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CHAPTER 1

 


 


Joanne shoved the door open, stomping the
snow off her boots as she crossed the threshold. Twenty miles
struggling through the blowing snow and icy roads, had left her
irritable and tense. Her hands were still shaking after gripping
the steering wheel in anticipation of a wreck. How she hated the
winter, especially the unpredictability of the highways. But it was
her own fault. She had opted for the house in the country with room
for Freud, a pit mix, and Tesla, an Aussie mix, as well as her own
need for privacy after a stressful day. And, of course, the housing
in the outlying rural area had been much more reasonable than town.
Money, she realized. It always boiled down to money.

“Welcome to Keating’s Counseling Center,”
spoke a cheery voice.

“I should have called off today,” she
responded.

“You knew I’d be here. Why didn’t you?”

Joanne shrugged. “I do have a business to
run. Besides maybe it will warm up. Maybe the snow will stop.
Wishful thinking on my part. I mean, here it is November, so what
else should I expect?”

“I know. I’m always bragging to outsiders
that Southeast Colorado is dry, little moisture, and now we have
this. A solid week of it, every afternoon.”

Joanne nodded. Day after day the skies had
been busy, dumping layer after layer over the highways, as well as
the streets and yards of Greenberg. Shivering, from the cold, she
pulled her arms out of the parka, deposited her gloves in one
pocket, shed her wool chook and muffler, and anchored the assembly
on the coat tree that stood in an alcove off the hallway.

She walked toward the happy voice at the end
of the entry, passing the reception area. A brown loveseat, a bit
worn but clean, housed two pillows, one bright blue and the other,
a tan base with deep chocolate inscriptions bearing warm messages
of Dream Big and Live for the Moment. Perfect for a
therapy office she’d thought at the time she spotted it at a local
yard sale. Two chairs, padded brown, assembled from Walmart crates.
Another effort to save money. She sighed, as she reached Myra’s
desk, located on the other side of the client’s check-in
counter.

“You’re much too happy today. Have you looked
at it out there? Will this wondrous winter wonderland never stop?”
She smiled as she said it, but Myra, her chief go-to girl, knew she
was annoyed. The weather always seemed to infect her boss with a
healthy dose of negativity, irritation, and just plain old
nastiness.

“Coffee?” she held the already filled Bronco
mug out to her friend, hoping to pull her out of the sour mood.

Joanne took it, blowing on the contents
before taking a sip. She then carried it to a nearby desk in the
office area. “Sorry to be so grumpy. It’s just that this weather is
not doing a thing to help Keating Counseling Center. Somehow it
seems to have deliberately turned its back on us and our efforts to
build clientele. I’m still thinking this isn’t going to work. The
best thing I should do is update my resume, and post it on
line.”

“I know you’re concerned. I just finished the
last monthly report. I’m as concerned as you. I actually need my
job.” She grinned at her boss. This was not the first time they’d
had this discussion. Myra leaned over the desk, her deep-brown
tresses flipping sideways as she retrieved the report. “You
probably do not want to read this, but you need to.” She handed the
report to her boss, and as she did so, her dark eyes flickered with
concern.

Joanne took it. “I’ll finish my coffee first
and hold off the bad news as long as possible. By the way, you
didn’t happen to grab some donuts. I’m in a mood to break my
on-going battle of the bulge.” She sat the report on the edge of
the desk, took a deep sigh. She brushed back the stray strands of
copper hair and then reset the entire weather-disarray with a comb
at the nape of her neck. “I’ve been struggling to build this
business for what, two years now, and, at first it seemed to be
doing okay, but lately, with the new mental health clinic opening
on the north side of town, there’s probably not room for another
therapist, and with this weather, well, I’m thinking, I may have
made a really bad decision.”

“Don’t give up on it yet. We actually have
some new clients coming today.”

“Really?” Joanne perked up. Maybe the trip
into town had been worthwhile.

“Hold on. Just a minute.” Myra left the room,
but returned in less than two, holding a paper plate in one hand.
“For you, boss lady. Not a donut, but a warm leftover scone, with
butter. Enjoy.”

“Makes my day. Okay, tell me about the new
clients. You did say more than one?”

“I did. Remember how my awesome husband
talked with his brother, the chief probation officer, about sending
us some court-ordered clients? And then you talked with probation
and everything seemed a go?”

“Yes, but that was a month ago and no
probation clients yet.”

“See, you shouldn’t give up so soon. Two are
coming today. They are actually twin girls.”

“What?” Joanne frowned. “Girls? Twins? Little
girls. I don’t do children, Myra. You know that. I have no
experience with children.”

“Hold on. They aren’t little children. They
are fifteen-year-old high school girls, who have been charged—or
will be-- as minors in possession. Their dad called early this
morning and asked if he could bring them in about mid-morning for a
review. I didn’t think it would hurt for you to talk with him.
Anyway, you need the money. He said he’d pay cash.”

“I don’t even have a Minor in Possession
group going, so they would require separate individual sessions. I
couldn’t put sisters in a group together, anyway.”

“I knew there would be some bugs to work out,
but I know you are a smart woman, so…”

Joanne frowned “Don’t be flattering me. I
still have no experience with teens.” She paused took another
delicious bite of her scone. “What was the dad like?”

“Hard telling over the phone, but he seemed a
bit stiff, all logic and facts. Said that the girls got in trouble
over the weekend. He had talked to an attorney and was told they
would have to do classes, but because they are young and have no
history, the court will probably go light on them, might not even
have to do probation. But he was told they should get into
counseling, the sooner, the better.”

“They haven’t been to court yet?”

“Not unless they went the first thing this
morning, probably not. He’s just getting ahead of the game. We’ll
find out for sure when they get here.”

Joanne refilled her coffee cup. In spite of
the news, she realized that two clients would only make a dent in
her dwindling finances. Each day brought more expenses, such as a
mounting gas bill with the inclement weather. It was only a matter
of time before she would have to close her doors. And there was no
one to blame but herself for attempting to open a counseling
business with no assets to fall back upon.

“Not to pry,” Myra broke into her thoughts.
Yet, she knew she was prying. But Joanne was not only her boss. She
was her friend, too. And if Joanne kept on this negative,
despondent course, she was going to need counseling herself. This
would do neither of them any good, and they would have to close the
doors.

“Have you heard anything from Webber at
all?”

“No, and he avoids me when I run into him at
the store or even at a council meeting. No eye contact. He knows I
have no respect for him. You can’t tell me that in almost two
years, he couldn’t trace that guy. I think that the cops don’t want
to mess with my case. They are too busy writing speeding tickets
and ticketing dogs-at-large.” She felt on the verge of tears and
swallowed hard. She had already shared this part of her life with
Myra. There was no need to rehash it. LD was gone. That was it,
along with all of her savings.

“Joanne, I think that guy is just smart. He
doesn’t leave any paper trails. He just makes it impossible for
them to find him.”

“I know that, too. But I also know that it
was my fault. I was so trusting and thought I was in love. Like an
idiot I his name on my checking account. Stupid! Really
stupid!”

“You are not stupid. You just made a bad
judgment call. Anyone could have done the same thing—anyone in love
anyway.”

Joanne sat the coffee down. “Well, water over
the bridge, as the cliché says. I need to go read those reports
before the girls arrive.”

Joanne spent the next two hours trying to
review her financial reports, but at last she tossed it to one
side. Right now, she couldn’t’ think. Her head was spinning. She
couldn’t get LD out of her head, even after two years. A vision of
his sharp features with the wide nose, dark eyes and unruly black
hair loomed before her. Towering half a foot over her, broad
shoulders, athletic, powerful hands—all of it haunted her at times.
Was it only his good looks? she wondered. Or was it the way he
treated her? Special, telling her how beautiful she was, feeding
into her low self-esteem, and bragging on how smart she was. Smart,
oh yes.

She could still remember him saying, “Not
many women your age have been able to have their own home and save
their money for an investment. You are one smart lady.”

Well, she hadn’t been smart enough. He had
out-smarted her in every way. And now, she operated on a
shoestring. All of her savings gone—checking and savings. Two years
later and she still hadn’t recovered. And just how long could she
hold off paying her obligations? She didn’t think she had many
options left. A couple more months like this and she wouldn’t be
able to pay Myra or she’d have to try to finagle a bank loan and
with her assets in the hole, well, that probably wasn’t going to
happen.

The truth was she was in no mood to
concentrate on the report. Her thoughts kept returning to the two
teenagers who were due to arrive this morning. She would, of
course, do the substance evaluations on them. Because she had no
group for this population, she would have to schedule them
individually. If they were simple minors in possession, she would
take them through a course of six weeks of drug education and laws,
as well as some integrated therapy. It really shouldn’t be that
hard. Still, the idea of teenage girls intimidated her. She needed
to handle these clients in a professional manner, if she expected
probation or the court to send her more. This was a test run, and,
despite her reservations, she couldn’t blow it.

Joanne turned to her ProBook and did a
search. Minor in Possession, Colorado. She ended up in the
statutory regulations, which stated a fine of $100, 36 hours of
community service, an evaluation plus the program. No specific
amount of classroom time, so she could stick with her six weeks
plan she had been using for brief therapy, but add the substance
piece. Surely, she could manage that. But teenage girls…

She opened her file cabinet and pulled out
the evaluation screening forms. She would start with that, but each
girl would have to be separate, so this would take all morning.
Teenage girls…something in just pondering the prospect nagged at
her. She realized that she really did not want these girls. Some
lawyer whose name she didn’t even know had suggested to his client,
their father, that they immediately begin treatment. Apparently the
lawyer resides somewhere else, maybe Denver or the Springs. In any
event, she’d learn his name soon enough, after she met the father
and her new clients. And what about the mother? She hadn’t been
mentioned, so dad must be one of those parents who controlled the
household and his wife. With a start Joanne realized that she was
making assumptions and had nothing on which to base her
meanderings. She pulled her thoughts away, deliberately forcing
herself to start at the profit and loss statement staring up at her
from the desktop.

The door slammed with a bang. Joanne jumped
as she heard the stomping of boots on the front mat. Several
muffled voices, soft and lowered tones, mingled over the sound of
the furnace kicking on. Then a deeper voice rose over the others,
as it appeared to be moving down the hall toward the office area.
She cringed at the thought of the new clients. They had actually
arrived, two teenage girls. She forced her brain to accommodate the
idea and recognized that she had no idea of how to counsel them.
Perhaps she could simple meet them and make a referral—someone out
of town, someone who was an expert in counseling teenagers. But for
now, they had arrived and Myra had said the father would pay cash.
Keating Counseling needed money, of that there was no doubt. Joanne
braced herself for the coming introductions, giving Myra a few
minutes to welcome the newcomers.

“Good morning,” Myra’s ever cheerful voice
drifted through the door, only slightly ajar.

Then a deep voice, steady, very precise.
“Yes, I’m Gregory Bond. These are my daughters, Valerie and Vonda.
I believe I spoke with you on the phone this morning.”

“Yes, of course. Please have a seat.”

Joanne knew that Myra, ever efficient was
ushering them into the reception area.

“I will need to have you complete this
paperwork. Then Ms. Keating will see you.”

Joanne heard the sound of papers shuffling,
as the man appeared to be providing the basic information for
contact. She pictured the form. Name, address, phone, social,
employment, insurance—all relevant for contact and billing. Even if
he paid cash, the data was vital to her records. She wondered if
Myra was getting paperwork for each client or simply for the
father. She would have to check on that later, even though she knew
Myra was much more efficient than she was in office routine.

Joanne anticipated the knock on her door,
already slightly ajar. She looked around the room. Her old gray
metal desk did little to enhance the surroundings. But she had
splurged on an Ashley loveseat, brown microfiber, no less. The room
contained two padded black chairs, a yard sale oak end table that
held a box of tissues, a matching bookcase to her right holding
dozens of books on topics ranging from anger management, stress,
depression, and food addiction. She glanced at the walls, which
bore several plaques proclaiming positive messages. “It’s never too
late to live happily ever after,” “Happiness is a choice.” As she
briefly reviewed them, standing, she wondered if they actually
meant anything. Or were they just words to satisfy the clients that
she was a bona fide counselor. Sometimes she wondered.

She pinned her happy smile on and stepped
through the door.

“Good morning.” She extended her right
hand.

“Hello.” He spoke in an even tone, also
holding forth his hand. “I’m Gregory Bond, and these are my
girls.”

She felt his hand clasp hers, strong, firm.
He seemed to hold the handshake a bit longer than necessary. Joanne
found her five feet five looking up a foot to take in a pair of
deep brown eyes fringed with shaggy brows and two deep-riveted
scowl marks at the bridge of his nose. A nice nose it was, she
thought, a Roman nose and firm full lips. Immediately she noted the
unshaven look, a look she had never appreciated or understood. It
gave him almost a sinister appearance, but, one she had to admit
that bore a sexual overtone. All of that took place in a matter of
seconds. As a counselor, Joanne was used to sizing people up
quickly. Yet, something about this man was unsettling, temporarily
putting her at a loss of words. So without words, she reached a
conclusion that this man was the serious type, not particularly
social, all business. His hand had pulled away from hers, as she
realized that she had over-reacted to his appearance.

His girls were still sitting silent, allowing
him to take the lead, while they ruffled through their book bags.
She forced herself to refocus. Joanne looked past the man at his
daughters. Two blonde heads, hair hanging to their shoulders, big
blue eyes that peered in her direction, obviously sizing her up.
Pale skin, soft features, very different from those of their
father.

“I’d like to talk with you privately before
you get started with my girls,” he said, his voice deep, even and
precise.

“What are your names?” Joanne asked, stepping
past the man and nodding to the twins.

“I’m Valerie. I’m the oldest—by four minutes.
This one is my baby sister, Vonda.” The girl lifted her chin, as if
to say I’m in charge.

“I’m Ms. Keating, and I’ll be visiting with
you both in a few minutes. But first, I’ll talk with your dad.”

Valerie shrugged her shoulders, as if
dismissing her, while Vonda just nodded her head. No words.

“If you’ll join me in the office here…” She
led the way down the hall.

Gregory Bond said nothing along the way, but
as soon as Joanne closed the door, he immediately spoke. “I’d
prefer if the girls remain in the same treatment group. They’re
used to doing everything together.”

“Of course you didn’t know, but we don’t have
a Minor in Possession group at this time. Even if we did, we cannot
put relatives, especially sisters in the same group. It’s not good
for their treatment goals.”

“But their goals are the same. My attorney
said they simply have to go to a drug class in order to make the
court happy.”

“Is that what the aim is, to make the court
happy? That’s not the kind of goals I work with here. The court is
important, of course, but the most important thing is that the
clients learn new behaviors and healthy lifestyles. Now, will you
explain to me exactly why they are here.” Joanne tried to keep the
annoyance out of her voice, but she knew it probably leaked
through. Gregory Bond needed to understand that she was firm in her
resolve. He also needed to know that the girls could not do
treatment together.

“I see.” He paused, his eyes raking over her
upturned nose and the fire in her green eyes. Something about her
jarred at his nerves. She was probably one of those fiercely
independent business women, who had only superficial relationships.
She probed the minds of others, but had only book concepts of the
needs and problems of others.

“They were with friends, bad influences, I’m
sure, because my girls have never been in trouble before. One of
the boys who’s eighteen was driving and made a turn without
signaling. A simple mistake, but the police pulled him over. They
found marijuana in the vehicle. I’m sure the girls never used it,
but because the three of them were there, all of the kids have to
do classes.”

“I understand that you called a lawyer right
away.”

“Yes, when the girls came home with the
ticket and a court date, I called my friend in Denver, David
Marquez. He’s an attorney. He read me the statute for the first
offense and recommended that I get them into a program right away.
I went online and found your agency. You are the only counselor in
Greenberg that does substance abuse classes. So here we are.”

So simple, Joanne thought. Just
called your attorney friend and bail the girls out of trouble.
That’s what so many parents do now. No concern about them taking
responsibility. No stopping trouble before it grows too big to
handle. They bring them to me at fifteen and expect me to fix them.
Like I have a magic wand. What in the hell is wrong with parents,
with him?

She pulled her thoughts back to the man
sitting before him. Good-looking, yes. That was probably one of the
problems. He probably filtered women in and out of his life and his
daughters had no stability. She studied his face briefly, the dark
eyes so intense that they seemed to challenge her, the strong
chiseled cheekbones that lent a Lou Diamond Phillips look about
him. His broad shoulders broadcast an air of confidence, of
self-importance. Joanne knew she would have to learn much more
about the family, if she were to impact the activities of the
girls. She would need to determine just how much had they been
tossed around by their unhealthy family system. That older one
seemed to have a mouth on her already.

“I can start their evaluations today. Each
one will take about an hour, so we won’t get the actual treatment
started until next week. Let’s see...” She eyeballed her watch.
“It’s ten now, so it will be about noon when we finish. So, you can
come back then.”

“Why so long? And can I wait?”

“Of course you can wait, but unless you
brought a good book or an ipad, you may get very bored. And it
takes so long because there is a battery of tests and questions to
answer.”

“Why can’t you do them at the same time? They
are going to have the same answers. I mean they come from the same
family. They do everything together. You can see that even though
they are big girls now, they still dress alike. Same habits, same
likes…”

“Actually they are individuals. Even though
they came from the same egg, they are separate people. The state
requires individual assessments.” She was beginning to intensely
dislike Mr. Bond. He seemed to have no understanding of children or
human behavior for that matter. He was evidently used to being in
charge and of hovering over his daughters. And, of course, they
hadn’t done anything wrong. He would be sure to back that up. Just
a little marijuana in the car. And a bad companion.

“You’re right, of course,” he spoke,
apparently wanting to soothe any hostile feelings she might bear.
“I will go back to the store and do some work and let you do your
job. I’m sorry if I offended you, but I do know my daughters better
than anyone.”

Joanne nodded, but she thought: Right.
And I don’t think so. “By the way, where do you work? I’m
sure my assistant has the information, but I’m curious.”

“The bookstore. We just got into town two
weeks ago, and the girls are enrolled in school now. They will be
there this afternoon,” he added, as if assuring Joanne that he was
a good father.

She knew different. Sensed it, but his
language and attitude confirmed her opinion. He was not a good
father or the girls wouldn’t be here. True, she had no experience
with teenage girls, but she knew one thing. They were teenage girls
and, as such, had their own agenda, much of which their father knew
nothing. Perhaps the therapy session would cast some light on just
how poorly they had been parented.

She escorted Gregory Bond from her office and
watched as he bid his daughters goodbye, promising to return at
12:00 sharp. As he strolled to the door and opened it, he turned
back briefly and a flutter of fresh snow blew through the door. He
seemed to pause and gaze back at her, as if framing a question, but
then he turned and stepped out into the cold winter wind.

Joanne pulled her attention to the girls on
the bench. God, she thought, why did he have to be so
damn good-looking.

 


Greg Bond stepped into the Altima and turned
the key. He wanted to march right back into that building and pull
the girls out. He wanted to let that fancy counselor know exactly
what he thought of her. She was probably one of those with a
doctorate degree in child psychology and thought she knew
everything about kids. But she didn’t and not his. He’d had to be
mom and dad to them for the last ten years. He knew them inside and
out. True, it had been hard working at the college, teaching, and
trying to schedule his job around their school activities. But he’d
managed. He’d managed sit-downs with them each evening to discuss
their day. Damn it, he’d done the very best he could under the
circumstances. Who was she to judge?

Yes, that’s what he thought. She was judging
them. The way her eyes crawled over him and seemed to focus on his
unshaven face, which he had neglected this morning. Getting
breakfast, girls ready, stop at the store. She had stared at his
Avalanche tee showing out the opening of his jacket as if judging
his attire. She had even managed to grip his hand a little too
tightly when they had first met. A woman so sure of herself and her
career, a woman who might be looking for a man. Well, he wasn’t
looking for a woman, for sure. He’d had one, Lacey, the girls’
mother and that was plenty. After he’d gotten custody of the girls,
he’d sworn off women. Oh, sure he’d had a few dates, usually set up
by well-intended friends. But no computer hook-ups for him. None of
that stupid speed dating.

Greg knew he was a good dad. He helped the
girls with homework. He took them on field trips. He had their
friends over for sleepovers. He had even tried to explain the facts
of life to them, but embarrassed, he had called upon his sister,
Clara for help. The girls had responded with “We already learned
that stuff in hygiene.” Yes, Greg was convinced he had done the
best job he could with his
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