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Grand Slam

Blurb:

California had seduced me with
promises of a new life working at Los Carlos Tennis Academy. What I
didn’t expect was the dark, brooding number one seed, Travis
Connolly, resisting my help. He wasn’t interested in my psychology
skills. Instead his attention was drawn to the edgy, sharper
corners of my desires, proving that they existed, setting me challenges and
driving me crazy to the point of combustion.

I’m the best tennis player in
the world—officially—so why would I need a damn woman full of
psychobabble to get me on form? Despite my irritation, however, I
can’t resist pushing Marie Sherratt’s buttons even though doing
that shows her the darkest shades of my lust, the parts of me I
buried deep. So I set her a challenge, one she rises to, one that
has me rising too, and before long my game relies on her calling
the shots, hitting the target and bending to my will. One thing was
certain, being not just master of the court, but also of Marie is
seriously good for my soul.



Chapter One

This was the most terrifying part of
the whole journey. It was the unknown, the
would-or-wouldn’t-we-survive question that hung in the air like a
sharp, unwanted smell.

I knew the wheels were down, I’d
heard a hiss and a great creak below the fuselage some time ago, so
that was somewhat reassuring. Also the pilot appeared competent.
He’d navigated our way across the Atlantic and then skillfully skirted
the San Gabriel Mountains during our descent. But even so, my
abdomen felt light and the rest of my body heavy. Despite my
clattering heart rate, I hardly dared breathe in case I upset the
delicate balance of the enormous plane.

The entire cabin was devoid of chatter now;
everyone probably, like me, sending mental encouragement to the
front deck. Fellow passengers gripped their armrests. I clutched my
magazine to my chest and stared out of the window at the rapidly
approaching ground.

I held my breath as the wheels
bumped onto the runway once, twice, a slight tilt to the right, or
was it a lurch? I gasped, closed my eyes and visualized the plane’s
smooth roll to a halt, happy, smiling faces climbing down the steps
into the Californian sunshine and families and friends reuniting in
Arrivals.

The thrust of the brakes pressed
me into the seat, the plane rattled and juddered as deceleration
took a firm grip of the final moments of my one-way trip.
Needing mental distraction, I flicked open my copy of
Global
Tennis, now
looking a little worse for wear after being crushed against
me.

I’d read it cover to cover in
the last twelve hours but still one article kept pulling me back.
Not because Travis Connolly was one hell of a hot specimen of the
male species, but because he was the newbie at Los Carlos Tennis
Academy. He and I had something in common because I too was a new
recruit. Not that you’d ever catch me on a court holding a
racquet,
though. Playing tennis wasn’t my thing at all.

There was a photograph of him in
the magazine, set in the center and to the right of the
journalist’s report. The picture showed him celebrating after
claiming the winning point against Rudolph Napak at the French Open
the previous year. Two fists hoisted aloft, he was giving a
wide-mouthed yell of pure victory. It was such a primitive, limbic
pose. A primal response given throughout time to tell the world of
a successful hunt, a battle won or in this case, a ball dodging an
opponent and
landing in a box.

But as a rule Travis Connolly
didn’t give much away in his body language. I’d never met him in
person, but whenever I’d seen him in action or being interviewed,
which was rare, he was well-known for being fiercely private and
he’d always been in absolute control of every movement. It wasn’t
just the way he answered questions, it was the purposeful position
of his long limbs and the distinct lack of any type of fiddling, be
it with his neat dark hair or anything he happened to be
holding.

No, at thirty-two years old he came
across as a man in perfect control of every aspect of his life,
including his honed-to-perfection body.

The article was about his move to the
States last month and what it would mean for his recovery after a
car accident in March. He’d broken two ribs, which had, naturally,
had a serious impact on his fitness. Also he’d always trained in
the UK, so how would a transatlantic upheaval affect him
mentally?

Personally I thought it was a
good decision for him to come to America, Los Carlos in particular because
it was a world-class facility. I’d followed his rise to global fame
over the last few years as my specialty had narrowed. His game was
second to none. Other players viewed him as damn dangerous whenever
he picked up a racquet.

If the thought of living in the
sunshine, sweet, sweet sunshine, appealed to him then why the hell
not come to California? I could think of nothing better to
accompany a recovery from an accident than sunshine and surf and I,
for one, had jumped at the chance to start a new chapter of my life here.
The big four zero would be knocking on my door next year and I had
things to achieve before then, including proving to the world, not
just the UK, that I was a top competitive sports
psychologist.

Before long my visual imagery
became reality and I stepped into the Californian sunshine towing
my suitcase along behind me. The longed-for heat spread warm
fingers over my shoulders and I raised my face to its welcome. This
I could cope with. When I’d left Heathrow the sky had been like a damp,
gray dishcloth wiping away any trace of sunlight. Breaching the
cloud toward perfect blue had been the ideal antidote for any
lingering sadness I was feeling about leaving my flat in Muswell
Hill. The rent was paid for six months—my trial period at Los
Carlos—and the amenities turned off. It would cope without me. I
was sure I’d cope without it.

Pushing thoughts of London from my
mind, I concentrated on the task at hand.

Finding a cab.

Austin, my new boss, had given
me the
address of my accommodation. I’d been told a safe box outside would
hold the key and that the pass number was six, one, six, four. That
made me smile. It was easy to remember as it was the final score of
the Wimbledon’s women’s final this year.

I’d only just got into the cab when my
mobile rang. It was Austin.

“Hey, Marie, how’s the
journey?”

“Not too bad. I’m not as
exhausted as I was expecting to be.”

“Great, come straight to
the Academy. I’ve got final employment documents for you to
sign.”

Really? I wasn’t feeling that perky. But still, he was my new boss
and my future success would depend largely on his support. “Well,
yes, okay. As long as you don’t mind me having bags under my eyes
as well as with me.”

He laughed.
“Give your
cases to the staff at Reception and come straight on up to the
department. Are you hungry?”

“No, not
really.”

“I’ll sort out food
then.”

“But—”

The line went dead and I held it
away from my ear. It would take a while to get used to the fact
Americans didn’t say goodbye when they ended a call. It seemed just… rude, but
I knew they didn’t mean it to be.

And hadn’t I said I
wasn’t
hungry? Oh well. I
suppose a cup of tea and a sandwich wouldn’t hurt. My body was
travel weary but I knew the best thing, despite my jet lag, was to
keep going until evening before I succumbed to exhaustion. So I
might as well jump in and make my way to my new place of work. An
afternoon orienting myself to the Academy might be just the
thing.

I leaned forward and spoke to
the driver. “Can I change that to the Los Carlos Tennis Academy,
please?”

“Sure thing.”

I rested back, delved into my flight
bag and set about trying to tame my hair and cover the blue-tinged
circles beneath my eyes.

* * * * *

“So, Marie, I’ve fed you
and shown you around, but how about checking out your new office?”
Austin rubbed his hands together and rolled his lips in on
themselves, as though he was stopping himself from saying
more—something that was bursting to get out.

“That would be great.” My weary
state had been forgotten. I was already more than a little impressed with
the state-of-the-art academy. Air-conditioning blew down in every
room, providing a respite from the relentless heat outside. Large,
glossy potted plants filled Reception and the sport technology and
physiotherapy rooms were top rate. There didn’t appear to be one
item of equipment not represented. No expense spared was the phrase
that kept coming to mind.

“I hope you’ll approve,”
Austin said, swinging open a large, dark wooden door at the end of
a long corridor.

I stepped into the room and stared at the
beautiful space around me. Words caught in my throat. It was more
than I’d dared hope for even when I’d been wooed with promises of
L.A. views and a calm, nurturing space to consult with my
patients.

Floor-to-ceiling windows showcased a
skyline dominated by the downward sweep of L.A. Palm trees and
tiled roofs led to the lapping ocean. Santa Monica pier was
slightly to the right of the view, the large Ferris wheel at the
end looming high into the perfect blue sky.

“It’s lovely,” I managed, dragging my
attention from the sun-soaked scene to look at the actual office.
It was decorated in the same light colors as the rest of the
academy but there was walnut-brown paneling halfway up the walls,
giving it a more intimate feel than the other offices I’d seen. The
long black leather couch, shaped like a prone “S” and designed to
mold to a person’s body as they reclined, was set next to a rack of
deep-set shelves holding two vases and a set of tennis racquet
bookends. A lime-green and sky-blue theme had been applied and
matched a picture of a serene summer meadow on the opposite
wall.

Austin walked over to the fat-legged
desk and rested his hand on the large black leather seat that sat
behind it. “I think you’ll find everything you need in here. And
naturally this room is designed for its purpose. Being at the very
top of the building, you won’t be disturbed by any other comings
and goings. Just peace and quiet to do your thing.”

“I love it.” I was probably
letting down the stiff-upper-lip team with my beaming smile but I couldn’t help
it. This was beyond anything I’d dreamed of. I could almost feel
the calmness soaking through my pores, the positive vibes humming
in the walls, waiting to be set free by words, my words, and poured
into the sportsmen and women I’d signed up to work with. “It’s
perfect, I can’t wait to get started.”

He laughed and pushed his glasses up
the bridge of his nose. “Fantastic, that’s just what I hoped you’d
say.”

I dragged the tip
of my index
finger over the desk; the wood was smooth and cool. Stared out of
the window again and then walked over to the couch, my heels
sinking in the plush carpet. I sat and looked up at Austin. “I’ll
be here at nine in the morning, jet lag or no jet lag.”

“You take as long as you
need to recover from your journey. We want you at your best, after
all, only the best for our players. They’re at the top of their
game, which means everyone at the Academy has to be at the top of
theirs.”

“Yes, of course, I understand.”
The leather was cool but soft. Probably one of the most expensive seats
I’d ever sat on. “But I’ll be fine.” I smiled to reassure him and
hoped the concealer beneath my eyes had stayed in place.

He pulled open a drawer to the right
of the desk. “I took the liberty of scheduling appointments with
some of your players over the course of the rest of the
week.”

I stood and took the sheet of
paper he offered. “That’s perfect, the sooner I become a familiar
face to them,
the better.”

“Exactly.”

I scanned the list, trying
to ignore the
tripping in my heart when I noticed that Travis Connolly was due to
visit this very room tomorrow at noon. I pushed my hair behind my
ears, licked my lips and glanced down the other names. All of which
I recognized, some I’d met before. But apart from Travis, it was
just a list of tennis players. Apart from Travis, none made my
stomach flip or a flush of heat spread over my chest and around my
neck. Why did I have to be like every other female on the planet
and be so damn affected by his sultry good looks, raw sex appeal
and cool demeanor?

“Come this way. I’ll show
you the courts next, and the changing rooms.”

I placed the list of appointments on
the table. Tomorrow I would transfer them to the iCalendar on my
Mac. “Will there be any staff around?”

“Should be some coaches.
I’ll introduce you.”

We headed for the elevator
then Austin
took us back through Reception toward the courts. There were four
indoor and two outdoor, he told me.

When we reached the sun-drenched
outdoor courts a coach was just gathering up some balls.

“Hey, Peter, come meet
Marie.” Austin waved him over to the comfort of the
shade.

Peter looked up, squinted and then
expertly threw three balls into a wire bucket. He was tall and
lean, his limbs long and coated in a fuzz of blond hair. As he took
several long strides toward me he shoved his fringe away from his
forehead.

“Hi, Marie, great to finally meet
you.” He held out his hand and offered me an all-American
grin—white teeth, a smile that reached his blue eyes. “Austin has
been singing
your praises since he met you in London last month.”

“Well, that is very nice to
hear.” I took Peter’s hand. It was large and warm, his grip firm.
“Lovely to meet you too, Peter. Are you working with anyone in
particular at the moment?”

“Sure am.” He folded his arms and
nodded. His gaze slipped from my face a fraction; not a full-on once-over, but a
definite absorbing-my-style. Which, to be honest, wasn’t at its
best, not after a long flight, but still, I’d done a bit of a
repair job in the cab. At least my jeans were new, and I’d teamed
them with heels and a soft pink T-shirt. I wasn’t too trampy, just
a bit worn around the edges.

“He’s working with Travis,”
Austin said. “The world’s number one has only been here a month,
and already Peter is jacking up his fitness.”

“Yeah, it’s all about slow and
steady after an injury.” Peter nodded seriously. “We’ve just come
out of the gym now. A gentle run and some weights, nothing that’s
going to cause any twinges, just cardiovascular and a bit of
resistance. It won’t take long for him to be in peak condition
again.”

“Good.” I thought of the
large workout room on the second floor. With its mirrored walls and
rows of treadmills, it looked like the ideal place to hone a body
back to perfection. And Travis’ body, well, even with a few cracked
ribs, it was still perfection.

“You must be exhausted,”
Peter was saying, a sympathetic frown creasing his forehead.
“Waking up in London must seem a lifetime ago.”

I laughed. “Yes, it does to be honest.
But the sunshine helps.”

“Get used to it. You’re in
the Golden State now, honey.” His smile was infectious and I
couldn’t deny the effect his handsome face had on my
giggle.

“Have you been to
California before?” he asked.

“Nope, first visit, and I
hope it’s a long one.”

“Me too,” Austin
said.

“Well, perhaps I could show
you around, you know, the tourist sights, and then some only the
locals know.” Peter shrugged as he spoke, as though it was no big
deal.

“That would be lovely. I’m
looking forward to settling in, getting to know
everyone and
becoming a California girl.”

“I think you’ll fit in just
fine.” Peter laughed and strolled in the direction of another
abandoned yellow ball. “I’ll catch you around. We’ll have things to
go through later in the week no doubt.”

“Absolutely.” I averted my
eyes from his butt as he bent to scoop up the ball. Instead I
turned to Austin with a smile. “Are we done?”

“My poor girl, you must be
exhausted,
and here’s me dragging you around meeting people. I was just about
to tell you that the gym is at your disposal too, but you probably
don’t want to hear that right now.” He frowned. “But yes, just the
changing rooms and then you should go find a pillow.”

Oh, the thought of my head sinking
into a deep, cool pillow. Heavenly. I stifled a yawn and followed
Austin through a set of automatic glass doors. My heels clicked on
the tiled floor as we walked past a long row of framed photographs
hanging on the wall, each one a famous tennis player in action on
the courts I’d just admired.

Austin’s phone trilled from
the breast
pocket of his shirt—some classical piano piece. “Excuse me,” he
said, reaching for it and glancing at the screen. “My wife. I’d
better take it. If you go through that door there, on the right is
female changing and left the men’s. Go take a look and I’ll be
right behind you. I’m sure it will be a place for many pep talks
over the coming months.”

“Of course.” More often than not
players wanted to see their sports psychologist just before a match
to help them get into the zone. The changing rooms
were
somewhere I’d get to know well if I did my job right.

I turned from Austin and pushed
through the first door I came to. It led to a small corridor with a
red carpet and pale cream walls. I wandered through the door on my
left and the smell of soap and deodorant filtered toward me. I
wondered if any of the female players would be around. I had four
on my list, it would be nice to say hi.

The changing room had the same
wooden paneling as my office, with lockers to match. There were
long rows of hooks with benches beneath them. The floor had a short-piled
carpet.

The splashing of a shower filtered
toward me, the noise irregular as a body moved beneath the streams
of water. Moistness hit my skin and nose, steam from someone taking
a long, hot soak, probably pounding tired muscles with powerful
jets.

Orienting myself to the changing
rooms, I stepped around the aisle of lockers, past a row of sinks
with a large round mirror above and toward the showers.

Something in me froze. It wasn’t
my heart, for that would have been the end. But something did.

I felt as though I was going to fall
backward so shot out my hand and touched the lip of the unit
holding the sinks. Steadied my weak knees.

In the shower, in the female changing
room, was a man. Naked, toned, dark-haired and delicious. He stood
with his back to me, his head and neck lowered and his palms
pressed to the tiles as his shoulders took a thrashing from the
heavy downward spray.

His butt was a fraction paler
than the rest of his sun-kissed skin. Pert and
small,
perhaps clenched too, judging by the dents in the outer
edges.

I knew I should go. Get the hell out
of there. But what was a guy doing in the female changing room?
Indignation and surprise kept my feet stuck, as though they were
lead weights anchored to the floor.

Suddenly he straightened, turned and
gave me a full frontal view.

His eyes were shut and that was
my undoing. Because that exquisite moment of seeing Travis
Connolly, unguarded and in all his naked, dark-haired,
tight-muscled glory, was not something any red-blooded woman could turn
away from.

He shoved both of his hands through
his hair, flattening it over his head, and then stared straight at
me.



Chapter Two

I admit I was dragging my feet
as I headed
to the top floor of the academy for my first official meeting with the new sports
psychologist. All that psychology crap was just that… Crap. Yes,
I’d been in a car accident and had broken two ribs, but it was no
big deal. I was really getting back into the swing of things now.
Training with Peter, my coach, and working my way to peak fitness
once more. I didn’t see what fractured bones had to do with my
thoughts and feelings and all that, but unfortunately it was in my
contract that I had to go and see this woman and let her work her
mumbo jumbo on me. Ugh.

Exiting the elevator, my
trainers—or sneakers, as my new colleagues called them—sunk into
the thick carpets and I almost felt as if I were bouncing down the
corridor toward the relevant room. The academy had obviously been well prepared
for her arrival because there was already a name plaque on the
slightly ajar door—Marie Sherratt, Ph.D.

So now I knew her full name, as well
as her job title and that she was from England, like me. That was
the sum total of my knowledge. Oh, and that she liked to wander
into male changing rooms and gawp at players while they were
showering.

I gave a little snort as I
remembered that moment. I’d hidden my surprise and watched as she’d
asked what the hell I was doing in the female changing rooms. When
I’d corrected her, she’d fallen silent for a second, then stuttered,
telling me her name and job title and something about a wrong
turning and jet lag. Then she’d shot out of the changing room
faster than any first serve I could ever belt out, with her cute
little bum wiggling in her tighter-than-tight jeans.

I hadn’t done or said anything
as she’d spoken, just stood there, let the water beat down on me
and watched her wringing her hands together and trying not to look
at my cock. I did wonder though how long she’d been
watching me.
Not that it was the first time a woman had seen me showering, and
hopefully not the last, I just preferred it if we were both naked.
Made it so much more fun, or at least it did when it was Elle with
me.

Clenching my fists, I pushed
thoughts of Elle from my mind. She was on the other side of the
Atlantic, belonged to someone else, and thinking of her in the
shower was not only delusional, it was self-destructive. And right
now, I had other things to concentrate on. Starting with this
Peeping Tom woman.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe
she’d just be a form filler, a pencil pusher who would skim over
the details and then send me on my way. That was often how it was
with these office folk.

Who was I kidding? As if the
academy would
employ someone like that. No, she’d soon be asking a load of
questions to find out all about me. And one of the things I
disliked most in the world was talking about myself, my feelings.
So it was understandable why I was so reticent heading to my
appointment with Miss Nosey Pants.

A glance at my watch told me I
couldn’t mess around any longer. I may not have been remotely
interested in attending the meeting, but I also hated being late.
Things like getting stuck in traffic and delayed flights drove me
crazy, especially since there was nothing I could do about it. I’ve
often been called a control freak and don’t deny it. In fact, I
don’t see a problem with it, whatever I’m doing.

There was also no doubt in my
mind that Miss Nosey Pants would call me something similar by
the time our
hour was up. I didn’t often wish away my life, but I really wanted
it to hurry up and be one o’clock so I could leave that damn office
and go back to what I did best—being an athlete.

Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the
door, just to the right of her name plaque.

“Come in,” called a
feminine voice.

I pushed open the door and walked into
the room.

“Hello,” she said, getting up
from the huge leather chair that made her look tinier than she
already was and walking around to meet me. “I’m sorry
about
yesterday’s misunderstanding. I hope you’ll forgive me and allow me
to introduce myself properly. I’m Marie Sherratt, your new sports
psychologist. It’s lovely to meet you.”

If I wasn’t mistaken, she was
blushing, something that was easily noticeable on her pale skin.
Good, I was glad that she had the good grace to be embarrassed that
she’d ogled me showering. She’d have to take care in the scorching
California sun too, otherwise she’d be burnt to a crisp. I took her
small hand in mine and we shook.

“Travis Connolly. It’s great to meet
you, properly, and there’s nothing to forgive, mistakes happen.” It was
just politeness and habit that fueled my words—obviously she knew
who I was because I had an appointment. I was no mystery caller.
Plus she’d seen me naked. I didn’t look that much different in
clothes.

She nodded in acknowledgment of
what I’d said, her glossy brunette hair bouncing. Instantly I found
myself thinking about her naked in the shower and me tangling my fingers into her wet
hair, forcing her to her knees in front of me and ordering her to
open up, take me, all of me, deep and deeper still…

God, where had that come from? I
pushed the thought quickly away, pasting a smile on to my
face.

“It’s nice to hear a British
accent, to be honest,” I said, my grin widening as she looked up,
her brown eyes gazing into mine. “Don’t get me wrong, everyone here
is great, but it takes a bit of getting used to the sense of humor
and the slang. I almost wet myself laughing the first time I heard
someone say fanny!”

Marie smiled back at me, tucking her
hair behind her ears. The gesture was cute and I felt the tickle of
more filthy thoughts at the edge of my consciousness, trying to get
in. I resolutely ignored them.

“I’ll have to watch out for
that then,” she said. “It wouldn’t do for me to start laughing at
my new colleagues, would it?”

“Not really,” I replied.
“I’ll have a think if there are any more phrases I should warn you
about and let you know.”

“Thanks.” She gestured to the
shiny leather sofa. “Want to take a seat and we can get
started?”

She’d done a subtle switch—from
friendly human being to consummate professional—and I figured she
was trying to make a good impression on her first day so if anyone
asked me I could profess to her proficient manner. Clever
girl.

I sat down in the deepest part of the
S-shape and watched her lithe figure as she grabbed a chair from
the side of the room and moved it over to where I sat.

“So,” she said, lowering herself
onto the seat and crossing her legs, “as this is our first
session—not to
mention my first day—we’ll just have a very informal chat so we can
get to know each other better, okay? Then I can work out how best
to help you going forward with your pre-performance routines and
your positive mantras.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to
say anything, lest I betray my true feelings about being there. She
was just doing her job, after all. It wasn’t her fault that I was
being made to attend appointments even though I didn’t need a damn
psychologist. So I wouldn’t take it out on her. I’d just do everything she
asked of me in the hope that she’d discharge me as quickly as
possible so I could get on with being a tennis player.

She didn’t seem concerned by my
silence—she was probably used to clients even more awkward than
me—and paused for a moment before posing her first question.
“Travis, can you
tell me about your accident? Everything you remember.”

I resisted the temptation to
roll my eyes. She already knew everything there was to know about
my accident—everybody did. It had been reported widely in the media,
especially in Britain, and she must have read my notes. Again, I
had to remind myself that she was only doing what she was paid to
do, and that I’d just promised myself I would do everything she
asked of me. So I waited for a second to gather my thoughts, then
told her what she wanted to know, as honestly and in as much detail
as possible.

* * * * *

By the end of the hour I felt
violated, as I’d known I would. Wrung out, like she’d squeezed my most private
thoughts out of me as though I were a wet rag. But I couldn’t
resent her for it—she was very skilled at what she did and I’d
certainly been stuck in rooms with less pleasant people. Less
attractive people. As we’d talked—or she’d asked questions and I’d
answered them—I’d found myself surreptitiously checking her out.
From her beautiful hair to the tips of her sexy stiletto shoes, she
was gorgeous. Way too hot to be a nerd too. I’d say she was a few
years older than me, but damn, she was in fine
condition.

In the absence of
a pen and notepad—or
whatever else she’d use in our subsequent sessions—it appeared her
hands were itching to do something. She’d tucked her hair behind
her ears umpteen times, swept several nonexistent bits of fluff
from her navy-blue skirt and repeatedly tugged at its hem. If I
didn’t know any better, I’d think she was still embarrassed about
the shower incident.

I wondered if she was having
flashbacks of me stark naked beneath the flow of water, and that
was what was making her fidget? I found myself
sincerely
hoping so, and not just as some kind of payback for her walking in
on me. For some reason, I wanted her to be thinking of me.
Naked.

* * * * *

“So,” Peter said, as I met
him in the gym for our workout session, “what do you think of the
new doctor?”

“Doctor? I haven’t been to
the doctor.”

Peter frowned. “I thought you’d been
to see Marie Sherratt? It was on your schedule.”

“I have.”

His laughter echoed around the room.
“Well then, you’ve been to see the doctor, haven’t you?”

“Oh, I see what you mean.
I always forget
psychologists are doctors. She didn’t introduce herself as one
either.”

He shrugged, starting to jog on the
spot. “Maybe she doesn’t like to show off or something? Anyway,
forget that. You haven’t answered my question. What do you think of
her?”

“She’s all
right.”

My answer was obviously too fast, as
it aroused his suspicion and his eyes lit up. I looked away and
joined him in his stretches.

“She’s hot, isn’t she? I only met
her for a minute and she’d just got off a plane from England but
she still
looked gorgeous. I’m right, aren’t I? She’s a babe. And damn I love
that accent of hers. It’s much better than yours.” He shot me a
good-natured grin and I ignored his last comment.

“What about Penny?” I
asked, for some reason eager to deflect his attention away from me
and remembering he’d told me a couple of weeks ago that he was
dating a blonde with legs that went to Heaven and back.

Peter waved his hand
dismissively. “Penny and I are through. She’s too high-maintenance
and we kept arguing about all the time I spend at the academy, so I told
her we were over. I’ve worked damn hard for this career and I’m not
throwing it all away for a woman.”

“She obviously wasn’t the right
woman then. Because when you meet the right one, you’d sacrifice
your life for her, never mind your career.” I raised my eyebrows,
surprised at myself. Where had that sage—and somewhat soppy—advice
come from? Elle? What she’d given up to live with her
Master,
maybe? Well, wherever it had sprung from, I was annoyed that it
gave away more about me than I felt comfortable with. In Britain,
I’d have gotten laughed out of the gym for a comment like that, but
it seemed American men were more comfortable discussing such topics
because Peter didn’t bat an eyelid. Instead he nodded and carried
on with stretching out his hamstrings.

“Yeah, you know, that sounds
right. Penny was a great girl, for all her faults, but she didn’t
bowl me over or anything. Perhaps I was sticking with her for the
sake of it. Because there was no way I was gonna
ask her to
marry me or anything. Maybe I just wasn’t in love with her.” He sighed. “I keep waiting to
meet a woman to fall in lust and love with, but it isn’t
happening.”

I resisted the urge to run from
the room. God, I’d started something now, hadn’t I? I’d hit the
nail on the head with the problem with Peter’s previous
relationship and now he was ready to tell me his innermost thoughts
and feelings. Was he going to start crying or something? I bloody
hoped not. Damn, I missed stuffy Brits. Keeping it all
locked inside
suited me well.

Either because he’d noticed my
discomfort or because he’d simply said enough, Peter turned to me
with a grin. “Well, whatever. It doesn’t matter now anyway. I’m not
heartbroken, so I’m going to move on with my life. And what better
way to do that than to find a new girl? I just happen to have one
in mind. Which brings me neatly back to the conversation you
managed to divert me from.”

I frowned, pretending not to know what
he was talking about.

He gave me an incredulous look.
“You got
short-term memory loss? I was talking about the good doctor. I
asked whether you thought she was a babe.”

“Uh, yeah,” I replied,
“she’s certainly easy on the eye, but I don’t know much about her
as a person. Our conversation was purely professional.”

“Ugh, you uptight Brits.
The way to find out more about her as a person is to get to know
her better. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“And how do you propose to
do that, smart-arse? Read her diary? Hack her email?”

“No, you idiot. I’m going to
ask her out
on a date.”

An irritated prickle swarmed up my
neck and I clenched my jaw. “Well, best of luck, mate.” My words
sounded genuine but they weren’t, not exactly. And I didn’t even
know why, really. I’d only just met the woman, and although I
thought she looked damn good on the outside, I didn’t know enough
about what was on the inside to figure out if we could have a
connection or not. I certainly couldn’t lay any kind of claim to
her.

But there was just something
about her that made me feel annoyed at Peter’s intention to ask her out. And
by the time I put my finger on it, it could be too late.



Chapter Three

I’d managed to get Travis
Connolly to speak to me for nearly an hour but he’d told me
absolutely nothing about himself—zilch, nada, bugger all. Oh, he
probably thought he had because he’d gone into minute detail about
his accident, the speed of both cars involved, the length of the
skid marks, the safety spec on the new Volvo he’d been driving. And
then there’d been the whole spiel about the insurance and the witness
statements and the decision to buy another Volvo because he’d been
so impressed with its performance. After that came the medical
list—the X-rays, the analgesia and anti-inflammatory, right down to
the doses he’d been taking and how he’d titrated them down to
needing nothing now he’d healed.

Yes, there was no doubt in my
mind that if Travis were asked he’d say he’d told me everything I
needed to know about him and his accident. But he hadn’t and I’d
been itching to ask him how it made him feel. Had he been scared, terrified,
or had it all been like a dream, something happening to someone
else? Having another vehicle crash into your car so hard the wheels
are lifted into the air before whacking down on a barrier is scary
stuff for anyone, no matter who you are. Getting carted off in an
ambulance, strapped down, collared up, told not to move in case
your cervical spine is broken is enough to make anyone have
nightmares.

Though something told me Travis
Connolly would rather pull out his fingernails than confess to being
frightened. He’d sat on my couch and worn a polite smile like a
mask. A mask that was different from the one I’d seen him use in
public when his privacy had been encroached upon; then he’d just
looked angry. It was also an expression a million miles from the
one I’d seen on court, when he was beating an opponent into
submission. That was pure, gritty determination. No, this had been
tight, forced, his smile pasted on. A few times I’d seen a light in
his eyes, but mainly I got the impression he was more interested in
the clock on my desk than what we were supposed to be
doing.

But since it was our first session,
I’d been easy on him, let him rattle on and on about whatever he
wanted to. It had been hard, against my nature really. But I still
felt bad about taking a wrong turn in the men’s changing room
yesterday and having a good ogle at his naked body, so I kind of
felt that evened up the score a little, that I’d been gentle with
him.

Still, I was sure he’d think it
odd that I couldn’t stop fiddling with my damn hair—what was with it
today, must have been the humidity—or
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