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This player has a few surprise moves . . .

Alicia Riley’s love for her job as a sports therapist for the St Louis Rivers baseball team is tested when she has to work with star pitcher Garrett Scott. Out of the line-up with an injury, he’s short-tempered, hard to handle, and every solid inch, a man.

At first the only demand he makes is that Alicia get him ready to pitch. That is, until the hot sparks fly and Garrett figures there’s no better therapy than sex. Alicia’s tempted to oblige Garrett just about anything, but with their careers at stake, one bad move and it’s game over for them both.


		
			This book is dedicated to the amazing people at Summit Physical Therapy, especially Bret, my therapist, who worked so diligently on my shoulder for so many months so I could continue to do my job. I think you’re all miracle workers and I appreciate everything you do. And thanks for all the sometimes painful, but useful, hands-on learning.
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			ONE

			GARRETT SCOTT SAT IN THE ST. LOUIS RIVERS THERAPY room facing an entire team of sports medicine specialists, all wearing looks of doom on their faces.

			From the team doctor to the therapists who’d been working on his shoulder for the past six months, their faces said it all—he wasn’t ready to pitch yet.

			He was tired of it. Tired of being molded and manipulated and poked and prodded like some kind of experiment. His shoulder wasn’t getting any better, and he still couldn’t throw a pitch. He was done. His career was over, and no amount of fake hopeful expressions would make him believe any differently.

			“Let’s go over to the pulleys,” Max said. “If we increase the weight . . .”

			“No. It’s not going to help. I don’t have my full range of motion, and no pulleys, no weighted balls, no water therapy, and no amount of stretching is going to get it back.”

			“You don’t know that, Garrett,” Max said. As head of the sports medicine team, when Max had a plan, everyone listened. “We haven’t finished your therapy, and the season hasn’t started yet. There’s plenty of time.”

			Phil, the team doctor, nodded. “Max is right. You haven’t given it enough time.”

			Garrett glared at them both. “I said no. This has been going nowhere, and we all know it.”

			Everyone started talking at once, but it was all white noise to him. They were blowing smoke up his ass about how he was going to pitch come April.

			He’d heard it before, all the pats on the back and the encouragement that didn’t mean anything if you couldn’t get a ball across the plate. They were just words. Empty promises.

			The only one who didn’t say anything was the woman hovering in the background. Dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, she wore the same team-color polo shirt and khaki pants as the men, and held a digital notebook. And she was giving him a look. A pissed-off one.

			“You haven’t said anything,” he said, focusing his gaze on her. “What do you think?”

			She blinked and held her notebook close to her chest. “Me?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m not in charge of your recovery. There are people here with much more experience than me.”

			“You’ve watched my therapy, haven’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then what do you think?”

			They all turned to her, watching and waiting. She finally shrugged. “I think your team is right. You’ll pitch.”

			She moved forward, and he got a good look at her. Despite the ugly uniforms they all wore, she was pretty, one of the two women on the sports therapy team. He’d thought them interchangeable and hadn’t paid much attention, because they were both brunettes, just blurs passing by while he was doing therapy with Max and some of the other senior members of the team. Now that she was closer, he really noticed this one. She had stunning blue eyes and a pretty mouth; he was definitely paying attention now that she’d spoken.

			“My arm is stiff.”

			“Because you’re babying it, because you won’t give it your all. Your therapists know what they’re doing, but you fight them.”

			As soon as she said it, her eyes widened. Max crossed his arms, and Garrett could tell he was pissed.

			Garrett wasn’t. His lips quirked. “Go on.”

			“Look, I didn’t mean to insult you.”

			“Yeah, you did. You’ve sat back quietly for all these months, and you obviously have something on your mind. Spill it.”

			She looked up at Max, who shook his head.

			“Don’t look at him,” Garrett said. “Tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

			She sat next to him on the bench and laid her notebook down, her gaze lifting to his.

			“Fine. You’re argumentative, confrontational, and a general pain in the ass to deal with. Honestly, no one wants to work with you because you fight your recovery. Half of healing is mental, and your head is the biggest obstacle to getting you back on the mound.”

			Huh. He glanced up at the others, who did their best to look away. “I see.”

			But when he turned back to—he had no idea what her name was. “What’s your name?”

			“Alicia.”

			“Okay, Alicia. You think you can make me a pitcher again?”

			She gave him a confident smirk. “I know I can, if you pull your head out of your ass and work with me.”

			He liked her confidence. He liked her. She sure as hell was better looking than the rest of the sports medicine group he’d worked with all these months. And she smelled good.

			“Alicia,” Max warned. “Why don’t you head up to the office, and I’ll finish up here with Garrett?”

			Alicia nodded, then stood and left the room.

			Garrett laughed, the first time he’d laughed in a long damn time. “It’s okay, Max. I like her. She’s honest.”

			As soon as the door closed, he turned to Max.

			“I want her in charge of my therapy.”

			“Absolutely not,” Phil said, interjecting himself into the conversation. “As your doctor, I’m advising against it. Max is the head of sports medicine for the team. He’s the best. Alicia doesn’t have the experience he has.”

			“I don’t give a shit if she’s the water girl. She’s confident. She’s a sports medicine specialist, certified to do therapy like the rest of you, isn’t she?”

			“Well, yes,” Max said.

			“Then I want to work with her.”

			“You have a multimillion-dollar arm, Garrett,” Max said. “I’m not entrusting it to her.”

			Garrett stood and stretched, then looked at Manny Magee, the St. Louis Rivers coach, who’d been sitting in the corner of the room, silently taking it all in. “These guys have all been working on me for months, and I haven’t seen the results needed to throw a single goddamn pitch. I want Alicia to give it a try.”

			Manny stood and ambled over. He was tough and always honest, so Garrett knew Manny would give it to him straight. “That’s because she’s right. Physically, you’re healing fine from the injury. A lot of your problem is you’re resisting the treatment.”

			Maybe Manny was right, but Garrett doubted it. What he needed was a new therapist. If Alicia and her smart mouth could get the job done, then maybe his career wasn’t over.

			He looked at Manny—at all of them.

			“I need a change. What we’re doing isn’t working. And maybe someone new can help with that.”

			“I don’t give a damn if a circus clown does your therapy, as long as you’re on the mound opening day,” Manny said. “Just be ready for the season. We need your arm.”

			
			SHIT. SHIT. SHIT. ALICIA MASSAGED THE GIANT HEADACHE that had taken refuge between her eyes and counted down the minutes until her boss entered the office and fired her.

			She’d always had a smart mouth, always spoke first and thought later. But to insult the entire St. Louis Rivers sports medicine team in one sentence had been a serious, colossal fuckup. She’d had some major success as a therapist and had been getting great feedback from her boss in the time she’d been here. This was the job of her dreams, and to make matters worse, her cousin played for this team. Gavin was going to kill her.

			The frustrating part was, she knew she was right. Garrett Scott was a seriously amazing pitcher. His injury had been bad, but there was no reason to think he wouldn’t come back and be a great pitcher again, providing he cooperated with his rehabilitation. The problem was, he was the worst patient she’d ever seen in terms of cooperation. He resisted therapy, he argued with the treatment plan, and she knew damn well he wasn’t doing his at-home exercises. He was one of those athletes who thought of himself as some kind of superhero. Get injured, do rehab, and be fine in a few weeks.

			Unfortunately, serious injuries didn’t work that way, no matter how young or virile you were. You had to work at your own recovery. The team had done a good job on their part. Garrett just hadn’t done any of his part. He blew off his therapists with jokes and promises to do better the next time. And they all liked him, so they placated him.

			Ugh.

			He wasn’t responding to traditional treatment. Which meant he needed a new plan, something she’d been working on during her off days. She’d wanted to present it to Max and Phil, but her methods were a little beyond the norm, and she knew they’d never go for it, especially not for Garrett.

			Now, it didn’t matter since she wasn’t going to be treating any of the Rivers players any longer.

			Idiot. She should have just kept her mouth shut and told Garrett that he should listen to whatever Max told him. This was going to be her penance for having a mind of her own. And a big mouth.

			She lifted her head as Phil and Max came through the door, along with the Rivers coach, Manny Magee.

			Great. They brought the coach with them. She was definitely fired. Manny had a reputation for being fiery and loud. She might even get yelled at before they canned her ass.

			She sat up straight and lifted her chin, determined to take it like the professional she was.

			Correction. If she was a professional, she probably wouldn’t have told the Rivers star pitcher to pull his head out of his ass.

			“Alicia,” Phil said. “What you said to Garrett downstairs . . .”

			“Yes, sir. I know. I was out of line. I’m sorry.”

			“Actually,” Manny said, “it was exactly what he needed to hear.”

			She frowned and shifted her gaze to the coach. “Excuse me?”

			“Garrett has been the perfect specimen of a pitcher for five seasons,” Manny said. “We plucked him out of college ball, he spent six months in AAA before we brought him up, and he’s been in our starting rotation ever since, with one of the lowest ERAs of any pitcher in the league. He’s won the Cy Young Award twice, pitched a near perfect game last year, and held the strikeout record the past two seasons. He’s the golden boy.”

			She’d reviewed his file. She knew his record. But hearing it from Manny gave her an understanding. “He’s never failed.”

			Manny nodded. “At anything. He doesn’t know how. So this injury threw him for a loop, ya know? The kid is one of the nicest people I’ve ever worked with, so don’t take his black moods to heart. He’ll get that kindness back once he finds his footing.”

			She looked from Manny to Phil to Max. “Wait. I’m not fired?”

			Max didn’t smile at her. She could tell he was still angry about what went down in the treatment room. “No, Alicia. You’re not fired. Instead, we’re putting you in charge of Garrett Scott’s rehab.”

			Again—oh, shit. That’s what she got for opening her mouth.

			Phil and Max went over her new assignment.

			“I want to try some unconventional treatment methods with him,” she said to Max.

			Max balked, but she figured if she didn’t suggest it now, she might as well hand Garrett right back to him.

			“Look. He’s resisting. And yes, a lot of it is in his head. But some of his problem is boredom. His treatment is rote. He’s used to the plan you’ve run him through, and so is his body. Let me try this. If it doesn’t work, we’ll alter the plan.”

			Max looked to Phil, who shrugged. “I agree it’s not a standard plan, but alternative therapies do have a high success rate with some athletes. It could work.”

			Max shrugged then turned to Alicia. “Give it a try. I want weekly reports.”

			Excited, she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			When Garrett came in a few minutes after they left, she stood, suddenly nervous. She’d always been a fan. The Rivers were, after all, her hometown team. And Garrett was nothing short of the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on. Six feet four inches of dark-haired, dark-eyed intensity, with a leanly honed body that was a work of art.

			She’d spent her adult life studying body mechanics. She loved sports and sports players, and Garrett was one of the best. She’d watched him in the workout room, day in and day out, sweating through his therapy. From day one of his injury, when he could barely move his shoulder, she’d ached for him, wished she could be in there helping him.

			And now he was all hers. Talk about a huge responsibility.

			“They told you?”

			She swallowed. “Yes. My question is . . . why me?”

			He shrugged. “Because you stood up to me. I need to work with someone who isn’t going to take shit from me. The rest of them tell me what they think I want to hear. They pacify me. I don’t think you’ll do that.”

			She needed to relax. Think of him as a patient, not a hot man standing only inches away.

			“No, I definitely won’t do that. I’m not going to take shit from you. But I am going to help you. You have to believe that. And believe in yourself. That’s the first step.”

			He studied her then nodded. “Sure. I cleared your schedule, so you’re only going to work with me.”

			She arched a brow. “You know, I can work with more than one player.”

			“Probably. But I need you concentrating on my recovery.”

			A little ego there. Understandable. She’d deal with it. “Okay.”

			“Then let’s get started.”

			“We will. On Monday. I’ll need a few days to develop your treatment plan. Since today’s Friday, the weekend will give me the time I need.”

			“Fine.” He whipped out his phone. “What’s your number?”

			She gave it to him.

			“Okay, good. I’ll call you on Sunday, and we can get stuff set up. Does that work for you?”

			“Sure.” He gave her his number, and she pulled her phone out of her pocket to add it in.

			He punched the info into his phone then lifted his gaze to hers. “What’s your last name?”

			“Riley.”

			His lips lifted. “Any relation to Gavin?”

			“Actually, he’s my cousin.”

			He looked up. “No shit. Is that how you got this job?”

			He wasn’t the first person to ask that question, and it always annoyed her. “No. I got this job because I’m good at sports medicine. I’m so good at sports medicine that you’ll be pitching come April, Garrett. Which has nothing to do with my cousin and everything to do with me.”

			He laughed. “Man, have you got some attitude. I like you, Alicia.”

			She wasn’t sure how she felt about him. Jury was still out. She headed to the door. “You won’t like me when I start kicking your ass, Garrett.”

			

		

	
		
			TWO

			ALICIA PULLED UP TO THE CURB AT HER AUNT AND uncle’s house. She was obviously the last to arrive, because the driveway was full. She hoped they hadn’t started dinner without her. She was starving. She’d worked all weekend, buried in Garrett’s file, going over everything about his injury. She’d spent Friday night and Saturday reviewing his notes and writing her treatment plan, so she’d be free on Sunday to enjoy family time.

			Plus, she hadn’t seen her cousin Mick’s wife, Tara, since the hospital, and Alicia was dying to get her hands on the new baby.

			As she walked in the door, the baby’s cries tugged at her heart. She headed into the living room and found Tara, her mother, and her aunt huddled over a small blue wrapped bundle.

			“Okay, you can all get out of my way,” she said as she slipped out of her coat and tossed her bag on a nearby chair. “I need to hold little Sam.”

			Tara turned and sent a tired but giddy smile her way. “Take a number. You might have to fight Sam’s grandma and aunt Cara for him.”

			“They get to see him more than I do.” She squirted some antibacterial gel onto her hands, rubbed it in, then held out her arms. “Come on, Aunt Kathleen. I know for a fact you’ve been camped on Mick and Tara’s doorstep since he was born three weeks ago.”

			Kathleen sighed. “You bet your cute little butt I have. It’s been a long time since we’ve had a baby in the family. And little Sam here is the brightest thing to come around since I started getting new daughters-in-law.” She gave a little wink to Tara, who took a seat on the sofa.

			Kathleen handed Sam over to Alicia. She took him and pulled him against her chest. He was awake, and his big blue eyes regarded her with a curious stare. His cheeks were full and pink. He had dark hair like Mick, but she saw a lot of Tara in him, too.

			Alicia walked over to the sofa and sat next to Tara, who looked about ready to pass out.

			“He’s gorgeous,” she said, sliding her fingers across his soft, chubby cheek.

			Tara leaned forward and smiled. “I think so. He looks like Mick.”

			Alicia shifted her glance from the baby to Tara. “And you. His chin and his mouth are definitely yours.”

			“You think so? I only see Mick when I look at him.”

			“Oh, I definitely see you. And Nathan.”

			Tara sighed. “Nathan says that, too. He tries to act like he doesn’t care since he’s almost a man himself now. But he’s over the moon about having a baby brother. And when he sees Mick fussing over the baby, it’s like Mick’s giving him permission to do the same.”

			“Well, you know how it is with guys.”

			“I do. I still have a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that I’m the mother of a newborn and also a son who’ll be eighteen this year. That’s quite a spread.”

			Alicia laid her hand on Tara’s. “And isn’t it wonderful that you get a second chance to do it all over again?”

			Tara regarded her. “When you put it like that . . . you’re right. I’m so lucky.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, shit. Here come the hormones again.”

			Kathleen laughed. “Expect those for a while, honey. I’ve told you they come and go.”

			Tara grabbed a tissue from the box Alicia’s aunt held out for her. “I know. It’s been so long that I forgot what it was like. Poor Mick. As if my pregnancy wasn’t bad enough, now he has to deal with this postpartum nonsense.”

			Alicia cuddled Sam’s warmth against her chest. “Oh, but look at the result. How could he complain?”

			“No complaints here,” Mick said as he walked in and slid onto the sofa next to Tara. He pressed a kiss to Tara’s lips and pulled her against his side. “You can cry all you want, or yell at me anytime those hormones act up.” Mick gazed over at Alicia and gave her a giant grin as he looked with pride at his son. “Because look what you gave me.”

			“Look what we made together,” Tara said, lifting a loving gaze to Mick.

			“Okay, it’s getting all nauseating in here. The room is so filled with love and baby hormones I might have to take a step outside just to get a cold slap of frigid air.”

			Alicia laughed. Leave it to Gavin’s wife, Elizabeth, to break the weepy mood. “Hey, Liz.”

			“Hey, yourself. I see you’re holding my new nephew. And time’s up.”

			Alicia stood. “You want your turn?”

			Elizabeth took the baby from her. “Honey, this baby will likely never have a minute’s peace when he’s over here for family gatherings.”

			“Isn’t that the truth?” Alicia’s mom said, throwing her arm around Kathleen. “I suppose we should go check on dinner.”

			“Might as well,” Kathleen said with a sigh. “I obviously won’t get another turn with Sam for a while.”

			“You’ll get your turn plenty, Mom,” Mick said. “Tara loves that you come over to help. And she needs it. She’s out of practice with this new-mom thing, as you can tell.”

			Alicia glanced over to see Tara’s head resting on Mick’s shoulder. She was sound asleep.

			“Oh, poor thing,” Kathleen said. “Was she up late again last night?”

			“Yeah. Sam eats every three hours, and since she’s breastfeeding, she’s up, too. I get to do the diaper changes, though.”

			“Now, who would have thought diapers and poop would be something you’d be excited about?” Gavin asked as he crowded into the room. He peeked over his wife’s shoulder. “You’re a natural at that, babe. Maybe we should have our own kid soon.”

			“That would require you to stay in one place long enough for me to jump your bones so you could get me pregnant.”

			“I’m not hearing this,” Kathleen said. “Come on, Cara. Let’s go work on dinner.”

			“Making babies, are you?” Alicia asked.

			Liz shrugged. “We’re practicing making babies.”

			Gavin wrapped his arms around Liz. “That’s the fun part.”

			“I don’t want to hear this,” Mick said from his spot on the sofa.

			“Too bad. You’re stuck there with your passed-out wife,” Gavin said. “Is this what happens when they give birth? They sleep all the time?”

			“The wife or the baby?” Alicia asked, nudging Gavin in the ribs.

			“Both,” Mick said with a wide grin.

			Alicia rolled her eyes. “I’m going in the kitchen to help Mom and Aunt Kathleen. Where’s Jenna?”

			“She called,” Liz said. “Said she and Ty will be a few minutes late.”

			Alicia nodded and went down the hall, meeting her mom and her aunt in the kitchen.

			“Where are Dad and Uncle Jimmy?”

			“Tinkering on something in the garage with Nathan,” her aunt said, giving Alicia a knowing look.

			“Oh.” In other words, avoiding the women. Not that she could blame them. It got a little crowded in here when the entire family showed up. “Cole and Savannah doing okay?”

			“They’re fine,” her mother said. “Still taking an extended vacation after the end of football season. I think last time I heard from him they were in . . . What was it I said to you, Kathleen?”

			“St. Lucia? St. Thomas? I can’t remember which it was.”

			Her mother waved a knife in the air and shrugged. “I don’t recall. They’re taking a few weeks, hitting a couple of islands to just be alone together. That’s all I know.”

			“Sounds fun,” Alicia said. The two of them deserved it. It had been a tough season but a great one. Her brother’s team had made it all the way to the championship before they lost. Cole had been pissed, but he’d really clicked with the team. She was glad. Meeting Savannah had changed his life in ways none of them could have ever imagined. She’d not only changed his professional attitude, the two of them had also fallen in love in the process. Alicia was happy for both of them.

			“How’s work, Alicia?” her mom asked, handing her a knife and a couple of tomatoes so she could help make the salad. The one thing about family dinners was they assumed if you stepped into the kitchen, you were there to help. No one even blinked when handed a task. She washed her hands and dug in.

			“Oh, work? It’s . . . interesting.”

			Her mother paused as she opened the oven door. “Does that mean you’re enjoying it?”

			“Of course. I love it. It’s everything I wanted and more.”

			“I’m so glad to hear that.”

			She didn’t want to talk about this new assignment with her mother or with her aunt. But when she finished the salad and headed down the hall, Liz was coming up. Alicia grabbed her by the arm.

			“I need to talk to you.”

			“Okay. Sure.”

			“Let’s go upstairs.”

			“Tara’s up there. She just went up to feed Sam.”

			“Good. She can listen in.”

			Jenna peeked her head in around the living room wall. She was slipping her coat off. Her cheeks were red, and she was rubbing her hands. “Oooh, gossip? Can I come? I need something hot and juicy to warm me up. It’s freezing out there.”

			Alicia hugged her. “Of course you can come.”

			“Great.” She turned to Ty, who was right behind her. “You’re on your own. Find the men.”

			Ty nodded and wandered down the hall. “First I’ll find the beer.”

			Jenna rolled her eyes and followed them up the stairs.

			Liz knocked softly on the door to Aunt Kathleen’s bedroom. “Tara, we’re invading you.”

			“Hey, guys, come on in. Just feeding Sam.”

			Liz pushed the door open, and they all piled in. Tara was in Aunt Kathleen’s rocking chair, Sam to her breast.

			Alicia sighed. Tara looked so serene as she rocked the baby in her arms.

			“You sure we’re not bothering you?”

			“Not at all. I’d love the company. Otherwise, I might fall asleep again.”

			Alicia laughed. “Okay.”

			“So, what’s going on?” Liz asked.

			“I’ve been assigned to Garrett Scott’s rehab.”

			Liz arched a brow. “Garrett Scott, huh? That’s interesting.”

			Jenna rolled onto her side on the bed. “He’s a hottie. Shoulder injury, right?”

			“Yes. He’s been rehabbing for several months with no progress.”

			“So, what’s the problem?” Tara asked.

			“He was working with one of the senior members of the team. Actually, several senior members. Until I opened my big mouth, and said he had his head up his ass and wasn’t cooperating with his treatment plan.”

			Liz snorted. “That sounds like something you’d say.”

			“I know, right? I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Then again, it wasn’t entirely my fault. He did ask my opinion.”

			“So you felt free to give it to him,” Liz said with a smirk.

			Alicia sighed. “I did. And before I could blink Garrett said he wanted me assigned to him. Just me. I thought I was going to get fired, and instead, I’m in charge of his recovery.”

			Jenna sat up and crossed her legs over each other. “Wow. That’s big. Are you feeling intimidated?”

			This was why she needed her girls. They knew exactly how she felt. “More than intimidated. I’m scared to death.”

			“You can handle this, Alicia,” Tara said as she lifted Sam over her shoulder and rubbed his back. “You know what you’re doing.”

			“Tara’s right.” Liz squeezed her hand. “We’ve talked about this. You went into this field because it’s all you ever wanted to do. You love sports and medicine. This is your shot to do something monumental. Rehabbing Garrett and being successful at it could be a huge step in your career.”

			She looked at all of them. “What if I screw this up? Garrett is their number one pitcher.”

			“You won’t screw it up,” Tara said, smiling when Sam let out a tiny burp. “You know what you’re doing. This is what you’ve trained for.”

			“Tara’s right,” Jenna said. “You’re going to get Garrett’s shoulder in shape and get him back on the pitcher’s mound.”

			Liz nodded. “Have some faith in yourself. And go kick his ass.”
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