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CHAPTER ONE

				Maggie blinked at the picture she held in her hand. She rubbed her eyes. She tilted her head. She even squinted. No matter how she studied the tattered square, the image didn’t make sense.

				Her date reached across the bistro table and flicked the back of the photo. “That’s my wife and kids.”

				Maggie counted eight children. A PhD in counseling psychology couldn’t guide her reaction. Years of embracing Buddhist dharma couldn’t ease her shock.

				“I’m sorry.” She shook the fog from her brain. “You said ex-wife, right? I must’ve misheard you.” Which wasn’t likely. Psychotherapists knew how to listen.

				A smile warmed Paul’s brown eyes and brought out a dimple in his cheek. Maggie hadn’t noticed the deep dip a week ago when he grinned from behind a farmer’s market herb stand. She hadn’t noticed a wedding ring, either. Glancing at his naked left hand, she felt relieved. There had to be a rational explanation for this irrational conversation.

				“Katherine is my wife. We’ve been married for twenty years.” The words leaped from his lips and pinned Maggie to her chair, snapping her bare back against the metal with enough force to sting.

				She folded her arms over her chest and breathed, trying to plot a graceful exit from the alternative universe disguised as a coffee shop she must have landed in.

				“It’s time for another wife.”

				This was where desperation had led her. But as much as she loathed being a twenty-eight-year-old PhD living at home with her mother, Maggie wasn’t desperate enough to escape by way of a married man. She might be liberal, forward-thinking, and even a little off-the-proverbial-wall, but she wasn’t a home wrecker.

				Drawing a shaky breath, she cursed the crowded location and leaned forward. “I’m sorry. You seem nice enough, but I can’t be with a married man. Tonight was a mistake.”

				She reached into her patchwork purse, but before she fished out keys, Paul wrapped a clammy hand around her wrist. “Don’t go. Let me explain. I have Katherine’s blessing to pursue you.”

				“You don’t have my permission,” Maggie said, uninterested in the details.

				He released her and slinked back in his chair, looking very much the misunderstood martyr with glassy eyes and tight lips.

				A bolt of pity wrapped in sensibility struck her brain. Deep breath, Maggie. Calm down. After all, the evening was innocent. They hadn’t even held hands. What harm had been done on a platonic first date?

				Compassion caused her to smile. “Good night, Paul. Go home to your wife and kids.”

				“But I’m a polygamist. I want another wife, and Katherine wants a sister wife.”

				Maggie widened her eyes. Though rumor had it Salt Lake City overflowed with plural marriages, in the year since she’d moved home with Crystal, Maggie had yet to meet one. Until tonight.

				Grabbing the edge of the cold table, she breathed through her nose and exhaled relief. Paul wasn’t risking the wrath of karma by proposing an illicit affair. He was explaining an alternative lifestyle. While Maggie had no desire to be Wife Two, she owed him civility and the opportunity to communicate without humiliation. After all, she was an expert in interpersonal communication.

				She nodded in understanding. “Please tell Katherine I’m sorry, but I’m not sister wife material. Thank you for the coffee.”

				Maggie lifted from the seat with as much grace as she could muster and scurried across the tile floor. Her feet wobbled in too-high heels, and her knees knocked below the hem of her flowing skirt. When she finally reached the exit, a cool rush of late October air layered her skin with goose pimples.

				She’d been in a lot of ridiculous situations, but this may have topped them all.

				Slamming the door of her Aquarius blue VW convertible, Maggie faced the fact that her date was a bust, and now she was going to have to drive home. Face her mother. Rehash the story when all she wanted to do was climb into bed.

				This was not the life she expected to be living at twenty-eight. Then again, her entire life had been beyond normal expectations. When most mothers were teaching their daughters to read books, Maggie’s mother was teaching her how to read auras. Inside their circle of friends, inside the safe haven of their bungalow, it was a skill no different than rolling her tongue. But out here, in mainstream society, it made Maggie weird, an outcast. She couldn’t seem to fit in. Even the men she attracted were … different.

				Maggie dropped her head to the steering wheel and groaned. Where was the balance? The ying and the yang? She’d worked hard to gain academic success and respect, in the process, hiding a big portion of herself and her upbringing. And where did that get her? Barely able to pay her student loan interest, car expenses and rent for her office space. This was “failure to launch” wasn’t it? She was doomed to grow old, at home, alongside her aura-reading, spell-chanting mother.

				But right now, Maggie couldn’t go home. She couldn’t face the woman who’d be waiting in the rocking chair. Sometimes a girl didn’t need her mother.

				She turned the key, firing the engine, not knowing where she was going. Her friends were polar opposites — spiritual seekers vs. mental health professionals — and yet both groups would agree Maggie was struggling with self-discovery. What Maggie really wanted was a single friend who would line up shots and drink with her to oblivion.

				She drove without direction, listening to the pathetic thoughts in her head until she tired of the wallowing and replaced her thoughts with a mantra. She whispered the words over and over again as she traveled tree-lined streets.

				Eventually, her mouth stopped moving and thoughts started forming. The first? She had a decision to make. She couldn’t live in both worlds. Either she embraced her mother’s way of life or she moved out and carved life on her own. But between student loans, car expenses, and rent for her mostly unused office space, Maggie had only managed to save five hundred dollars since she moved back home. It wasn’t enough money for a security deposit, let alone a down payment.

				Passing her street, needing more time to think, Maggie guided the car down South Temple and stopped to let a ghost and goblin cross. In the chaos of the evening, she’d forgotten about Halloween. Glancing at her white knuckles, she wished she was younger, with hands wrapped around a pillowcase bursting with candy instead of strangling a steering wheel. Kids didn’t know how hard life would get. They couldn’t imagine there would ever come a time when they wanted to move out of the house and live life on their own. But Maggie knew, and knowing sucked.

				With no other place to go, Maggie parked her Volkswagen in the driveway of a historic Victorian, disarmed security features at the back door and reset the system on the other side. She switched on a chandelier in the main hall and blinked at the brightness. Crystal always said, look for the bright side, but Maggie couldn’t find a bright side when she was in the middle of an existential crisis.

				She growled as she pounded her heels against the hardwoods and took the wool-covered stairs by two. At the east end of the wallpapered hall, she ducked into her office, shutting the six-panel door and driving a bolt lock into place. For a moment, she froze against the thick wood, but then an exhale carried her lanky body to a purple couch. She collapsed, face down on the purple velvet.

				Reaching up without looking, Maggie switched on a glitzy lamp and turned her head. She opened her eyes to the Buddha that Crystal had placed against the far wall and the tapestry zafu that was a graduation present from Yogi Hajan. The pair would no doubt advise Maggie to meditate, but she couldn’t muster an ounce of spiritual motivation. She looked away before the inanimate objects could guilt her further.

				Her orange Macbook sat on the desk where she’d left it hours ago after a virtual therapy session. Maybe one of “her girls” needed help. Somehow it was easier helping other people face their emotional, spiritual, and familial crises than it was helping herself.

				Maggie booted the computer and headed straight for Facebook. No new messages. Nothing lurked in her inbox either. Of course not. What sort of college kid stayed in and chatted with her therapist on Halloween night when there were fraternity mixers and costume parties to attend?

				She typed a quick email to the small group of clients, detailing her open availability tomorrow. Via email, chat room, webcam or old-fashioned telephone, Maggie would listen to stories of binge-eating peanut butter cups and the bouts of purging that kept the troubled young women up all night.

				Pain twisted her heart, and this time the hurt wasn’t because of her own screwy life. Virtual therapy allowed Maggie to guide eight clients, battling eating disorders in different corners of the country. The technique was her focus in graduate school, earning her name recognition in scholarly journals near and far. Her avant-garde approach to therapy was something to be proud of, the one and only time she was able to mesh her alternative side with her professional side, resulting in vigorous accolades.

				Maggie ran shaky fingers through her spiky hair and considered meditating again, but her thoughts were hijacked by a ringing cell phone. She blinked at the touch screen, expecting to see Crystal or even Polygamist Paul, not an unknown number. The twist of her stomach told her not to answer, but her brain overrode the unexplained nervousness. What if someone was in trouble?

				“Maggie Collins,” she answered.

				There was a brief pause, followed by the deep rumble of a throat clearing. “Dr. Collins, this is Jordon Kemmons. I’m not sure if you remember me.”

				Her core temperature plunged and then skyrocketed. The skin on her arms pimpled, and tingles spread across her chest. “I remember.”

				How could she forget? Six months ago, his tan skin, black hair, towering stature, and ominous aura haunted her from behind the podium, where he addressed the graduating class of his alma mater — now her alma mater, too. He stirred such strong feelings in Maggie, she worried the neo-gothic buildings surrounding the commons would crumble after more than one hundred years of steadfast footing. But that was nothing compared to the unsettling jolt of their shared handshake when Maggie was awarded recognition for her research. Something about the darkly handsome man strangled her breath and drained her soul.

				“I hope it’s not too late to call. I work all hours and pay little attention to clocks and time zones. Can you talk or should we set another time?”

				He didn’t sound the least bit remorseful for the intrusion, and she had the intuitive feeling that he intended to have the discussion whether she was busy or not. A burst of nervous energy fluttered between her ribs.

				“I happen to be at the office, so it’s the perfect time to talk.” About anything other than late-twenties life crises or polygamists and sister wives.

				Maggie ditched her red heels and folded her long legs in the shape of a pretzel.

				“You see patients on Halloween night?”

				“Clients.” How many times had Maggie explained to the layperson about the importance of choosing words wisely when it came to mental health? She sighed and reached for a rote explanation. “The word patient denotes sickness, and my clients aren’t sick. They need options and guidance. And no, I’m not seeing clients. I’m doing … inner work.”

				Silence. She leaned forward, carrying goose-pimpled arms to her knees where her eyes caught the movement of a nickel-sized spider suspended from the blade of a ceiling fan.

				“Dr. Collins, I have a proposition for you.”

				The spider plummeted toward her bare leg. She screamed and leaped across the room, panting into the phone.

				“What?” he barked. “Are you all right?” His yelling vibrated her eardrum and flooded her body with foolishness.

				She kept her eyes on the spider and one hand over her throbbing heart. “I’m fine. It’s a spider.” She drew a deep, cleansing breath. “I apologize for my skittishness tonight.”

				“Let me guess. You believe portals to the other dimension open at midnight on All Hallows Eve, populating the earth with immortals hungry for human souls.”

				Maggie balked. Was this guy serious? He had no idea how scary real life could be. “Immortals haven’t even crossed my mind, Mr. Kemmons. I’m merely distracted with thoughts of polygamy, sister wives and the likelihood of nervous breakdowns in a person’s mid-twenties.”

				More silence. Deeper silence. The kind that made a heartbeat echo.

				The spider scurried up the arm of the sofa and then made a U-turn toward the floor. Maggie leaped onto a leopard print footstool.

				“Dr. Collins, I’m the agent for a pitcher who flaked out during game six of the NLCS. My sports psychologists can’t break through. I don’t think he’s eating, and I’ve noticed unexplainable scars on his arms. Obviously this isn’t about pitching. The kid is crazy, but his high-profile image makes it difficult to seek inpatient treatment without career repercussions. Remembering your research, I thought maybe you could help.”

				Maggie winced and dug emerald green toe nails into the cushion, once again taking on the role as champion for the misunderstood. “Mr. Kemmons, the terms ‘flaked out’ and ‘crazy’ are offensive. People on a tormented mental plane don’t deserve to have their temporary weaknesses belittled.”

				“Call him whatever you want to call him. I’ll call it like I see it. And the way I see it, he isn’t focusing. He can’t throw a strike, and his fast ball dropped eight miles per hour. I can’t negotiate a case of bats for him at that speed.”

				The spider disappeared under the sofa and reappeared on the woodwork. Maggie dropped her butt to the footstool and pinned her eyes on the eight-legged creature.

				“I’ve exhausted all legitimate, medical treatments,” he said with a huff. “Next up is reiki and some cranial sacral voodoo that a team trainer suggested. Before I toss Carlos off the deep end and jump after him, I figured I’d give your brand of hocus pocus a try.”

				Maggie winced. If he wanted the best hocus pocus money could buy, he’d have to call her mother.

				Reaching up to calm a twitching vein in her forehead, Maggie rubbed her clammy skin. “I don’t even know where to start,” she said, releasing a sigh. “Reiki and cranial sacral therapy are legitimate treatments, neither of which do I practice. My brand of hocus pocus … ” she choked a little on the words, “ … is nothing more than tradition therapy offered in a non-traditional format. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but while I feel sorry for this boy, and not because he isn’t pitching well enough but because he’s forced to deal with your spiritual retardation, I’m hardly the person to help him heal.”

				Jordon snorted. “Did you just call me retarded?”

				Maggie rolled her eyes, going over her words in her head. “Of course not. I simply meant your spiritual evolution is delayed.”

				“Is it now?” He didn’t sound impressed.

				She was beyond caring about impressions. Taking out the evening’s frustrations on this faceless man seemed infinitely more enjoyable than beating herself up about it.

				With a noisy exhale, Maggie released the frustration that had been locked inside of her since her awkward date with Paul. “Mr. Kemmons, every other word that comes out of your mouth offends me, and that’s amazing, because I assure you, you won’t find a more open-minded individual than me.” She should’ve stopped there, but the emotional floodgate slammed open. “Just because I won’t participate in a polygamist marriage or engage in orgiastic relationships doesn’t mean I judge those who do.”

				Deep laughter slithered through the phone, tickling her ears and neck until it shot off tiny sparks in her chest. She pounded a fist against her breastbone to stop the tingles.

				“Orgiastic.” The way he said the word made her face burn. “I had no idea that was even a word.”

				She raised her hand, fanning the heat. “Never mind. I … Good night, Mr. Kemmons.”

				“Wait,” he yelled. “I’m prepared to double your salary.”

				She didn’t have a salary. She worked off billing and sliding scales. It was “eat what you kill,” so to speak. And with her brand of therapy in low-demand, Maggie was starving.

				“Dr. Collins, are you still there?”

				Another shaky breath. “I am.”

				“Carlos plays for Carolina, and he’s staying at my vacation home in Lake Norman. I’d like to pay you for a professional visit. Talk to him. See if you can help. Travel and hotel expenses will be covered.”

				For a moment, all Maggie could see was a couple days away from a life that was closing in on her, and some extra cash to start anew. But when she opened her mouth to agree, her stomach clenched. If only she didn’t feel like she was making a deal with the devil … 

				The spider scrambled in the distance, and Maggie scooted the footstool closer to the door.

				“Are you interested in the opportunity, Dr. Collins?” he asked in a clipped and clearly exasperated tone. 

				Maggie had never been one to ignore opportunity, partly because she had her mother’s impulsive streak, but also because she was smart and determined … and right now, she was struggling to make sense of her life. This opportunity could be key.

				“Send me the terms in writing.” She spewed the sentence before she could take it back, using as much conviction as she could muster.

				The spider raced toward the footstool, and Maggie screamed, skipping across the hardwoods on tiptoes before she crashed into the sofa.

				“What now?” he growled.

				“The spider.” She panted, waiting for the eight-legged demon to regroup and charge again.

				“Kill the damn thing.”

				“No! That robs us of the chance to grow on a spiritual path. I practice a non-harming way of life, and I’m going to deal with this arachnophobia like any other enlightened adult. When I hang up, I’ll talk to him.”

				Dead silence mixed with the distinct feeling that she said something wrong. Maggie knew the words that made sense to her sounded strange to everyone else — especially tall, dark, analytical men, but she couldn’t help herself. Try as she might to tame her alternative thoughts, in times of duress they overruled.

				She fought the urge to hang up and handle her mortification in private. “Mr. Kemmons, are you there?”

				“I’m all there. I was about to ask you the same thing.”

				She caught his dreadful double meaning, but couldn’t blame him. After all, she told him she planned to spend Halloween night talking to a spider.

				Palming her face, she drew a deep breath and refocused. “You may think of my person however you like, but professionally, I’m without reproach. I accept your verbal terms and await a contract.”

				He chuckled. “Good night, Dr. Collins. Give my regards to the spider.”

				• • •

				Jordon pulled square black eyeglasses off his face and pressed his head to the scrolled headboard his interior decorator designed for occasions like this. He worked a lot in bed. There was a time when the work related to his libido. These days, the only thing waking him was the BlackBerry charging on his bamboo nightstand or the cordless phone resting in his hand.

				A few feet below his bedroom window, the New York City streets hummed, keeping him company through another long night. He bent his knees, bringing the laptop with Carlos Nunez’s final stats closer to his burning eyes and pressed the phone to his ear.

				The buzzing was displaced by one word, spoken dejectedly with a hint of Spanish accent. “Hallow.”

				“Hey, buddy. How are you feeling tonight?”

				“The same.”

				Jordon squeezed his lips until they hurt. When Carlos sniffed on the other end, Jordon thought about hopping a flight to Carolina so the kid didn’t have to suffer alone. “Is Bernie there?”

				“Just left.” A yawn filtered through the receiver.

				“Okay. Try to get some rest while I work on Plan B.” Or was it Plan Z at this point?

				Jordon smacked his head against the bed. If he had to, he’d start all over at Plan A and rework every detail until somebody, somewhere, helped this kid. “Night, buddy.”

				“Night … ”

				Dad. Jordon couldn’t remember when it first happened, but for years now — maybe since he started down the hill toward forty — the name appeared in his head at the end of certain calls. For many of the young men he represented, the moniker wasn’t far off. Jordon did more than guide their careers, and he sure as hell felt more for them than the average agent, which was precisely why Kemmons Corp. was anything but average.

				Studying the laptop screen again, Jordon shook his head at the numbers. Last season, Carlos flaked out, but the kid wasn’t a genuine flake, not like Dr. Maggie Collins.

				You may think of my person however you like. Jordon clicked another browser tab and gazed on the exotic Maggie. Betty Boop eyes smiled at him from the pages of her website. He pushed a palm up the stubby underside of his chin, and a devilish grin crept across his lips. Oh, he liked. A lot.

				The first time he saw her, she floated down a red carpet aisle, wrapped in traditional graduation garb — with the exception of those damn shoes. It took him a moment to remember he was presenting a doctoral award of excellence to the woman in fuck-me pumps. Later in the evening, at a graduate reception, they shook hands during an introduction, and Jordon momentarily lost his mind.

				Glancing at his opening and closing hand, Jordon recalled the heat that travelled from her body to his. The physical attraction intensified when she joined a group in a belly-dancing tribute to an Egypt-bound professor. Having shed the scholarly robe, she wore a sleeveless dress that was little more than a slip. He remembered the generous amount of shapely leg between the hem of that so-called dress and the black bows tied around each ankle. Those tiny bows strapped stiletto heels to her feet as she rolled and swirled all over the dance floor like an erotic dream.

				A dream he couldn’t shake.

				Snapping the laptop shut and tossing it to Bethany’s side of the bed, Jordon slid down the headboard, pushed into the pillow and closed his eyes. The right side hadn’t been Bethany’s side for two years. He thought about rolling over, about reclaiming the space, but his back glued to the mattress. It pissed him off that he still couldn’t sleep on the right side.

				Maybe Carlos wasn’t the only one who needed a therapist.

				Jordon launched an exhale from his mouth to the ceiling. If Dr. Collins succeeded in fixing Carlos, maybe Jordon would modify his impression of her from flake to capable flake. The corners of his sleepy mouth lifted. Right now, though, the only impression he cared to imagine was how capable Dr. Maggie Collins was in bed.

	
CHAPTER TWO

				Maggie’s mother wore flowers in her hair; a wreath of pink alyssum set atop Crystal’s gray, shoulder-length curls. Sitting cross-legged on Maggie’s bed, Crystal looked like the Earth Mother, and Maggie loved her.

				There was much to admire about Crystal. As a successful singer-songwriter in the seventies, pockets of fans lingered. The woman epitomized unconditional love and unadulterated passion. Most everything Maggie knew about the world, she learned from the petite whirlwind of positive energy.

				“Oh, Magpie, those boots. Nothing good can come from wearing slaughtered calf.”

				But there were negatives, too.

				Maggie folded a silk blouse and tucked it beside the Frye boots in question. The contradictory parts of Maggie cringed from guilt, and she rattled off a silent prayer of thanks to the cow who lost his life to create such magnificent footwear.

				“Give me your palms.” Crystal reached for her.

				Normally Maggie wouldn’t think twice, but lately her thoughts had been so troubling, she worried about Crystal’s reaction if she knew. “My palms are packing.”

				Crystal seemed to take the rejection in stride, dropping her hands to a tangle of beads and thread littering her lap. “You’re stressing, Magpie, and that’s not a good way to embark on a journey. What’s worrying you?”

				Where to start? Every sunrise brought with it another contradiction in Maggie that didn’t make sense. How could she explain that everything was worrying her? She looked at her mother and smiled. “I’m fine. I’m just trying to decide what to pack. Can you pass me my jewelry pouch?”

				Crystal turned her attention from threading a green bead to the tightly wound tapestry pouch. “Is the travel amulet in here? You should have it on.”

				Maggie pulled a long silver chain from the scoop neck of her peasant blouse. She dangled an oversized pewter circle carved with alchemical and zodiac symbols in front of Crystal.

				“Good girl. Safe passage can’t be taken for granted. When you get there, wear the fourth pentacle of Mercury. You can never have too much knowledge and understanding of a new situation.”

				Maggie nestled the necklace between her bumps for breasts and the jewelry bag next to the dead cow’s skin. She sighed, wanting to believe in knowledge and understanding she might gain from a piece of metal, but doubt was all around her. This was one of those times when she wished for someone to rub her back, smooth her hair, and say, “Everything will be okay.”

				Crystal wasn’t that kind of mother.

				“You’re shutting me out.” Crystal trained shiny green eyes on Maggie’s face as if she could read her mind. “Why?”

				“I’m not shutting you out,” Maggie said, looking away.

				“You’ve been distant for days.”

				“I’ve been preoccupied with work.” It was the truth. Mostly.

				As Maggie folded a pair of True Religion jeans across the top of the suitcase, Crystal gathered her beads.

				“If space is what you want, Magpie, I’ll give you space. Goddess knows I don’t want your bad juju affecting me.” Crystal hummed her way out of the room.

				There would be plenty of space with Maggie in North Carolina. And there’d be even more space once Maggie moved out of her mother’s home. Maybe then, when Maggie was finally, fully independent, she would know peace.

				With a huff, Maggie zipped the suitcase and pulled it to the floor. Living here seemed like the answer to Maggie’s student-loan-riddled prayers, and at first, the arrangement wasn’t bad, especially when Crystal traveled. But the first time one of Crystal’s trips turned into a disappearance, Maggie was thrust into the maternal role, searching, worrying, praying for Crystal to keep safe. After years of enduring Crystal’s randomness, Maggie should’ve been immune, but she wasn’t, and a piece of paper declaring Maggie a mental health professional didn’t help her come to terms with her mother’s extremes.

				A distorted image bounced back at Maggie from the suitcase’s shiny surface. One look and she was struck by how little she resembled Crystal. Maggie was long and straight, while Crystal was small and rounded. So many dominant genes raced through Maggie’s body that over the years she thought about searching for her father. She imagined him being a giant, because her size nine feet and nearly six foot frame couldn’t be a random joke of nature. But Crystal wasn’t receptive to sharing information with Maggie, and a search would span continents.

				Like it or not, sometimes it was best to leave the past alone.

				Tucking an envelope with her ticket and itinerary into the front pocket, Maggie zipped her suitcase. The flight to Charlotte departed just after eight in the morning, and following a stop in Chicago, arrived before five. Jordon said a car would be waiting at the airport to drive her forty-five minutes north to Lake Norman.

				She was packed. Her bank account was fattened with a partial, upfront payment. And her future waited. So why couldn’t Maggie shake the worry?

				“Magpie, you have visitors.”

				• • •

				Paul stood in the foyer hand in hand with a woman who looked like the stereotypical librarian, complete with thick-rimmed glasses and mousy brown hair pulled into a bun. An oversized T-shirt strained across fleshy breasts and fell over the waistband of a pair of khaki pants.

				“Love and goodness, friends. Please, come in.”

				Maggie watched Paul and the woman she assumed to be his wife follow Crystal into the cottage kitchen.

				“This is a surprise,” Maggie said, clearing the dry shock from her throat.

				Paul lifted the woman’s hand and patted. “I’m sorry for barging in, but I wanted to introduce you to Katherine. We were hoping that if you spent some time with both of us, your feelings would be less negative.”

				Maggie’s throat closed. She looked at the quiet woman who neither smiled nor frowned, her thin lips forming a noncommittal line and her eyes glazing over, like she waited for commands from a universal remote. The subservient image sent a shiver up Maggie’s spine.

				“I don’t feel anything negative toward either of you,” Maggie stammered. “I simply can’t partake in a relationship based on a fundamental principal I don’t agree with.”

				Crystal smacked her lips and pressed her palms together at chest level. “What’s the fundamental principal you’re at odds with, darling?”

				“Polygamy.” Maggie’s tongue tripped over the word.

				“Ah, polygyny. Technically, that’s the term you should be using. It’s been practiced throughout history. In some parts of the world it still is, to great benefit of the people, especially where the male population is in decline.”

				Maggie looked at Paul, who was smiling with admiration in Crystal’s direction. She released a dejected breath. “I don’t care what you call it. It’s not for me.”

				Crystal’s tongue clucked as she moved closer to Paul and Katherine. “You’ll have to excuse this beautiful spirit. As free-minded as I’ve raised her to be, she resists.”

				Gripping the travel amulet through her cotton shirt, Maggie dreamed of escape, but she didn’t expect the piece of jewelry to do any more than give her someplace to put her hands other than yanking out the hair on her head.

				“I’m sorry you wasted the trip, Paul.” Maggie stepped between her mother and the unexpected guests. “Katherine, it was nice meeting you. I wish you both the sincerest blessings on your search for another wife, but please, stop considering me. I’m not an option.”

				Crystal patted Maggie on the back. “Maybe Maggie’s not the soul you’re searching for.” She moved into the center of the circle. “Perhaps you’d consider me.”

				Maggie fainted.

				• • •

				The landing was bumpy, but the bumps in the air couldn’t compare to the bump on Maggie’s forehead. She reached with soft fingers and gently pressed the half-dollar-sized lump above her left eye. No stitches were required, but even after hours of ice, the wound still rose an inch off the surface of her skin. A bright purple line ran diagonally through the red circle where her head met the edge of a twelve-hundred-pound railroad tie table.

				She snorted in pain and looked at the time on her phone. She could take more medicine in three hours. Until then, she’d remain as still as possible and breathe through the hurting.

				“Whaddya do to your head?”

				Maggie eased her gaze to the driver’s bright green eyes reflected in the rearview mirror. “I fell against a table.”

				“Ouch.” The large man named Bernie chuckled. His shoulders shook above the black leather seat of an expensive Lincoln town car.

				Maggie knew Jordon represented baseball’s best, but she never imagined him rich enough to employ a driver. At the airport she expected to ride in a taxi, not Lincoln’s lap of luxury. Then again, maybe this was a car service Jordon paid on the side.

				“Do you drive for Mr. Kemmons often?”

				“Full-time in the off-season, part-time the rest of the year. He has players down here November through February. I get them where they’re going.”

				Players. Plural. She was under the impression the house held one player, Carlos Nunez.

				She sighed. What if there were more? A veritable dormitory of testosterone-drunk young men, who lived on alcohol and foul language while they scratched themselves in inappropriate places and left dirty laundry lying around. She couldn’t work in conditions like that.

				“How many people are staying at Jordon’s house right now?”

				Bernie laughed again. “One, but he’s plenty.”

				Maggie’s back straightened. “How so?”

				“Carlos is a handful. He cries a lot. He never leaves the house, and he’s got Jordon at the end of his rope. But I bet you already knew that.”

				Maggie didn’t know that, and knowing didn’t help foster a successful first meeting. From the moment she walked into Jordon’s pristine house to the moment she caught sight of Carlos Nunez slumping on a hammock strung between two palm trees, she felt overwhelmed, defeated and far from home.

				Tears flooded the young man’s face when she introduced herself, and they continued to fall as she walked away. Jordon was lucky he lived in New York City. If he was in North Carolina, she would’ve dragged him to the end of the pier and pushed him off, despite the wrath of karma.

				With the phone pressed to her ear and her gaze glued on Carlos’s drooping back, Maggie bounced her head off the glass sliding door in frustration. The injured spot exploded with pain and she hollered to release the flow of energy at the precise moment that Jordon answered his phone.

				“Dr. Collins, I presume. Let me guess. Another spider?” He sounded unusually gruff, which may have had something to do with her yelling in his ear again.

				“No. Sorry. I bumped my head, which is irrelevant.” Maggie covered the wound with a soft palm and filled her nose with air. “What is relevant is that Carlos speaks Spanish.”

				“Of course he speaks Spanish. He’s from the Dominican Republic.”

				“Didn’t you think that was an important detail? I don’t speak Spanish.” Her head throbbed.

				“He understands and speaks English.”

				“Nothing in there sounds remotely like English. I need a translator.”

				“Oh for God’s sake, Maggie, are you really that incompetent?”

				Maggie. Something swelled inside of her when he said her name. Other men said her name, sort of pushed it from their lips and lingered on the long E sound, like a whine. But not Jordon. He breathed her name. She thought he put the emphasis on the M, like the sound people made when something tasted particularly yummy. She wasn’t sure, though. She wished he would say it again — for clarification.

				“If you’re gearing up to scream at me, please don’t. This airport is a nightmare, and I can’t be held responsible for my actions if one more thing goes wrong today.”

				Maggie watched Carlos slip off the hammock and walk down the sloping yard to the water’s edge. “I don’t know what to do if I can’t communicate with him.”

				“Then consider yourself one hell of a high-priced babysitter.”

				Carlos jumped into the lake fully clothed.

				Maggie screamed and dropped her phone.

				Carlos’s head never broke the surface as she rushed down the three-tiered deck to the spot where he plunged off the rock wall and into the gloomy lake. She stood on the same edge, eyes darting over the blackened sheet of glass.

				“Mother Goddess, hear my prayer.”

				Maggie jumped into the water, too.

				The chilly water stole her breath and burned her eyes, but still she managed to tangle a hand in the hood of Carlos’s sweatshirt, yanking him to the surface where she could wrap an arm around his body.

				Up ahead, the wooden pier sat lower to the water than the rock wall, and although he was conscious, he wasn’t much help. Maggie blinked the lake from her eyes and figured her best chance of getting him out of the water without hurting either one of them was to swim with him to the pier and force him up the ladder.

				With her arms locked underneath his armpits, she craned her head above the water and kicked like someone yelled, “Shark!”

				Several exhausted minutes later, Maggie gripped the ladder as every muscle in her body shrieked. Despite the pain, she pushed and prodded until he climbed the metal steps and she dragged her beaten body onto the pier, where she collapsed — lungs burning and chest heaving — soaking wet on the planks, chilled to her weary core.

				Shoving her arms and hands underneath her body for warmth, Maggie studied the man beside her. His left cheek rested against the pier like her right cheek did. His eyes hid behind earth-brown skin. Water dripped off the edge of his wide nose. And although he’d plunged into bottomless water fully clothed, prompting a chaotic rescue, he looked peaceful.

				Her heart pounded against the timber.

				“Carlos?” Maggie laid a hand on his wet cheek. “Let me help you.”

				He remained still, and she locked eyes on his shoulders, checking for movement. She rubbed his face and in a nervous panic, looked for his aura. Nothing. She didn’t feel anything either. Maybe that was the projection. Emptiness.

				Crystal preached emptiness as a euphoric state sans desire, where a person could achieve true joy and happiness without attachment. Carlos’s emptiness looked nothing like euphoria.

				Maggie sucked a shaky breath and tried to break through again. “Listen. I don’t know baseball. I’m not here to talk about baseball. I’m here to talk about you, but I don’t speak Spanish. Wait, si … that’s yes, right? Oh, and hola. I know that too. I’m sure there are other words that’ll come to me, but not enough to carry on a conversation, and I want to talk to you, to learn why you’re hurting.”

				He opened his eyes. Bright gold circles flanked by dripping black lashes stared at her through rapid blinks. She waited for him to speak, giving him as much time as he needed.

				When his sharply angled lips made no movement, Maggie forged ahead. “Are you mad that I pulled you out?”

				“No.”

				It was one word, but she wanted to cradle him to her chest in celebration. “Good, because I’d do it again. I save things. When I was little, my mother and I rescued a crow from the side of the road, and we nursed it back to health. He stunk and made too much noise. But when we released him in the canyon, and I watched him fly above the trees, my heart exploded.” She patted Carlos’s cheek. “I’m going to get you to fly again, and that’s a promise.”

				The water trickling down his face wasn’t from the lake, and she instinctively swiped at the tears. “Do you meditate?” She pushed off the scratchy wood and sat, pulling her knees to her chest.

				He followed her with his eyes.

				“Meditation is like prayer,” she said, patting the pier. “Sit by me, and we can pray together.”

				He didn’t move.

				Maggie refused to be discouraged. She folded her legs into a pretzel with opposite ankles resting atop opposite inner thighs. Straightening her back, she dropped her shoulders and softened her forehead. Her tongue pressed loosely to the roof of her mouth. Her lips parted slightly, and her hands rested palm up on her knees. She let her gaze linger on the glossy water and distant trees before her lids slipped closed and her mind emptied in search of something strong enough to save them both.

	
CHAPTER THREE

				Jordon didn’t tread lightly. He preferred the opposition to see him coming and quake in their shoes. But the vision on his pier stopped him cold, and when he moved forward again, his feet barely touched the composite decking.

				As he walked closer, Maggie came into clearer view. He saw the bumps of her spine stacked one on top of the other, perfectly perpendicular to the faded planks she sat upon. Her squared-off shoulders rounded at the edges, and he followed the long line of her arm to the barest glimpse of knee where an upturned hand rested. He swept his gaze back over her arm and shoulder to her graceful neck, supporting a head full of black velvet hair.

				He tried to swallow, but struggled with the mindless motion.

				When he was a few feet away, he saw her eyes were closed as she sat in a traditional pose for meditation. He didn’t feel the least bit compelled to roll his eyes, which may have been a first. On the contrary, if he weren’t dressed in a two-thousand-dollar Versace suit, he’d drop to the pier beside her and share the peace. For a moment, he wallowed in the emergence of foreign feelings, but then darkened when he thought about the chaos that would destroy his peace the minute Maggie opened her mouth.

				He knew his words would come out rough — maybe even startle her — so he quieted as much as possible. “What the hell happened?”

				Her eyes stayed closed as she brought her hands to her chest in prayer formation and mouthed something he couldn’t understand. When she turned to face him, all he could see was a head wound the size of a golf ball above her brow.

				The uneasy impulse to touch her forehead lifted his hand, but he shoved the wayward limb into a pocket instead. “Did you get that here?”

				“No.” She pulled the edges of her skirt over bare knees and unfurled to stand, moving like an over-sexed ballerina. When she stretched her arms into the air, her tank lifted over the milky skin of her flat belly.

				Jordon adjusted an unwelcomed movement below his Louis Vuitton belt and blasted an exhale through his nose. “Are you going to tell me what happened here or do I have to guess?”

				The gruffness returned, but by then he was too distracted to care. His gaze, having dropped to her chest, stuck on two dark, hard circles poking against her flimsy shirt.

				He shrugged out of his jacket and stepped forward, pressing the silk lining to her back and yanking the peaked lapels over her breasts.

				“I’m fine.” She wiggled to shed the jacket.

				“You’re not fine. You’re cold. Trust me. I can tell.” He returned his hands to his pockets, feeling rather chivalrous.

				Her brown eyes widened, and he realized how disproportionate they were to her long, lean face. Round and bright, they looked almost cartoonish. Once again, he thought of Betty Boop. But this time, his twisted brain took the thought a step further. Betty Boop — naked.

				It had been a long day, long enough to turn classic children’s television into porn. His face bunched with wrinkles of disgust.

				“I’ll wear it because it’s painfully obvious you’re as uncomfortable with the human body as you are with spirituality. But for my peace of mind, let me tell you … I could have this conversation completely naked and not think twice about it.”

				Jordon’s peace of mind shattered. “I don’t give a flying fuck what you are or aren’t wearing. Just tell me what happened.”

				Maggie lifted her face to the early-November sun and filled her lungs so deeply a flood of fresh air landed in his gut. “Carlos jumped into the lake, and I pulled him out.” Her voice reeked of calm, like she rescued sinking souls every day.

				“You overreacted.” Jordon knew the kid had issues, but suicidal thoughts weren’t among them.

				“No such thing when it comes to a client’s safety,” she huffed.

				He tried to imagine the scene he’d missed. It didn’t make sense. “Maybe he wanted to swim.”

				“In a hooded sweatshirt and construction boots?”

				Jordon refused to believe Carlos was beyond fixing, but a familiar heaviness sat on his chest. He reached a hand to his heart and scratched at the discomfort, knowing it wasn’t physical. His physician had proclaimed him healthy as an ox.

				Maggie let the jacket slide off her shoulders, and handed it to him as she passed. “I’m going to check on him again, but you need to make arrangements for someone to stay with him fulltime, or he’ll have to be admitted. He can’t be left alone.”

				Jordon wasn’t a PhD, but he knew a thing or two about the inner workings of men. First, physical health — as it related to appearance — was always more important than emotional health, at least in the circles he frequented. And second, only a man could feel certain sadness and basic lust near simultaneously.

				Without much thought to her parting words, Jordon watched her walk away. Her bright skirt bounced against her backside. For narrow hips, they sure swung with enthusiasm.

				A lump filled his throat right before a lump filled his pants.

				“Maggie, don’t you want to know why I’m here?” He let her believe he planned to stay in New York while she conducted her assessment. It was easier that way. As it was, he sensed her hesitation over being here hadn’t waned.

				She cut across the lower tier of the deck, running her hand along the rope railing. “I know why you’re here, Mr. Kemmons. You’re checking up on the flake you hired, because you doubted she could handle the job. Well you’re right. Bravo,” she called, emphasizing the words with a little hand clap. “Find someone else for the job. And … you can call me Dr. Collins.”

				Jordon would do nothing of the sort. He’d call her whatever he damn well wanted to call her. And at the moment, it was all he could do not to call her back.

				• • •

				Maggie wandered through the house, until she came across the room where Carlos was sleeping. Once again, she stayed by his side until she was positive he wasn’t faking sleep to avoid talking, and then she dragged her suitcase to a bathroom in the main hall.

				She changed out of her wet clothes and thought about the current situation. Carlos jumped in the lake. Jordon showed up after all. And Maggie hid in a bathroom, trying to decide how to deal with a confused twenty-year-old and a dark man who scared the living light out of her.

				A strange sensation lingered in her chest ever since Jordon said her name on the pier, and her head hurt again. She leaned over the vanity to the mirror and studied the red bump on her forehead that turned blue at the edges. The rest of her head hurt, too, not only because of the localized pain from before.

				Her stomach grumbled, and Maggie smoothed a palm over her belly. No wonder her head hurt. The last thing to cross her lips had been a stack of gluten-free crackers in Chicago’s O’Hare Airport.

				She’d been looking forward to a quiet evening of room service in order to build up enough emotional and mental strength to call Crystal for details about what ultimately happened with Paul. So much for quiet. Now Maggie had to haul her empty stomach and humungous headache out of this bathroom to face Jordon Kemmons.

				Maggie emerged from the bathroom with a scowl on her face, but her misery didn’t last long. Through windows and sky lights, the setting sun blanketed the house in a comforting orange glow. After setting her suitcase in the foyer, she clicked her heels across the wood floors to a gourmet kitchen where a single light glowed above the Viking range, spilling onto marble counters and tiled backsplash. Her stomach rumbled again.

				She could hardly be expected to have an intelligent conversation in her current state, so she fought feelings of overstepping her boundaries and reached for the handle of the stainless steel refrigerator, opening the door. Meat, milk, eggs and cheese. Two lone pieces of fruit sat on the top shelf next to a half-full jar of pickles and a two-liter bottle of Mountain Dew. She peeked into the vegetable crisper and crinkled her nose at wilted lettuce and carrots blackened with age. Without a better option, she closed her hand around the least offensive piece of fruit, a marked-up Granny Smith’s apple.

				After picking some bruises from the surface with her green-painted finger nails, Maggie rinsed the apple until it shined. She snatched a bottle of spring water from a smaller, glass-door refrigerator and headed in search of Jordon. When she didn’t find him in the communal areas of the house, she suspected he was busy behind a closed door, hopefully securing her replacement.

				Sparkling lake beckoned from enormous windows stretching the full width of the dining room and living room. It wasn’t an ocean view, but the scene conjured similar feelings of peace and awe. She slid a glass door open and filled her lungs with crisp evening air, tinged with the soft scent of fish and grass, dirt and wood.

				Her gaze fell to the spot where Carlos jumped, and a chill picked at her arms. Why did he do it? What was he trying to accomplish? Death? Attention?

				“Will you be joining me for dinner?”

				The apple dropped, splitting at her feet. Maggie looked to the broken fruit and then to the man sitting in the shadows. His large body rocked back in a patio chair, and his long legs crossed at the ankles, propping on the edge of a stone table. He’d traded the expensive suit for a pair of athletic shorts that gathered dangerously high on his powerful thighs. She glanced at his large hands resting on his flat stomach, atop a red T with a black swoosh stretching across his thick chest.

				As Maggie bent for the apple, the talisman bounced against the inside of her shirt. You can never have too much knowledge and understanding. The ghost of Crystal’s words carried on the wind. But Jordon wasn’t the kind of man Maggie needed to know or understand. Every nerve ending warned her to stay away and yet the same intense curiosity and lust for life that pulled Crystal into chaos, tugged at Maggie.

				“Did you hear me?”

				She grabbed the apple and reminded herself to breathe. “Yes, I did, but I’m just going to eat this apple.”

				Jordon looked at the smashed fruit in her hands and a sort of smile touched his full lips. “Good luck with that.”

				The near-smile made her feel itchy and overheated. Why she felt that way begged for analysis, but she pushed the wayward thoughts from her mind in favor of a more appropriate topic. “I checked on Carlos. He was sleeping.”

				“Or pretending to sleep so he can ignore you.” Jordon looked from her to the watery backyard.

				Maggie watched him watch the water. Maybe he seemed softer because his eyes weren’t challenging her or burning black as coal from this perspective.

				She stepped toward the table. “As a mental health professional I’m obligated to intervene when a client is a risk to self or others.”

				Jordon’s nose twitched but otherwise he remained the picture of calm. “Carlos is not at risk, unless you consider obsessively watching HGTV and reruns of American Idol harmful to one’s health.”

				“He jumped into a lake fully clothed, and he stayed underwater long enough for me to worry. Now, in the end he climbed the ladder on his own, so there’s ambiguity there, but there’s also enough desperation in the act to make me take notice. He needs constant supervision until we know for sure.”

				“You can take one of the guest rooms. I’ll have my secretary cancel your hotel reservation.”

				The words wrapped like a noose around her neck and blocked the air to her lungs.

				“What?” Jordon badgered. “I hardly think that’s asking too much. Besides, you’ll be compensated.”

				No amount of money in the world could calm her nerves over staying under the same roof as a client. “Can’t his family stay with him?”

				The smooth skin around Jordon’s wide mouth wrinkled. “He refuses to see them. I offered to fly him home or fly them here. His post-season performance was atrocious, and he’s embarrassed. Baseball’s a big deal where he’s from.”

				“I’m not so sure this is about baseball. What about financial or personal problems?”

				“If Carlos’s money was a mess, I’d know. Financial management is serious business to my firm.”

				“What about personal life?”

				“No idea. He doesn’t talk to me about his private life — never has. The more I push, the more he clams up.”

				Maggie smiled. She couldn’t help the expression. People amazed her. They missed the “big picture” all the time. “Carlos is intimidated by you.”

				Jordon slid his hands over his stomach to cup his elbows and set his square chin in defiance. “That’s ridiculous.”

				“News flash, Mr. Kemmons; you’re scary. Your body language reveals arrogance and unyielding thought. Physically, you’re an imposing man. You rarely smile. You rarely laugh. And you seem to judge people based on outdated, egotistical assumptions. It makes sense a troubled young man would display silence in the face of your pushing.”

				“Is that so?” He snapped forward, and the chair slapped against his back as his elbows shook the table.

				Surprisingly, Maggie didn’t flinch. She was too busy studying him, noticing how his chin-to-hand posture mimicked hers and his eye contact intensified. “Yes. It is. Take your sudden movement, for instance. You were testing me — subconsciously maybe, but definitely testing me — to see how much power you held over my reaction. You like power, and I bet this demeanor helps you close deals, but it wreaks havoc on your personal life. Let me ask you this, did it bother you that I didn’t give you any power — that I didn’t flinch?”

				His eyes darkened.

				She sat back against the cushioned chair, crossing one leg over the other and balancing her elbows on the armrests with her hands folded in front of her. “Another example would be your outdated and egotistical notion of me.”

				“You?” Jordon sat back and assumed Maggie’s relaxed posture, legs crossed and hands folded.

				“Me. Because I’m not like the people in your world, you think I’m … flaky.” She raised a finger when his lips twitched. “And despite the frustration my flakiness seems to cause you, you’re curious about me and struggling with how to feed that curiosity.” The minute he ran the tip of his tongue over his rounded bottom lip, she wished she’d picked less suggestive words.

				He raised a thick brow and licked again. “Are you getting all of this from a crystal ball?”

				“Hardly that fantastical. It’s non-verbal communication, and you’re mirroring me.”

				“What?” He slammed his brows together as soon as he noticed their similar postures.

				Squeezing his arms across his chest, Jordon kicked his feet onto the table. “That’s dime store psychology, and I’m paying for more than that, Dr. Collins.” He bit into the title and glowered at the falling darkness behind her.

				Maggie’s stomach churned, and she knew it wasn’t because of hunger. Stirring his anger accomplished a not-so-subtle reminder that intellectual flirting came with a hefty price tag, and she couldn’t spend an ounce of the money she hoped to earn. An independent future hinged on Carlos’s recovery.

				“I don’t think Carlos wants to die. I think it was an experiment of sorts with a little attention-seeking mixed in. Maybe he was testing me.”

				Jordon looked at her again and the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes disappeared.

				“I mean obviously if I thought he was at risk, I would’ve called 911.” She lifted her eyes to the sky and shook her head before leveling her gaze on Jordon. “But I also know that would cause a stir, and you want to keep things hushed. Bottom line is, I can stick around and give him some emergency therapy, but he needs twenty-four-hour supervision, too.”

				“I leave for Venezuela tomorrow.”

				She was running out of options. “Can Bernie stay with him?”

				“I don’t want Bernie to stay with him. I want you. I hired you.”

				“You hired me for a consultation and virtual therapy, not for residential treatment in your home.”

				“The two-month salary for a therapist on my payroll is thirty-two thousand dollars. Would you stay for that kind of money, Dr. Collins?”

				Maggie swallowed the urge to take the money and worry about the consequence later.

				“No? Not enough,” he mused. “How about this? Carlos is eight miles per hour off on his fastball. I’ll throw in two grand for each mile per hour increase, and if you get him over the one hundred-mile-per-hour mark, I’ll pay a ten-thousand-dollar bonus.”

				He was clearly a man who knew the power of paper.

				“You won’t find a more lucrative deal,” he added with a sly smile.

				“I have other clients, Mr. Kemmons.”

				“I have internet connections, Dr. Collins.”

				“I didn’t pack enough clothes.”

				“I have laundry facilities, and Lake Norman has stores. I also have a postal address, should you want items from home shipped to you.”

				“I’m not comfortable spending time alone with him.”

				“He’s a broken kid, not a serial killer. Besides, I’ll be back as much as I can. Bernie will be nearby, should you need help. Speaking of the devil … ”

				The sliding door opened, and Bernie walked toward them with a brown bag in each hand. “Boss Man. Dr. Collins.”

				Jordon grabbed a bag from Bernie with a weak curve to his lips, like he wanted to smile but didn’t know how. He dug into the bag and pushed a tray of sushi toward her.

				“No, thank you. Bernie can have mine. I’ll go see if Carlos is awake.”

				Bernie swatted a humongous hand in front of him. “My dinner’s in the car. I’m headed home … but I can poke my head in on Carlos before I go. If he’s up, I’ll let you know.” He pounded the knuckles of his fist against Jordon’s knuckles and nodded at Maggie. “You kids be good now.”

				Through the wall of windows, she watched him walk across the great room and up the stairs. “He should’ve stayed and eaten with you instead of eating alone.”

				Jordon looked up from his chopsticks, gripping a California roll covered in soy sauce and wasabi. He chewed as he studied her, his gaze drifting from her eyes to her lips.

				The scrutiny shouldn’t bother Maggie. Crystal taught her letting someone look their fill was the greatest gift of clarity you could give. But if truth lurked behind the eyes, Maggie worried what Jordon might see.

				He finished chewing, and set the chopsticks aside. “Did it ever dawn on you that you don’t know everything about everybody?”

				“I never said that I do know everything.” She pulled on a silver hoop dangling from her ear.

				“Bernie is married with two little girls. He would much rather eat with them than with a scary ogre like me.”

				“Oh.”

				“Exactly.” Jordon popped another California roll into his mouth. “Eat.”

				“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

				He reached across the table and pulled the top off the plastic plate. “It’s vegetarian. Cross my heart. I didn’t sneak an ounce of caviar in there.” The chopsticks that he pulled from his mouth mere seconds ago danced millimeters above her food. “See? You’ve got avocado, sprouts, cucumber. That looks like dill pickle.” He pinched a roll between the sticks and tossed it into his mouth. “I’ll be damned. That’s good.”

				She expected him to be damned … but he ordered her vegetarian sushi. Now she wasn’t sure. “Did I tell you I was vegetarian?”

				“No. I listen. It’s an occupational hazard. I figured if you won’t kill a spider, you certainly won’t eat fish eggs. Have Bernie take you to the store tomorrow or give him a list. Harris Teeter isn’t far, and they have a big selection of health foods.”

				Maggie scratched at a hot spot of skin above her breast. Just because he thought to feed her appropriately didn’t make him any less lethal to her enlightenment. Distance. Detachment. She had a job to do.

				Stuffing her mouth with a sushi roll, Maggie hoped to swallow the emotions too.

				“What’s the story behind the bump on your head?” His gaze lingered on the wound she was increasingly able to forget.

				“I fell.”

				“Must’ve fallen pretty hard.”

				“I fainted and hit the end of a table. The ER doctor was surprised I didn’t have a concussion.” She tapped the top of her skull. “I’m hardheaded.”

				“Another spider?”

				“No.” She wished. “I’m not always weird about spiders. That one seemed aggressive, and the night already wasn’t going my way, so I overreacted.”

				“Did you talk to him?”

				She rolled her eyes. “Yes. I did. I know you think that’s strange, but I talked to him as I shooed him out and stuffed a rug under the crack so he couldn’t return.”

				“And did he talk back?”

				“Ha Ha.” She filled her mouth again and hummed while she chewed. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until the rice mixed with cold vegetable filling and the spicy smell of wasabi burned the lining of her nose.

				“What made you faint?” Jordon hadn’t taken his eyes off of her since Bernie left.

				Despite the cool, night air, a hot tingle walked along her skin. “It’s a long story.”

				“We have all night.”

				She felt sweaty; itchy, too. He stared at her like he expected the pressure from his eyes to force the story from her lips. And like that, his intense stare dropped to her mouth.

				Maggie thought back to the pier and his reaction to her nipples showing through her top. She wondered if his gaze would travel down.

				Jordon looked to the horizon instead.

				She wasn’t surprised. She wasn’t blessed with a milk factory. Her small breasts didn’t bother her, and she had yet to hear a lover complain. Still, she imagined a man like Jordon wanted more than his house and bank account to be super-sized. For some reason, that bothered her. And the fact that it bothered her bothered her, because it didn’t matter. She didn’t want him to be attracted to her. She wasn’t attracted to him.

				Maggie choked on a sliver of rice wrapped in denial.

				“You’re not going to tell me, are you? You don’t want to be embarrassed.” He finished chewing his last California roll and pushed away from the table.

				“Embarrassment is fleeting, like all emotion.” She watched him walk to the outdoor kitchen and bend over a lower cabinet. Like lust. Her eyes lingered a bit too long on the muscle stretching the fabric. Lust is definitely a fleeting emotion.

				When the heat in her cheeks didn’t fade like she expected, she poked her face with chopsticks.

				“Beer? Wine? I have chardonnay and pinot grigio out here. If you want red, I’ll have to go inside.”

				“Water.”

				He straightened and turned dark eyes on her. “No animal died to make this beer.” He held a thin can. “I’m not even sure it’s beer. It’s damn close to water.”

				“Then why do you drink it?”

				“I’m on the road a lot, and I eat like hell. I cut calories when I can.” His eyes narrowed. “Water?” He dangled a second can in front of her. “Come on. One drink. It’s a beautiful night. Despite what you say, I think we’re building a friendship, Maggie. You’re just afraid to admit it.”

				“I’m not afraid of anything.” Okay, so that was a blatant lie.

				Guilt picked at her conscience. In Maggie’s experience, guilt wasn’t a fleeting emotion, but she suspected living with a little guilt was better than letting Jordon Kemmons penetrate her competent exterior. Maggie crossed her arms, lifted her chin and attempted to look tough.

				Jordon wasn’t buying. He scoffed in her direction. “You’re afraid of spiders. I also think you’re afraid you’ll drink this beer, think I’m not a horrible person and spill your guts.” He cleared something from his throat. “Or you’ll get tipsy and belly dance … like you did in New York.”

				He sat, and Maggie watched emotion flicker across his face. She was usually good at naming reactions, but that brief second of feeling passed across his tanned skin before she could interpret. Then again, maybe she was distracted by the itch that started in her breast and settled deep in her belly.

				She remembered the dance, an innocent send-off for a favorite professor. But by the look of Jordon’s reddened face, his interpretation of the act was much less innocent. The idea grew the itch. Touching a hand to her stomach, she sought relief by digging her fingernails into the flesh. The worthless action stirred her discomfort.

				“Mr. Kemmons, you’re goading me, and I imagine you do something similar when you’re negotiating a contract where the other party is stonewalling.”

				He shrugged and dragged a hand across his mouth. “I neither confirm nor deny the accusation. My negotiation tactics are my trade secrets.” He winked. “You’re not the only one with secrets.”

				The itch clawed up Maggie’s chest and created a blazing trail over her face. Embarrassment? Maybe. With a little misguided desire thrown in too.

				She waited for the emotions to pass, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. She would’ve done fine settling her feelings had he not been staring at her reddened face with a curve to his lips that looked dangerously close to a smile.

				Maggie huffed. “Oh, for crying out loud, it’s not a secret. I have hyperventilation syndrome. My breathing gets whacky when I’m overly stressed, and if I don’t get a handle on it, I pass out.”

				“What made you overly stressed?”

				“A man I dated showed up at my house with his wife.” That sounded horrible. Maggie held up both hands. “It was one date, and I didn’t know he was married. He told me he was a polygamist as soon as we sat down to eat.”

				Jordon’s eyes wiggled, and her itch abated. He pressed his thick lashes together over and over again, and she thought maybe he struggled with contact lenses, but then his mouth split open and his lips curled over the straightest line of snow white teeth. He tossed back his head to the sky and laughed with such rich cadence, it resonated in her soul.

				Maggie laughed, too. “If you think that’s funny, wait. I didn’t faint until my mother showed interest in Paul’s polygamist proposal.”

				Jordon stopped laughing and dropped his chin to his chest. His smile disappeared. “Your mother is interested in a polygamous relationship with a man you dated?”

				Well, when he put it like that … 

				She shook her head at the foolishness. There were times when an open-minded, alternative life felt like living inside a big fat joke. “I dated Paul once. It’s not like we were serious. Not that that makes my mother’s interest any less awkward.” She pressed a finger into her temple and rubbed. “I can’t imagine she’s serious. I hope not. I passed out, went to the ER, and the evening was foggy from there. The next thing I clearly remember, a taxi was beeping in the driveway, and Crystal was MIA.”

				He took a drink from the silver can. “You call your mother by her first name?”

				“I do. She doesn’t like labels.” Maggie followed his hand as he brushed a few stray drops from his bottom lip. The itch returned. “Anyhow … I haven’t talked to her since. She’s not answering her phone. Maybe she’s married and on her honeymoon with her new husband and sister wife.”

				Maggie forced a laugh. She didn’t believe it. At least she didn’t want to believe it. Still, Crystal did as Crystal pleased, as long as the stars were aligned. Maggie raised her face to heaven.

				Jordon slid his beer across the table. “You need this more than I do.”

				She actually contemplated a sip. Instead, she smiled and pushed the itch deeper into her gut while she stuffed empty sushi containers into paper bags.

				“Thanks, but you can keep your beer.” She set the can in front of him. “Numbing emotions doesn’t solve anything.”

				Raising the beer to his mouth, Jordon stared at her while he drained the can. “Then let me show you to your room.”

				The itch covered her entire body.

				“You’re assuming I’m staying, Mr. Kemmons.”

				“You’re still here, aren’t you?”

				Maggie sucked a steady stream of cool air into her nose. “Fine. I’ll stay until Carlos is cleared to be alone or until you find a suitable replacement, whichever comes first.”

				Jordon stood and held out his hand.

				She waved him off. “I want those terms in writing.”

				He chuckled. “Of course. You can take the guest room across from Carlos’s room. There’s a lock on the door … in case you get scared.”

				Maggie flashed a snotty smile. “I’m not scared of anything, Mr. Kemmons.” Not even you, she gulped.

				“Good night … Maggie.”

				He definitely lingered on the M.

	
CHAPTER FOUR

				A black spider dangled from the ceiling above Maggie’s guest suite bed. His lithe body bounced a few feet from her face, and she froze with fear.

				I’m not afraid. I’m not afraid. The words ran through her mind like a mantra.

				But she was afraid. Her heart pounded in her throat and perspiration dripped off her forehead. She drew a quivering breath, preparing to speak, but the spider plummeted, and she rolled out of bed, hitting the hardwood floor.

				Strange. She remembered a carpeted floor. With one eye on her surroundings and the other hunting for the spider, Maggie zipped backward and slammed against a pair of strong legs. She scurried around on all fours to see Paul and Katherine standing over her.

				You’re misjudging me. Can’t you see who I am? Their lips didn’t move.

				She dropped her head, and the spider appeared beside her right hand.

				Save me.

				Maggie bolted upright in bed. She raised a hand to her pulsing chest and steadied her breathing. Sunlight lined the cracks of window blinds, and she realized she’d slept late. Morning dreams were always the most powerful, and this one perplexed her. Reaching to the bedside table, she grabbed her phone, hoping Crystal could interpret the dream before Maggie took another stab at interpreting Carlos.

				Thirty minutes later, a freshly showered Maggie sulked. Carlos was awake, but he wouldn’t get out of bed, and Crystal wouldn’t answer the phone. Jordon left for the airport before Maggie woke, leaving her alone, ornery and homesick.

				Spreading a blanket from the upstairs linen closet across the lowest tier of decking, she sat and crossed her legs, resting her hands on her knees. She didn’t chant this time. Instead, she focused on her breathing and imagined her spine stretching to the cloudless sky. She counted ten deep breaths and raised her arms over her head, sweeping them down again, feeling the morning air dance across her skin.

				After a few more sweeps with her arms, she rolled onto all fours and tilted her tail bone before she curled her spine, repeating the motion over and over again with her eyes soft and focused on the rippling water. When she’d completed the entire sequence of postures, she sat with the stillness until she opened herself to enough peace and positive light to continue with the day. Folding the blanket, she padded her bare feet into the house.

				Carlos sat on the couch, watching newlyweds choose between three Cape Cod-style homes. House Number Three had an in-ground swimming pool and sloping backyard.

				“Pretty,” Maggie said as she draped the blanket over the back of the couch. “But I bet they don’t pick that one. They seem too traditional. She’ll be pregnant within the year, and the pool and yard aren’t child-friendly.” She didn’t expect him to reply. She was simply tired of talking to herself.

				“One and Two are far from work. He goes downtown. They have one car. He wants to bike … or walk.” Carlos spoke perfect English with a melodic accent.

				Maggie grabbed the couch and held her breath.

				“See. They picked Three,” Carlos muttered.

				She stole a glance at him. He harbored great sadness in the lines of his face. “You were right. Good call.” She didn’t want to push. Eventually they would talk about what happened in the lake, but not now. Now she needed to establish trust, let him know she was his ally.

				Maggie walked to the kitchen. “Are you hungry? Can I make you lunch?”

				“No.”

				Since she hadn’t called Bernie to arrange a trip to the supermarket, the only remaining piece of fruit was a wrinkled peach — at least she thought it was a peach. She closed the refrigerator door and started digging through the cupboards.

				“Do you do yoga every day?”

				Maggie closed the cupboard door and turned. Carlos stood on the other side of the kitchen island, leaning over the gritty Hibachi grill, studying her with flat eyes.

				“I try to. It’s good to have a routine. Routines help even out the high and low points of a day.” She smiled. “You’re welcome to join me.”

				He seemed to think about her offer, and she wondered if his face was always round or if the crying made it extra puffy.

				“Paris. I saw this one.” Carlos looked at the giant flat screen hanging above the fire place. “They pick the place in Le Marais.”

				Maggie didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or drop to her knees and thank the Universal Good. For whatever reason, Carlos was talking, and she wanted to keep it that way. “I love Paris. Would it be okay if I watched with you, or did you have something else to do?”

				He bit into his wheat-colored bottom lip, contemplating again. “We can watch.”

				When he shuffled off, Maggie followed.

				By evening, her head throbbed and her stomach cramped, but she’d spent almost seven hours with Carlos. They learned that real deals lurked south of Decatur, Georgia, buying property in the Italian countryside meant more than likely some part of your ancient home would be falling down, and Kelly Clarkson didn’t receive enough screen time early on in Season One of American Idol.

				There were other lessons in there too, like through observation, Maggie discovered Carlos had a tattoo of a crucifix on his right bicep. The faded, blue artwork appeared when he raised his arm to point at the crystal blue waters of Fiji. “Like home.”

				He didn’t say another word about his island nation, and Maggie refused to push. At the moment, she didn’t care if he spoke another word all night. Crystal’s voice was the one she wanted to hear.

				The woman still wasn’t answering the phone or returning Maggie’s messages. Between the hunger and the worry and the realization that the kitchen harbored more animal products than a zoo, Maggie felt defeated and unable to fully enjoy the strides she’d made with Carlos.

				Visions of vegetarian Pad Thai danced in her head.

				“Special delivery.” Bernie carried two arms full of plastic grocery bags into the kitchen where he deposited them onto the counter.

				Maggie jumped to her feet. The lack of food in her stomach and the sudden movement caused a splotchy spinning in her head. “What is this?”

				“You gotta eat, Dr. Collins. Why didn’t you call me?”

				“I didn’t want to bother you.” That, and she didn’t want her focus to leave Carlos.

				“It’s my job. You gotta let me earn my living,” he said with a smile.

				Maggie dipped into the nearest bag. Fresh apples, crisp lettuce, firm red and green peppers. Her mouth watered.

				She pulled another bag toward her. Tofu, almonds, walnuts, cashews. She nearly exploded from an overabundance of joy.

				With Bernie’s help, she put away six bags filled with foods from apples to zucchinis. When she’d stacked the last can of legumes on a shelf, she closed the cupboard door and hugged the large man with all her might.

				His laughter bounced her body. “What’s this for?”

				“Thank you.”

				He was still laughing when she pulled away and peeled back the plastic top on the almonds. She filled her hand and popped the nuts, one after the other, into her hungry mouth. “Soy milk too! I’m amazed. How are you such a vegetarian food expert?”

				“Boss Man called to see if you called me. When I said no, he emailed me a list. You owe him that hug.”

				The words painted an image in her head, and a flame shot between her breasts, curling around her throat. She shuddered and popped another almond into her mouth. “I’m forever grateful, Bernie. What do I owe you?”

				He balked and stuffed his hands in his pocket to jingle his keys. “Boss Man pays for everything. I’m just the driver. And right now, I gotta drive some chocolate chips to my girls. You take care, Dr. Collins, and you call me when you need something. You hear? You too, Carlos.”

				Bernie craned his thick neck toward the living room, and Maggie was surprised to see Carlos wave. Maybe things weren’t so bad after all. Maybe Carlos was more stable than she thought.

				If only she could say the same thing about her mother. Thousands of miles stretched out between them, and there was still no peace to be found.

				Once Maggie’s belly was full and her head was clear, she tried calling Crystal again.

				“Blessings.” Crystal answered the phone with her usual sing-song greeting.

				Maggie skipped the sigh of relief. “I wish you would get a cell phone.”

				Folding her long legs underneath her, Maggie rested her left elbow on the arm of the chair Jordon filled the night before. She scanned the twinkling lights around the perimeter of the lake. Most of the glows came from distant houses, but an occasional moving light accompanied by a low rumbling signaled a boat.

				“Magpie, cellular telephones rob us of privacy and peace. Besides, they cause cancer.” Her tsk-tsks echoed over the line. “The older you get, the more you embrace the physical world. It should be the other way around. Let go of your attachments.”

				She was trying, but it wasn’t working. Maggie thought of the refrigerator hidden behind plain cabinetry to her left. Chardonnay sounded good, but under the circumstances she worried she’d drink the whole bottle.

				And she needed to be sober for this conversation.

				“Are you attached to Paul and Katherine?” Maggie nibbled on the end of her nail and followed a blowing leaf as it tumbled across the deck through a path of light from the living room.

				“That’s not the kind of attachment I’m talking about, and you know it. Your ideology is straying from the universal, and I’m worried. As far as Paul goes, he’s a lovely man.”

				“He’s also a married man who’s attached to a woman who doesn’t speak. That doesn’t strike you as odd?”

				“Darling, she’s submitting to his will. You and I may not understand that, but it’s her reality and where she finds comfort.”

				Maggie’s shoulders rose sharply, and her chest stung with cold night air. Crystal was right. Who was Maggie to judge? And yet it would be easier not to judge if her mother wasn’t potentially mixed up in this. “Aren’t you happy with your life the way it is? You don’t need them.”

				“I wouldn’t restrict myself the opportunity to know any soul unless that soul was void of light. I’m happy with life because I’m detached, Magpie. My worldly goods are minimal. I love freely and without fear of loss. It’s taken me many years to get to this stage in my enlightenment, and I have no intention of losing ground.”

				The words were meant to reassure, but as Maggie closed her eyes and listened to her mother rambling about the benefits of detachment, she doubted more than she ever had. This was her life of extremes. One moment Maggie was a competent professional, helping challenged clients settle into mainstream society, the next she was deciphering her mother’s teachings, a mix of the world’s greatest religions, peppered with bizarre, lesser-known spiritual practices. Crystal warped the Buddhist practice of detachment into something Maggie had difficulty understanding. To Crystal, loving freely meant walking away on a whim, even from her daughter. Where Maggie thought sex complicated things, Crystal disagreed, saying physical relationships enhanced both the life and soul experiences. Maggie couldn’t figure out how to benefit from those enhancements without becoming attached.

				“It’s about giving.” Crystal had said, when Maggie was only eight. A naked man was playing an acoustic guitar in Crystal’s bedroom, and Maggie remembered feeling scared and confused. Later on and over the years, Crystal restated her position a million times. “Sex is the ultimate act of giving. The minute you make it about receiving, you risk desire and attachment too great to overcome.”

				While other mothers preached about teen pregnancies and STDs, Maggie’s mother preached about having sex without expecting anything in return. Was it any wonder Maggie was so confused?

				Believing wholeheartedly in the Law of Attraction, Maggie always thought the time she spent worried about saving wayward souls attracted more souls in need, but the more she thought about it, the more she wondered if Jordon’s impression of her wasn’t right. Maybe she was … flaky. In that case, it would make sense for her to attract other … flakes.

				“That’s why Paul’s offer is attractive.”

				Maggie’s wandering mind rocketed to attention. “What offer?”

				“Sorry, Magpie. My company has arrived. Love and light, darling.”

				The line clicked, and no matter how hard Maggie concentrated on breathing, the panic rose. What was Paul’s offer? She should’ve paid closer attention. Dancing her fingers over the touch screen, she hoped and prayed, but Crystal never answered.

				Hours later Maggie was awakened by a spider crawling noisily across her sea grass headboard. The arachnid inched toward her face. She tried to lift her head, but she stuck to the pillow, knowing if she didn’t move, the spider would reach her, touch her, and bite her, sucking the life out of her petrified body.

				Save me. 

				Maggie tried to lift her head again, and a pain shot through her neck.

				Crystal appeared on the ceiling. Magpie, detach.

				“I’m trying to,” Maggie yelled, yanking her head off the pillow and snapping to a sitting position. This time, she held both hands to her pounding chest, worrying that she may have scared Carlos with the outburst.

				Maggie didn’t want to worry about her mother anymore, but she didn’t know how to stop. She reached for her phone with trembling hands. If Crystal was unreachable, Maggie knew someone with critical information about her mother who wouldn’t be.

				“Hello? Maggie?” Paul sounded sleepy and disoriented.

				Breathing in Jordon’s air must have changed some of her cosmic makeup, because until now she did pay attention to clocks and time zones. She flinched, imagining eight little children sleeping in the same house and his docile wife curled at his side. She would’ve hung up if Caller ID hadn’t already blown her cover.

				“Paul, I’m sorry to bother you this late, but … I need to know what’s going on with my mother.”

				“What do you mean? Is she okay?”

				“That’s my question exactly. I know this is going to sound crazy, but so be it. Please don’t marry my mother.” Foolishness burned the lining of her mouth.

				“I’m not marrying your mother, Maggie.”

				Now she felt guilty on top of the foolishness. Sure the guy on the other end was a polygamist, an anomaly to most of the world, and yet she was the one calling a near-stranger in the middle of the night with an outlandish request.

				“Crystal is far too old for anything other than a matriarchal position in the family, and Katherine isn’t quite sure she’s ready to be usurped in that way.”

				Isn’t quite sure? His ambiguous words validated Maggie’s fear. “If Katherine decides she’s okay with being usurped, what then? Will you marry her then? This is my mother we’re talking about. She’s easily trusting and entirely too susceptible. I’ve been having dreams, and you’re both in them, and you need me to save you. I’m trying, Paul. I am. Please leave her alone.”

				“Maggie, you’re overreacting. Your mother is a beautiful visionary, and she’s capable of making adult decisions.”

				She wished she could believe that, but past experience proved him wrong. “My mother is complicated, and I’m tired of worrying about what’s next and if what’s next is going to hurt her beyond repair.”

				“How would sharing a life with us hurt her?”

				“What you call sharing, some people would call twisted oppression, male domination, and archaic, outdated, misguided religious doctrine.” Maggie gasped. She couldn’t believe she strung together so many negative labels. She sounded intolerant, just like Jordon. The man was thousands of miles away, but his negativity still influenced her.

				She needed to get a grip. She needed to prioritize: save Carlos from himself, save Crystal from Paul, and save Maggie from this slippery slope.

	
CHAPTER FIVE

				Maggie stared at a waist-high pile of dirty clothes in the middle of Carlos’s bathroom. “Are you kidding me?” she asked.

				“I don’t know how to do it.” He extended his lanky arms to shoulder height and shrugged. “I don’t know where to send it.”

				“You could’ve asked Bernie.” Maggie bit back a snicker as she scanned the only clothing on his skinny body, a thigh-strangling girdle Carlos called ‘sliding shorts.’ Maggie didn’t know what sliding shorts were, but they didn’t look comfortable. “They’re cutting off your circulation.”

				“I don’t think they’re mine. They’re too small.”

				She laughed and kicked an empty wicker basket toward him. “It’ll take a couple trips, but I want you to carry this all downstairs and dump it into a pile in front of the washing machine. Then I’ll teach you how to sort it. Sound like a plan?”

				He nodded and filled the basket as his sliding pants strangled his thighs. There had to be something else he could wear. Even a blanket or towel wrapped around his waist would be more comfortable.

				A solution popped into Maggie’s head as she reached for a towel on a nearby rack. “I’m going to snoop through Jordon’s things. I bet he has something you can wear.”

				Carlos reared his head and widened his eyes.

				“What? Under the circumstances I hardly think he’d care.” The look on Carlos’s face gave Maggie second thoughts. “Do you think he’d care?”

				Carlos filled his arms with more dirty clothes. “Maybe. He’s … ”

				“Scary?” She meant to finish the sentence in her head, but she blurted the word instead.

				“I was going to say private.”

				She squatted beside him, careful not to breathe too deeply in the direction of the pile. “I shouldn’t have said that. Jordon is intense. That’s all.”

				“Si.” Carlos stood and hoisted the full basket to his waist. The heaping load in his arms didn’t put a dent in the pile on the floor.

				Maggie followed him to the loft and down the stairs, hoping her slip of the tongue wouldn’t negatively influence Carlos where Jordon was concerned. The last thing she wanted to do was come between a player and his agent.

				“Jordon had Bernie bring me all those groceries,” she said, hoping to neutralize the conversation. “That was nice. Don’t you think?”

				“Si.” Carlos turned and smiled. “He said you’re welcome.”

				Over the last few days, she’d seen more and more cracks in Carlos’s sadness. He was even up to eating twice a day, but after that comment, she wasn’t interested in applauding his progress. Jordon had some explaining to do.

				“You talk to Jordon?” she asked, trying not to sound like the injured party.

				“Every night.”

				This was news to Maggie, who left three messages for Jordon. The first consisted of a ‘thank you’ for the groceries. The second revolved around Carlos’s progress, and the third was to inform him that she sent the exterminator packing.

				“Great. Well, he won’t return my calls. I’m happy to know he checks in with you at least.” So much for coming between a player and agent.

				Carlos nodded and continued to the laundry room while Maggie stood in the same spot. Any friendly feelings she harbored for Jordon melted under the heat of this new information. Why was he ignoring her?

				Oh, she could imagine what he thought of her last message. She recalled her exact words: “The insects you’re murdering have received a stay of execution for the duration of my assignment. If that isn’t acceptable to you, find someone to take my place.” Par for the course when dealing with a flake.

				She marched across the hardwoods and threw open the door to the master suite. Her feet sunk into snow-white carpeting and her breath caught at the lake view from floor-to-ceiling windows. A private deck and two loungers beckoned on the other side of glass. No curtains or blinds obstructed the scene, just water as far as the eyes could see.

				She walked deeper into the room and admired the huge wrought iron bed with plump ebony linens. Matching black lacquered nightstands held short stacks of books and accent lamps topped with dark-as-night shades. She ran her finger tips over the cover of a Hank Aaron biography before she spun around in search of a dresser.

				In the corner of the room, black leather club chairs shared a wrought iron coffee table and a flat screen hung above a low bureau. She crossed to the sitting area and tugged on the single drawer. Remote controls. Unused cell phones. Cords and … condoms. A couple blue packets escaped the open box.

				Maggie gulped air, hoping to stomp the conflicting emotions pinching her lungs. Of course he had condoms. He was an attractive man. A little too dark for her taste, but lots of women would … she slammed the drawer shut and stared at the big bed. Lots of women would climb into bed with Jordon.

				Her skin heated as the images entered her brain with rapid-fire precision. His face gone soft. His body gone hard. And the woman who inspired his magical transformation.

				She slapped her cheek — twice — because the woman in the images was her.

				Pounding her chest to restart her heart, Maggie focused on her mission: clothes for Carlos. She held her breath and walked by the bed, running a finger along the silky duvet. When she’d safely passed, she reached for a doorknob in the hopes of finding a closet. Instead, she scanned miles of black granite, covering the floors and running up the walls of a shower bigger than her bedroom at home.

				Flecks of silver danced along the polished surfaces. The double sinks shone black with chrome fixtures, and the jetted tub seduced like a tar pit. Maggie swallowed hard.

				This was where the devil came to play.

				More unwelcomed images of Jordon filled her head. Him, standing in the shower … with her. The air in her nose and throat thickened like cement.

				“Can I help you?”

				She spun until her eyes locked on the jagged face behind the rough voice. “What are you doing here?”

				“This is my bathroom. What are you doing here?”

				He was surrounded by black, but Maggie’s shaky vision couldn’t tell if the color was the result of a negative aura or the wall of granite. She blinked fast and often, trying to see, trying to think.

				His smoky running shoes, black jeans and fitted gray windbreaker blended with the dark stone. “You scared me.” Could he hear her heart pounding? “I’m looking for clothes for Carlos.”

				He narrowed crow-like eyes. “Why would his clothes be in my room? And why would Carlos need your help getting dressed?”

				The negative energy radiating from Jordon’s core permeated her shield of light, and a rush of dark power coursed through her veins. “What are you insinuating?” She wrapped her arms around her breasts.

				“Don’t answer my question with a question.” He folded his arms across his chest too.

				“The poor kid doesn’t know how to do laundry. If you weren’t so intimidating, he would’ve asked for help. But you are who you are, so he’s dressed in an uncomfortable piece of baseball equipment, and I’m trying to help.” She blasted by him, striking him with a flailing arm.

				Jordon was quicker than she anticipated, and he grabbed her trailing wrist, bringing her to a halt. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

				“What, and miss you insulting me by insinuating I’m sleeping with a client?”

				“It crossed my mind.”

				If he was trying to make her feel better, he failed. She ripped her wrist from his hand and gripped her amulet through the pale yellow fabric of an empire-waist Henley. His eyes followed, flashing back and forth over her breasts. Her stomach dipped. The deep breaths she struggled for didn’t put a dent in her rising anger. “You’re evil.”

				His cheek twitched. “Why? Because I think it’s possible an attractive woman who obviously doesn’t own a bra has the capability to bed a professional athlete?”

				She’d never hit another person, but she no longer trusted her inner belief system to keep her from doing harm. Distance was the only thing that could save her soul. She was tired of his negativity, tired of being affected by it even when he wasn’t here, and tired of the sight of him stirring a primal ache in her core.

				He thought she was attractive. Big deal. He also thought she was a promiscuous, unprofessional flake. She might be in the midst of a delayed quarter-life crises, but she was none of the things Jordon thought she was.

				Maggie fled the wicked room and came face to face with a sad-eyed Carlos. He had an orange bottle of detergent in hand and the face of a child caught in the middle of a nasty divorce.

				She released her grip on the amulet, and something sensible surged. “Let’s teach you how to do laundry.” Her voice was a little too high, like a deranged preschool teacher, but it did the trick, and Carlos followed her to the laundry room.

				He didn’t speak while they sorted the darks from the lights. When everything piled with like colors, Maggie nodded. “We’ll do this load first. Go ahead and fill the machine.”

				She watched as he lined the drum of the washer with a rainbow of clothes. When he’d finished, she handed him the detergent bottle. “Fill the cap to the top line.” His hands shook, and she couldn’t help but smile. “Now dump it.” He hesitated. “Go ahead. Dump it all around or all in one spot. It doesn’t matter. Good. Close the lid, and start the machine.”

				She showed him which buttons to press and which dials to turn, and when the machine started filling with water, he looked besotted.

				“You can show me that one, too?” He pointed to the dryer.

				“When the washing machine stops. Until then, maybe you should hang out in your room where you’ll be more comfortable.”

				“Or you can change into these.” Jordon loomed in the doorway, blocking the exit.

				Carlos accepted the shirt and track pants without a word and slipped past Jordon.

				A light blue T-shirt replaced Jordon’s gray windbreaker, and the muscles in his face twitched. “I’m sorry.” He sounded sincere, even managed to look her in the eye.

				She’d been taught to give forgiveness as easily as she gave acceptance, but this was absurd. If it weren’t for that precious young man who harbored horrific sadness, she would be on the next plane home.

				Until then, Maggie would keep her distance.

				Wanting to get away, she walked toward the room’s only exit, where she attempted to slip between Jordon and the door frame like Carlos had. But Jordon didn’t step aside. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed her to his chest.

				Maggie braced for a surge of negative energy, only to have every nerve ending in her body sing until her knees buckled and her breathing stopped.

				As if life wasn’t already crazy enough, now she was attracted to Jordon Kemmons.

				• • •

				Talking was Jordon’s noble intention before he pulled her to his chest and set off a blast of hot lust so powerful he struggled not to act.

				“You should let go of me,” she whispered. Giant eyes searched his face, and little sprays of her staccato breath bounced against his hungry lips.

				He knew he should be glad that one of them had the presence of mind to end the insanity. Still, he found himself releasing her amid swirls of disappointment. “Maggie, I … ”

				“Dr. Collins.” She took two steps back and bumped against the utility sink.

				“Maggie.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t matter what I call you, I’m still going to struggle with things.”

				“Because you think I’m a promiscuous flake?” Fine lines stacked on her forehead, and the edges of her soft-leather eyes dipped.

				“I never called you a flake.”

				“But you think it. I can tell.”

				“And you think I’m close-minded and evil, which doesn’t sit well with me. Then again, I’ve given you ample reason to think those things. Correct?”

				She dropped her head and pinned her eyes to his chest. “Just because a woman doesn’t wear a bra doesn’t mean she’s promiscuous.”

				The corners of his mouth lifted. “Understood. And just because a man is serious and inclined to ask pointed questions to which he expects specific answers doesn’t mean he’s evil.”

				Maggie raised her head. “Of course.”

				He was right, but so was she, and she was also … beautiful. Dangerously beautiful. The kind of beautiful that made men do crazy things. Jordon was right there on the edge, ready to jump when she told him to, and that was why he wanted her — needed her — to be flaky or promiscuous. Either characteristic helped him rationalize his behavior. Flaky meant he could continue to convince himself that he couldn’t stand to be around her. And if flaky failed to keep him in line, promiscuous meant if things went too far, there would be no negative repercussions, no guilt for his actions.

				But after watching her take genuine care of Carlos and after holding her in his arms, Jordon knew without a doubt, Dr. Maggie Collins was neither flaky nor promiscuous, and he was in serious trouble.

	
CHAPTER SIX

				Maggie couldn’t sleep. She missed her bed. She missed her mother. And she had no desire to spend another night tormented by a possessed arachnid.

				The anger she felt for Jordon earlier in the day chipped away at her spiritual foundation, but that was nothing compared to the jolt of electricity she felt in his arms. Visions of his dark body sprawled across the iron bed filled her weakened mind.

				She tried meditation. She tried chanting. She even spent ten minutes in a head stand, hoping to dump thoughts of him from her brain.
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