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Chapter 1

IT’S A RARE baseball game that ends with the star slugger being chased with a BB gun. But no one who knew Trevor Stark would have been surprised by the news. The Kilby Catfish left fielder had a certain way about him, a way that made women lose their minds and men lose their cool. It had been that way his whole life. One of these days, people often said, Trevor Stark was going to run into trouble he couldn’t get out of.

If that day had come, on a Saturday in July, Trevor had no inkling of it when he stepped onto the field at Catfish Stadium. The banks of lights aimed at the diamond lent a haze of lavender to the early evening sky. A friendly sort of roar drifted from the bleachers, a mixture of lazy chatter and cracking peanut shells. The sound system was playing some country song Trevor didn’t recognize, and the heady scent of dust and grass and leather made something inside him settle into place. He loved baseball. Loved every second on the field, and merely endured the seconds off it.

On the mound, the pitcher was warming up, the thunk of his fastballs drilling into the catcher’s mitt. Heading for his spot in left field, Trevor deliberately stepped on the chalk line between foul territory and the infield. Touching the line was known to be bad luck—unless you were one of those players who believed the opposite. Trevor believed in facing bad luck head-on, armed with cleats and a cup.

“Hey Trev.” Bieberman, on his way to his spot at shortstop, popped up next to him. Bieberman, whose real name was Jim Leiberman, looked enough like Justin Bieber to allow his teammates to torment him with that nickname. “Did you hear the news about Crush?”

Crush Taylor, former pitching legend, owned the Catfish and had been riding Trevor’s ass since last season.

“You lost me at ‘Crush.’ I break out in smallpox when I hear his name.”

“Smallpox was eradicated in 1980,” chirped Bieberman, a former med student who had all kinds of random facts at his disposal.

“I’m bringin’ it back.”

Dwight Conner, the center fielder, jogged past. Dwight was his closest friend on the team. Trevor still didn’t know how that had happened; normally he avoided friendships, along with relationships in general. “Bringing what back? Forget that, did you hear about Crush?”

Bieberman answered quickly. “I was just saying that he went on TV and promised to win the Triple A championship. He said if we don’t, he’ll sell the team to the jackass Wade family. His words.”

Trevor glanced at the owner’s box, where Crush Taylor spent most games drinking from his ubiquitous silver flask and flirting with his lady-of-the-moment.

“By the time that happens, I’m going to be outta the Catfish into the Friars,” said Dwight with a grin. “Fried Catfish, that’s me.”

As usual, the mention of the San Diego Friars, the major league team that held his contract, made Trevor’s gut roil. Most players lived for “the Call,” but not Trevor. If he had his way, he’d never get permanently called up to the Friars. He’d stay right here, where no one knew him. He wanted one thing—to keep his sister Nina safe and anonymous, which would never happen if he played in the majors.

But he couldn’t let anyone in baseball know his true situation, so he continued with his usual act. The legend of Trevor Stark, selfish, arrogant bastard. “Why should I care who buys the team?” he said to Dwight. “I care about Trevor Stark only. Trevor Stark should not be stuck here in Limbo, Texas. Hell, I don’t even like barbecue. And I can hit these Triple A pitchers with my eyes closed.”

“Hey, Gossip Girls,” yelled Duke, the manager. “Shut up and get your butts on the field.”

With a gesture of apology, Trevor sped up to a jog, parting ways with Dwight, now headed toward center field.

“Buy me a Lone Star after the game and I won’t bust you on the barbecue thing,” Dwight called as he settled into position. “That could get you shot around here.”

“You’re on.” Trevor faced the infield, where the first Albuquerque Isotope batter was just leaving the on-deck circle. He adjusted his cap to shield his eyes from the glare of the lights, and that’s when he caught sight of the homemade sign in the stands. Kilby fans were known for their expressiveness at the ballpark.

Trevor Stark, it read, but the Trevor had been crossed off and replaced with Traitor.

Traitor? That seemed like a stretch, even though Trevor knew he wasn’t a popular player like Dwight. Everyone loved Dwight; Trevor tended to inspire the opposite emotion. Let Dwight be the charmer. Let Bieberman be the cute and cuddly one. Trevor Stark was all about mental toughness, mystery, and intimidation.

Block it out. The guy was probably an Isotope fan trying to rattle the competition.

With two outs, someone finally made contact. A sharp crack carried across the field, accompanied by a rising roar from the crowd. A fly ball was heading toward the outfield.

“It’s all you, baby,” called Dwight.

Trevor loped left, then slowed to a gentle drift, tracking the ball on its spinning descent. He jogged back, back, back, until he knew the outfield wall was just behind him. The ball was taking forever up there, as if it had caught a wind current headed to the Gulf of Mexico. As it finally headed for the ground, he leaped into the air and got a glove on it. It bounced off, and he had to lunge in a kind of split-leg pirouette to snatch it back into the webbing. The crowd roared.

He held up his glove with the ball nestled inside.

“Trevor, Trevor!” In the stands, a teenage kid selling peanuts waved to him. Trevor ignored him. He knew Brian pretty well from the Boys and Girls Club. Good kid trying to bring in some extra cash for the family. But when he’d gotten Brian the job here, he warned him that was the extent of his help. What was the kid doing grinning at him like that?

Instead he tossed the ball to a little boy jumping up and down next to a pretty blond woman. “Come find me after the game and I’ll sign it,” he called to the boy—and his hot mother—as he and Dwight jogged off the field. On the way to the dugout, he caught sight of another homemade sign.

Trevor Skank. You suck.

Trevor shook his head. Bring it on, hecklers. That sort of thing just fueled his drive.

In the dugout, he left his glove on the bench and pulled on his batting gloves, since he was batting third. Duke, the manager, called over to him. “Message from Crush. He says stop flirting with the ladies in the stands and get your pretty face on base.”

Trevor gritted his teeth. “Crush can kiss my ass. Times three. Triple into right field, coming up.”

The other Catfish jeered and scoffed, which made sense because this wasn’t pool, this was baseball.

But now that he’d made that statement, he had to do his best to make it happen. The “legend of Trevor Stark” constantly needed more material. He was a big guy, with lots of power in his arms and shoulders, but his biggest weapon was his ice-cold manner at the plate, the way he refused to be intimidated, the way nothing rattled him. Nothing on a baseball field fazed him because off the field he’d faced the worst already.

When it was his turn at bat, he carefully worked the count. On the ninth pitch, the pitcher threw way inside, so close that he felt the movement of air milliseconds from his face. An attempted brushback. He stepped closer to the plate, defending it like a barbarian with a spiked mace. Will versus will. Stamina versus stamina.

Pitch number ten was a too-slow curveball, weighed down by the pitcher’s disheartened fatigue.

Trevor drilled it into right field. Stand-up triple.

In the dugout, Dwight flipped him the bird, while the rest of his teammates jumped up and cheered. Truth was, he’d gotten lucky, but hell if he’d tell anyone that. Mystery and intimidation. Name of the game.

The game ended in a win for the Catfish. On the way to the clubhouse, he paused to sign the baseball he’d tossed to the kid. The boy’s sexy mother mouthed something to him, but he just gave her a wave and continued into the clubhouse. Honestly, some nights he preferred quiet and a good book.

After his shower, he’d barely gotten his shirt on before Sean Richards, a reporter from the local cable station, stuck a microphone in his face.

“Trevor Stark, you’re the Friars top prospect, but you’ve only played two games in San Diego. They spent a record amount on your contract, you broke two hitting records back in Double A, but once again you’re back in Kilby. What’s the reason for that, in your opinion?”

Trevor hated this line of questioning. Each year, he made it impossible for the Friars to call him up. A well-timed scandal, a DUI arrest, an injury. But that information was locked in the vault.

“You know what?” he said. “I don’t think about that kind of thing. When I’m on that field, I’m there to do my best and help my team. Right now my team is the Catfish, and I think we have a good shot at the Triple A championship this year.”

Richards, a lanky kid right out of college with a soul patch and gauged ears, brightened. “So you support Crush Taylor’s mission?”

Trevor suppressed a grin. Distraction accomplished. “Of course I support it. Just like the Catfish fans support us. We want to bring it on home for the fine people of Kilby.”

Across the clubhouse, Sonny Barnes was making the universal sign for blowjob, and Dwight Conner was doing the “slow clap.”

Trevor shot them a below-camera-level finger while continuing to gaze earnestly at the reporter. “Us Catfish, we play our hearts out every single game, and hopefully it shows.”

“Heart? That’s not usually a word associated with Trevor Stark. People say you’re made of ice out there. You never get rattled, never show emotion.”

“Well, Sean, I have a heart. I just try not to let it affect me on the field.” He paused. “Or off.” He winked at the kid and clapped him on the shoulder.

Sean grinned and lowered his camera. “Thanks, Trevor. Good game tonight.”

“Thanks, dude.”

All in all, Trevor was feeling pretty good about things as he shouldered his gym bag and ambled down the tunnel that led to the exit.

Stepping outside Catfish Stadium, he drew in a long breath of warm, exhaust-scented air. The parking lot was nearly empty; he’d taken his time getting dressed, putting off the moment when he had to leave the ballpark. In the far corner of the lot, Ramirez was wrapped so tightly around his wife that the two of them could barely walk. Trevor wondered briefly what that kind of intimacy might feel like, then dismissed the thought, since he didn’t expect to ever find out.

As he reached the edge of the parking lot, a man stepped from the shadows, his hand in the pocket of his bulky military jacket.

Gun.

A cold rush of adrenaline flooded his system. This was it. His past coming back to stalk him. He’d feared this day since he got out of juvie. Being hunted, found, punished.

He dove behind the nearest car, using it as a shield.

“You’d better run, Trevor Fucking Stark, ’cuz I got a BB gun and I’m going to hurt you!” The man spoke in a high, whiny voice, like he’d had a few six-packs too many.

The death grip of fear around Trevor’s lungs loosened. This wasn’t anyone from Detroit. If those guys came after him, they’d have real firepower, and they wouldn’t be wasted. They’d mean business. Crazy local dudes, on the other hand, he could handle.

Trevor scanned the parking lot. He’d parked his Escalade in the usual spot, but there was no way he could reach it without giving the guy a clear shot at him. Behind him lay the shadowed corner where kids sometimes snuck under the chain-link fence. If he could crawl backward without the guy seeing him . . .

He glanced at the players’ exit. He needed a distraction. But the shadowed double doors offered no help. If only he could grab his bag, with his cell phone and a couple of baseballs. But it was just out of reach, where it had fallen when he dove for cover.

The man was striding toward the car, a Jetta which he was pretty sure belonged to Terry, the physical therapist. If he hurt her car, he’d never hear the end of it. Talk to the guy. Talk him down.

“Look, sir, can we talk about this before you get yourself in trouble?” Trevor called. “There’s gotta be a way we can work this out.”

“Did you bother to talk to me before you screwed my girl?” the man shouted.

Oh, hell. “If I did that, I apologize. I would never screw someone else’s girl. If you know me at all, you know it’s true.”

Silence. Trevor peered under the car. The dim outline of cowboy boots a few yards away reassured him that at least the man wasn’t right on top of him.

“Listen, man. I know my reputation, and there’s a few things in my past I’m not proud of, but I think there’s a chance this might be a misunderstanding. I’m not sure I know who we’re talking about here.”

Wrong move. “I guess she just slipped your mind, then, dickbrain.” The cowboy boots moved forward. “Aisle six at the Walgreens? She gave you a neck massage. Now she says you’re her soulmate. Fucking asshole.”

What the . . . ? Trevor remembered his headache, and the shy girl in a baggy denim dress who’d told him about her acupressure classes. “Nothing happened, man. Of course I remember her, but we didn’t do anything more than talk.”

“That ain’t what she says. She says you connected.”

“Well, sure, maybe on a friendly level. She’s a sweet girl. You’re a very lucky man to have a good woman like her. Do you think it’s going to impress her if you get arrested? It won’t, I guarantee.”

In answer, a spray of BBs glanced off the trunk of the car with light metallic pings. Holy fuck, this guy is serious. Ironic that he was going to get shot over a completely innocent encounter at a Walgreen’s, when he’d done so many worse things in the past.

Well, maybe he deserved it. It wouldn’t exactly be a big loss to the world if Trevor Stark wound up dead in the parking lot of a nowheresville Triple A stadium. Duke would be pissed. Dwight would miss him in the outfield. A large number of women would be sad for a moment, then decide he probably had it coming.

If he was gone, Nina would be safe. No one would ever find her or hurt her. At that realization, his body relaxed into the pavement as if it belonged there.

“Trevor Stark.” Judging by his gloating tone, the man had him in his line of sight now. “Not so ice cold now, are you? If you want to live, you’d better start begging.”

Did he want to live? The weight of his life pressed against his heart, all the pain and danger and abandonment. Was this his life flashing before his eyes in the moment before it ended? Based on the sound of the pings, the BB gun didn’t have much power, but at close range it could probably do some damage. Was it for the best?

A shadow of movement told him the man was raising his gun. Do something, do something.

But he was frozen, paralyzed. His father’s face, fearful and vacant, stole into his mind. Why, of all images, did he have to go out with that one? He’d rather end with the only perfect thing in his life—baseball. A home run singing across a blue sky, the satisfying crack of his favorite birch bat hitting the sweet spot of a fastball. Nina, leaping across broken beer bottles and dandelions, chasing a fly ball in the vacant lot where they used to play.

The sound of an engine gunning broke the moment. Trevor caught a glimpse of a white car speeding toward him across the parking lot, the passenger door swinging open.

“Get in,” a female voice called out.

The man shifted—oh hell, the lunatic was going to aim at the oncoming car. He was going to shoot an innocent bystander.

Trevor’s paralysis snapped. He dove for his attacker’s ankles and jerked his feet out from under him. The gunman toppled over and landed with a hard crash on the pavement.

Trevor scrambled to his feet and flung himself toward the open car door. He crawled in and the vehicle took off before his feet were even inside.

Pulling his legs into the car, he slammed the door shut, then lunged for the wheel, brushing against the warm, slim body of a woman.

“Get your head down,” he ordered. “I’ll drive.”

But the driver swatted his hand away. “I don’t think so, mister. This is a rescue, not a carjacking.”

Awkwardly crammed into the passenger seat, he gaped at the woman behind the wheel. He saw a tumble of wild hair, a set jaw, a fine profile. His right arm throbbed painfully. She shot him an impatient look. “Would you please buckle up? That crazy man is still shooting, and this is a rental.”





Chapter 2

FOR A WILD moment Trevor wondered if he would have been better off taking his chances with the BB gun. The girl didn’t seem to be the best driver, zigzagging all over the parking lot. She hunched over the wheel, peering out the front windshield.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to confuse him so he doesn’t have a steady target.” She veered to the right.

“Don’t worry about that, just head for the exit. We’re faster than him because we’re in a car.”

“I know we’re in a car. How else would I be able to rescue you?”

“What? Just . . . go that way, that’s the exit.” He pointed toward the opening that represented safety and freedom—or more moments of lunacy in the company of this strange girl. He saw his Escalade off to the side and wondered if he’d be better off jumping out of this car and into his.

Before he could act on the thought, they were practically on top of the Escalade. “Watch out!” he yelled.

She jerked the wheel to the left, but not before she’d shaved off the sideview mirror, which went clattering onto the pavement. She winced, but didn’t seem too worried.

“That was my car you just maimed.”

She shot him a scathing look, her eyes glinting like sea glass in the light from her dashboard. “Are you seriously worried about your car when we have a man with a gun after us?”

He groaned. “It’s a BB gun, but never mind. Just get us out of here.”

“That is the general idea.”

Snapping his mouth shut, he sank lower in his seat. Probably best not to engage in any conversation with this girl, at least until their physical safety was ensured. There was a strong possibility that knocking her out so he could drive would be the safest option of all. But he couldn’t bring himself to do that.

After another near-miss with a Camry, she finally reached the exit that led onto Catfish Way, the feeder street from the main road. He swiveled his head to see if the man was still following, and found himself staring into one glowing blue eye.

“What the fu—” The eye disappeared as whoever it belonged to dove to the floorboards.

“Don’t yell, please,” the girl said in a stern voice. “Jerome isn’t used to car chases.”

“Jerome?” Who—or what—was Jerome? Who was this girl?

On the bright side, he could now see through the rear window. The man with the BB gun was standing next to his Escalade, aiming little BB bullets into his tires. Well, better the car than him.

He swung back around and let out a whoosh of relief. “He stopped shooting at us. You can drive normally now. If that’s possible.”

Now that the danger had passed, the aftermath of adrenaline overload had him shaking. He tightened his fists and made his body rigid, then forced himself to relax. Air in, air out. The same way he’d handled all the traumatic situations he’d faced in the past. It was over. Deal with the next moment. Then the next.

The girl headed down Catfish Way. “I was really afraid he was going to shoot you. I was in the middle of calling 911 when he aimed his gun. I didn’t think the police would arrive before he pulled the trigger. I just tossed my phone away and slammed on the accelerator.”

“That took a lot of guts, but you shouldn’t have done it. He could have shot you. You can’t just go barging into dangerous situations like that.”

She shook her hair away from her face in an offended gesture, and he caught a light, sweet fragrance, like apple blossom. “Is that your way of saying thank you? Because it needs some work.”

“Look, strange girl, I’m grateful, but I don’t want to encourage you to ever, ever do anything like that again.”

She aimed a scowl at him, and now that they were driving down a well-lit street, he finally caught the color of her eyes. Blue. A pure, deep, starry blue, like sapphires. The skin around them looked puffy, as though she’d been crying. “Are you all right?”

“Sure, I’ve just been going through a lot lately.”

Oh, even better. There was an emotionally unstable girl behind the wheel. Again he contemplated diving out the door and taking his chances.

She sniffed. “But I’ll get through this, just like everything else. Can you make sure Jerome is okay?”

“I don’t even know what Jerome is.”

“You’re a very odd person, aren’t you? Didn’t you just look right at him? Jerome is a cat, of course.”

Trevor twisted around to squint at the backseat. He ignored the jumble of clothes and textbooks and shoes and glanced at the floorboards, where a massive pile of white fur nearly overflowed a pet carrier. “That thing is a cat? I only saw one eye. He looks more like a white shag foot stool.”

“Is he all right?”

The cat stared up at him, unblinking, through the open door of the carrier. “Aside from the obesity? He looks okay to me.”

“I’m letting your insulting comment slide because I’m used to it, but he’s a large breed, that’s all. He’s a cream point Ragdoll, and very sweet-natured. He only has one eye, but that’s the way I found him, so I don’t know why. See what happens if you try to pet him.”

Trevor eyed the creature, who looked even more wary than the Isotope pitcher from earlier that night. “You want me to try to pet him?”

She sighed. “You must still be traumatized by the incident. You seem a little slow on the uptake. It’s completely understandable. As I mentioned, I too have been going through a lot lately, although no one’s gone after me with a gun until—”

“I’m not traumatized,” he said through clenched jaws. To prove it, he reached a hand toward the cat, which jammed his huge head against Trevor’s hand. “I think he’s trying to head-butt me out of the car.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“He wants you to pet him, so he must be fine. Jerome is a very loving and affectionate cat, but he’s not a fighter. He’s a gentle giant. He’s been with me through a lot, though this is officially our first car chase.”

“Well, tell your gigantic cat that I mean you no harm. Hell, five minutes ago I didn’t even know you existed, Miss . . .” He left the end of the sentence open.

“I’m Paige.”

“I’m Trevor Stark.”

She nodded, showing no particular reaction to that information. Yet one more strange moment of this night. Kilby was a small town, and the Catfish had been in the news a lot lately, thanks to Crush Taylor and various other circumstances. She should at least recognize his name.

Then it clicked. A cute girl—and she was most definitely that—waiting alone in the stadium long after everyone else had left. Of course she didn’t have a reaction to his name, because she already knew it.

She’d been waiting for him. She was a groupie, one of the Trevor Stark fandom the other guys mocked him about.

“I have to hand it to you, you caught my attention,” he told her.

She laughed, a sound as bright as a waterfall. “I suppose barreling straight at you in a car would do that.”

“You definitely beat out the woman who sent her kid to the railing. Oldest trick in the book, that one.”

“Excuse me?”

He eyed her outfit, which consisted of black leggings and a loose V-necked top that screamed comfort. “You didn’t want to dress up for the occasion?”

She turned her face toward him, and he saw she wore not a stitch of makeup—pretty unusual for the girls who went after him. “Are you saying I should have changed before I rescued you from the crazed gunman?”

“I’m talking about the part before. When you were waiting for me to come out of the stadium. What were you planning to do? Whisk me off for a romantic . . . uh . . . yoga class?”

She stopped at a red light and twisted to face him full on. Her sapphire eyes brimmed with amusement. “Just for the sake of argument, let’s say that I was. I was parked outside Catfish Stadium just longing for you to appear so I could lure you into my extremely messy rented Chevy Cavalier. What would happen next?”

It was starting to sink in that he’d read the situation wrong. Understandable, since it wasn’t uncommon for girls to lie in wait for him at the stadium. But still—he didn’t like looking like an ass in front of this girl, with her sparkly blue eyes and wild mane of hair that looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. She’d knocked him off his game and now he had to get the upper hand back.

“Well, Paige, despite my reputation, I’m not that kind of guy. So I’d probably do this next.”

In one smooth motion he stripped off his Kilby Catfish T-shirt. Her deep blue eyes went wide. He felt her swift, sweeping inspection like a wave of heat across his skin. Her quick intake of breath was supremely satisfying. Better yet, she was momentarily speechless.

He dug in his duffel bag for a Sharpie and signed his T-shirt with a big flourish. Trevor Stark, the T and S the only legible letters.

With a flourish, he presented the shirt to her. “Thank you for being a loyal fan.”

Still speechless, she accepted the T-shirt, just as someone honked behind her. The light had changed. The energy between them snapped, like a rubber band breaking. It suddenly felt as if a pressure valve had released. She tossed the shirt into the pile of junk on the backseat, then turned back to the steering wheel.

He let out a long breath. He hadn’t realized how caught up in the moment he’d been until she looked away from him. In the short time he’d known Paige, he’d been more off-balance than with any woman since the age of twelve. Then again, getting threatened with a gun might have had something to do with it.

“You know,” Paige mused as she steered her car into the intersection. “You’d think that rescuing you from an armed gunman would get me more than a T-shirt. Like, say, your jockstrap. Do you ever give those away?”

“I might consider it, but it was just a BB gun.”

“I guess you have a point. The greater the risk, the more ridiculous the reward.” Before he could get in a comeback, she continued. “Well, Mr. Shirtless Stranger, what would you like to do now? I don’t want to drive back to the stadium until we’re sure the police have arrived.”

“There’s no way in hell I’m letting you drive back there. Besides, the dude shot out the tires on my Escalade. I’ll have to get it towed.” He thought for a moment. “Can you drop me at the Days Inn on Alamo Drive?”

“Sure. But don’t you want to give a statement to the police? I can take you to the station.”

“I’ll call it in.” Trevor never willingly went near the police. Back in Detroit, some of them had been on the payroll of the syndicate that had destroyed his family. Even though Kilby was a small town with a completely different atmosphere, his mistrust ran deep. “I’d rather get back to the hotel. Afternoon doubleheader tomorrow.”

She steered toward the street that would take them to Alamo Drive, which told him that she knew Kilby well enough to find her way around. Was she from here? But she’d said her car was a rental, and it definitely had the lived-in feel of a long road trip.

“Are you an out-of-town player?” she asked him.

“Nope. I’m a Catfish. Go Kilby.” She reacted to that information with an almost invisible flinch. Interesting. “I live at the Days Inn. I rent by the week and own a bunch of take-out menus. Home sweet home.”

“Wouldn’t it be cheaper to rent an apartment?”

“That’s a big commitment.” Not only that, but he’d be easier to find. Motel rooms worked just fine for him.

“Oh, please. Let me guess, you’re one of those.” She tossed her tangle of hair away from her face. “The ‘don’t fence me in with your pesky apartment leases or marriage contracts’ types.”

“Maybe. And you’re the ‘give me two minutes and I can slap a label on you’ type.”

Surprised, she looked over at him, and he caught a glimmer of respect along with the laughter. “Touché.”

As she turned the car onto Alamo, the neon Days Inn sign loomed ahead, illuminating the misty night with its yellow glow. The sight brought an odd sense of reluctance—surprise, surprise, he didn’t want this encounter to end. Paige didn’t seem one bit intimidated by him, or awed, or flustered. The change of pace was . . . well, like he’d said, she’d caught his attention.

He looked at her sideways, wanting more details impressed into his brain. Now that he got a good look at her, he saw that she was on the quirky side of beautiful, with lean lines and a wide mouth. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders and halfway down her back, the curling strands picking up glints of light, copper and red and gold. She wore a pendant on a leather thong around her neck, and woven bracelets marched up her wrist. Her yoga-ish outfit might be casual, but she had a sexy body under those leggings, he could practically guarantee. Whoever Paige was, she was suddenly front and center on his radar screen. It made no sense, considering the craziness of the past ten minutes, but he wanted . . . well, more. More conversation, more of that sweet apple fragrance, more of those looks she shot him.

He wanted to hear her laugh some more. It made him feel halfway human.

She pulled into the driveway of the Days Inn and stopped under the overhang at the entrance. “Nice place you’ve got here,” she said, all cheeky.

“Thanks. It’s even nicer inside. Why don’t you come in and tell me all about Jerome, or why you were at the stadium, or where you learned to drive? I have a fully stocked kitchenette. My specialty is midnight snacks.” He unleashed his most potent weapon—his smile, which had slayed every woman he’d encountered since the age of twelve.

Not Paige. She tilted her head, giving him a long, serious survey. “Anonymous sex with a stranger is not the right way to process a trauma.”

The word “sex” on those full, upturned lips amped up the strong attraction he already felt to her. “What makes you think I was talking about sex?”

Her gaze immediately flashed to his bare chest, and she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.

“I get it,” he said. “You were thinking about sex.”

When her cheeks went pink, he bit back a satisfied smile. Now that the word “sex” had been spoken aloud, it sounded like a great idea to him. “Besides, there’s nothing like a near-death experience to make you want to live life to the fullest. Shouldn’t that include sex? Or at least a midnight snack?”

He offered another smile, aiming for charming this time. She drummed her thumbs on the steering wheel, looking at him from under her lashes, the garish Days Inn glow sliding across her skin. Had he tempted her? Finally she shook her head. “I’m supposed to be somewhere right now. I got sidetracked rescuing you, but I really need to go.”

“Wherever you’re going, I bet there isn’t a famous baseball player ready to satisfy your every desire.”

Her head jerked back and her eyes went wide with an expression of horror. “You . . . no . . . um . . .” Clapping her hand over her mouth, she gave a peal of laughter that raked at his pride like a burning torch.

“Say no more.” An unfamiliar emotion coursed through him—the humiliation of rejection. Girls didn’t turn him down. Most often, they came after him in the first place. He opened the car door and swung himself onto the pavement. “Do me a favor, Paige. Next time you see a man with a gun, drive the other way.”

“Wait, I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s just that—”

He held up a hand to stop her right there. “Thanks for the ride, and the rescue. Appreciated.”

She opened her mouth as if she had something important to say, then changed her mind and pressed her lips together. Perfect, curving lips. And damn if he didn’t want to kiss her, even if she had just laughed at him. Light spilling from the hotel entrance fell across her face, turning her skin luminous.

He wanted her.

Not going to happen.

He turned away and stepped into the shadow cast by the overhang. Idiot that he was, he’d given her his shirt. This close, she might see the damning marks on his back. He needed to put some distance between them, so he walked quickly toward the hotel’s front doors. Beyond the glass he saw the familiar check-in counter, the coffee setup, the dusty ficus tree in a planter.

“Thank you for the T-shirt,” she called after him.

Without turning around, he flashed a peace sign.

“Stay out of trouble,” she added wryly, as if she knew trouble was part of Trevor’s DNA. Smart girl.

Oh. My. God. That was one extremely potent male. Paige put a hand to her heart, feeling it gallop like a runaway horse. The amount of adrenaline coursing through her system right now would fuel an entire squad of sprinters.

On autopilot, she drove away from the hotel, barely noticing the familiar terrain of Kilby—tidy little stucco homes, the restored brickwork of the downtown area, strip malls, and, as she reached the outskirts of town, the ranch lands. Her destination.

“Jerome, I had no idea a baseball player could be like that.”

Not even her ex-husband, a professional basketball player, had prepared her for the sight of Trevor Stark without a shirt.

“Did you hear what he said about a famous ballplayer waiting to fulfill my every desire? I swear, Jerome, I almost lost it. He probably thought I was nuts. Do you think he did? I guess if he saw me talking to you he’d really think I was nuts. No offense, kitty-cat.”

Her cat gave a soft meow. Now that the interloper was gone, Jerome lurched out of his carrier onto the backseat, then climbed into the passenger seat and curled up in his usual spot. They’d been driving this way for three days, ever since her Alitalia flight from Rome had landed at John F. Kennedy Airport. She hadn’t even stopped for a visit with her two college roommates who lived in New York. She’d gone right to the car rental counter and booked this Cavalier. A more sensible idea would have been to fly to Houston, but she needed the time to acclimate to the United States. To her American self. Her old self, before she’d crashed and burned.

Out on Highway 60, she peered through the darkness in search of the sign for her father’s ranch. Her stomach tightened when she spotted it. She’d been hoping to surprise him at the stadium because he was always in a better mood there. Or at least that had been true three years ago, when she’d last seen him.

But she’d waited too long in the parking lot, trying to screw up her courage, and then a man with a BB gun and a ballplayer with incredible green eyes had ruined that plan.

Spotting the sign for Bullpen Ranch, she turned off the highway onto the private road that led to the ranch. The car rattled over a cattle grate. In five minutes she’d be at her father’s door.

For a desperate moment, she contemplated turning the car around and taking Trevor Stark up on his invitation. He was beautiful, like an avenging angel, with those slashing cheekbones and sensual mouth, his eyes the clear light green of the Caribbean on a crystal calm day. But he wasn’t calm, not underneath. She sensed turmoil behind his controlled exterior. Maybe that’s what made him so magnetic and compelling.

The sight of his muscled back, wide at the shoulders, lean at the waist, powerful everywhere in between, was still branded on her eyeballs. A massive tattoo filled his entire back and shoulders, although she hadn’t been able to make out any details before he disappeared into the lobby. His physique had stunned the breath out of her, the perfection of each muscle and bone gilded by the hotel lights.

Her father’s big circular driveway was packed with the usual array of vehicles. Inside the ranch house, a sprawling glass and steel structure, lights glowed. For better or worse, he was home. “Moment of truth, Jerome,” she told her cat.

She got out of the car and took a deep breath of Texas air, cooler here than in Kilby proper, flavored with mesquite and alfalfa and a hint of cow manure.

Delaying the inevitable, she picked Jerome up from the passenger seat. As usual, he went floppy as the rag doll his breed was named after. He loved to be carried like a baby. “You keep quiet and let me do the talking.” She put him into his carrier, where he went right back to sleep.

Heart beating like a bongo, she hurried up the steps. She put down Jerome’s carrier and knocked on the oversize wood-planked door. Footsteps sounded inside. Please be happy to see me. Please don’t be a jerk.

The door opened and Crush Taylor stood before her, his tall, rangy frame as fit as ever, squinting at her with bright hazel eyes. He blinked a few times, as if he didn’t quite believe what he was seeing. “Paige?”

She burst into tears.





Chapter 3

AFTER A LONG moment during which Paige fought to get a grip on her sobs, Crush finally opened his arms and pulled her in for a hug. “Aw, kiddo. Come on. You know there’s no crying in baseball.”

“S . . . sorry.” Crush hated tears. All his ex-wives and their children knew that. Paige knew it more than anyone, because she’d always been the sap in the family. “It’s been a long trip.” Through her hiccuping sobs, she breathed in the familiar smell of her father, a mixture of tobacco and grass and bay rum.

“From Italy?”

She nodded against his chest.

“Hudson?”

“We’re getting divorced. I mean, we are divorced.” She pulled back and wiped the tears off her cheeks. “And if you say ‘I told you so,’ I’ll get right back in the car.”

He made a sound that could have been a chuckle or a protest. With his hands on her shoulders, he scrutinized her face. “When did this happen?”

“A month ago.”

“You never said anything.”

“We haven’t exactly been communicating.” A few strained emails over the past three years barely counted.

“Jenna didn’t mention it either.”

“She doesn’t know.” Telling her mother she was divorced at the age of twenty-four . . . Yeah, she was not looking forward to that conversation.

“Well, you’d better come in, honey. I bet you’re hungry. Divorce can give you a real appetite. I ate like a farmer after all three of mine.”

Crush’s caustic sense of humor came in handy sometimes. Her entire body relaxed, all the anxiety about her homecoming released in a long exhale. She’d done the right thing, coming here. Despite their epic battles over Hudson, Crush would never turn her away. And he wouldn’t interrogate her the way her mother would. She wasn’t ready to answer her mother’s inevitable million and five questions.

“So . . . uh . . . you planning to stay awhile?” Crush asked when she was through the door, car carrier in hand.

“For now, if that’s okay.”

She saw concern simmering behind his curious gaze, but he merely nodded and walked with her up the stairs to the bedrooms. In the upstairs hallway, she stopped short. Both walls were lined with Kilby Catfish posters, each featuring a different player, along with the bold blue Catfish logo with its curving, jumping fish.

The poster next to her old bedroom featured none other than Trevor Stark. Trevor, in full Technicolor, wearing a Catfish uniform that hugged the muscles of his thighs and arms as he held a bat on his shoulder. Those killer crystal eyes stared into the distance with a look of pure distilled intimidation. You could put that look in a bottle and win a war with it. He looked epic, legendary, fearsome.

And yet, in the car with him, she hadn’t felt intimidated. Not for a second.

“Trevor Stark,” Crush said, eyeing the poster with an expression of extreme animosity. “Sorry, I’ll get the housekeeper to move the posters.”

“Don’t bother, I’ll consider it homework. I should get to know your players, right?”

“Wrong. Especially that one.” He gestured at the poster of Trevor. “Stay very, very far away from that one.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. Should she mention that it was already too late for that? No, she had more important information to unload first.

Inside her bedroom, she put Jerome’s cat carrier on the floor and opened the door. He prowled out and sniffed his new surroundings.

“Cardio for this one.” Crush squatted down next to the enormous ball of white fur. “At least an hour a day. Maybe two.”

She laughed, bending down to pet Jerome, who immediately began to purr with a sort of voracious joy. “Leave Jerome alone. I’ll be down in a second, Dad. Let me just get him situated.”

“Does he need his own room? His own kitchen?”

Affectionately, she shook her head at Crush. She’d missed his sarcasm.

Crush left to put together some snacks, while she got Jerome set up with his litter box and some food and water. He only bumped into the wall a couple of times while exploring the room. His missing eye made him more awkward than most cats—maybe that’s why she’d related to him the second she’d spotted him in a side alley in Rome. She curled up on the bed, still covered with the same lily-patterned coverlet from her teen years, and petted him for a while, soaking in the comfort of home.

Home. Until a month ago, home had been the little apartment in Rome. What was Hudson doing right now? It was nearly morning in his time zone, so he was probably snuggled in bed. Maybe on the road, maybe with Nessa.

The familiar headache gathered, the aftermath of all the arguing and tears and upheaval making her shake on her old bed. She had no one but herself to blame. She should have stayed in college instead of trailing across Italy with Hudson Notswego. Hudson needed someone to decompress with after a game. He needed a back-rubber, a hand-holder, a dinner-preparer and complaint-listener. He needed someone to wear cute clothes with the other players’ wives, to look emotional when the camera turned her way, to cheer him on through all the ups and downs. He needed someone to root for him while he labored in the Italian League, hoping to catch the attention of the NBA. He needed her.

Until he’d met Nessa.

Ugh, she didn’t want to think about Hudson. She’d spent enough tears on him. She was back in Kilby for one reason only. Make a fresh start. Get her own life back, before it got hijacked by Hudson Notswego’s basketball career.

Starting now.

She jumped to her feet, startling Jerome, and hurried down the wide, curving stairs that led to the expansive living room.

Paige was on the tall side, having inherited her father’s rangy pitcher’s build, although none of his hand-eye coordination. But even she felt dwarfed by the cavernous open space that formed the main living area of the ranch house. All the furniture was immense, most of it covered in some kind of animal hide. The center of the room featured a stone hearth so vast a toddler could stand inside it.

She found Crush pouring himself a root beer at the polished teak bar. A plate of cheese and sliced bread awaited her. “You’re drinking root beer?”

He gestured with the tumbler, inciting a clink of ice against glass. “It’s my new crutch since I quit drinking.”

“I fully support that habit. It’s a lot better than the last one.” He rarely drank around her, but she knew that partying had been one of the things that ended all three of his marriages.

“Hell on the waistline. I’ve been spending a couple hours in the gym every day just to keep up with the young sprouts.”

The young sprouts . . . did that include the much too fascinating Trevor Stark? She realized that the ballplayer hadn’t left her mind much since she’d first laid eyes on him striding arrogantly across the parking lot. Just the mention of his name brought back the feel of his presence in her nerve endings, like the aftermath of adrenaline.

On the other hand, there was the actual adrenaline of the attack and the car chase. That’s probably what this was, she told herself, not interest in another pro athlete. Because she was never, ever doing that again.

She folded a slice of cheese around a chunk of bread and chewed for a moment. But she hadn’t been very hungry since things fell apart with Hudson, so after a moment she put it down.

Crush cleared his throat. “So, Paige, you might as well let me have it. Was it a clean break?”

“A clean break? What exactly does that mean?” She busied herself scanning the options in the small fridge under the bar. Basically root beer or root beer. She went with root beer, and pulled out a tray of ice cubes while she was at it.

“Mutual, amicable, no collateral damage. Don’t forget you’re talking to an expert on breakups here. Scale of one to ten, how finished is it?”

“It’s completely over, but I don’t know how your scale works. Would that be a ten or a one?”

“Nine is divorce. Ten is divorce with no chance of sex with the ex.”

In the midst of cracking the tray of ice cubes, she pressed too hard and sent ice cubes bursting out of the tray. Crush, his reaction time still lightning quick, managed to catch one of them. She lunged after the others before they skidded off the bar. “Can you please try to remember that you’re my father?”

“Hard to forget, with you following in my footsteps so soon.”

She bristled as she plopped the runaway ice cubes into her tumbler. She’d entered into her marriage with complete determination not to get divorced. But maybe divorce was a genetic flaw, one she’d inherited from both parents. “It wasn’t my intention, believe me. I’ve been lecturing myself the entire trip from Rome.”

“Aw honey.” He leaned forward and patted her knee. “Skip the lectures. I’m not sorry to see Hudson gone.”

Hot and immediate, her usual resentment flooded to the surface. “That’s because you had a problem with his—” Color, she was about to say, since Hudson was black. But Crush smoothly finished the sentence for her.

“Sport. How the hell did you think it would work out with a basketball player? Even football would be a stretch, but basketball?”

“If you’re trying to make me laugh, don’t bother. There is nothing to laugh about here.”

“Sorry.” He slouched back onto his bar stool and sipped from his root beer. “What happened? Did he cheat? There’s a lot of temptation on the road.”

“You could say that. As a matter of fact, he’s already engaged.” The humiliating words felt like dirt in her mouth. “To Nessa Brindisi.”

“The cooking show chick? Cooking is Easy with Nessa Brindisi? The one with the big baz—” He sketched a large bosom in the air in front of his chest.

“Yes! God.” She dug her hands into her hair. “You’re. My. Father. Can you please?”

“Sorry. Paige, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Bad habit, you know me.”

Still simmering, she took a long swallow of her root beer. Sweet, but missing something. Would it be tacky to look for something stronger? He’d quit drinking, she hadn’t. “Hudson was a guest on her show. You know that steak rub he’s so proud of? With the rosemary and thyme and all? She invited him on TV to share that recipe.”

“I suppose he rubbed more than her steak.”

She surged to her feet. “That’s it. I’m going to bed. It’s been a long trip and I’m exhausted.” She’d been dead wrong, after all. Coming to Kilby was a terrible idea. Crush never took anything seriously.

“What? What did I say? No, honey, sit down. I want to hear the whole story. Come on.” Crush slid off his bar stool and snagged her arm as she charged past. She felt tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. God, hadn’t she cried them all out already? “Want the truth?”

Paige nodded, blotting the tear with her thumb.

“I’m cracking jokes so I don’t try to murder the asshole. He was never right for you. Ever.” Crush’s hazel eyes drilled into her, stealing her words. “Selfish, self-absorbed, willing to take whatever you’d give and offer nothing in return, except the privilege of being married to a star athlete. You deserve better.”

Wow. That was the most passionate, sincere thing she’d ever heard her father say to her. It took her a moment to recover from the shock. Blotting more tears, she managed a smile. “Better? You mean a point guard instead of a small forward?”

Slow delight spread across Crush’s face. “Aw honey. You cracked a joke.” He swept her into a big hug, the sweet scent of root beer and his usual bay rum cologne flooding her with comfort. Right at that moment she could have fallen asleep, right there in her father’s arms, and rested for a month.

The phone rang. Of course it did. The business of being Crush Taylor never ended. She stepped away so he could answer.

“Yeah.” His face darkened. “Are you fucking kidding me? How bad?”

After a long moment of listening, his expression hardening as the caller spoke, he ended with, “I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”

“What’s going on?”

“Trevor fucking Stark. Biggest pain in the ass player I’ve ever had on the team. Mother-effing Christ, it’s just one thing after another with that guy.”

Oh my God. She’d bet anything the call was about the attack in the parking lot. But that wasn’t his fault, was it? She opened her mouth to explain that some stranger with a BB gun had gone after him and she’d impulsively driven her rental into the midst of it, risking her own safety, then spent the next fifteen minutes verbally sparring with Big Bad Trevor Stark . . . yeah. No. Best to keep all that to herself.

“Anything you want to share, Dad?”

“Not right now. Go to bed, honey, we’ll catch up more in the morning. Got some calls to make.” He squeezed her arm, but the familiar absent look in his eyes told her he was mentally already far away. Dealing with Trevor Stark.

Funny, her mind was also filled with Trevor Stark at the moment. For the first time, she wondered what exactly Trevor had done to earn the ire of that BB-gun wielder. Maybe he’d deserved those BBs. Given the intensity behind his flirty manner, she wouldn’t be surprised.

The next morning, Paige woke to the smell of coffee and bacon. She took a few deep breaths, inhaling the scent. The food in Italy was amazing, but the coffee didn’t smell the same and they didn’t eat bacon for breakfast. She stretched, head to toes, nearly knocking Jerome off the bed. Good thing he weighed about as much as a bag of cement.

A big part of her wanted to sleep for another day or so. It had been so hard to drag herself out of bed the past few months. But she was here to make a new start. That was the whole point. And it had to begin with getting out of bed.

Once upright, she pulled on a pair of shorts and an Olimpia Milano T-shirt—the biggest rivals of Hudson’s team, so there. On her way down the hall, she paused at the poster of Trevor Stark, still aiming that crystal gaze into the distance, still posing with those tremendous muscles. With a flash of searing heat that went straight to the pit of her belly, she remembered the moment when he’d stripped off his T-shirt and handed it to her. His manner hadn’t been fearsome then. It had been teasing, playful, sensual, but still with that dark edge underneath. What would a man like Trevor Stark be like in bed? Powerful, relentless, teasing, focused . . . she shivered.

She had no business thinking about that.

In the kitchen, Crush, still sweaty from his morning workout, plopped a mug of coffee and a plate of bacon and eggs before her, then slid a fork and knife across the breakfast bar.

He propped his elbows on the granite surface. “So, Paige, what’s your plan? Something tells me you don’t have one yet. Very understandable, and it works out well for me. I have a proposal for you.”

She groaned, tempted to turn around and go snuggle with Jerome again. “Can I drink my coffee first?”

“Nope. I called Jenna. She said it’s best to approach you first thing in the morning while you’re still vulnerable, like a sleepy gazelle in the savannah.”

“You called Mom? I haven’t even talked to her about any of this yet.” Head beginning to pound, she slid onto a stool and poured about half a carton of cream into her coffee. Her mother, Jenna Jarvey, had been the first of Crush’s three wives. He’d met her when she was interning for a newspaper. She was now a newscaster in Philadelphia. Paige often wished those journalism skills could stay at the news station. Being grilled by her mother was nothing to look forward to.

On the other hand, Crush’s parenting style was one step away from “do it yourself, kid.” He’d tell her inappropriate road trip stories, take her to the stadium, let her run around and play with the vendors and the other players’ kids. His intense focus on baseball didn’t leave much room for a daughter. Sometimes she’d hated the game because it consumed so much of his attention.

She wished baseball would consume his attention right now, as a matter of fact. No such luck.

Crush shrugged. “I did you a favor. Now you don’t have to call her, though she invited you to see her as soon as you’re ready. You don’t have to worry, Jenna’s glad you dumped him too.”

“I didn’t dump him.” If she had, maybe she wouldn’t feel like such a failure.

He waved that off with a forkful of scrambled egg. “You should have. You would have, if you weren’t such a loyal, caring, and all-round spectacular human being.”

She nearly choked on her mouthful of French roast. Crush didn’t normally shower on the compliments unless he wanted something. And when he wanted something, he used every weapon in the arsenal. Carefully, she placed her mug on the table, preparing for battle. “About this plan of yours . . .”

“I’m glad you asked. Because if you don’t have a plan of your own—”

“I do. I want to finish my college degree. I had two years left when Hudson signed with Virtus Roma. I can get my credits transferred to wherever I decide to apply.”

Crush opened his mouth, but she forestalled him. “In the meantime, I was thinking of doing some volunteer work here in Kilby.”

Again Crush tried to interrupt, but she could have taught a course on “How to Handle Crush Taylor.”

“There’s something else too. I went to a counselor to help me deal with the divorce. Did you ever wonder why I chose to marry a pro athlete, when my own father is one? Don’t you think that just screams ‘daddy issues’? I was figuring we could work on that while I’m here. Together, like family therapy. What do you think?”

At his horrified expression, she wanted to high-five someone. Three marriages and three divorces had made Crush dread couples counseling. His hatred of therapy was no secret. Next, he’d mumble something and check his phone and find some important e-mail to answer. After that he’d leave her alone and let her grieve in peace.

But this time her father surprised her. “Fine,” he said, gazing at her coolly over the rim of his mug.

Her jaw dropped. “Fine? You heard me, right? The part about working through my daddy issues?”

“I get it. I’m a famous, eccentric, impossible, part-time alcoholic, full-time misanthropic prick. Why wouldn’t you have issues with me?”

“Bonus points for self-awareness,” she murmured into her coffee.

“I heard that.” He took the cast-iron skillet to the sink, adding it to the pile of other dishes awaiting the housekeeper. His domestic side only went so far. “Paige, I think my plan is going to suit you fine.”

“Okay then, lay it on me.”

He leaned his rear against the enamel sink and folded his arms. “As you know, you’re my oldest progeny and the only one who can stand me.”

She pulled a dubious “sometimes, maybe, I suppose” face that he ignored.

“The Catfish isn’t just my team. It’s your legacy.”

“My ‘legacy’?” Shouldn’t a legacy be something good, like an art collection or a kingdom? A Triple A baseball team with a wild reputation didn’t qualify, did it?

“I want you to work with me at the stadium, learn the ropes. You’ll be a sort of intern, going from one department to the next, watching, learning, helping out. No pay, but you will have full room and board here at Bullpen
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