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DEDICATION

To my brother-of-the-heart, David Vanzura. You’re

a shining example of what a good man should be.

Thank you for your support and encouragement and 

for always being in my corner.




		
			CHAPTER 1

			It starts like this: an unexpected spark, instant attraction, the jolting jab of oh-so-you-feel-this-too? Flash fire in the belly. A corkscrew twist in the center of the chest. A physical ache that punches low and heavy and spreads out hard and fast through muscles and tendons, blood and bone.

			Heady.

			Erotic.

			Thrilling.

			Physical therapist Kasha Carlyle had felt it before, this hot flare, runaway-mine-train-express that stirred fear in the dark recesses of her mind. She’d resisted it then. Resisted it now.

			But this? This here? This was something more.

			Stronger.

			Bolder.

			Scarier.

			Coal black eyes melted her resistance, seared it to ash. In that stopwatch moment when her gaze struck, and stuck to the steely stare of the Dallas Gunslingers’ most valuable pitcher, Axel Richmond.

			He’d just completed a physical therapy session with his trainer, Paul Hernandez, and he was sitting on a bench wearing nothing but red workout pants, his bare chest on display. Every glistening muscle was finely etched. Not a drop of fat on him. He was a splendid specimen of adult male in top physical shape, life and passion oozing from his pores.

			The only thing that seemed out of place was the black tattoo over his heart that spelled out Dylan.

			One look and everything and everyone blended and blurred as white-hot need transported them into their own little world far from the sports medicine facility in North Dallas, where baseball coaches, managers, administrators, and sports medicine specialists surrounded them.

			For a split second.

			Then pure panic set in.

			It was Tuesday, May seventeenth, and the second week of Kasha’s three-month probationary period at her new job working with injured major league baseball players.

			And she was already falling in lust.

			No. No. This simply would not do. Keeping her job was essential.

			Now that she had Emma to consider, she urgently needed the bump in salary to pay off the student loans that had gotten her through her PhD. Not to mention the excellent health insurance coverage. Finding out about Emma had changed everything.

			Quickly, Kasha peeled her gaze from Axel’s and she studied the insignia on the wall above his head—the blue and green Gunslingers crossed dueling pistols logo—but she didn’t see a darn thing. Purposefully, she slowed her breathing, and forced herself to listen to the conversation.

			“I wish we had better news,” Dr. Tad Harrison, the lead physician on the team, said to Axel.

			Dr. Harrison had been the one to hire Kasha, and the one to caution her that only thirty percent of probationary employees made it past the first three months. “It takes a special breed to work with these ballplayers. They’re long on arrogance and stubbornness and always think they know best.”

			“I have a lot of patience,” she’d said because it was true.

			“I heard they call you the Exorcist in your current job,” Dr. Harrison had said. “Why is that?”

			She couldn’t keep from smiling. “My colleagues say I have a talent for taming difficult clients.”

			“And do you?”

			“I consider physical therapy a calling.” She folded her hands in her lap, and said without a hint of ego, “I was born for this work.”

			Dr. Harrison stroked his chin. “That’s what Rowdy said too.”

			Rowdy Blanton was the field manager for the Gunslingers. He was also Kasha’s brother-in-law, married to her younger adoptive sister, Breeanne, and he’d recommended her for the job.

			“If I hire you,” Dr. Harrison had continued, “it will be on your own merits, not your relationship to Rowdy. He got you this interview, but that’s as far as nepotism goes.”

			“As it should.” Kasha bobbed her head.

			The uncertainty of the job was why she hadn’t yet rented an apartment in Dallas. Every day, she made the one hundred and thirty-five mile, one-way trek to the stadium from her hometown of Stardust.

			While she was optimistic, she was also practical. She’d learned that fate could derail even the best intentions and you had to be ready to flow whichever way the current took you. For the next three months, until she solidified the job, she would keep making that drive.

			For Emma.

			Her thoughts took off in a hundred different directions at once. Stalled. Spun. Gathered momentum like an encroaching hurricane. Realizing her mind had wandered, she forcefully shut down the unproductive thoughts and directed her attention back to the patient.

			Axel Richmond.

			One more look and Kasha was on fire and she hated it. The last thing she wanted right now was to meet a guy, especially this guy. Whose stark dark hair was drenched in the heady sheen of sweat.

			He was as sexy as ten kinds of sin, and twice as handsome, and he was studying her through heavily lidded eyes as if she was the most fascinating creature he’d seen in years.

			Um . . . yes . . . that’s why her mind had wandered. To keep from dealing with the feelings his hot-to-trot gaze churned inside her.

			She let out such a long sigh that everyone in the room swiveled to stare. She kept her face blank and examined her fingernails, pretending she’d discovered a ragged cuticle.

			From the moment Axel had strolled into the therapy room with his pro-athlete swagger and princely sense of entitlement, she’d been mesmerized.

			Spellbound by the way his fitted T-shirt hugged his intricately muscled body. Then he’d stripped off the shirt, giving her an even more arresting view. A thick head of lush brown hair curled around his ears, and those powerful thighs strained at the seams of his workout pants.

			Whew.

			It wasn’t like her to ogle hunky guys. Okay, yes, she could appreciate the perfect male specimen as much as the next woman. But normally the sight of a well-constructed body didn’t carry her away.

			For one thing, as a physical therapist, it was unprofessional. For another, just because a guy was hot didn’t mean he had a lick of substance.

			But sometimes, the visual was too compelling to ignore. Case in point, Axel Richmond.

			She was glad she was merely here as a trainee observer, and not his physical therapist.

			Big. Darkly tanned. Rugged. Hard-edged. He exuded a savvy, urban, streetwise vibe that blasted a shiver up her spine. He was the kind of man who could seriously derail a woman’s life if she gave him half a chance.

			Especially a woman who’d grown up in the safe cocoon of a town called Stardust, where houses were charming and colloquial, yards were tree-shaded and expansive, fences were white-picket, and most of the townsfolk had Texas roots that ran five generations deep, but spiked with Louisiana flair. From crawfish boils to boggy swampland to the way people pronounced “praline.” (Pray-leen for the rest of Texas, prawl-een in the eastern border counties.) Stardust was a perfect place to stay in a haunted B&B, catch lightning bugs in a jar on a muggy summer’s evening, celebrate the Fourth of July, trade tall tales with the locals, and watch pine trees grow.

			In the best Bugs Bunny imitation Kasha had ever heard, Axel said with a sarcastic tone, “Aww, what’s up, Doc?”

			Kasha hid a grin and Axel caught her hiding it. And his gaze turned knowing.

			Snap!

			The sizzle between them was as volatile as dynamite and just as dangerous.

			Dr. Harrison pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose, rubbed the spot between his eyebrows with the pad of his thumb. “Your recovery is not progressing as quickly as we’d hoped.”

			Axel struggled to contain the ghost of a wince, layering a smile on top of the hurt as if over-icing a lopsided cake, trying to make it look better.

			“How’s that possible? I’ve been pushing myself to the limit. Working out eight, nine hours a day. I’m ready to get back out on the mound. More than ready. Hell, I’m desperate.” Axel said the last word as if a dentist had wrenched it from his mouth.

			A painful truth.

			Dr. Harrison darted a glance at the Gunslingers’ general manager, Truman Beck. The GM shook his head. Both Beck and Harrison exchanged concerned looks with Rowdy, who stood to one side, arms folded over his chest.

			Rowdy knew what it was like to be in Axel’s position. His career had ended abruptly after a baseball bat–wielding assailant had attacked him outside a Dallas nightclub three years earlier.

			“What?” Axel demanded, a dismal note in his voice. The guy might be a typical cocky jock, but he was aching. “What aren’t you telling me?”

			Dr. Harrison cleared his throat. “Your range of motion has actually worsened since your last exam.”

			Axel’s face crumpled as surely as if he’d taken an uppercut to the jaw from the fist of a heavyweight prizefighter. To his credit, he recovered quickly, shaking it off, hardening his chin, straightening his spine. Tough. He was tough.

			His right hand clenched closed in his lap, his left palm lying open on his knee. He licked his lips, an I-freaking-hate-being-vulnerable glaze clouding his eyes. “So where do we go from here?”

			Another tense, three-pointed exchange of glances between Dr. Harrison, the general manager, and Rowdy.

			Kasha’s stomach tightened.

			“We’re just as anxious to get you back on the field as you are to get there,” said Truman Beck. “Dr. Harrison has consulted colleagues across the country about your case and . . .”

			“There is a cutting-edge procedure we’d like to try.” Dr. Harrison fiddled with his tie.

			“Why haven’t we tried it already?” Axel shoved a hand through his hair, his frustrated brow cleaved.

			“Because,” Rowdy said, “although the surgery has rapidly restored functioning in some people, in other cases it’s actually made things worse.”

			“Ah shit.” Axel pulled a palm down his face.

			Dr. Harrison gave Axel a booklet. “All the statistics are here, and of course we would use the doctor who invented the procedure, which increases the chances for a positive outcome.”

			Beck stuck his hands in his front pockets and rocked from the balls of his feet to his heels. “It’s your best option.”

			Using the TV monitor in the corner, Dr. Harrison started a PowerPoint presentation on the innovative surgical procedure. Axel stared at the screen, but Kasha could tell he wasn’t absorbing much of it.

			Her sympathy shifted, bloomed to full-on empathy.

			Axel’s gaze smashed into Kasha’s so sharply she softly gasped at the impact. The sultry expression in his eyes said, You, me, another time, another place, fireworks!

			Thank God it wasn’t another time or place. Kasha didn’t do fireworks. Ever.

			Purposefully, she schooled her face, making it unreadable. She wasn’t going to let Mr. Hotshot Pitcher know how much he affected her.

			When the presentation was over, Dr. Harrison switched off the television and turned his attention back to Axel. “So when should we schedule the surgery?”

			Axel grunted. “Why do I feel like I’m being railroaded?”

			Dr. Harrison raised his palms. “Mr. Beck needs to prepare for the future—”

			“And you want to know whether to move me to the sixty-day disabled list or not,” Axel said flatly.

			“Yes,” Beck confirmed.

			Axel jumped to his feet, his hands clenched by his side. “You don’t have to put me on the sixty-day DL. Give me a shot at the mound. I can play through a little pain.”

			“We tried that two weeks ago against Denver, and not only did we lose the game, but apparently it set back your recovery.” Beck slowed his speech as if talking to a wayward child, pausing to let the news sink in. “The key question here is whether you can get better without aggressive intervention.”

			Axel’s face paled and he looked as if he might throw up. “And if I refuse to have the surgery?”

			“Then I can’t guarantee your future with the Gunslingers.”

			“You say that like anything is guaranteed in baseball.” Axel’s laugh was harsh, humorless. “Let’s be straight up about it. What you’re really suggesting is that if I don’t have the surgery, I’m out.”

			“Not at all.” Beck backpedaled. “I’m saying you have some important decisions to make concerning your career.”

			Axel sank back down on the bench where he’d been sitting, grim determination stretching his lips taut. He shot a glance at Rowdy. “I know they want me to have the surgery.” He nodded at Beck and Harrison. “But you’ve been where I’m at. What’s your opinion?”

			Rowdy rubbed his jaw. “It’s not my decision.”

			“But do you believe the risks of the surgery outweigh the rewards?” Axel pushed, intensity vibrating off his hard-muscled body. He seemed a lone warrior, carrying a bedraggled shield, raising it to his chest for another round of exhaustive fighting.

			His weariness plucked something inside Kasha, and she had the strangest urge to touch him, soothe him, reassure him that he was not alone.

			“You have to weigh the odds,” Rowdy said. “Does the surgery give you a better chance of getting your pitching arm back over more traditional methods?”

			Axel picked up the booklet Dr. Harrison had given him, and glowered at the data as if he were to scowl hard enough it could change the facts. “According to this, the surgery ended the career of thirty percent of the players.”

			Dr. Harrison cleared his throat. “But forty percent returned to the game with improved pitching stats. As you can see for yourself, the remaining thirty percent returned to their previous level of performance. Odds are in favor of the surgery.”

			Beads of sweat popped out on Axel’s brow. He raised his head, swept his gaze around the room, and landed on Kasha again.

			She made the mistake of meeting his deep brown eyes, and stumbled over the sharp desire in those dark depths. She braced herself not to react, even as she felt a hot flush pinch low in her body. She drew herself up tall, stretching out all of her five feet, eleven inches.

			“Hey Sphinx,” he said. “What do you think?”

			“Are you speaking to me?” she asked, keeping her voice low, temperate.

			“You’re the only one here with a stony face.” He waved at the collected managers, coaches, administrators, and medical personnel. “I can read what everyone else is thinking. Beck is rolling around dollars and cents. Stilts over there,” he said, nodding at the Gunslingers’ diminutive media liaison, “is planning a palatable press release. Doc is stumped on how to proceed with my rehab without the chancy surgery, but he doesn’t want to admit it. Rowdy feels I shouldn’t do it, but he’s caught between a rock and a hard place and can’t say so. But you, you’re new, and you have no dog in this hunt. What do you think?”

			Oh, but she did have a dog in the hunt. She needed to keep this job, and going against management was not smart.

			“Ahem.” Dr. Harrison pushed his glasses up onto the bridge of his nose again even when they didn’t need pushing. “I know exactly how to proceed. We’ll—”

			“But you . . .” Axel said to Kasha, ignoring the physician. “You play your cards right up against your vest.”

			“That’s because I don’t have an opinion,” she said mildly, even though her heart was pounding. Why?

			“Everyone has an opinion.”

			“I don’t yet have enough information to form one,” Kasha murmured. “And either way, my opinion doesn’t matter. I’m simply a physical therapist here to do whatever I’m assigned.”

			“There is nothing simple about you, Sphinx,” he said, his tone oozing testosterone. “You’re more complicated than everyone in this room put together.”

			His comment was a heat-seeking missile that shot straight into her gut. Every gaze in the room zeroed in on her, some people actually looking at her for the first time.

			To keep from squirming under the scrutiny, Kasha breathed in gently through one nostril, slowly exhaled through the other. “I just met you. How could I possibly know what’s best for you?”

			“You’ve got good instincts.”

			“You can’t know that.”

			“But I do. I’ve been watching you working out with the injured players. I see how you are with them. Caring but appropriately detached. Calm. Encouraging. You know when to push, and when to let a player figure things out on his own.”

			“I’m breathlessly flattered,” she said, injecting her voice with sarcasm because she was flattered by his attention. Kasha wasn’t accustomed to giddy feelings. She didn’t like the sensation. It made her feel out of control.

			“I didn’t mean it as flattery,” he said. “I call it like I see it. So tell me the truth, what do you think about my situation?”

			“You really want my honest opinion?”

			“Raw and undoctored.”

			“You don’t need the surgery.”

			“No?” He arched his eyebrows as if he’d expected her to tell him to go ahead with the procedure. “Why’s that?”

			“You’re not the only one who’s been watching,” she said.

			His mouth twitched into a smart, edgy smile. “You’ve been watching me too?”

			She flapped a hand at the elaborate facility they were in. “It’s a big wide open space with lots of mirrors.”

			“Voyeur.”

			The air crackled with sexual electricity. Kasha couldn’t believe that the others could stand so close to them and not flinch from the heat. It was all she could do not to fan herself. She battled against the steamy sensations that Axel’s smile triggered inside her, a fireworks show of sparks and flames.

			He moved then, rotated his injured shoulder, and tried to smooth away the grimace tugging his brows inward with a quick smile. It was unconvincing.

			Pain.

			He was hurting.

			But it was more than mere physical pain. Emotional pain was inset deep, tucked away from the casual observer. His pupils darkened as she stared into him. Sharpening her attraction.

			Kasha’s throat went dry. She should keep her mouth shut. It was the smart thing to do.

			“What did you see when you were watching me?” Axel prodded.

			“They push you too hard.” She waved a hand at the group. “It’s understandable because you’re a moneymaker. But more than that you push you too hard.”

			“Too hard?” he scoffed. “There’s no such thing.”

			“That take-no-prisoners attitude has worked to get where you are,” Kasha said. “But now it’s not working anymore.”

			His nod was almost imperceptible. He knew it intellectually, but his heart resisted. He possessed such singular focus that backing off and slowing down felt like failure.

			“You’re not giving yourself the time and space you need to heal,” she went on. “You’ve got this mistaken belief that if pushing hard is good, pushing harder is better. It’s not. That’s why you’re not improving.”

			“Ms. Carlyle,” Dr. Harrison barked. “You’ve overstepped your boundaries.”

			She knew it, and a sense of dread washed through her. She was a probationary employee. They could fire her without cause.

			And then what would she do about Emma? She was struggling to pay off school loans from getting her doctoral degree in physical therapy; without this job, she wouldn’t be able to afford both her debt and Emma.

			But she kept her voice even, reasonable. “He asked my opinion.”

			“And you should have kept it to yourself,” Dr. Harrison snapped. “Axel, don’t let this woman influence your decision. You are in control of your care.”

			She should let it go, humble herself, try to hang on to the job, but Kasha simply had to say one more thing. If she kept quiet, and Axel went through with the surgery and the results turned out badly, she would never forgive herself for not speaking up.

			“Try my way first,” she said. “Take some time off. Give your arm a rest. Try massage and gentle therapy. Try hatha yoga. You can always have the surgery later—”

			Truman Beck interrupted. “This innovative surgery is so ground-breaking, that if he has it now, there’s a chance he could even be back on the roster by the All-Star break. Granted, we’d move slowly and he wouldn’t see much action until we were certain his arm had fully healed, but it is a reasonable possibility. Data backs it up.

			“And if the surgery fails,” Kasha said, “not only is his career done for, but it could have long-lasting consequences for his overall health.”

			“We could have you scheduled for surgery in two days,” Dr. Harrison said.

			Kasha shifted her gaze to Truman Beck, who was shooting her the evil eye. Axel’s current therapist, Paul Hernandez, didn’t look happy either. The man had his hands on his hips and a dour expression on his face.

			Terrific, she was making enemies left and right.

			“Well, Ms. Carlyle?” Axel cocked his head, but did not drop his gaze.

			Her heart knocked heavily as if she’d been running full-out. She had the oddest urge to drop panting to the floor, sink her face into her hands, try to block the sensations surging through her body.

			She wondered if perhaps she was dreaming this. Axel’s stare, the way he made her feel, the intense, undeniable attraction, the muddle of her mind. She should tell him no. Firmly. Clearly. Save herself.

			Instead, she murmured, “I can’t make any promises except to give you my best.”

			“That’s all I ask. You’ve got the job. How, where, and when do we start?”

			“Axel,” Dr. Harrison said. “Ms. Carlyle is a probationary employee and she is still working on her certification in sports medicine. If you’re not going to go through with the surgery, at least use Paul.”

			Axel growled. “She’s the one who had the stones to speak up against this rush to surgery. She’s the one I want.”

			“This . . . this . . .” Dr. Harrison sputtered, “is highly unorthodox.”

			“What’s it going to hurt to give her a chance?” Axel said. “Unless there’s a good reason why not. You did say it was my decision.”

			Truman Beck glared at Kasha as if he blamed her.

			Axel got to his feet, towered over the general manager. “The surgery is no guarantee that will happen. Let’s give Kasha a chance.”

			“Is this what you want?” Beck asked Kasha.

			No. This was not what she wanted.

			Why had she opened her mouth? What was wrong with her? It was like an unsolvable math problem she’d been given seconds to work out in her head. “I will help Mr. Richmond to the best of my abilities. But we need a quiet place to work. Somewhere out of the city so he won’t be distracted from his recovery.”

			“You could stay at my place,” Rowdy offered. He and Breeanne still had a sprawling second home in the country on the banks of Stardust Lake that they rarely used. “I have a home gym, and Kasha lives right there in town. Easy. Convenient.”

			Everyone looked at Beck for approval.

			The skin on Beck’s jowls wobbled. “A week, Ms. Carlyle. I’ll give you a week. If we don’t see some improvement in Axel’s arm by then you’re out of a job. Understood?”

			Punished. She was being punished for speaking her mind.

			“Well?” Beck snorted.

			Kasha gulped, nodded, and prayed she was right about Axel’s condition and that she could indeed help him. “Yes, sir,” she said, and reached down deep inside for the bravery that had pulled her through a dicey early childhood. “But I have a contingency.”

			“You have a contingency?” Beck’s tone was beef-jerky dry.

			Great. She was going to blow this job before she ever got started. She pressed her feet hard into the floor, anchoring herself, but kept her knees loose. “I do.”

			Respect crossed Beck’s face. “Yeah? And what’s that?”

			“If I can improve his arm in a week, then you take me off probation and make me a regular employee without the three-month waiting period.”

			Simultaneously, Beck flicked both index fingers against his thumbs.

			Kasha held her breath. Had she gone too far?

			“Pretty sure of yourself.” Beck growled. “Making demands.”

			No, she wasn’t sure of herself at all, but she’d stepped up to the plate; she had to follow through or he would think her weak, and so would Axel. “If I’m going to risk my job going out on a limb, then I deserve to be rewarded if I’m proven right.”

			Beck stared at her long and hard and finally laughed. “All right,” he said. “You’ve got a deal.”

			Kasha starched her spine to keep from sagging in relief. Her gamble had paid off. In a week’s time, if she’d made improvements in Axel’s arm, her insurance benefits would kick in and so would her pay raise and she could move forward with her plan to get custody of Emma.

			Beck swung his gaze to Axel. “And you. If she hasn’t helped your shoulder by this time next week, I’ll expect you to consent to surgery.”

			“If it’s not better, I will.” Axel nodded, but the look he shot Kasha said, Don’t let me down.

		

	

CHAPTER 2

What the hell had he done?

When Truman Beck lobbed a pitch for surgery, Axel choppered it straight into the ground. Why? He shook his head, puzzling out his motives. Why had he picked rest over surgery?

Rest when you die. That was his motto.

And yet, here he was, going against management, throwing his lot in with a novice physical therapist, agreeing to take it easy.

After parting remarks, the rest of the team dispersed, leaving him and Sphinx alone. He caught her staring at his bare chest.

Feeling self-conscious about his tattoo—he didn’t want her asking questions—Axel reached for a T-shirt from the gym bag at his feet, but took his time wrestling into it, careful of his right shoulder, which throbbed painfully whenever he moved quickly.

Bull by the horns.

That was the only way to handle the situation. He’d gotten them both into this. Time to huddle and figure out how they could work together to heal his shoulder and get back out on that mound.

Kasha stood like a serene mountain, calm in the face of a stormy sea, and he was reminded of a stylized print of Mount Fuji dwarfed by a tsunami, which hung in the hallway of his parents’ house. The print, The Great Wave off Kanagawa by Katsushika Houkusai, had the same effect on him as she did—powerful, magnetic, controlled.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, kid,” he joked, but it came out sounding flat and uninspired.

She said nothing. Did not smile. Did not frown. Did not move toward him. Did not walk away. Neutral. She was absolutely neutral. Switzerland had nothing on this chick.

He ran a hand through his hair to tame his nerves, and turned to face her. Why did she make him so nervous? He didn’t do nervous.

She was tall, only a few inches shorter than his six-foot-two. Her skin was a creamy latte color, rich and toasted. Her thick straight hair—such a dark color of brown that it was almost black—was plaited in a single braid that hung to the middle of her back. High cheekbones, gentle chin, intense chocolate eyes.

His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as he fumbled around for the right words. While he’d never been a glib playboy, he’d never had problems talking to women.

Until now.

He wished he had time to regroup. Fully think about his decision. He considered telling her he needed a shower before they got into it, but she looked as if she knew a stall tactic when she heard one.

Her eyes settled on him, at once both infinitely gentle and determinedly tough. The sun came through the window, bathing her in a halo of yellow light.

Looking at her, he thought about the time he’d been hiking outside Durango with Dylan before he’d gotten sick.

It was November, after baseball season was over, but before the snows really set in. They had crested the ridge together and saw a startling mix of orange and purple and blue. They were so surprised by the sight they’d stood with their mouths hanging open, their booted feet stopping simultaneously in the crisp frost. In that moment—as in this—the view stirred something in him that he couldn’t fully explain. Stunned by the play of shadow and light, he desperately wanted to take a picture, capture her on his cell phone. Solidify the image so he could review it later and see if he could figure out why she was so extraordinary.

If only she wasn’t so damn sexy. Even dressed in the unattractive uniform of chinos and polo shirt, she exuded ripe sensuality. Why couldn’t she have been middle-aged and plain? Or better yet, a guy.

The sun shifted, a cloud moving over, and the moment broke. A ping of loss stabbed him, and for no good reason, he felt as if he’d missed out on something important.

“Well,” he said and then repeated, “Well,” because he’d forgotten what he’d planned on saying. “Where do we go from here?”

“You start resting.”

“Yeah.” He pressed a palm to the back of his neck. “About that—”

“Backtracking already?” She stepped to the side, as if standing directly in front of him was too intense.

“I’m not a big fan of taking it easy.” He watched her from the corner of his eye as he picked up his foot and tied his shoelace, pretended he wasn’t watching her.

“You’re conflicted,” she said. “It’s understandable. And it’s clear you’re very physical.” She raised one eyebrow, shot a glance at his biceps.

“Straight up.”

“Humble too.”

“And lovable.” He grinned. “Don’t forget lovable.”

Kasha snorted.

“I’ve amused you?”

“Greatly. Now back to rest and relaxation.”

“Good old R&R.” He cocked his head, perplexed by the sensations surging through him—lust for sure—but there was something more. Something rich and mystic he could not remember experiencing before. “What does that look like exactly?”

“You really don’t know?” she murmured in an I’m-not-believing-this-guy tone.

“Are we talking about sleep in?” he blabbered to keep from analyzing his feelings.

“That could be an option if you’re not getting enough sleep. But you don’t want to oversleep. That’s just an excuse to avoid your problems.”

“Problems? I’ve only got one problem. My screwed-up shoulder.”

“What about the issues that got you in this shape in the first place?”

“Issues?” Axel scowled, rotated his arm. “I don’t have any issues besides the shoulder.”

She smirked. “You wouldn’t be where you are if you weren’t an overachiever tackling the world as a contest to be won.”

“Is that right?” He leaned in closer.

“In my observation,” she went on a bit primly, “you’re eager, responsible, goal-oriented, persistent, organized, and enthusiastic.”

“Not seeing the problem.”

“You tell yourself that if you don’t push, push, push, you’re a loser. Did your parents have high expectations of you?”

“Don’t all parents?”

“You’re an only child?”

“Yeah,” he admitted.

“In the gifted and talented program at school?”

“Yes,” he mumbled. Was he that easy to read?

“Just because you’re not always on top doesn’t mean you’re a loser.”

“Um . . . by definition, yes it does.”

“It’s not true.”

“What’s not?” He blinked, having lost the point.

“That if you’re not always achieving something you’re a loser. It’s not fact. It’s only something you believe. It has no basis in reality.”

He didn’t know how she knew so much about him. It was scary and unnerving. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing is wrong with that. But every positive trait has a shadow side.”

“Meaning . . .”

“The bright and shiny Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz got so focused on his job of cutting down trees that he rusted up in the rain.”

“And I’m the Tin Man?”

“Chop, chop, chop.”

“Are you saying I don’t have a heart?”

“I’m saying that too much reliance on any particular trait leads to imbalance. In your pursuit of being the best pitcher ever, your shoulder has rusted up. More wood chopping in the rain will not solve the problem.”

“What about chopping wood in the sunshine?”

“The rust has already set in. The only cure is to stop chopping, and oil up.”

“Hmm,” he said, taking a step toward her. “Oil up. Now that has possibilities.”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Are you flirting with me?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, stop it. We’re going to be working together, and I won’t tolerate flirting.”

“Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“The mood doesn’t need to be light. We were making a list of your strengths and weaknesses. Let’s stick to that.”

“What about your strengths and weaknesses.” He took another step forward to see if he could unsettle her.

She drew in a slow, calm breath, did not back up, did not show any reaction at all. Her dark eyes remained quiet and shuttered. “We’re not talking about me. You’re the patient.”

“Ah, so you can dish it out, but you can’t take it.”

“You’re flirting with me as a distraction because you don’t want to take a hard look at yourself.”

Was he?

He raked a gaze over her body, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips. C’mon, any straight single guy in his right mind would want her. “I’m flirting with you because you’re a hot, sexy woman.”

“Do you feel compelled to flirt with every woman you’re attracted to?”

“No.” He widened his grin. “But you’re special.”

“Stop it.”

“Why? Are you married? You’re not wearing a ring.”

“I’m not married, but my marital status has nothing to do with it. I’m your therapist.”

“Technically Paul is my therapist.”

“Not for the next week.”

“But after next week can we . . .”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because if next week is successful, I’ll continue to be your therapist.”

“What about after that?”

“Mr. Richmond,” she said in a schoolteacher voice. “This is an inappropriate conversation.”

“I’ve been a bad boy simply because I find you attractive?”

“I’m not judging you,” she said. “I don’t label your behavior as good or bad. It’s either effective or ineffective. Flirting is ineffective for your treatment, and it makes me uncomfortable. Let’s stick to the topic. Your constant drive to succeed is causing problems, and I suspect not only at work, but in your personal life as well.”

Damn! Her perception was uncanny. His last relationship—albeit not a serious one—had broken up because of all the time he spent working out.

“Lady,” he said. “You don’t know me at all.”

She looked at him with such pity it made him mad. “Who’s Dylan?”

He slapped a hand over his heart, over the tattoo, even though his T-shirt hid it from her prying eyes. “Let’s get something straight. You don’t get to ask me about that. Ever.”

“He was very important to you.” Her eyes were sad, but she wasn’t taking it personally.

Axel was not going to talk about Dylan. He made a verbal U-turn, switchback. “So the heartless, rusted Tin Man. That’s me in your book?”

She paused, nodded, her head gliding loose and smooth. “Balance. You need balance in your life. That’s what I’m saying. You’ve hit the wall.”

“And?”

“Now comes rest. Or you could run after Truman Beck and tell him you changed your mind about the surgery. It’s your choice. I have no vested interest in the outcome. In fact, if you went through with the surgery, it would get me off the hook.”

“You didn’t seem to have much trouble putting yourself on the hook in the first place,” he pointed out.

“I have to speak up when I see something that needs speaking up about.”

“You’re the crunchy granola type.”

Amusement lit her eyes. “I strive for peace, harmony, and balance in all things.”

“So then you go and rock the boat with management? Contradictory.”

“Some things are more important than peace, harmony, and balance.”

“What things?”

“Principles. I couldn’t let them bulldoze you into something that you were obviously on the fence about. Sometimes, you have to put up a fight.”

His muscles tensed. “Why am I the battle you’ve chosen to take on? You don’t owe me anything.”

She took a deep breath in segmented parts, filling her belly first, then her mid-chest, finally the tops of her lungs. Strong. In charge. Her breasts rose brilliantly, swelling with air, alive with it. He’d never been fascinated with anyone’s breathing before, but now he was.

“Because you’re on the verge of crashing and burning,” she said.

“Really?”

“You know it too. Deep down. That’s why you put off the surgery. And it’s why I offered my opinion.”

“You didn’t offer it, Sphinx. I pulled it out of you.”

“You took my advice.”

They stood there staring at each other and he had the most overwhelming urge to kiss her.

Kiss her hard. Kiss her long. Kiss her deep. Kiss her until both of them were hot and sweaty and panting for air.

She must have seen the desire in his eyes because for the first time, she looked uncertain and stepped back.

That move made him want to close the gap she’d created, span the distance, rub the corner of her wide, peach-hued lips with his thumb, and coax out a smile. But he wouldn’t. If she was going to be his therapist, he would keep his hands to himself.

“This place is impressive.” She dodged his gaze by glancing up at the domed ceiling that let in a flood of sunshine. “State-of-the-art facility. Cutting-edge equipment. Highly trained therapists. It’s adding to your sense of failure.”

“Huh?”

“You’re thinking, hey, I’ve got the best of everything to heal and I’m not healing, what’s wrong with me?”

“Busted.” He laughed even though it wasn’t funny. “So what are we going to do about that?”

“Take you away from all this.” Finally, she surrendered a hint of a smile. “I’ll file a treatment plan with Dr. Harrison, and we’ll use Rowdy’s house in Stardust for your rehabilitation.”

“I’m not much of a country person.” Axel shook his head. “I grew up in Houston. I’m a fast-paced urbanite. I’d rather stay in Dallas.”

“All the more reason to get out in nature. It’ll help. I promise.”

“Why can’t I rest at my condo where I can call for takeout whenever I want?”

“Precisely because you can call for takeout. A healthy diet is part of the healing process. Rowdy has a couple who look after his ranch. Mr. Creedy keeps the grounds. His wife is the housekeeper and cook. I’ll make a meal plan for you that Mrs. Creedy can follow.”

“I eat healthy . . .” he said. “Most of the time.”

“With me on your case, you’ll eat healthily all of the time.”

“So you’re a nutritionist too?” Yeah, okay, his tone was smart-assed, but she was talking about dragging him to the hinterlands of Bumfuzzle Nowhere.

“Actually, I do have a certificate in nutrition.”

“Overachiever.”

“No more so than you.”

“Let me guess. You’re a vegetarian.”

“You say that as if it were a dirty word.”

“No, just boring.”

“Are you planning on fighting me every inch of the way? Because if you are, let’s stop this right here, and you can call the GM and tell him you’ve changed your mind about the surgery.”

Axel cocked his head, studied her. Her expression was neutral, her eyes noncommittal. Did anything ever rock her serene cool? He had a mad urge to do something, anything to rustle that glossy surface, to find the jagged edges hiding below the water’s surface because he knew those edges had to be there. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you can make this thing happen or not.”

“Have a little faith,” she said. “I know what I’m doing.”

He paused, still stuck on his dilemma. His instinct was to push. Always. Passion and determination had carried him this far, and it was hard to resist. But he’d hit a wall, and she was right.

“Okay.” He raised his palms. “Let’s do this. Haul my ass out to Mayberry. I’m putting my career in your hands.”

But even as he said it, he knew keeping his word was next to impossible, because he had no idea how to slow down. None.

He’d been going full bore since the moment he could walk and nothing stopped him. Even when Dylan got sick, he’d kept going because working through grief was the only way Axel stayed sane.

He studied Kasha, felt a twinge of pity. Whether she knew it or not, the woman had her work cut out for her.





CHAPTER 3

Five hours after she got stuck being Axel Richmond’s physical therapist, Kasha sat in her car outside the group home where her half sister Emma lived. This was her fifth visit to the renovated Victorian on the corner of Moonglow and Pearl Street in an older part of Stardust filled with stately houses and long-limbed sheltering trees.

She was still struggling to wrap her head around the miraculous news that she had a biological sibling. The lawyer’s out-of-the-blue call six weeks ago had changed everything, including the way Kasha saw herself.

Remembering that world-rattling phone call, she closed her eyes.

“Kasha Carlyle?” asked the polished-as-glass male voice.

She had stopped to answer the phone on the way to put a load of laundry into the washing machine, and she had dropped the basket at her feet. Her first leery thought was Oh crap, I don’t remember giving my number to any guys recently.

“Yes,” she said, injecting her tone with a distant, don’t-much-care note.

“My name is Howard Johnson—”

“Howard Johnson? Like the hotel chain?”

He sighed, mumbled almost imperceptibly, “I should have changed my name years ago,” before he said in a louder voice, “Yes, like the hotel chain, and the Mets switch-hitting third baseman.”

“That’s got to be annoying.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” he muttered, but marshaled his professionalism and went on. “I’m an attorney for the estate of Jane Compton.”

“I don’t know a Jane Compton,” she said, but she tightened her grip on the cell phone.

“You might know her by her stage name, Bunny Bongo.”

“No,” Kasha said, realizing that she wasn’t breathing, but she felt no urgency to take a breath. “Sounds like a stripper name.”

“She was.”

“Oh well, there you go. What’s this Bunny . . . er . . . Jane Compton got to do with me?”

Howard Johnson exhaled sharply. “She asked that I contact you in the event of her death.”

Kasha’s chest grew tighter and tighter and tighter and still, she couldn’t seem to make herself breathe. Her voice came out high, and streaky from lack of oxygen. “Why?”

“Because she was the mother of a twenty-three-year-old mentally challenged daughter, named Emma, who happens to be your half sister. Emma has been living in a group home for the past year while her mother was in hospice, and you’re her only living relative.”

Kasha had dropped the phone, sat right down in the middle of the laundry basket, and instead of breathing, she’d thrown up.

Even now, nausea swept over her again.

Opening her eyes, Kasha practiced a breathing technique she’d learned in yoga class. Inhale to the count of four. Hold the breath to the count of seven. Exhale to the count of eight.

Calm down.

The past was over. It had been out of her control, none of it was her fault, and it couldn’t be changed. Accept. Forget. Forgive.

All that mattered now was Emma.

Clutching the car keys in her palm, Kasha got out and strode up the sidewalk, her stomach shaky the same way it had been the four other times she’d visited. She hadn’t yet told her adoptive parents about Emma. Didn’t know how to start the conversation. The last thing she wanted was to hurt them.

Be honest. You’re not ready to relive the pain. As long as she didn’t have to talk about the past, she could handle it. Putting words to it would bring everything back up again.

Besides, she’d convinced herself it was better to wait until she’d made her final decision about Emma before she broke the news to her parents.

Kasha knocked on the door, and a few seconds later the smiling housemother, Molly Banks, opened it.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call first,” Kasha apologized. “But I was hoping to see Emma.”

Molly bit her bottom lip, and her gray eyes clouded. “It’s not that I mind you seeing her, but routine is such a comfort to our young women. Unexpected disruptions can cause behavioral issues.”

“I don’t mean to make trouble, I just . . .” Kasha felt the car keys bite into her palm. “I needed to see her.”

Molly said nothing, pressed the tip her tongue to her upper lip as if holding back her opinion.

“But I’m making this about me, aren’t I? And not what’s best for Emma.” Kasha shook her head, the unshed tears tasting brackish in her mouth. She took a step backward. “I’m sorry. I’ll go. When can I see her again?”

Molly’s face softened. “We were just about to sit down to dinner. Would you like to join us?”

Her stomach churned and she didn’t think she could eat, but she needed to see Emma again. Needed a reminder of why she was working for the Gunslingers. “Yes. Please. Thank you.”

“Come on in.” Molly held the door wide, and moved aside.

Kasha walked over the threshold, and into the tidy house that smelled like fresh-cut lemons and fabric softener. Molly escorted Kasha into the dining room where the members of the household were grouped around the table, standing behind their chairs, waiting for permission to be seated. Like Emma, the other five young women had Down syndrome.

The walls were painted sunny yellow. The chairs were plain and sturdy. The table was set with heavy plastic dishes.

“Ka’cha,” Emma exclaimed, her eyes widened behind the thick lenses of her round glasses, and she raced over to envelop Kasha in a tight bear hug.

She hugged her sister back, overwhelmed by the rush of love. How was it possible for her to so completely love a young woman she had no idea existed six weeks ago?

Emma slipped her arm around Kasha’s waist, rested her head against her shoulder, announcing to the room at large, “My titter.”

The other residents surrounded Kasha, calling her name, begging for her attention.

Emma scowled, squeezed Kasha’s arm, and announced in a loud, petulant voice, “My titter.”

Molly smiled tolerantly, but her expression was harried as she shooed the other girls back to the table. “I’ll find an extra chair.”

Kasha felt guilty for disrupting the meal. She should have called. Why hadn’t she called? Um . . . because she’d been afraid Molly would tell her not to come. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Ask Dixie.” Molly disappeared into another room.

On her previous visits, Kasha had learned that the cook, Dixie, lived in her own apartment at the back of the property. Before Kasha could head to the kitchen to see if Dixie needed help, Molly’s husband, Cliff, came home from his job as a postal worker. That set off another round of stampeding girls as they ran to greet him.

Over the heads of the six residents hugging him fiercely, Cliff gave Kasha a good-natured smile. “Molly didn’t tell me we were having company for dinner.”

“She didn’t know,” Kasha said. “I apologize for dropping in unannounced.”

“We do appreciate advance warning.” His voice was kind, but firm.

“I’ll make an appointment next time.”

“But . . . we’re always happy to have visitors.” He clapped his hands, sending the giggling young women back to their places.

Molly returned with another chair, and she and Cliff rearranged the table settings so that Kasha could sit next to Emma.

Dixie came around to put meat loaf on the plates.

“No meat loaf for me.” Kasha put her hand over her plate when Dixie got to her.

“My titter only eat vegetable,” Emma explained.

“Oops,” Dixie said. “I forgot.”

One of the other girls crinkled her nose. “Eww. I hate veggybles.”

“Well,” Molly said, picking up a bowl of potatoes that Dixie had deposited on the table at her elbow, and passed it around. “You’re going to eat yours, Haley.”

Once everyone at the table had food on his or her plate, the makeshift family said grace. Then Molly gave the signal and they started eating. All conversation stopped for a few minutes as everyone dug in with gusto. Dixie retreated to the kitchen. Kasha felt odd and out of place.

Until Emma reached under the table to pat Kasha’s knee and whispered, “My big titter.”

Kasha had three adopted sisters she loved dearly, but she had never experienced the instant connection she’d felt with Emma from the moment she first saw the girl’s dark chocolate eyes, the exact same color as her own.

They both had the same creamy latte skin, and the same thick, black hair inherited from their biological father, who’d been part Native American, part Ethiopian. Immediate recognition—soul recognition—of someone she’d never met before had punched Kasha in the gut, left her wrung out and reeling.

We belong. She’s part of me.

By her third visit, Kasha experienced an overwhelming urge to become Emma’s legal guardian, and assume custody of her. Provide her with a permanent home. She’d talked to Howard Johnson and he got her to agree to wait six weeks before moving forward with the process.

“Give yourself a chance to get to know her,” he said. “To see if this is really the right step for you both.”

The six weeks had passed, and the urge hadn’t subsided. In fact, it had grown even stronger. She wanted Emma.

Kasha had taken the job with the Gunslingers because of her sister. But joining the sports team had been a big adjustment, going from the head of the physical therapy department at Stardust General, caring mostly for elderly patients, to a probationary position working with cocky, handsome baseball players in the prime of life.

Her friends teased her and made “hot body” jokes, and asked her if she could introduce them to members of the team. But in all honesty, Kasha preferred working with her senior citizens.

Seniors truly needed the skills she taught them in order to stay in their own homes or to be able to walk again or improve their balance to prevent falls. While the ballplayers were chasing the peak of athletic perfection.

It was definitely a paradigm shift. Normally, her job entailed motivating people to work harder, but with hard-charging guys like Axel Richmond, she faced the opposite challenge.

Axel.

She set herself up for trouble when she’d voiced her opinion and agreed to work with him one-on-one. If she blew this, she’d lose her job. The job she needed to provide well for Emma.

Once she was off probation, she’d not only be making double her previous salary, she would have the best insurance available. True, Emma had Medicaid, but Kasha was determined her sister would have access to the finest medical care money could buy.

So why had she spoken her mind today? Was it an unconscious form of self-sabotage?

Subconsciously, could she be having second thoughts about becoming Emma’s legal guardian? She could always backtrack. Advise Axel to get the surgery, tell him she was wrong, let herself off that hook. All it would take was a phone call.

Did she want out?

She glanced over at her half sister and instantly felt the hard tug of love. Emma beamed up at her as if Kasha was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen.

And Kasha felt her heart melt into a puddle of goo. If the look on her face matched the sweet goopiness in her chest, no one could ever call her Sphinx.

Looking past those heavy glasses into Emma’s dear, trusting eyes, Kasha felt utterly changed. Tears for all she’d lost, tears she never allowed herself to shed, burned at the back of her throat. All these years Emma had been living in the same town, and Kasha had not known of her existence.

Sadness for everything she’d missed swept over her, for the terrible tragedy and dark secret that had kept her and Emma apart for twenty-three years.

Breathe. Just breathe.

The past couldn’t be changed. The future was nebulous. Tomorrow would always be tomorrow. They lived today. This minute. Now.

And that was the most amazing thing about Emma. She only knew now. And Kasha, who’d spent her life trying to live down the past and find peace in the moment, needed that.

Needed it far more than she could express.

For all her limitations, Emma was centered, and grounded in a way that not even fifteen years of daily yoga practice had given Kasha.

“You not eatin’ you pea,” Emma said in a singsong voice.

“Well look there, so I’m not.” Kasha smiled at her younger sister and ate a spoonful of peas to please her, and made a funny face that had Emma giggling.

“You’re so good with her,” Molly murmured. “A natural nurturer.”

Kasha almost laughed. In her family, the nurturer title went to her sister Jodi, who loved taking care of the guests who visited her quirky B&B made from boxcars. Jodi was the oldest of the four adopted Carlyle sisters, and only ten months Kasha’s senior.

One boyfriend had even told Kasha that she didn’t have a nurturing bone in her body. A few had called her a cold fish. The nickname Ice Princess had been thrown around a time or two by guys in high school and college.

But she was glad that people couldn’t see the emotions seething inside her. Glad she had learned the skill to hide her vulnerability. Glad she was nothing like her violent, unpredictable biological parents.

They finished the meal, which included a dessert of apple crisp, and Kasha helped clear the table and wash dishes. The young women teased and laughed and had a wonderful time, and when the chores were done, Kasha had an hour to spend with Emma before the household began bedtime rituals.

Emma took Kasha by the hand and led her to the bedroom she shared with Haley. They sat on the floor of the clean, simple room, coloring in a Disney Princesses coloring book. Emma claimed the purple crayon, and announced purple was her favorite color.

“Mine too,” Kasha confessed.

“We the ’ame.” Emma wriggled like a happy puppy.

“Which princess do you like best?” Kasha asked.

“Ja’mine,” Emma said. “’He look like me and you.”

“Jasmine does look like us, doesn’t she?” True indeed. Except for Emma’s features marked by Down syndrome, Kasha and her half sister looked remarkably alike.

Emma reached over and gave Kasha a hard hug. “I love you, titter.”

Kasha cupped the back of Emma’s head in her palm and whispered the words that were normally so hard for her to say. “I love you too.”

“Color!” Emma announced, and swatted Kasha’s hand. “You color now.”

“Oh sorry, I didn’t realize I was holding up the works.”

They lay side by side on the floor, busily coloring in the coloring book. The girl stuck her tongue out while she worked. It seemed to help her concentrate. Kasha could smell her strawberry perfume, and Emma’s shoulder brushed right up against hers.

Sometimes life was like the surface of a tranquil lake, calm, smooth, serene. But all it took was one stone dropped from the hand of a child, one twig fallen from a tree branch, one fish breaking the surface to cause ripples that fanned out, waved, rocked, disturbing everything.

Ripples.

Finding out about her half sister was the small stone plunked into the quiet lake of Kasha’s life, and the ripples were still growing, widening, spreading out.

Change. Like it or not, change was here. And it was time to decide whether to roll with it, fight it, or ignore it.

Emma’s beaming face made up Kasha’s mind. First thing in the morning, she would call Howard Johnson and tell him she was certain that she wanted to become Emma’s legal guardian and to start the paperwork.

This wasn’t going to be easy, but she was ready to become her sister’s surrogate mom.

While Kasha was having dinner with her half sister at the group home, Axel was sitting alone at a tall bistro table in his condo eating a premade salad he’d
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