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1. Reconvictation


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


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


A knock made him straighten. “Enter!”


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


She swallowed. “Mr. Stone?”


“Yeah, who’re you?”


“Sophie Taylor.”


“Back number?”


“Seven two six three four.”


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


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


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


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


She managed a tight smile. “Yes.”


“Should I call you Dr. Taylor, then?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She nodded.


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


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


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


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


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


Sophie crossed her arms and pursed her lips.


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


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


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


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


“The DOC will pay for it.”


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


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


She closed her eyes. “No.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“With a friend.”


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


“Kirsten Holland.”


“What does Holland do for a living?”


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


“But she’s not a psychologist?”


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


“Does Holland have a criminal background?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Wow.”


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


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


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


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


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


He paused before shaking her hand.


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


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


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









2. Dishonorable Disappointment


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


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


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


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


“That’s me.”


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


Grant stood taller. “Yes, sir.”


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


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


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


“That is correct, sir.”


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


“What were you in for?”


Grant sighed. “Aggravated robbery.”


“And that got you sentenced for three years?”


“Yes, sir.”


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


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


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


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


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


 Shit.


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


Grant looked down.


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


Jerry blinked. “What happened in solitary?”


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


“You still taking the meds?”


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


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


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


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


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


“I don’t have one yet,” Grant said.


“Don’t you have family?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Your life’s fucked up, Madsen.”


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


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


“This is how things will work, Madsen.”


Grant tensed.


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


“Aye, sir.”


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


Grant nodded.


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


“No, sir. I don’t take drugs.”


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


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


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


“Yes, sir.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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









3. “If Yes, Please Explain”


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


Have you ever been convicted of a felony?


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


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


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


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


With a frown, she scribbled Yes.


The subsequent question also made her pause:


If yes, please explain.


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


Blowing out a breath, she wrote:


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


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


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


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


* * *


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yeah, at the hospital.”


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


“That’s it.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


They shook hands.


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


“Yes, Mom.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“But you have daddy issues, remember?”


Sophie shook her head, but she did grin.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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









4. Solitary


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


“You’ve lost some weight,” Joe said.


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


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


“Sorry.”


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


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


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


“Did your captain approve your leave this time?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“You got three years?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Why do you care, all the sudden?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


One of the underlings gave a lascivious smile.


Grant stepped back.


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


Grant said nothing.


The man pursed his lips as he edged closer.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What was the fight about?”


“Had a disagreement with another inmate, sir.”


“Which inmate?”


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


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


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


“Guard!”


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


Grant looked down.


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


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


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


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


“Grant?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“You’re the only family I’ve got.”


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


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


“No, sir.”


“Or a job?”


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


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


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


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


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


Book Your Architectural Cruise Here!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Grant’s eyes bugged. His uncle was shameless.


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


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


“You got out of the Navy yesterday?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Yes, sir.”


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


“Thank you, sir.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“See you then, kid.”


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









5. The Jacket


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


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


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


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


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


“Everything okay, Mr. Stone?”


His eyes narrowed before he looked at her file.


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


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


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


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


“I see. And do you have a job yet?”


She bit her lip. “Um, no.”


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


“About twenty, I think?”


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


She twisted her ring. “None.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“And which therapist did you choose?”


“Dr. Hunter Hayes.”


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


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


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


“Exactly, Taylor.”


“That won’t happen.”


“And how do you know for sure?”


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


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


“That’s what I hear, yes.”


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


She nodded.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“We’re out of time,” Jerry said.


Sophie got to her feet.


“It’s my mother,” he blurted.


“Excuse me?”


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


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


Jerry’s jaw flexed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Grant turned to her. “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


* * *


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


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


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


Grant squirmed. “Behind third base?”


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


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


“Who’d you go to the game with?”


Grant paused. “My uncle.”


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


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


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


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


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


“No, he’s my mom’s brother.”


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


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


“Oh.”


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


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


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


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


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


“I got a job, sir.”


“So you conned someone to hire you.”


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


“And what do you do for them?”


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


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


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


“Where’re you living?”


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


“You’re living with your boss?”


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


“Ah, that makes sense.”


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


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


“Thank you, sir.”


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









6. In Treatment


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


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


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


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


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


“Hi, Hunter.”


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


She cringed.


“Please follow me to my office.”


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


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


“You like it?” He stood by a chair.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


You don’t know the half of it.


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


“Mm-hmm.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Undergrad at Northwestern and grad school at DePaul.”


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


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


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


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


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


She shook her head.


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


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


“You’ve never attended therapy?”


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


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


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


“Can’t your parents help?”


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


The psychologist was watching her.


“Can I pass on that question?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Dr. Taylor?”


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


“It’s Sophie.” She offered her hand.


His strong grip rippled the muscles of his forearm.


“Logan Barberi.”


“Barberi?” Hunter repeated.


Sophie flinched.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“That’s right, less than a month.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yep.”


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


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


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


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