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			Chapter 1

			IF DONNA MACINTYRE made a list of ­people she’d never expect to see at the Kilby Community Library, Mike Solo would be right at the top. He was the popular catcher for the Kilby Catfish, after all, with a grin promising every kind of fun, and the sort of physique built from squatting behind the plate, not carrying a pile of heavy-­looking hardback books to the checkout desk.

			“Need a hand, Solo?” She slid next to him, propping one hip against the desk. “In case, you know, you’re wondering what all these big, thick things are good for.” She flicked one of the books; it looked like a serious biography.

			Mike, as always, didn’t miss a beat. With a flash of his devil-­green eyes, he murmured, “I know exactly what big, thick things are good for, but you can demonstrate if you want.”

			Frank the librarian, nearly dwarfed by Mike’s tower of books, choked a little.

			Mike raised an eyebrow at Donna. “Look at that, you’ve gone and upset the librarian, Red. That’s bad etiquette.”

			“I didn’t—­you—­” He’d gone right into the gutter, not her. She wanted to protest, but the pink tinge on the librarian’s face made her shift gears. “Sorry, Frank. I’ll behave.” She leaned across the desk. “But you do realize that one of the notorious Kilby Catfish is in our humble library. I just hope the patrons are safe. We all know how crazy those ballplayers can be.”

			“Now that’s just prejudice, plain and simple,” Mike announced, looking injured. “I’m a law-­abiding citizen here to settle up before I leave town. Frank knows I would never cause any trouble. Unless trouble comes looking,” he added, sweeping Donna with a glance that made her skin warm. “I have a few more of these, man. Be right back.”

			“Thanks, Mike. I’ll get started.” The librarian reached for the top of the stack. Donna stared, mouth dropping open a bit. Apparently Mike was just as well-­known to the staff of the library as to the bartenders at the Roadhouse. Well, well, well.

			“Donna, you’d better come with me,” Mike added, putting out his hand. “I’m not sure I trust you alone with all those big, thick things.”

			“Ha . . . ha.” The rest of her no-­doubt-­brilliant comeback evaporated as his big hand enveloped hers in callused strength and heat. She and Mike Solo had been flirting with each other all season, ever since she’d first met him at the Roadhouse. But it had never gone further than that, for various reasons. Her complicated life, for one thing. His Vow of Celibacy, for another. Everyone knew that Solo took a Vow of Celibacy at the start of the season and never broke it.

			Hoping her way with words would come back soon, she followed him out of the library into the hot parking lot. It was just so . . . strange to see him here, in real life, instead of out on the ball field or partying with the other Catfish. Like one of those “Look, celebrities are just like you” magazine spreads showing movie stars with cups of Starbucks. It made her wonder what else she didn’t know about Mike Solo.

			He opened the door of a silver Land Rover and reached in for more books, giving her a chance to watch the flexing muscles of his back and a truly spectacular rear end. She averted her eyes before he caught her, fixing her gaze instead on the books he dropped into her arms. On the cover of the top book, the face of Steve Jobs stared back at her. “Do you really read all these books?”

			“We have a lot of road trips and I like to keep my brain cells active. I’m a catcher, you know.” He extracted himself from the car, burdened with another stack of books.

			“So?”

			“So, catchers have to be smart. We have to know the game better than just about anyone. Strategy, patterns, human behavior. I have to know what someone’s going to do before they even do it. Like you, right now.” With a twist of his hip, he closed the door of the Land Rover. It was unfairly sexy, how he did that.

			“Me, right now, what?”

			“From what I know of Donna MacIntyre, you’re going to make a joke. That’s your go-­to, make a joke. Come on. Tease me, baby. Do that thing you do so well.”

			She clamped her mouth shut, not wanting to prove him right, though of course he was. Ever since she was little, she’d coped with all the crap in her life by laughing about it. What else could you do?

			Lifting her head high, she marched toward the library. Mike caught up with her instantly. “Did I forget to mention I like it?” He leaned down close, so she felt his warm breath on her ear. Shivers raced down her spine. “Don’t hide your light for me. Joke away. Bring it on.”

			“Maybe I’m not in a joking mood. This is a library, after all.”

			“I keep forgetting that, maybe because I usually see you in a party atmosphere. What brings a wild and crazy girl like you here?”

			For a reckless moment, she wanted to tell Mike the truth. The whole story, in revealing detail. But she hadn’t even told Sadie, her best friend. Which was all kinds of wrong and had to change, right away. But for now . . .

			“Picking out books for the Shark. He’s the boy I nanny for.”

			“Love the nickname.”

			“Thanks, Priest. I have a knack for nicknames.”

			“That’s mine?” The confounded look on his face made her laugh. It was fun getting under Mike’s skin.

			“Because of the Vow of Celibacy, you know. But don’t worry, that’s not your only nickname.” She winked.

			“I shouldn’t ask. I really shouldn’t. What else?” He shifted his pile of books to one arm and held the door open for her.

			She ducked under his arm. “Hottie McCatcher,” she told him demurely. “But don’t let it go to your head.”

			“I’ve got news for you, Red,” he whispered, as Frank the librarian put a finger to his lips, urging them to be quiet. “Season’s over. The Vow of Celibacy has expired.”

			Donna’s entire body, including her suddenly dry mouth, reacted to that piece of information. With a strangled squeak, she hurried toward the desk.

			Mike followed Donna, drinking in the sight of her denim short-­shorts and tight T-­shirt, which he’d already scoped out as advertising a local zydeco band. Her body curved to a deep indentation at the waist. For about the millionth time, he wondered how it would feel between his hands. Sexy, maddening Donna, with her copper-­bright hair and changeable hazel eyes. He knew her face was pretty—­heart-­shaped and stubborn-­chinned, with a damn dimple to boot. But to him it went beyond that. He always found himself caught up in the jokes she cracked, her cheeky attitude, her . . . daring.

			After all, the last time he saw her, she’d been standing up for her friend Sadie against the entire Wade clan of bullies. That took guts, and he respected the hell out of her for it.

			At the desk, they both unloaded their piles of books. Mike pulled out his wallet and extracted two hundred-­dollar bills.

			Apparently stunned, Frank dropped one of the overdue books—­an account of World War I fighter pilots—­on the floor. “Oh, I’m sure it won’t be that much.” The librarian shook his head nervously. “We’re only up to five dollars so far.”

			“Consider it a donation, then. A little something extra for keeping all these books out of circulation. Sometimes the season gets away from me.”

			Donna was looking at him strangely. “You do this a lot?”

			“Check out books and forget to return them? Been known to happen. Road trips. Injuries. Team drama.” He shrugged. “I try to make up for it. Are we good, Frank?”

			“Good, good. Very good.”

			“Excellent. Maybe I’ll see you next season. Hopefully not, of course. Nothing personal.” He winked at the librarian, which seemed to unnerve him, as he just kept nodding in response.

			He turned to Donna, who had her hands in the back pockets of her shorts. Lord, she was sexy. And fun. The most fun he’d had with a girl in . . . well, definitely since Angela, and maybe ever. And they’d never even kissed.

			Yet.

			With a lightning-­quick calculation—­the way he figured things behind the plate—­he did the math.

			1.	The vow was over.

			2.	Donna was giving him that sassy look.

			3.	She was wearing that T-­shirt that hugged her gorgeous curves.

			4.	Tomorrow he’d be gone.

			“C’mere a second.” He took her hand again and pulled her toward the tall, secluded stacks where the biographies were shelved. He’d never seen anyone in this section, and anyway, there were only two other ­people in the library, including Frank.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed. But she followed him willingly. Maybe she’d had the same thought. It took two to create this kind of chemistry, after all.

			When they’d reached the deepest part of the stacks, where dust floated in the quiet sunbeams, he stopped, then turned to face her. The sun lit her hair into a fiery cloud. “I’m going back to Chicago tomorrow. But before I go, I’d like to do something.”

			“Return your library books. I can see that. You probably have some parking fines to pay too. Disorderly conduct, maybe?”

			He ran a hand through the rough curls at the back of his head. “I have to confess something.” His Catholic-­boy conscience had been tugging at him this whole time. “Only a ­couple of those library books are mine. Mostly they’re my neighbor’s. He’s house-­bound, so I pick up books for him.”

			She blinked, her eyes a soft heather green in the filtered sunlight. “Your confession is that you don’t read big piles of books, and that you go to the library for your neighbor? What else, do you feed his cat?”

			“Only when he forgets.”

			Amusement lit up her little heart-­shaped face. “I’m crushed. I was thinking there was a secret genius hidden inside that ripped body.”

			She was talking about his body. Looking at it too, her gaze lingering on his chest. That was good. Seize the opportunity.

			“Maybe I was trying to impress you. We’ve been dancing around each other all season. Don’t you want to see if there’s anything to this chemistry?”

			Her eyes widened. “Here? Are you trying to add public indecency to all those fines?”

			“Just a kiss. One kiss. There’s nothing indecent about a kiss.”

			She tantalizingly considered that for a long moment, while a tension rose between them. He meant what he said; he didn’t intend anything beyond a kiss. He was leaving the next day, and one-­night stands weren’t his style. But Donna had been on his mind for months, and damn it, he wanted one taste of those curvy pink lips before he left Kilby.

			Finally she seemed to make up her mind. She took a step forward, brushing against him. A fresh fragrance came with her, like a fern unfurling in the woods. “Nothing indecent, Priest? I’ve got news for you.”

			“What’s that?”

			“There is if you do it right.” And she lifted her mouth to his.

			As soon as Mike’s lips met hers, Donna knew she was in trouble. When he’d said he fed his neighbor’s cat, she’d melted inside. Then when he’d mentioned Chicago, something had clicked. If he was leaving, she didn’t have to worry about what would happen next. She could have a hot moment with the guy she’d been crushing on for months, end of story. No consequences, no aftermath, no fallout. Just a chance to experience something she’d imagined a thousand times—­a kiss from sexy Mike Solo.

			But this . . . this was more than she’d bargained for. Firm and skillful, his lips parted hers, their mouths fitting together as if they’d been preparing for this moment all along. One of his big hands came around to the back of her head and cradled it. It made her dizzy, the way he held her, as if she were something precious, something to treasure.

			Was this real kissing? Maybe she’d never done it right before. Tingles shot from the back of her mouth all the way to her toes, with a few stops in between as well. Every movement of his tongue sparked a blaze of sensation that made her gasp. As if every kiss in the past had been meaningless, a placeholder for this kiss. She pressed against him, losing herself in his scent, his warmth. She wanted to dive inside his big body and nestle inside his heat and strength.

			His other hand, the one that wasn’t cupping the back of her head, stroked slow fire along the curve of her waist. “God, you feel good,” he muttered against her mouth. “Even better than I imagined. And I’ve been doing a lot of that.”

			So had she . . . but nothing came close to the reality of his strong thigh pressing between her legs, the panting from deep in his chest, the soft prickle of stubble against her neck as he kissed her shoulder.

			God, she was going to melt right here on the library floor. She pulled out of the kiss. “This is crazy. We can’t do this here.”

			His eyes blazed down at her. “No,” he rasped. “You’re right. Not here. There.” He jerked his head toward a door set into the wall at the end of the stacks. Some kind of supply closet? Bookbinding room? Door to another dimension? Did she care?

			No, she didn’t. Holding hands, they tiptoed to the door, checked to make sure the coast was clear, then ducked inside. Janitor’s closet, it turned out, based on the mop bucket she nearly knocked over. Fighting back the giggles, she snuggled back into Mike’s arms.

			“I knew it would be like this,” Mike whispered fiercely, running his big hands under her shirt. Her nipples hardened before he even reached them, just from the thrill of his touch on her stomach. “I knew it ever since I saw you that night at the Roadhouse. I want to see you ignite all the way. Like dynamite. I want you to come, Donna.”

			An erotic buzz cruised through her system. She opened her mouth to tell him that was highly unlikely—­she was too wary with men—­but instead she said, “Clothes stay on,” the last vestiges of her sanity reminding her that they were in a library. He nodded, and sealed his lips over hers in a deep, mind-­drugging kiss. Her knees failed, and she sagged against him. At the same time, he curved his hand over her hip and tugged her closer. Her sex scraped against his thigh and she moaned, the sound buried in their kiss.

			Again he manipulated her hip, tilting it just right so he could create friction against her clit, which was pulsing behind her panties and shorts. He clamped his hand over her ass and moved her up and down against his leg. She buried her face in his chest to smother her shocked gasp. Good Lord. Each movement made shivers build like thunderclouds, and then, holy crap, they hadn’t even made flesh-­on-­flesh contact and she was coming, soaring like a rocket. Pleasure flashed through her in waves. She rode his thigh, the spasms taking her up and away, on and on. Every time she thought it would stop, he shifted something, found a new spot with those powerful thighs, and she blasted off again.

			What the ever-­loving . . . He hadn’t even touched her bare skin. She was still entirely clothed.

			“Jesus, Solo,” she gasped, stepping back, after things finally slowed down. “What did you do? How did you do that?”

			He shook his head, his face tight, as if he were in pain. Of course. He must be about ready to burst, judging by the bulge straining his jeans. She reached for it, but the rattle of the doorknob had her jumping back.

			“Hello? Is someone in there?” Frank the librarian.

			Mike clapped his hand over her mouth, which was a good thing because she was about to burst out laughing. It was too ridiculous—­busted in the library closet with the Catfish catcher and a mop bucket.

			“We have a spare key, young miscreants, so be warned. I will notify your parents.”

			Held tight in Mike’s arms, Donna shook with laughter. Her phone buzzed, and she dove into her pocket to silence it. Luckily, the footsteps outside were receding. She glanced at the phone.

			Harvey, her ex. Strange. He never called her, why would he? What could he possibly want?

			“We better get out of here.” Mike, looking very uncomfortable, adjusted his jeans over that still-­daunting bulge.

			“Anything I can do?”

			“Yes. Stop being so sexy and soft and tasty. How am I supposed to recite baseball stats in my head when you’re pressed up against me like that?”

			And yet when she tried to tug away, he wouldn’t let her. “You busy tonight? I want to see you. Tell me I can see you.”

			Oh, hell yes. “I’m all yours, Hottie McCatcher.”

			That evening, Mike knocked on the door of the address Donna had given him, a tiny guesthouse on the estate of the Shark’s parents. He’d spent the rest of his busy last day in Kilby remembering every sizzling moment in that closet. He couldn’t wait to spend an entire wild night in a real bed with her. He wanted to see that curvy body naked, feel more of her satiny skin, whisper jokes into her ear . . .

			She cracked open the door, and right away, he knew something was wrong. No smile. No color in her face. Her eyes looked swollen. “What happened? Are you okay?”

			She looked right through him, as if she’d never seen him before. “Solo. What are you doing here?”

			What the hell was going on? “I . . . uh . . . We had plans.”

			“Sorry. I can’t.” She tried to shut the door on him, but he held it open. If something was wrong, he wanted to help.

			“What’s going on, Donna?”

			“I just . . . I can’t see you. That’s all.” She pushed a tangle of copper-­red hair away from her face, which showed definite traces of tears.

			“You don’t have to see me. Just close your eyes, let me in, and tell me what’s wrong.”

			She didn’t even crack a smile at his admittedly lame joke. “I can’t let you in.”

			Did she mean that metaphorically? It almost sounded that way. “Okay. Let’s go for a walk and—­”

			“This is Texas. We don’t walk here. It’s too hot.”

			Well, she had a point there.

			“Look, Solo, I’m sorry I didn’t call you to cancel. I’ve had some stuff come up that I have to deal with. If you really want to help, it’s better if you leave me alone. Please.”

			And she closed the door in his face.

			What the hell. He blinked at the blank wooden barrier between him and Donna. What had just happened? Then she opened it a crack, and he glimpsed the old Donna, the vivid, funny, laughing girl he knew. “I don’t think I ever really thanked you for protecting me from the Wades that night at the Roadhouse. You were like . . . some kind of superhero. I know you’re going to do great in the majors.”

			This time when the door closed, a deadbolt slid into place with a firm click.

			It stung. Mike had no problem admitting that. He didn’t usually get carried away over a girl, at least not since Angela. He didn’t lose control in random public places. But Donna . . .

			Forget Donna.

			He was still repeating that phrase as he got off the plane at O’Hare Airport and strode toward the baggage claim, where his brother, Joey, was picking him up.

			Forget Donna. Obviously she didn’t want him—­well, obviously she did, based on what happened at the library. But it hadn’t meant anything to her. She wanted him gone.

			Forget Donna. He had other things to worry about—­Joey’s health being at the top of the list. And then there was his mission to reach the majors and prove everyone wrong, his family, Angela’s family, everyone. That required single-­minded focus and no distractions. Especially from the sexy redhead who’d blown his mind in Kilby.

			Didn’t matter. Even if he ended up back in Kilby next season, so would his best friend—­the Vow of Celibacy. Beat that, Donna MacIntyre.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			The day before Spring Training

			BEHIND THE SCREEN of the confessional at St. Mary Margaret’s Holy Church on the South Side of Chicago, Father Kowalski blew his nose. Everyone in town seemed to have the flu. “My son, I will pray for a good season, of course. But a Vow of Celibacy isn’t going to win you a call-­up to the Friars. You have a better chance of becoming my kind of friar.”

			“That’s funny, Father Kowalski.” Mike knelt on the cushioned bench, eager to take his vow and get on with the season. He’d spent the winter adding six pounds of solid muscle. He planned to wow them in Arizona, maybe even make the Friars’ Opening Day roster. “Don’t worry, I never mention my baseball career when I take the vow.”

			“I heard the Friars just picked up that lefty, Yazmer Perez.” Father Kowalski loved to talk baseball and always knew the latest trades and rumors.

			“Yup, I heard that too. You know, my brother’s waiting outside, and . . .” Wrong thing to say, Mike realized immediately. Father Kowalski also loved gossip.

			“How is Joseph?” the priest asked.

			Mike shifted on the bench. He couldn’t lie; it was a confessional. “Up and down.”

			The priest aimed another trumpet blast of a sneeze into his handkerchief. “Your father never mentions him.”

			“That’s because he’s still gay and my father is . . .” Mike snapped his mouth before he said something inappropriate in a confessional.

			“I’m familiar with the situation,” the priest said dryly. Of course he was. The melodramatic Solo family was probably in here every other day with their dramas. “How is Joseph’s health?”

			The kindness in Father Kowalski’s voice made Mike blurt out the truth. “He gets a lot of infections. His immune system is shot from the anti-­rejection drugs.” Five years ago, his brother had contracted E coli while doing research in Africa and the infection had destroyed his kidney. As the only sibling who met all the requirements for living organ donation, and the closest blood match, Mike had immediately donated one of his, but he couldn’t do anything to help his brother’s shattered immune system.

			“I will pray for him,” murmured the priest.

			“Thank you, Father. Now do you think that we could—­”

			“How’s Angela?”

			Angela? Was Father Kowalski trying to torture him? “I don’t have a clue, to be honest. But I really should get—­”

			“I believe she misses you.”

			Oh, for fu—­no swearing in a confessional. “Isn’t that kind of thing supposed to be confidential?”

			“Uh . . . atchoo.”

			Suspiciously timed sneeze, if you asked Mike. “So, Father, my flight’s in a ­couple of hours and I wonder if we could, um . . .” How, exactly, did you get a priest to move things along?

			“Fine, son, fine.” Father Kowalski waved for him to proceed, and Mike spoke the familiar words that would cut him off from sex until September, maybe October if he was really lucky. This time, Father Kowalski added a twist. “Unless, of course, you decide to marry before the end of the baseball season.”

			Mike burst into laughter, the sound carrying out of the confessional into the cavernous shadows of the church. “Nice try, Father. Did my mother put you up to that?” She still hadn’t accepted the loss of Angela.

			“We’d all like to see you happy again.” Father Kowalski made a sign of the cross, and Mike bowed his head. “Speaking only for myself, not for Our Lord, may you have a successful season in all ways.”

			“Thank you, Father.”

			Mike strode out of the church before he got roped into any more baseball or dysfunctional family conversation. As always, he felt refreshed and uplifted by taking the vow. It helped him put all his focus onto baseball. Well, nearly all. The image of fiery hair and cream-­silk skin crossed his mind. Donna MacIntyre kept stealing into his mind like a pesky base runner.

			Outside St. Mary Margaret’s, Joey was waiting in his MINI Cooper to drive him to O’Hare. He had Mike’s black hair and height, but added a wickedly mobile mouth and dreamy gray eyes to the picture. “Chastity belt all buckled up tight?”

			“Ah, sexual frustration, my old friend, it’s good to see you.” He hopped into the MINI and Joey pulled away from the curb. Even though Mike had gotten him on a weight-­lifting program over the winter, his favorite brother was still too thin, his cheekbones jutting out, giving him a monkish appearance. He shouldn’t be out, but by tradition he always drove Mike to the airport at the start of the season. Nothing would make him miss that.

			“Promise you’ll go straight home after this, Joey. Or at least put on a biohazard suit. There’s too many germs in this damn city right now.”

			“Absolutely. I have midterms waiting in my study, along with a bottle of Sam Adams.”

			“Glad to know you’re putting my kidney to good use.”

			“Actually, I think the kidney might be calling the shots. I never used to want alcohol before the surgery.”

			Mike chuckled. “My kidney’s such a bad influence. Figures.”

			They hit the Loop, cars streaming past at breakneck speed. Mike soaked it in, since his immediate future held sleepy, slow-­moving towns in Arizona and Texas.

			“You’re going to have a great season, Mike,” Joey said in his serious, big-­brother voice. “I really think this will be your year. I want you to do me a favor. Focus on baseball and don’t worry about me.”

			Yeah, right. “Get through flu season and we’ll talk.”

			“Look, it’s out of our hands. Whatever God intends, that’s what will be.”

			“Sounds like something Dad would say,” Mike said bitterly. Their hard-­ass, stubborn father still hadn’t forgiven Joey for being gay, or Mike for sacrificing his brilliant Navy career for his gay brother.

			“Dad isn’t wrong about everything,” said Joey softly.

			“He’s wrong about enough.” Mike would never regret his choice to give up his kidney. How could he, when he still had his brother around? “Look, never mind Dad. You’re going to be fine, so I’m not worried. And you know what—­I am going to make the bigs this year. Didn’t I make a vow back when I gave you the kidney?”

			“Do you ever think you might be overdoing it with the vows?”

			Mike snorted. “Only if one of them is a wedding vow.”

			Joey laughed and changed lanes.

			“Father Kowalski said Angela misses me.” For a moment, he allowed himself to think about her. Angela DiMatteo, the girl he’d loved since second grade, had dumped him when he’d left the Navy. Her ultra-­conservative family wouldn’t allow her to marry a man who would choose his gay brother over his military career. And no one thought he had a chance of making it in baseball. Just like that, he’d become a nonprospect—­a hell of a blow to his pride. It still rankled. He still wanted to prove them all wrong, show them what he was made of.

			“Of course she misses you,” said Joey. “She’s still trapped at home with her parents. You were the only man brave enough to step inside their house. It was some kind of superpower.”

			“You’re no help,” Mike grumbled past his smile. He could always, always count on Joey to lift his spirits. Only one other person had a knack for that . . .

			Donna MacIntyre.

			Would he see her in Kilby? Run into her at the Roadhouse? Would he ever find out why she’d shut him down like that? And why, for the love of St. Mary Margaret, couldn’t he get her out of his mind?

			Donna surreptitiously wiped a smudge of oatmeal off the sleeve of her navy blazer as she pulled the apartment lease across the desk. Navy blazer. Those two words encapsulated her new life in a nutshell. This new Donna never went out, never drank alcohol, never crossed the street against the light, and had a lifestyle suited to a nun.

			“Sign here?”

			“Yes, right where it says ‘sign here,’ ” the snotty bleached-­blond property manager said. Donna ruthlessly suppressed the urge to whip out a put-­down. Something like, “Oops, I was blinded by the color of your hair. What do you use on it, Crest Whitestrips?”

			But New Donna never, ever sassed snippy real estate agents. She clenched her jaw tight and signed the lease.

			“Well, congratulations. You’re now the proud tenant of a tiny apartment overlooking the sewage plant,” purred the blonde.

			Sewage plant. Peachy. Donna held tight to the keys as she left the real estate office.

			Her own apartment. She’d been working toward this moment ever since the fateful phone call from Harvey that had interrupted her interlude with Mike in the library and shattered her world. “We’re going for full custody of Zack,” her ex had informed her casually, as if he was ordering a pizza. It sure wasn’t casual for Donna. Stunned, reeling, she’d managed to locate a lawyer, Karen Griswold, who had guided her to this point.

			First came a new job that offered health benefits. It had nearly broken her heart to leave the Shark and the rest of the Gilbert family, but Ms. Griswold said it was best. Her new position as a blazer-­clad receptionist at Dental Miracles offered full benefits and a lot less entertainment. Ms. Griswold insisted that if she wanted to win back custody of Zack, she couldn’t live in a guesthouse. She needed her own apartment with suitable space for Zack. She’d done everything else Ms. Griswold suggested—­transformed her wardrobe, cut out drinking, eliminated the partying. She’d even pinned a Texas A&M pin on her lapel, since Judge Quinn, who’d be hearing the case, was a rabid college football fan. Whatever Ms. Griswold said to do, she’d do.

			Except one thing. Ms. Griswold had advised her not to talk to Harvey alone. But she wanted to give the cooperative approach one more try, so she’d asked him to meet her for coffee before work.

			Outside the real estate office, she checked her watch—­it had a gorilla face because Zack loved anything related to the jungle. Five minutes late. She hopped into her red Kia, also known as the littlest car in Texas, and drove to a Denny’s located in the grungiest part of town, an area where Harvey’s new fiancée, Bonita, would never set foot. If Bonita saw them together, she’d freak out.

			Surprise, Harvey was already seated in a booth, slouched over a plate of onion rings. He used to be late for everything, but Bonita sure had whipped him into shape. In the old days, he’d worn black leather and chains and called himself Harley, after his motorcycle. Now he wore a suede jacket over a vintage Cuban shirt, his butterscotch hair in a tousled hipster cut.

			She slid into the booth opposite him. “Hey, Harv. Thanks for coming.”

			“Bonita would kill me if she knew,” he muttered, dipping an onion ring into tartar sauce.

			“About me or about that plate of deep-­fried junk?”

			“Both,” he admitted.

			Bonita Wade Castillo equaled “bitchy control freak,” as far as Donna could tell.

			“Harvey, listen. We can work this out. We’re grown-­ups now. It doesn’t help Zack if we’re fighting with each other.”

			Harvey glanced up, dark blue eyes meeting hers, then sliding away, as if he was too lazy to maintain eye contact. “You know me. Not a fighter, never have been.”

			That might be part of the problem. Once Bonita set her mind to something, she was a freight train. Harvey probably couldn’t stop her if he wanted to. But it was worth a try. “We’re Zack’s parents, Harvey. You and me. We need to do the right thing for him. That’s our job.”

			That’s why she’d agreed to let Harvey’s parents, the Hannigans, raise Zack until she could get her life together. It had seemed like the best thing for him at the time. But now . . . now . . .

			“Would it be so bad if we took him, Donna?” Harvey asked. “Bonita would be an awesome mom. She just knows stuff, you know? How to do things right. The way they should be.”

			Donna absorbed that blow in the deepest part of her soul, the part that doubted herself even more than others doubted her. “You’re saying I don’t?”

			“Aw, come on, Donna. Look at yourself. You mess around, you make everything into a joke.”

			“Maybe some things, but not this. Not Zack.” She took a sip of the Coke the waitress had set down in front of her. “You know how hard I’ve been working to get my act together.”

			“I know you have a lame-­ass new wardrobe.” He snickered. “What are you, a flight attendant?”

			“Dental receptionist. And before that, I was a nanny. Know why I was a nanny? So I could learn everything I needed to know to be a good mother. And so I could save up for a decent place. And so I could buy every child psychology book in creation. I have boxes of them, Harv. And I’ve read them all. Everything I’ve been doing for the last four years has been for Zack.”

			“Oh yeah? How ’bout that brawl at the Roadhouse? When you got up on the bar and yelled at the Wade boys. Got all the Catfish players in trouble.”

			“That was last year! I don’t even know why ­people are still talking about that.” She gritted her teeth. Stay on track. “Harvey, do I have to remind you that you didn’t want me to have Zack? You dumped me as soon as you saw that freaking plus sign on the test.”

			“I was young when you got knocked up. I didn’t know shit about babies.” Harvey shrugged. “Zack’s a lot more fun than he used to be. I wouldn’t mind having him around.”

			Wouldn’t mind having him around. Donna felt everything slipping away, the slick seat under her butt, the table in front of her, the entire Denny’s sliding out from under her. “This is wrong, Harvey. Zack belongs with me. Your parents agree, or at least they did before you suddenly decided you want him. I mean, until Bonita did.”

			“Don’t know about that. They’re pretty stoked at how Bonita’s shaped me up. She could do the same with Zack.”

			“You think Zack needs shaping up?”

			“He’s a pretty good kid, but Bonita could make him even better. Why don’t you just step back and let her do her thing?”

			Make Zack even better? Did Harvey know his own son? Did he appreciate him? To her, Zack was perfect, a gonzo little goofball who loved to make ­people laugh. He had the funniest little dances, shaking his skinny little butt around, pulling goofy expressions. Of course he had fits of temper and didn’t always do what he was told and had to wear pull-­ups at night in case he wet the bed. But he was only four, after all.

			What would Bonita want to change about Zack? Would she turn him into a stick-­up-­the-­ass like her? While Harvey tinkered with his motorcycle and ignored him?

			No. She couldn’t let Bonita and Harvey take Zack. Every instinct, body and soul, told her that.

			“Mellow out, Donna. You can still see him. Bonita said she wouldn’t mind as long as you’re responsible.”

			Oohhh no, she didn’t. “Bonita doesn’t get a say,” she said through clenched teeth. “Not yet. You aren’t even married yet. Not until June.”

			“Three months, baby. Then we take Zack.”

			Harvey stood up and tossed down money for his food—­not enough to cover her Coke, of course. “You better get used to it, Donna. Bonita knows how to get things the way she wants them. And she’s got a lot of clout in this town on her mother’s side. Her mom’s a Wade cousin, you know. You really do not want to get in her way.”

			And he slouched away with that low-­slung stride she used to see as sexy. Never again.

			Donna had a few minutes before she had to leave for work, so she stayed in the booth, sucking down her Coke and wiping away angry tears. Of course Bonita would have the entire Wade clan in her corner, while she had no one. Her father hadn’t cared about anything involving her since her mother left, and she had a pact with Carrie, her stepmother, that involved two days’ warning before face-­to-­face contact.

			Sadie knew about Zack—­finally—­but most of her friends didn’t. And Sadie was in San Diego now with Caleb Hart, the former pitcher for the Catfish, now a member of the Friars starting rotation.

			Catfish. Mike Solo.

			There he was again, popping into her thoughts without invitation. She still dreamed about making out with him in the library. But New Donna had to stay far, far away from sexy ballplayers. She’d read in the Kilby Press-­Herald that Mike was back with the Catfish for spring training and doing great. He was considered a top prospect to be called up to the Friars. Good. The sooner he got called up, the less risk of running into him. And she couldn’t afford to run into Mike Solo. He was much too tempting—­she didn’t trust herself around him.

			Anyway, given the rude way she’d slammed the door in his face that night, he’d probably written her off and forgotten the whole thing. Just the way she had.

			Or would, any day now.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Opening Day

			TEXAS IN SPRINGTIME had to be one of God’s gifts to the world, Mike thought as he strolled into Catfish Stadium. He inhaled the sweet fragrance of roses mingled with the ever-­present smell of roasting hot dogs. The sun hadn’t yet reached that ferocious glare it would acquire later in the season. It beamed merrily from a cheerful blue sky, a pleasant companion rather than an instrument of torture.

			It was good to be back in Kilby, even if it was still Triple A, where nobody knew your name.

			Trevor Stark stood at his locker, tall and ice blond, a badass Viking angel with tattoos snaking under his sleeves. Although Trevor was an outstanding player, every time he got close to getting “the Call,” he managed to screw things up.

			“What’s the word on the Roadhouse?” Trevor asked him. “Did they lift the ban yet?”

			The Kilby Roadhouse hadn’t been too happy about the Catfish versus Wade family brawl last season. Although Mike hadn’t liked him much until then, Trevor had been a champ during the incident.

			“Yes, but I heard they might have a new ban just for you.”

			Trevor narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

			“To give the rest of us a chance, you know?” Trevor Stark’s reputation as a troublemaking heartbreaker had spread through every clubhouse in the land.

			“A chance to be my wingman, maybe. If you can handle it.”

			“Check it, y’all,” said Dwight Conner, strolling past with his gym bag. “Did you hear the league is trying to make Crush Taylor sell the team?”

			“They can try.” Mike shrugged as he stashed his cleats inside his locker. “Crush does what he wants. You’ve been to his parties, right?”

			They all went quiet for a moment, soaking in the memory of Crush Taylor’s epic all-­star all-­nighters.

			Dwight gestured to the TV mounted in the upper corner of the clubhouse. “Hear about our new phenom?”

			Mike looked at the monitor. The infamous Yazmer Perez, a young, fast-­talking lefty of indeterminate ethnicity, was speaking to a reporter after the college baseball championships. He’d seen the clip before; everyone had. In it, Yazmer Perez said publicly the kind of thing most players kept to themselves. “The clubhouse, that’s club plus house, get what I’m saying? It’s our house. Ain’t no way a homo reporter needs to come into my house and stick a mic in my face. That shit is phallic, know what I mean? Invasion of personal space. The homos need to go home-­o, know what I mean.”

			The Catfish players shook their heads with varying degrees of bemusement. “Someone better assign a fulltime PR guy to that kid,” said Dwight. “When’s he getting here?”

			“Tonight,” said Jim Leiberman as he carefully arranged the gear in his locker. The shortstop—­nicknamed Bieberman due to his resemblance to Justin Bieber, and to drive him crazy—­was OCD about his gear. If you wanted to mess with him, you moved his extra T-­shirt one inch to the left. “Yazmer was supposed be Double A, but he had a 1.23 ERA over eight games in spring training with the Red Sox. Three walks, twenty-­six strikeouts, gave up one triple, two doubles . . .” Drowning out the analytical shortstop’s recitation, Dwight turned up the volume on the TV.

			The reporter now faced the camera. “A spokesman for the Friars said that Yazmer’s quote had been taken out of context. He also added that the sexual orientation of members of the media is a private matter, and that the organization disavows Perez’s viewpoint.”

			Duke Ellington, the bulldoglike manager of the Catfish, came on next. “Yazmer Perez is a helluva pitcher, and we’re excited to have him join the Catfish. We’re confident that Mike Solo and Yaz will make a dynamite battery. Mike’ll show him the ropes around here. We’re looking forward to a great season.”

			Mike shoved the rest of his gear into his locker. Sure, he’d show that asshole some fucking ropes. Like a gag, for starters. “Awesome. Mike Solo, babysitter to the spoiled and stupid.”

			“Stupid? Don’t think so. The dude knows how to get press attention.” Trevor was still gazing up at the monitor. “Might be a nice break for me.”

			Oh, the ego of the super-­talented baseball player. Mike rolled his eyes, grabbed his glove and favorite bat, and headed for the door, only to run into Crush Taylor and his Armani sunglasses.

			“Solo. Got a minute?”

			“Sure, boss.”

			His mind racing, he followed Crush into Duke’s office. What could the legendary pitcher and team owner have to say to him?

			“I think I’ve figured you out, Solo,” Crush announced, sinking into a chair and propping his boots on Duke’s desk. “You have what I call a Superhero Complex, not uncommon in young studs like you. That’s why you joined the Navy. You were going to save the world, weren’t you?”

			What the hell? “What . . . why are you . . . don’t you have better things to think about? Like what to wear to the ESPN Holy Shit, He’s Still Alive Awards?”

			Crush shoved his shades onto the top of his head and squinted at Mike. “Funny. I’m trying to give you a tip here. Want to cut down on the attitude?”

			“Sorry.”

			“So there you are, saving the world, and your brother gets sick. So you give him one of your kidneys, which means leaving your Navy career behind.”

			“It’s a required body part, according to the Navy.”

			“Wouldn’t be top of my list, no offense to the Navy. Then . . . instead of choosing a nice single-­kidney appropriate career like, say, male modeling or Porsche salesman, you choose baseball.”

			“I was on the Navy baseball team. I was freaking good.”

			“You were the best player they had. They miss you and your left kidney.” Crush unscrewed the lid of his silver flask and drank. “But I’m not done. Not only did you choose to pursue a professional baseball career, which is very rare, by the way. I can’t think of any active players who have donated a kidney. Scrotum, maybe.”

			Mike picked up his bat and addressed it. “Kill me now,” he implored it. “Please, I beg you.”

			Crush continued with a sort of gleeful relentlessness. “You also chose the most physically demanding position on the field. Especially for a guy with one kidney.”

			“I wear my chest protector.”

			“Were you wearing your chest protector when you planted yourself in front of that girl at the Roadhouse?”

			“Wha . . . that was last season! I came away with a few bruises.”

			“It could have been disaster. What if I tell the Friars that their best catching prospect is playing Russian roulette with his health?”

			Mike felt the blood drain from his face. “I wasn’t gambling with my health, Crush. The surgery was four years ago. I’m completely healed.”

			“I see you put on some muscle in the off season.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“It’s not going to help.”

			“What?” Mike glared at the team owner. What was the man getting at? “Why the hell not?”

			“You’re good with a bat, but that’s not your strength. Calling games and working the pitchers, that’s what you do best. You have a gift for getting pitchers to trust you, and giving them confidence. That’s your forte, and it’ll take you far. If baseball was fair, you’d be in San Diego right now.”

			Finally it clicked. “Yazmer.”

			“Yazmer,” Crush agreed. “He’s the reason you’re still in Kilby. Good news, he’s your ticket out too. You get me?”

			“I think so. Get that loudmouth asshole ready for the bigs, and I get to go too.”

			“Think of it as an initiation rite. Like getting a tattoo on your ass or drinking an entire bottle of absinthe while screwing three supermodels. That was for your ears only, by the way.” Crush tipped the flask at him. “He’s got skills, but also a pacing problem. He talks fast, but he pitches slower than snail mail. I think he likes being out on the mound too much. Forgets he has a job to do. He’s so slow the umps are thinking about actually enforcing the twelve-­second rule. Think you can school him on his pacing?”

			Why Yazmer? Why, of all players? Mike had dealt with all sorts of crap in baseball. But blatant homophobes were tough for him. “Sure,” he said, trying to muster some enthusiasm.

			“Should be no problem for a superhero like you.”

			Mike had a bad feeling about this. More than any acquired baseball skill, he relied on his most important weapon, something he told no one about. His intuition. Gut instinct. That inner voice that he’d learned never to ignore. It guided him in life and behind home plate. Right now it was ringing all kinds of alarm bells.

			Crush swung himself out of the chair and unfurled his lanky, rumpled frame. “I wouldn’t bet against you, my friend. I saw you in that bar fight last season. You know how to handle yourself. By the way, who was the girl? The redhead up on the bar? The one who made you forget all about that missing kidney?”

			“Her name’s Donna. She’s a friend of Sadie Merritt, Caleb’s girl.”

			“Quite the knockout.”

			Fiercely protective all of a sudden, Mike growled, “Stay away from her.”

			Crush dropped his sunglasses back into place. “Oh, she’s not for me. I have my eye on someone else. Besides, I saw the sparks. Just about set the Roadhouse on fire. I’m never wrong about these things.”

			The Catfish won their home opener over the Round Rock Express. Mike went one for three—­not bad, when he was still getting into the groove of the season. He guided Dan Farrio to a five-­strikeout six-­hitter, but he missed Caleb Hart, with whom he worked so smoothly they practically read each other’s minds.

			When they weren’t on the field or batting, the players spent the bulk of their time ogling Angeline, the new promotions girl. She had a long blond ponytail that bounced against her boobs when it came time for “Show Your Team Spirit.”

			“Let’s hear it, Catfish fans! Meow like a kitty cat!”

			A chorus of “Meows” filtered around the stadium.

			“Swim like a fish!” She pinched her nose shut and shimmied like an eel.

			“Put it together, what do you get? The Catfish!”

			“The Catfish,” yelled the crowd.

			In the dugout, Mike turned to Dwight Conner and “meowed,” scratching his nails down his bulging upper arm.

			“Get your hands off me,” the big guy muttered, his gaze fixed on Angeline.

			“You don’t think it’s a little lame? Meow like a kitty cat?”

			“What?” Apparently hypnotized by her ponytail, Dwight popped some peanuts into his mouth.

			Mike sighed. For some reason, Angeline left him cold. Maybe the problem was that her name was like Angela’s. Or maybe it was the color of her hair.

			Not red.

			Forget Donna.

			After the game, Duke introduced Yazmer Perez around the clubhouse. Yazmer, the key to Mike’s future, apparently. The dude was even cockier than he appeared on camera. He barely took notice of his new teammates, focusing instead on his Bluetooth and his smartphone.

			“What is he, texting?” Mike whispered to Trevor Stark.

			“He might be tweeting. He’s big on Twitter.”

			Like a spy satellite picking up a signal, Yazmer perked up at the word “Twitter.” “Twitter, yo. Gotta connect. I’m @TheYaz, that’s capital ‘Y,’ little ‘a,’ little ‘z.’ Thinkin’ of changing it up, ­peoples. Show off my creativity. Thinkin’ of ‘Y to the power of Z.’ ”

			His fast-­talking style made Mike a little dizzy. “What does all of that mean?”

			Yazmer stared him down, then turned his liquid gaze back to Duke. “This the chico supposed to Friar me up? Prehistoric, man. Don’t know the interwebz, don’t know nothin’.”

			Mike couldn’t think of a damn word to say to that. Fuck, if his career depended on this guy, he was doomed. He’d have to come up with some kind of plan to bond with the Yaz. In the meantime . . . He turned to Trevor. “Roadhouse?”

			“Hell to the Y-­e-­s. That’s a capital ‘Y,’ little ‘e,’ little—­”

			“Shut the fuck up.”

			As Mike walked into the Kilby Roadhouse, with its sawdust-­covered floors and red chili pepper lights strung along the walls, he couldn’t help scanning the crowd for red hair and laughing hazel eyes.

			He’d first met Donna MacIntyre at the Roadhouse. She’d been funny and sexy, and she made him laugh, especially when he told her about the Vow of Celibacy.

			“As a public ser­vice, you should be less attractive,” she’d told him. “Get a mullet. Or wear those shiny, baggy sweats. And a wife-­beater. It’s only fair, if you’re going to be off-­limits.”

			“Sorry, you lost me at attractive. After that all I heard was blah-­blah-­blah.”

			They’d spent the rest of the night bantering and sparring. Honestly, it was almost as good as sex.

			Tonight, there was no sign of Donna. Maybe she was with the Shark. Maybe she had a new boyfriend.

			Forget Donna.

			But the Roadhouse wasn’t as fun without her. He ordered a club soda and leaned against the long, scuffed bar, possibly at the very spot where she’d perched that fateful night of the brawl. She had guts, Donna did. How many girls would stand up for a friend against a clan of inbred, spoiled frat boys?

			“You come back for more bruises, Catfish?” A drawling voice made him turn. Right on cue, one of the Wades—­he couldn’t remember which one—­stared him down, shoulders hunched, jaw thrust forward. The classic bully pose.

			“Just toasting the new season. Go Kilby.” He lifted his club soda, not taking his eyes off the Wade. Didn’t trust him for a second.

			The guy didn’t move. “Got a tip for you, Solo. Play good.”

			“Well, since there’s nothing I appreciate more than a well-­worded piece of advice, here’s to you.” He toasted again, and finally the dude shambled away.

			“What the Jeter was that all about?” Bieberman appeared at his elbow, gripping a Lone Star.

			“Did you just say, ‘What the Jeter’?”

			“Catchy, right? I’m trying to make it a new thing ­people say. ‘What the Jeter is wrong with you? What the Jeter did you do with the milk?’ That sort of thing. A tribute to Derek Jeter, the best shortstop of all time. I’m working it into everyday conversation to see if it spreads.”

			“You should put it on Twitter.” Mike looked around at the milling crowd. Denim jackets and cowboy boots, short skirts and long legs, plenty of lip gloss and teased hair, glimpses of cleavage, earrings dangling against bare skin, pretty girls flipping their hair, laughing, teasing, sexy, cute . . .

			And not Donna.

			He drained his club soda. “Mañana,” he said to the other Catfish, who stared after him with expressions of shock and betrayal. He never left the party early. Too bad. The Roadhouse without Donna was like a game without a hit. A dinner without steak. A shower without water.

			It just wasn’t worth the bother.

			He strode out of the Roadhouse into the still-­warm night. Up above, stars bedazzled the blue-­velvet sky. The Wade kid had it right. Play well, get out of town. That was the plan. Definitely, for sure, forget Donna.

			Unless, of course, she was standing right in front of him.

			“Donna?”

			He blinked, but she didn’t disappear. On his way to the stadium for batting practice, he’d stopped at the Dunkin’ Donuts for coffee and a cruller. Now his coffee steamed, forgotten, in his left hand while he drank in the sight of Donna MacIntyre. She stood next to a miniscule red Kia in the drive-­through, a little brown bag in one hand and a Big Gulp of coffee in the other.

			She looked . . . different.

			“You are

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/41158.png
A LOVE BETWEEN THE BASES NOVEL

JENNIFER BERNARD

AVON

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg





