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			Chapter 1 

			IN CALEB HART’S first start as a Kilby Catfish, he set a minor league record—­and not the good kind. By the top of the fourth inning he’d given up seven runs, five homers, three walks, and nearly taken El Paso Chihuahua Steve Hunter’s nose off with a wayward fastball. Sweat was running down his back in rivulets of failure, and under his brand-­new cap, with its cartoonish blue catfish logo, his head felt as if it might spontaneously ignite.

			He stepped off the mound and swiped his arm across his forehead. Mike Solo, the catcher, called for time, the pitching coach jogged onto the field, and suddenly his new infielders surrounded him. Apparently they thought he needed some support. What he really needed was . . . well, he hadn’t quite figured that out yet.

			“You can take this guy,” said the tattooed first baseman, Sonny Barnes. “He can’t hit the changeup for shit.”

			Caleb didn’t bother mentioning that he couldn’t throw the changeup for shit.

			“Just keep ’em down,” said Mitch, the pitching coach, clearly some kind of baseball genius. “And get ’em over the plate.”

			“That’s right, you’re overthinking it,” said the fast-­talking shortstop, who looked about twelve. “I saw you pitch with the Twins. Over three games you had an ERA of 2.78, average of five strikeouts per game. ’Course, then you had that crazy fourth game. Whatever you do, don’t think about that game. Do what you did during the first three. Forget the fourth. Easy peasy.”

			Caleb stared at the smaller player, trying to remember the last time he’d heard a baseball player say “easy peasy.” Never, that’s when. And why’d he have to bring up the worst game of his entire life?

			Solo, the only guy on the team Caleb had played with before, gave a wolfish grin and a wink. “Yeah, easy peasy, big guy. The natives are getting restless. And since it’s Texas, they’re probably armed.”

			Caleb looked at the half-­full stands, where the crowd of maybe three thousand diehards was starting to shout catcalls. For a painful moment he remembered the noise level at Target Field in Minneapolis. It was like comparing a 747 jet to a mosquito. But the Twins had traded him to the San Diego Friars, and the Friars had sent him down to their Triple A team in Kilby, and here he was. Blowing it.

			The pitching coach headed back to the dugout, with an air of having done all he could. Caleb glared at the remaining players. “What is this, a damn committee meeting?”

			The baby shortstop looked offended. “Excuse me for trying to help you resurrect the correct firing of your synapses.”

			Caleb looked incredulously at the other Catfish. “Is this kid for real?”

			“He was studying brains before he signed on,” explained Mike Solo.

			“Not brains. Neurophysiology,” piped up the shortstop as everyone scattered, jogging back to their positions.

			Christ. He’d heard the Catfish were a little . . . odd. So far that seemed to be an understatement.

			Caleb settled himself back on the mound, inhaling a deep breath of humid, grass-­scented air. It’s just a baseball game. Pretend you’re back home, when baseball was the only fun thing in life. When you ruled the diamond, any diamond.

			Solo called for the fastball, low and away. Good call, since an inside pitch might hurt someone, the way he was pitching, and his changeup wasn’t doing shit today. He went into his windup, lined the seams up just right in his hand, and let fly.

			Boom. Home run number six cracked off the bat with a sound like a detonation. Maybe it was his career blowing up, come to think of it.

			Just to torture himself, Caleb swiveled to watch the ball soar high overhead, winging toward the right field bleachers like a bird on speed. Lowering his gaze, he caught the shortstop’s reproachful stare. The Chihuahua batter cruised around the bases. The guy ought to send him a thank-­you note, the way he’d served up that pitch with extra biscuits and gravy.

			Someone cleared his throat behind him. He turned to find Duke, the Catfish manager, facing him, hand outstretched. He wanted the ball. Wanted him out of the game. But as much as Caleb hated giving up home runs, he hated giving up the ball more. How could he turn things around if he got yanked from the game?

			“I’m just trying to get my rhythm going, Duke,” Caleb said in a low voice.

			“And how’s that working out for you?”

			Sarcasm. Ouch. “My last pitch had to have been in the upper nineties.”

			“Yup. It sure went over the fence fast.” Duke, a barrel-­chested former catcher, didn’t sugarcoat things. “I’m taking you out before your ERA looks like a Texas heat wave. Let’s talk after the game.”

			A sickening sensation made Caleb’s gut clench. In the minor leagues, being called into the manager’s office was either good news—­you were being called up to the major league team—­or bad news of a variety of kinds. Caleb was a hundred percent sure he wasn’t being called up.

			“Nothing bad,” Duke assured him. “Just want to talk.”

			Caleb nodded, and handed him the ball. It felt like handing over a piece of his heart. He needed the ball, needed to pitch. Because the only chance he had in life was when he had that ball in his hands.

			Walking toward the dugout, he caught a “shake it off” from the third baseman, along with a rumble of boos from the stands. His replacement, Dan Farrio, ran onto the field from the bullpen. Farrio was, theoretically, his rival for one of the spots on the Friars pitching staff. But after today that rivalry might be history.

			From someone’s radio, he heard the color announcer saying, “We’re checking the history books, but onetime blue-­chip prospect Caleb Hart just had possibly the worst first start ever on a Triple A team. He should have been pulled after the second inning, but the Catfish bullpen’s about as ragged as my kid’s blankie. If the Caleb Hart trade was supposed to add some juice to the Friars pitching staff, maybe they should have gone with a shot of the cactus instead. How much you want to bet Crush Taylor’s squeezing the limes already?”

			At the mention of the owner of the Catfish, Caleb groaned. No one cared what most minor league owners thought, since the major league front office called all the shots. But Crush Taylor was a legend, a Hall of Fame pitcher who had purchased the Catfish shortly after his retirement. Not to mention that he was Caleb’s childhood idol.

			He’d just had a record-­setting horrendous start for the team owned by his childhood idol. And he’d been lectured by a shortstop barely out of high school. Could things get any worse?

			He reached the dugout and grabbed a drink of water at the cooler. Man, it was hot today. All he wanted to do was hit the showers and get the hell out of this stadium. But since it was his first game, he ought to stick around and support the team. Before he could sink onto the bench, Duke caught his eye and gave him a jerk of the head, releasing him to retire to the clubhouse.

			First break he’d gotten all day. He seized the opportunity and stalked out of the dugout. He’d get to know his fellow Catfish sometime when he didn’t want to knock someone’s head off.

			As soon as he entered the rabbit’s warren of back corridors that wound through the stadium, his tightly maintained control disappeared. He ripped off his sweat-­soaked uniform shirt as if he could ditch the sense of failure along with it.

			“Damn,” he bit out, slamming a fist against the wall. “Get it together, Hart.” He usually kept his emotions under tight wrap, but . . . damn it. If he screwed this up, he’d be letting down his sister and brothers, and they’d all been through enough. His entire family was depending on him, and he’d just given up six home runs in about five minutes. His frustration boiled over.

			“What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t afford another freaking fuckup.” Veering around the corner toward the home clubhouse, he nearly tripped over someone standing at the double doors that guarded the entrance.

			The someone pushed an elbow into his stomach, making the breath whoosh out of him. It wasn’t a hard blow, probably accidental, but still, not what he normally encountered on his way to the shower.

			Struggling to get his breath back—­and his ­composure—­he steadied his attacker. A woman, a young one. Though he still hadn’t gotten a good look at her, she felt soft and shapely under his hands.

			“Geez, you should watch where you’re going.” Her voice had a drawling, husky cadence; a local girl. She stepped out of his grasp and spun to face him. He received a quick impression of brilliant but wary dark eyes, quicksilver slimness, and a haphazard ponytail. He was six feet five inches, but he didn’t tower over her as much as he did most girls. He guessed she was at least five-­ten, with a lanky, slim build, all arms and legs. She held a manila folder filled with papers about to spill out. “You must be one of those crazy Catfish players.”

			“What clued you in? The uniform or the overuse of profanity?” He gave her a rueful smile, remembering his exuberant cursing. He should have waited until he was inside the clubhouse, but he hadn’t expected to run into anyone. Let alone someone like her.

			Something sparked in her eyes, and her lips quirked. “Well, I guess it must be the profanity, since I don’t see much in the way of a uniform.” She glanced down his torso. He remembered he was bare-­chested, having ditched his shirt.

			“Yeah, well . . . had to let off a little steam.”

			“So that was you cussing up a storm? I thought I was about to get trampled like a barrel of grapes.”

			“No trampling, I promise.” From the gleam in her eye, she was probably teasing, but just in case, he took a step back. Again her gaze flicked down his chest, as if she couldn’t help it. “I’m not coming on to you either. Too sweaty. But if you want to hang around until after my shower . . .”

			He said that mostly to get a rise out of her, since something told him she’d be fun to get all riled up.

			But her face changed, the playful sparkle vanishing. She took a big step back and narrowed her eyes at him. “No, I do not. I want to deliver this message and get on with my day. Can you tell me where to find Mr. Ellington?”

			Ellington—­that was Duke’s last name. Most baseball guys had a nickname, though not many were named after jazz greats. What did this girl want with Duke?

			“He’s busy bossing around baseball players. I guarantee he wouldn’t want to be interrupted.” He folded his arms over his chest. Excellent. Now those lively dark eyes were taking in his forearms as well as his torso. Usually, at this point, a girl would do something to signal her willingness to spend intimate time with the hotshot pitcher who’d gotten half a million dollars for signing with the Twins.

			Not this girl. “I can see you want to be difficult, which is exactly what I would expect, given the contents of this document.” She tapped the folder. “Fine. In the interests of moving on with our lives—­you to your shower and probably a six-­pack and a groupie—­why don’t you give me a hint about where Mr. Ellington’s office might be? I’ll wait for him there.”

			Holy RBI. This girl could certainly talk. Her face moved as she spoke, her eyes danced; every bit of her seemed alive and in motion. She looked to be in her early twenties and had a sort of student-­gypsy vibe about her. Her lips curved in a way that suggested she liked to laugh . . . and talk, and tease. She wore a tight white T-­shirt molded to high, pretty breasts, and a flowery skirt that ended just above her knees. And red cowboy boots. Damn. How could he resist red cowboy boots? Those things ought to be banned.

			He plucked the folder from her hand. “Got a pen? You seem like the kind of girl who would have a pen.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean? And yes. But no. Why?”

			“Want to clarify any of that?” He raised an eyebrow at her, while trying to get a surreptitious peek at the typing on the document inside the folder. Whereas we, the residents of Kilby County, it began.

			She snatched the folder back. “Yes, I have a pen. No, you can’t write on the petition. And why do you want to?”

			He put on a wounded expression. “I was going to draw you a map. These passageways can be superconfusing. It’s completely understandable that you got lost and found yourself at the place where the guys get undressed.” He winked, watching the flush rise in her cheeks. Yes, she was definitely fun to get riled up.

			Then her words sank in. “Petition? What petition?” He tried to take the folder back, but she whisked it out of his reach. He barely missed grabbing her breast instead.

			Before he could apologize, she stepped back with an exaggerated gasp of outrage. “There you go again. You Catfish really are a menace to decent society. Just like the petition says.”

			“What?”

			“That’s right.” She waved the folder. “They say you’re completely out of control.”

			Caleb had heard the talk about the Catfish too. They liked to party a little too much, and they indulged in the occasional bar-­clearing brawl, but then, they were fun-­loving young baseball players, so what could you expect? Anyway, it wasn’t his problem. He intended to put Kilby in his rearview mirror as soon as possible. “I wouldn’t know. Can’t say that I care either.”

			“So the stories are true? Did you guys really fill the community pool with rubber catfish? I heard the senior exercise group had quite a scare and had to call the paramedics.”

			He snorted.

			She shook her head sadly. “Things sure have changed since I came to games as a kid. And to think I thought it was safe here for a nice, civilized girl like me. Next time I’ll make sure to bring a bodyguard.”

			A bodyguard? Now that was taking it a little too . . . He caught the gleam of mischief she hid under the sweep of her eyelashes. Damn. He’d been right before. She was teasing him.

			Whether it was the incredible frustration of the last two hours, on top of the preceding frustration of being sent down, then traded—­throw in the never-­ending worry about his family—­whatever the cause, all his emotions boiled over in that moment. In two quick steps he crowded her against the wall—­no contact, just heat and sweat and closeness.

			He growled in her ear, his lips almost brushing the delicate skin there. “There’s only one way to find out if the stories are true. But you have to want it. Bad. You have to be so hot for it, you come chasing after me and beg for it. Then you have to prove you can handle it. Put that in your petition.”

			She stared up at him, her pupils dilated so far her eyes looked black, with a rim of glowing amber. The little pulse in her neck beat like a drum.

			All of a sudden his cock was so hard his vision blurred. Damn. Where had that come from? She wasn’t even his type. In fact, she was on the irritating end of the female spectrum.

			He let her go as if she was a grenade about to explode. “Duke’s office is down the hall to your right.”

			Pushing open the clubhouse door, he headed directly for the shower. It was going to have to be a cold one.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			AFTER WATCHING THE baseball player walk away—­the rear view just as breathtaking as the front—­Sadie Merritt took a full two minutes to wrestle her breathing back to normal. Normal-­ish. Good Lord, that was one sexy man. It wasn’t just the muscles, though those were hard to miss. She’d never seen anything like his sculpted, rippling torso. But really, it wasn’t about his looks. It was the way he talked, the things he said, the way he looked at her. As if he wanted to rip her clothes off right there in the hallway.

			The best part—­he didn’t know who she was. He hadn’t heard any of the nasty gossip. Probably none of the ballplayers had, since they tended to come and go. And she’d flirted with him, sort of. And blatantly ogled him. She hadn’t done anything remotely flirtatious since Hamilton Wade had decimated her reputation before the entire town of Kilby. She’d avoided guys since then, and definitely hadn’t teased any. But something about that Catfish player brought out her mischievous side, which she’d thought was dead and gone forever.

			What had he said about the manager’s office? Down the hall somewhere. She hurried down the corridor, which smelled faintly of dirty socks. Forget the ballplayer. Had she learned nothing from her experience with Hamilton Wade? Rule number one: no spoiled, good-­looking boys. Actually, make that no spoiled, good-­looking, athletic boys. No boys at all would be the smartest way to go.

			The baseball player was no boy, however. He was entirely, one-­hundred-­percent man.

			Didn’t matter. He was probably one of the bad boy troublemakers who’d gotten her boss, Mayor Wendy Trent, and the Ladies’ Auxiliary of Kilby, so upset. She wasn’t here to ogle baseball players, she was here to do her job. A job she was extremely lucky to have. After Hamilton’s nasty smear campaign, no one had wanted to hire her. She’d fought tooth and nail for this job. Doing it well meant everything to her. Self-­respect, sanity, pride . . . everything.

			She heard the distant sound of clapping and the occasional thump-­thump of feet overhead. Spying a door, she cautiously opened it, only to encounter a warm rush of air carrying the summery sound of laughing male voices. Blinking in the sudden sunlight, she got an eyeful of green grass, dotted with a blur of white and blue uniforms.

			Oops, she must have taken a wrong turn. Everyone was running off the field, so the game had to be over. Quickly, she pulled the door shut and nearly ran in the other direction. The last thing she wanted was to run into that ballplayer again. That half-­naked hunk of a ballplayer. Annoyingly, he hadn’t even smelled bad, despite his sweaty state. He’d smelled like sun-­heated flesh and oiled leather. He’d radiated furious energy, a kind of restless power, as if he wanted to shake up the world and put it back the way he wanted.

			She felt exactly the same way.

			Finally she spotted a door marked MANAGER. It stood ajar. She knocked lightly, then stepped in at a “Yeah” that could have been the bark of a Chihuahua.

			The man at the desk scowled at her from under a Kilby Catfish cap. Geez, did everyone on the team have a bad attitude? This man, with the build of a bloated pit bull, looked nothing like the blue-­eyed god outside the locker room.

			Actually, the god’s eyes had been more gray than blue, like the sky reflected off steel.

			Forget him. “Hi, I’m Sadie Merritt. I’m here representing a group of local residents who have prepared a petition.”

			“I don’t sign petitions.” He waved her off and turned back to the pile of papers on his desk.

			She set her teeth. Mayor Trent hadn’t sent her here to get dismissed like a pesky schoolgirl. “Well, sir, you definitely wouldn’t want to sign this one, unless you’re just as fed up with your team as the rest of Kilby is. If even half the stories are true, you must have your work cut out for you. How do you keep up? Do you read the daily police blotter?”

			His head snapped up. “What the hell are you talking about?”

			A-­ha. Now she had his attention. “The petition. I work for the mayor of Kilby, who is quite concerned about your team.”

			“Did you say you work for the mayor?” A drawling voice cut in from across the room. She swung in that direction and saw a man in his late forties lounging in a chair, legs crossed at the ankles. She recognized him at once. Crush Taylor, legendary playboy pitcher and owner of the Catfish. He looked like he had a hangover.

			“Yes. I’m Mayor Trent’s assistant.”

			The manager surged to his feet. “Let me get a look at that thing. Petition, huh? This team is going to fucking kill me. Where are my goddamn glasses?”

			He fumbled around the desk until finally Crush said, “In your pocket, Duke.”

			He snatched them up, said, “Give me the highlights. It’s not like this day could get worse. Do you know what it’s like to lose by eleven runs? And to have your star pitcher set a record for a first-­start shellacking?”

			“No.” She wondered if the baseball god with the killer ass was the star pitcher in question.

			“Start at the beginning. Who are you again?”

			“My name is Sadie Merritt. I work for the mayor.”

			“You know the one, Duke. Always looks like she’s chewing on ice cubes,” said Crush with a yawn.

			“What does this have to do with me? I’m running a baseball team here. Well, most days. Today I’m not sure what the fuck I’m doing.”

			“Maybe I’d better just read the petition,” said Sadie. Before either man could object, she raised the page to eye level. “ ‘Whereas we, the below-­signed residents of Kilby, are shocked and appalled by the reprehensible behavior of the Pacific Coast League baseball team known as the Catfish, we hereby demand that the team relocate to another city or prove their fitness to reside in Kilby.’ ”

			Duke held up a hand to stop her. “Hang on. You’re saying Kilby wants us out? That’s stupid. Kilby loves us.”

			“Not all of Kilby loves you.” She rattled the paper at him. “We have hundreds of signatures here.”

			“And I have thousands of ­people at the games. I got every business in town wanting a promotional night. Know what today is?”

			She shook her head.

			“Kilby Fire Department day. We had a fireman throw out the first pitch in full turnout gear. This town loves us. The whole county does. Kilby’s the smallest town in the country with a Triple A team.”

			“I know that. Maybe it’s time the team moved to a bigger city, one that won’t mind the unruly—­”

			Duke flung one arm toward a whiteboard positioned in the corner of the room. “Baseball is all about numbers, Ms. Merritt. My guys are here to put up numbers that will get them to San Diego. The team could play in Pig-­Fuck, Nebraska, for all they care. What matters are ERAs, slugging percentage, on base percentage, RBIs . . .”

			“I’m not here to argue, Mr. Ellington.” Truthfully, she couldn’t really argue. The petition was pretty ridiculous. Who didn’t love baseball? Sure, the Kilby Catfish were a little rowdy. But she used to love coming to the games, and she’d mourn if they actually left town. Not that her personal opinion mattered.

			She turned to Crush Taylor. He was the team owner, after all. “A portion of the Kilby community is appalled by your team’s behavior. You know, if they cared about their reputation, they shouldn’t have detoured the team bus to that nude beach. Or maybe they should stop holding player meetings at Charlie’s Showgirls. Or—­here’s a thought—­maybe they shouldn’t have filled an entire hot tub with beer for some guy’s birthday.”

			“St. Vincent,” Crush Taylor muttered.

			“What?”

			“Nick St. Vincent. Best young prospect I’ve seen in thirty years. Guy like that turns twenty-­one, you gotta celebrate.”

			She stared at the owner. He didn’t seem too concerned about this situation, and it was starting to irritate her.

			“Mr. Taylor, this is a petition to ‘Can the Catfish.’ I think you should take it a little more seriously. Don’t you think it’s going to be a little embarrassing to the San Diego Friars when this story gets out?”

			Can the Catfish. The words seemed to echo through the cluttered room. The two men stared at her for a long moment. Someone let out a gurgle of a laugh.

			Just then the man from the hallway poked his head around the door. He must have showered. His damp, slightly shaggy, tawny brown hair clung to his temples, setting off a strong-­featured face with the sort of cheekbones that belonged on a billboard somewhere. Those steel-­blue eyes held a troubled, stormy expression.

			His big hand wrapped around the edge of the door. When he caught sight of her, his knuckles whitened.

			“I can come back,” he said, and made to withdraw.

			“No,” Crush said quickly. He rose to his feet and ambled toward the door. “Come in, Caleb. Duke has a job for you.” The owner stuck out his hand for Sadie to shake. “Ms. Merritt, I appreciate you coming in today. We’re going to work on finding a solution to this . . . uh . . . dreadful impasse. Is your number somewhere on here?”

			“Yes, it’s on the press release attached to the petition.”

			“Good. I’m sure we can find a way to make the mayor happy.” Smoothly, he dropped a pair of designer aviator glasses over his eyes and made his exit, while the baseball player stepped inside the office.

			Duke clutched his head as if it were about to explode and clenched his teeth. “Ms. Merritt. Would you mind very much if I spoke to my pitcher for a moment? We’ll be in touch. Guaranteed.”

			“Of course. Thank you for your time.” She got to her feet, offering both men a wide smile.

			The baseball player—­Caleb—­held the door open for her exit, and she ducked under his arm. She shivered as she passed by, as if some sort of force field surrounded him. Something electrifying and confusing and . . . Sigh.

			She headed for the parking lot and looked for her old Corolla. As requested, she called Mayor Trent to let her know the deed was done.

			“Did you speak with Crush Taylor or just the manager?”

			“Both.” Along with the sexiest man she’d ever witnessed. “Mr. Taylor didn’t seem too worried, but they said they’re going to call. My guess is that they will. I think I got their attention. What do you want me to do next?”

			“Come on back. They got the message, and that’s all I wanted. If we can reform the Catfish even a little bit, we’ll have done good work.” The missionary zeal in the mayor’s tone made Sadie chew on her bottom lip. Reform the Catfish? The testosterone-­loaded men in that office hadn’t looked very reformable.

			But Mayor Trent hadn’t hired her to argue.

			Caleb reluctantly took a seat in the chair just vacated by the girl in the red cowboy boots. It was still slightly warm, and he beat back the image of her tall, slender body perched there.

			“Before you say anything, I already talked to Mitch. I’m going to throw a few bullpens so he can check out my mechanics.”

			“It’s not your mechanics,” said Duke bluntly.

			“I think I’m throwing across my body a little too much.”

			“It’s not that.”

			Caleb pressed the heel of his hand into his forehead. “It’s like someone cursed me,” he muttered. “That’s the only thing I can come up with. One day I’m throwing missiles, the next I’m a pinball machine. That game last season—­”

			“We’re not talking about last season. Can’t do anything about that. You know what I thought when I heard they traded you here?”

			“How can I get out of my contract?”

			Duke let out a raucous laugh. “Hell no, you don’t scare me. How long have I known you?”

			“Five . . . six years.” Duke had been Caleb’s very first manager back in Double A. Back then he’d been a wild flamethrower with zero control and a bloodthirsty competitive urge.

			“I always knew you were a special player. And your family situation . . . well, that lit a fire under your ass.”

			“Is there a point here?” The last thing he wanted to do was talk about his family. Duke knew about his father because he’d had to ask for an advance on his signing bonus when both twins broke their legs playing ninja on the roof. No one else knew, and that’s the way he liked to keep it.

			“You always threw like your life depended on it. Whatever fueled you, it was working. Something’s changed inside your head. I don’t know what it is. But if you don’t figure it out, you can forget San Diego. Hell, you can forget Wichisaukee low A. Maybe you don’t need it anymore. Maybe you’re done with baseball and want to go race cars or something.”

			Caleb bolted to his feet. With this kind of bullshit coming at him, he couldn’t sit in that chair one more second. “I’m not done with baseball.” Even the thought made him sick down to the bone. “I’ll get it together, Duke. It’s a new team, new league. It’s a new day. You’ll see.”

			Duke popped a giant hunk of gum into his mouth, where it bulged in his cheek. “There’s nothing you want to tell me about your home life? Something that might shed a little light?”

			“No. Absolutely not.”

			Nothing he would ever, could ever, mention to his manager or anyone on the Catfish.

			Duke squinted at him. “Fine. We’ll see how it goes. I’m keeping you in the lineup. Work with Mitch. And call this girl.” He pushed the petition across the desk. “If you can’t be the pitching star you’re meant to be, at least you can do some PR for the team.”

			“Call her for what?”

			“Figure something out. It’s a bunch of ladies who have their panties in a wad over those nasty, rowdy baseball players. Pour on the charm. Use that smile of yours. Or come up with some charity thing that’ll make them happy.”

			“No.”

			“This’ll be a good distraction for you. Maybe you’re overthinking things out there.”

			Caleb ground his teeth. “It’s a waste of my time.”

			“You want in my lineup?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you’re doing this.”

			If Duke took him out of the lineup for too long, the San Diego farm director would be on his ass. His semi-­big-­money contract meant they expected him to produce at some point. But he didn’t need a feud with Duke, who was actually his favorite of all the managers he’d played for.

			“I’ll think about it,” he said, and to lighten the tension, gave a slight wink. “But not overthink it.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3 

			AS A LIFELONG resident of Kilby, Sadie knew its good points and horrible points. On the plus side, it was a lovely, family-­oriented town known for its Spanish-­mission-­style architecture and plentitude of parks. The city had originated as a ranch owned by the Wade family back in the late 1800s, which brought her to the worst aspect of Kilby. The Wades still acted like they owned the place. Gossip ran rampant, and the Wades had their fingers in every pie.

			Including the pie of Sadie Merritt, the only girl reckless enough to dump a member of the Wade family. After their breakup, Hamilton and the rest of the Wades had spread disgusting rumors about her, posted private things on Facebook, and convinced the entire city of Kilby she was a heartless, conniving slut.

			And then, the final mortifying blow—­the “Birthday Sex Tape.”

			For weeks before Hamilton’s twenty-­first birthday, he’d begged her to do a striptease for him. With real stripper clothes and music. She’d given it her best shot, dirty-­dancing to “Don’t You Wish Your Girlfriend Was Hot Like Me” in nothing but a thong—­even though she hated both the song and thongs. She had no clue that Hamilton had secretly set up a video camera and recorded the whole thing. Including what came after the striptease. The tape didn’t show everything, thank God. It ended with her naked on the bed, posing like a wannabe porn star, while Hamilton’s bare quarterback ass moved across the screen; ­people could pretty much imagine what came next. The tape made her look sleazy, porny, and also embarrassingly uncoordinated.

			She didn’t even know it existed until it started appearing in e-­mail in-­boxes all over town and someone forwarded it to her. Why would anyone believe that she didn’t do that sort of thing? That it was a onetime thing, a girl trying to please her boyfriend, with no clue it was being taped? Especially when Hamilton was also busy with the S****y Sadie Facebook page, filled with embarrassing photos and nasty posts. Mortified beyond endurance, she’d barely left the house for a month, afraid to face the mocking eyes of her former friends.

			Her mother, always teetering on the edge of depression, had taken a medical leave from her job at Kroger. Sadie moved back home to take care of her, which meant coaxing her mom through crying jags about the callousness of males. Only a combination of humor and stubbornness—­and the need for a job—­had pulled Sadie out of the pit.

			It had taken her over a year to land this position as the mayor’s assistant. Mayor Trent, a school friend of Sadie’s mother, had been elected on a platform that promised a fresh start while preserving the best of Kilby. Sadie was a hundred percent behind the “fresh start” part.

			When she got back to her tiny cubicle in the Kilby City Hall, with its ornate bell tower, it was nearly 5:00 P.M. and Mayor Trent was in her office with the door closed. Sadie sank into her seat and pulled out the bottle of iced tea and tuna sandwich she’d grabbed at the 7-­Eleven. Taking a bite, she logged onto her computer and scanned through the e-­mails that had come in. The usual requests for appointments with the mayor, complaints about potholes in the roads, and invitations to charity events.

			Sadie loved working for the mayor, even though the job was easy—­taking calls, filing, keeping track of her schedule. Mayor Trent had recently started giving her more responsibilities, such as drafting press releases and leading meetings. She woke up every day determined to prove herself and put the “scandal” behind her. By giving her a chance, Mayor Trent had won her undying loyalty.

			She still remembered how much her heart had pounded as the mayor, stern and blond, like a Norwegian ice queen with extra hair spray, silently examined her résumé while she sat in the “supplicant” chair, as she thought of it, slightly lower than the desk. “I shouldn’t even consider you for this job. You know how much heat I’ll get if I hire you.”

			“Yes. I know that, Mayor. But your whole campaign is about fresh starts, right? That’s all I want. A fresh start. A second chance. I made a mistake getting involved with Hamilton. But doesn’t everyone deserve a second chance?”

			“Not in the Wades’ view. That family knows how to carry a grudge.”

			“I know,” Sadie said miserably. “And no one wants to go against them. They’re too powerful. I have a college degree, with honors, and I’ve had exactly one job offer. Charlie’s Showgirls. They like scandal.” She saw the mayor’s mouth twist, and added quickly, “But I don’t. I despise scandal. I just want to find a job I care about, keep my head down and work my butt off. If I get this position, I swear I’ll pour my heart and soul into it.”

			“Well . . .” The mayor tilted her head, her smooth cheekbones catching the light like marble. “All right. I’m going to hire you. I despise the way the Wades are handling this situation. It’s shameful. And your mother and I are old friends. But I want you to keep a low profile. Your behavior must be impeccable. We can’t give them any ammunition.”

			“I won’t,” said Sadie firmly. After the trauma of becoming the most notorious girl in Kilby, she never wanted the spotlight again. “I promise. I’ll be the best assistant you ever had, I swear.”

			“I’m sure you’ll be the most interesting.” Finally, a smile ghosted across the mayor’s perfectly pink lips.

			Employed! That fact still made her giddy, nearly six months later.

			Sadie had barely taken two bites of her sandwich when the red button on her phone lit up. Mayor Trent needed her. Quickly brushing the crumbs off her hands and taking a swig of tea to get rid of tuna breath, she collected her notepad and joined the mayor in her office.

			Her heart sank when she saw who was in the “supplicant” chair. Brett Carlisle, a raging stoner from high school, someone who’d partied hard with Hamilton and his friends. What if he was here to badmouth or humiliate her in some way? Hamilton was very creative in his revenge tactics. Once he’d sent seven orders of Marie Callender’s honey-­glazed ham to her house. A picture had gone on Facebook with the caption, “Slutty Sadie gettin’ ready to suck down some Ham.”

			She gave Brett a cool, professional nod and sat down, poised to take notes.

			“Sadie, this is the head of Kilby’s new Save Our Slugs campaign,” said Mayor Trent warmly. “It’s a group dedicated to preserving the habitat of the horn-­toed slug.”

			She smothered her involuntary laugh behind a fake cough. “Good one,” she muttered under her breath.

			“Excuse me?” the mayor asked, her smile slipping.

			“I said, that’s a good cause. I’d love to hear more about it.”

			She shot Brett a suspicious glance, but he looked nothing but innocent. Too innocent? Dread lanced through her belly. When would Hamilton move on from his stupid vendetta?

			“The Kilby area is one of the few remaining population centers for the horn-­toed slug,” continued the mayor. “Places like Lake McGee and the Kilby River are essential for their survival. And they happen to be iconic landmarks for longtime Kilby residents. This fits in perfectly with my campaign promise to preserve the traditional Kilby way of life. Not only that, my niece Katie did her science project on the horn-­toed slug. I intend to put the full support of the mayor’s office behind this effort.”

			Sadie had a bad feeling about this. “But Mayor, what about the group working on more humane treatment for immigrants at the border, or the healthy school lunch—­?”

			“No controversies. I like this project. Horn-­toed slugs are unlikely to become a hot button issue. They’re local, they’re harmless, and they’re boring. Win-­win-­win.”

			“Well, then, that’s great news,” Sadie said with her widest, fakest smile. “Maybe I can ask Brett a few questions about it before he goes.”

			Brett spread his hands apart with a vague wink. “I’m all yours.”

			The possible double entendre almost made her gag. If this was a Hamilton prank, he’d really gone too far.

			“Sit down with him and brainstorm some ideas, Sadie,” Mayor Trent said. “I have dinner at the Elks Lodge tonight, but I’d like you to report back to me next week.”

			She nodded at them both in dismissal.

			As soon as she and Brett were safely out of the office with the door closed, Sadie wheeled on him. “This better be real. And if it isn’t, you’d better start caring about some poor endangered slugs, like now.”

			“Babe, babe . . .” He made to put a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. She’d rather shoot herself than let anyone connected with Hamilton put a hand on her body. “It’s real. See?” He tugged at his T-­shirt, which she now saw had an urgent S.O.S. printed on it in bright orange, with the ave . . . ur . . . lugs in smaller letters.

			“Since when do you care so much about slugs?”

			“I did some ’shrooms out at the lake, had a vision. The slugs starting singing to me, begging for help. Said I was the chosen one.”

			“The chosen one of the slugs?”

			He shrugged. “When you get the call, you can’t turn away.”

			“Seriously, is this some kind of joke? Is Hamilton behind this?” Her stomach was still roiling with anxiety—­exactly how she’d felt ever since the breakup.

			“Ham? Nah. I haven’t partied with him in a while.”

			Still wary, she scrutinized his pleasant, vacant face. Come to think of it, he’d never been part of Hamilton’s inner circle. He was more of a hanger-­on, in it for the constant flow of weed and money.

			“Okay. I’m choosing to believe you. Let’s set up a call in the next ­couple of days.”

			“Listen to you, all professional. Sure, let’s set up a call. Right on. Oh, and Sadie . . .” He bumped against her and whispered in her ear, “If you ever want to do that thing Hamilton said you liked, you know, with the chocolate syrup and the licking and—­”

			She shoved him aside. “Hamilton is a liar. Everything he said is a lie. Why can’t anyone understand that?” Brushing past him, she went to her desk. She wouldn’t let him see that he’d upset her.

			“Fine, fine.” Brett trailed after her. “No skin off my nose. I’m not part of that scene anymore. I stopped smoking a year ago. I’m serious about the slugs, Sadie. I know it sounds different, but I’ve been working hard to put this group together. We’re trying to get the horn-­toeds on the protected list, and we’re getting real close. The more positive attention we can bring to the issue, the better our chances.”

			“Good.” Well, maybe he did know what he was talking about. Briskly, she picked up her day planner. “How’s Thursday?”

			After Brett left, she walked quickly down the hall to the ladies’ restroom, which fortunately was empty. Her hands shaking, she ran the water in the sink, sucking in deep, shuddering breaths. This was a trick she’d clung to during the worst of the Hamilton Disaster. The sound of running water soothed her, and washing her hands made her feel less dirty.

			Oh, fireballs. She refused to let Hamilton and his friends shake her up like this.

			“It’s okay,” she muttered to herself in the mirror. “I’m okay. He can’t hurt me worse than he already has.” She didn’t actually know if this was true, but it sounded good. Her eyes looked huge and worried, and a few flecks of mascara had migrated to her cheekbone. For a silly moment she wondered if she’d been this disheveled while talking to Caleb Hart, the baseball player.

			Why would he care? Why would she care if he cared? If she knew one thing, it was that spoiled rich athletes were poison. Hamilton was a star high school quarterback and came from the richest family in town, after all. Never again. Never again. No boys. Even if Caleb the Catfish did make her feel alive again. Alive and fizzy and fun. As if the moment he’d knocked into her had woken her up from a coma.

			Forget him.

			Her phone rang. She dried off her hands and answered.

			“Hey bestie. I have to get out of here. What are you doing tonight?” Donna MacIntyre, the only friend who had stuck by her after the “scandal,” was a live-­in nanny for a wealthy family. She was allowed to go out one night a week, and she made the most of it.

			“What I always do.”

			“You can’t hide in your cubicle forever.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“I’m picking you up at eight. We’re goin’ out. Have you forgotten it’s my birthday?”

			Sadie smacked her forehead with her palm. “Oh crap. I’m so sorry, Donna.”

			“Yep, it’s my birthday, and I’m going to get wild tonight. I need a wing woman.”

			“N—­” Sadie snapped her mouth against the automatic no. She owed Donna so much. Without her, she would have been utterly friendless during the worst time of her life. “Fine. I have to go home and change, and check on my mom.”

			“I have a dress for you. It’s a birthday present from me to you.”

			More guilt stabbed at her. “A present? I didn’t—­”

			“You can buy me a drink, or several. And come out with me. And have fun like the young, gorgeous thing you are. I’m tired of you hiding away like you have something to be ashamed of. You don’t, Sadie. Let ­people talk. Fuck ’em.”

			“How many drinks have you had already?”

			“A little sip of Mr. Gilbert’s whiskey, s’all. The Shark took a billion hours to put to sleep tonight.”

			Donna called her eight-­month-­old charge the “Shark” because he required constant motion.

			Sadie sighed. “I’ll pick you up. See you at eight.”

			“Or a little sooner.”

			“Soon as I can.”

			Back at her desk, she called her mother to let her know she’d be home late. From the sound of her sleepy voice, she knew her mom was already dozing off to the sound of a mystery book on tape. When she wasn’t on her medication, her mother found life overwhelming, and tended to fall asleep at every opportunity. During the worst of the post-­Hamilton drama, she’d refused to even answer the phone; she’d done nothing but listen to the entire Stephanie Plum series on tape. “All right, sugar. You be careful, hear?”

			“I will.”

			“I mean it, Sadie. Stick with your girlfriends. Don’t trust any of those boys.”

			“I think I’ve learned my lesson. Get some sleep, Mom. And don’t forget to eat. I left some spaghetti in the refrigerator.”

			Her mother yawned. “You shouldn’t worry about that. At my age one meal a day is more than enough.” After she hung up, Sadie heaved a huge sigh, wondering if she should skip her date with Donna and hand-­feed her mother some french fries instead.

			She propped her chin on one hand, heart aching for her mom. Brenda Merritt had always been fearful of men—­possibly because she’d gotten knocked up by a married pharmaceuticals salesman who conveniently lost his ring when he went on the road. Her whole life, Sadie had been warned about the male gender. The Hamilton Disaster had made it so much worse. Her mother never blamed her for the fiasco—­always Hamilton, which made Sadie feel funny. She wasn’t sure she liked being lumped into the “screwed over by a man” club.

			Mayor Trent came out of her office dressed in a black dress and discreet pearls, her hair teased and sprayed into camera-­ready perfection. With her briefcase in one hand and an umbrella in the other, she looked like everything Sadie wanted to be. Cool, poised, untouchable—­the mistress of her universe.

			“Good night, Sadie. Thanks for all your hard work.”

			Sadie wanted to bow down before her like a devotee before a goddess. A former Miss Texas and the first female mayor of Kilby, Wendy Trent was someone she had always admired from a distance. She seemed cool and aloof, the opposite of her mother.

			“I can do more,” Sadie said eagerly. “If you have any other projects you’d like me to handle, I have the time—­”

			“You need a life too. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Sadie swallowed back her protest. Instead, she made her umpteenth vow to prove that she deserved the incredible break the mayor had given her.

			On his way back from the ballpark Caleb made his daily phone call home. Teddy, one of his thirteen-­year-­old twin brothers, answered. “Did you blow ’em out of the water?”

			“Next question.”

			That was code for a game he didn’t want to talk about. His brothers and sister knew the routine, and Teddy immediately launched into a long explanation of why his karate teacher must have been an assassin in his last job. “He has a tattoo on his rib cage, like a rifle target. Why else would he have that?”

			Caleb felt the tension of the day release as Teddy rattled on. During the off-­season, he took care of the boys while his sister Tessa accumulated college credits toward a degree. During the baseball season it was her turn to play head of household. It worked, but he missed them all terribly when he was away from Plano.

			“Don’t you think an assassin would have enough money so he didn’t have to coach idiot suburban kids?” he asked when Teddy finally paused.

			“I think he’s scouting us, looking for his successor,” Teddy explained in a hushed voice.

			That laugh carried Caleb all the way to the front door of his newly rented apartment. “Just got home. Gotta go.”

			“Have you seen him yet?”

			No need to ask who Teddy meant. Until two weeks ago their father, Thurston “Bingo” Hartwell, had been inmate number 14-­893 at the minimum security federal correctional institute at Three Rivers, serving a sentence for fraud. Now he was Caleb’s brand new roommate. “Of course I’ve seen him. He’s living with me.”

			“Does he have, like, shivs and shit?”

			“Stop that. And don’t say shit. Or shiv, come to think of it. Talk to you later, bud.”

			He stood at the front door for a long, long moment, mustering the will to walk inside. Bingo had betrayed them all and messed up their lives, but nonetheless when he got out of prison, Caleb had felt compelled to offer him a place to live. Since he tensed up at the mere sight of his lying, ex-­con father, this didn’t make for the most harmonious living situation.

			Bingo must have heard him drive up; he was waiting with an ice pack. His eager expression made Caleb want to throw up.

			“I already iced in the clubhouse.”

			“Right, right.” Bingo slung the ice pack over his shoulder and stuck his hands in the pockets of his chinos. With his blue button-­down shirt, nice leather belt, and expensive haircut, he could have illustrated a Forbes Magazine “How to Retire Wealthy” article. Caleb forced back the choking resentment that his father looked so good after six years in prison, when he’d struggled every minute of those same six years to take care of the kids Bingo had left behind.

			“Well, how’d the game go?” Bingo asked.

			“One for the history books.”

			“That’s my boy,” he said proudly.

			Caleb pushed past him, through the bare-­bones, furnished apartment. As an up-­and-­coming baseball player, he was used to anonymous furniture, whether in hotel rooms or short-­term apartment leases. In the kitchen, he opened the refrigerator door and stared blindly into its depths. Nothing much there besides beer and leftover pizza. Worked for him.

			He cracked open a Budweiser and glugged half of it before he even closed the refrigerator door.

			“Did you see your probation officer?” he asked his father, who’d followed him into the kitchen.

			“Of course. It’s my check-­in day.”

			“That’s why I’m asking.”

			“Well, you don’t have to ask,” Bingo said testily. “I’m a grown man. You think I want to go back to prison?”

			“Did you want to go there in the first place?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Well, there you go.” And there went the rest of the beer. His words echoed back to him, mean and irritable. He didn’t like talking to his father that way, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

			When he emerged from behind his beer can, Bingo was staring at him reproachfully. “That chip on your shoulder isn’t hurting anyone but yourself, Caleb.”

			“Thanks, Dr. Phil.”

			“You know, a good attitude gets you a long way in life. Try smiling a little more. Be more upbeat. ­People will like you better.” Bingo gave him his famous megawatt grin, the one that had fooled hundreds of marks. The one Caleb had inherited. “If you learn nothing else from me, that’s enough.”

			Caleb crunched the can into a flat disc and sent it winging across the room toward the trash. Nothing but net. Glad to see he still had some skills. “Why should I learn anything from you? I’m a ballplayer, not a con man.”

			His father, generally a good-­humored man, winked. “Maybe it’s not as different as you think. Don’t you try to fool the hitters and the guys on base?”

			“Men on base.”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“We don’t say ‘guys on base,’ they’re ‘men on base.’ And sure, I try to fool the batters, but I stay within the rules to do it.”

			“No cheating, no going after that extra little advantage? What about the one I read about, with the tar on his neck. Brushes his hand against it, gets a better grip. You don’t ever do that?”

			“No.” Caleb pulled out the pizza and stuck it in the microwave. He pushed the Start button with about twice the necessary force.

			“Really? The way the article made it sound, all the big-­league pitchers do it. Maybe you should give it a try. Get you back where you belong, on a major league team.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Bingo laughed, that jolly, intimate, life-­is-­wonderful laugh that had reeled in countless marks and three wives—­all of them ex-­wives now. “When it comes to cheating, I might know a thing or two. Everyone cheats, son, one way or another. Only difference is, some get caught.”

			Caleb stared at the pizza going round and round inside the microwave. Maybe when the timer went off, his father would be gone. When the timer went off, he’d have a father who wasn’t a con artist, who hadn’t gone to prison, and who freaking left him alone.

			Ding.

			Nope. Still there. Caleb spun around and stalked out of the kitchen. “I forgot, I’m meeting the guys for some food. Pizza’s all yours.”

			“Maybe I could come along . . .”

			But Caleb was already out the door, striding into the warm evening, with its sunset the color of flamingo feathers. There ought to be some Catfish players out there chowing down and getting plastered. If that petition was right, there was bound to be all kinds of trouble to get into. He’d call Mike Solo, see what he was up to.

			He was supposed to call that girl, he suddenly remembered. Hauling out his phone and the petition that he’d stuffed into his pocket, he dialed quickly. As it rang, he inserted his long legs into his Jeep Wrangler. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d called a girl. He’d been so focused on baseball and taking care of the family that girls had taken a backseat. Occasionally he hooked up with someone, they had fun for a night, and if they mutually decided on more fun, they texted each other. The texts were just informational: where are we meeting, are you wearing underwear, that sort of thing.

			Actually calling someone on the phone felt . . . old-­school.

			Her voice mail clicked on. “You’ve reached Sadie. Leave your number at the tone.” Quick and to the point. And that name, Sadie—­both soft and sexy—­suited her.

			“Hi, this is Caleb Hart from the Catfish. Duke asked me to call you to discuss some ideas for the team. And the town. So . . . er . . . call back any time. Here’s my number.”

			Now that called for a drink.

			Donna held tight to Sadie’s wrist as she cut a path through the crowd of dancers at the Kilby Roadhouse. A bluegrass band in jeans and loose flannel shirts was playing onstage. Some ­people were doing a line dance up front, others had paired off into ­couples. Most crowded around the small round tables dotting the edge of the dance floor.

			Donna was already flying high, buzzing with the joy of being out of the Gilbert house for the night. “I tell you what, Sadie, I’m lookin’ to get into some trouble tonight. Six days a week with the Shark, I’m about ready to gnaw my arm off. I need some adult company, like whoa, you have no idea.”

			Sadie, feeling very exposed, glanced nervously around the bar. This wing-­woman job was going to be a challenge. The good news—­for her—­was that no one was looking in her direction. They were all too busy staring at Donna.

			Her friend wore skintight alligator pants and a white leather sleeveless top. She would have been a walking PETA outrage if it weren’t all fake. Her thick ruby-­red hair was teased, then sprayed into place. She’d smoothed glittery body lotion over every exposed inch of skin, so whenever the light caught her, she glowed. If the Gilberts could see their nanny now, they might take the Shark and run. In high school Donna had gotten top grades without blinking an eye. Sadie still didn’t understand why she hadn’t applied to college. Donna flat-­out refused to talk about it.

			Under pressure from her friend, Sadie had ended up in a fitted, spaghetti strap, above-­the-­knee dress in burnt orange, with snaps up the side. She’d drawn the line at the four-­inch heels Donna wanted her to wear. At five-­ten, Sadie always wore flats, sandals, Converse sneakers, or cowboy boots. End of shoe story.

			“Here.” Donna waved her over to a tiny round table with no chairs. “We can just perch on the table, like so.” She sat on the edge and crossed her legs so the light slid across the silver patterns on her pants. Underneath the pants, she wore purple snakeskin boots. “Eye-­catching, right?”

			Sadie grabbed the other edge of the table before it could tip over. “That’s one way to put it.”

			“Go get us some drinks, wing woman. White Russian for me, double for you. You have some catching up to do, missy. I’ll rustle up some men for us. These girls work better than a lasso.” She adjusted her halter top to expose more cleavage.

			Sadie took a deep breath and headed for the bar. A year ago she never would have come in here; too much risk of being publicly mocked. She caught sly glances from a few ­people, but she held her head high and ignored them. That stupid tape showed a private moment no one should ever have seen. So she was going to pretend they hadn’t.

			She knew the bartender, Todd, from high school, where they’d been on the yearbook committee together. Back in those days, she’d been a goofy, fun-­loving good girl, verging on dork. Then she’d tutored Hamilton in history senior year and he’d shocked everyone by asking her out. So much had happened since then.

			Todd gave her an embarrassed smile. “How’ve you been, Sadie?”

			“Oh, peachy.”

			He leaned closer, speaking intimately as he poured Kahlua into two glasses. “You know, I never believed half the things ­people were saying about you.”

			“Really? Which half?” Was it the merely embarrassing half, or the excruciatingly mortifying?

			He turned red. “Drinks on the house.”

			“That’s not necessary.” She pulled out her wallet and threw down a twenty. It was more than she owed, but her pride was at stake here. “Keep the change.”

			“Hang on,” he said, as she took the drinks. “Is one of those for Donna?”

			“Yeah, why?”

			“She looks like she’s already had a few.” He added extra ice to one of the glasses to water down the drink. “You need help, let me know.”

			“Thanks.” Sadie felt her face heat as she gathered up the glasses. Good grief, her paranoia was getting the better of her. Todd was trying to be nice, and she’d assumed the worst. Not every guy was a jerk.

			A glass in each hand, she forged her way through the milling crowd. In the shifting gaps between dancers, she saw that Donna was now sitting squarely in the middle of the little table, one alligator-­sheathed leg sliding provocatively against the other, her chest arched in the direction of a tall, fit-­looking man. The man’s hands were shoved into the back pockets of his jeans. Those jeans covered a rear end that, even in the land of tight cowboy butts, screamed “outstanding hottie.”

			Could she call her wing-­woman’s job done? Maybe she could deliver Donna’s drink and skip out of here before any awkward encounters ruined the night.

			“Here you go, birthday girl. Sorry it took so long.” She reached past the strange man, who turned and looked down at her.

			It was Caleb the baseball player. He looked just as good here as at the ballpark. Maybe better, in those crisp blue jeans and cowboy boots, along with a tight blue T-­shirt that made his eyes stand out. Of all the guys Donna could have found, why this one? Why the only man she’d been attracted to since the Hamilton Disaster?

			As she met his startled gray gaze, she bobbled both glasses, sloshing white liquid onto his pants.

			“Maybe I should have brought a bodyguard,” he teased, grabbing the drinks—­or trying to, anyway. He and Sadie ended up in a sort of tussle over them.

			“What are you doing here?” Silly question, but she was completely rattled . . .

			“Right now? Wrestling chick drinks.” Caleb tried to steady the glasses, splashing Kahlua across his hands. Another man, who stood on Donna’s other side, laughed out loud. Sadie noticed dark curly hair, mischievous green eyes, and a dimple.

			Donna eyed the creamy liquid on Caleb’s hands. “Want me to lick that off for you, handsome?” She gave a goofy, exaggerated wink.

			Caleb’s friend snorted. “I’m getting a beer. Be right back, handsome.” He slapped Caleb on the back, then headed for the bar.

			Sadie finally managed to wrangle the two glasses onto the table. Donna looked like she wanted to jump Caleb right there on the floor of the Roadhouse. She couldn’t tell what Caleb wanted. Donna was beautiful, after all, and a fantastic person, even though she was a little out of control at the moment.

			But Donna could get away with it. She had a fun, kooky way about her that made everyone like her. Sadie knew if she threw herself at Caleb like that, all the talk would flare back up. Her life would become hell all over again. And who knew what Hamilton would do when he heard?

			No, she couldn’t afford any sort of misbehavior, which was why she was the perfect wing woman. She snatched up one of the White Russians and
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