships in your life, Grant?”


			“Um, not really. Is it possible to get interdependence if you don’t have it now?”


			“Perhaps. Who do you want an interdependent relationship with?”


			Grant blushed slightly. “Sophie. Well, maybe we already have one—I’ll let you shrinks figure it out.”


			Sophie and Hunter exchanged amused looks.


			“And Ben, my nephew. He’s really struggling right now, and I want to be there for him the way Joe was there for me.”’


			“He must be really grieving, huh?” Sophie asked softly.


			Grant nodded. “I caught him smoking pot last week.”


			She inhaled sharply. “Pot? Isn’t he only like fourteen?”


			Shaking his head, Grant smiled. “He looks young, but he’s actually sixteen. Sixteen going on thirty.”


			“So you’re trying to figure out how to be a good parent figure to Ben?” Hunter asked.


			“Yes, sir.”


			Tapping on his drawing of an interdependent relationship, Hunter said, “Actually, this Venn diagram can relate to good parenting too. If you look at this circle as warmth, or caring, and the other circle as firmness, or discipline, you want to achieve the intersection of these two circles for the best parenting: a combination of warmth and firmness. If you only have warmth, then you’re too permissive, and if you only have firmness, you’re too authoritarian. So try to combine caring and discipline, and you should do a good job with Ben.”


			“Yes, sir.”


			Hunter didn’t enjoy feeling like he was lecturing. While he wracked his brain for a way to encourage Grant to think for himself instead of robotically following his advice, Sophie interjected, “Grant, what kind of parenting did Carlo get?”


			Grant looked taken aback. After several moments, he said, “I don’t think Uncle Angelo ever punished him. He got away with a lot.”


			“I thought so,” Sophie replied. Turning to Hunter, she asked, “Isn’t it true that children of permissive parents are at risk for antisocial behavior as adults? Just like children of authoritarian parents are more likely to be anxious as adults?”


			“Yes, and yes, and I’m kind of surprised at how easily you can talk about him.”


			“Who, Carlo?” Sophie replied. “The total fucking bastard who’s writhing in the depths of hell right now?”


			Hunter stifled a grin. “That’s more like it.”


			Sophie smiled, but Grant appeared uneasy, still feeling guilty about killing a man. He was the one who’d shot that “total fucking bastard.”


			Hunter glanced at his watch. “We’re out of time. Good job today. We’ll keep working on that interdependent relationship between you two. See you next week.”


			As they exited through the waiting room, Grant gently clasped Sophie’s right wrist, stopping her. A mischievous light danced in his eyes. “Screw interdependence. Wanna go get enmeshed?”


			“I thought you’d never ask, McSailor.” She aimed a devilish grin his way and they walked out, arm in arm.
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