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CHAPTER 1 


Baseball breaks your heart. It is designed to break your heart. The game begins in spring, when everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.

—­A. BARTLETT GIAMATTI


A crack of the bat.

The sound punctuated Rowdy Blanton’s life. Permeated everything. Seeped into his dreams.

From sandlot ball in knee-­high Johnson grass in his hometown of Stardust, Texas, to luxurious major league diamonds, a crack of the bat spelled freedom. Freedom from boring classrooms where he struggled to read, from the empty belly that kept him awake nights, from watching his father wither and die.

Freedom from pain.

The crack of a bat carried him from poverty to the pinnacle of success, and all the nice things that money could buy. He had arrived, believing his lofty perch would finally ease his suffering.

His head throbbed. Tequila hangover. He squeezed his eyelids shut.

His belly ached. Kobe beef hangover. He clenched his teeth.

His left shoulder burned . . .

Oh God, his pitching arm. He winced, groaned. For one sweet fuzzy moment, he had forgotten about his ruined pitching arm.

A wet tongue licked his cheek. He put his elbow over his face, blocking the amorous kiss.

Undaunted, the persistent tongue laved his chin.

Was it the blonde from last night’s Cinco de Mayo party? Or the redhead? Might even be the brunette. She’d pawed him like a kitty at catnip.

No. Couldn’t be. He’d sent them all home.

Ever since that devastating night he always sent them home. He should be alone. But obviously, someone had lingered, taking advantage of his tequila-­soaked brain.

Ugh.

The hot, wet tongue slurped across his mouth. Sloppy kisser. Which one shared his bed? Blonde? Redhead? Brunette? Someone else entirely?

Sun warmed his face. The smell of chlorine burned his nose. A plush cushion covered the thin metal frame beneath his body. No. Not his bed.

Patio lounger.

Poolside.

Who was he going to have to face, cook breakfast for, walk to her car, kiss good-­bye, and never see again?

Terrific.

He might as well get it over with. As much as he hated pain, he wasn’t a coward. Dreading what he would find, Rowdy held his breath, opened one eye, and saw . . .

Nolan Ryan.

Thank God.

The old boy sat on his haunches, tail wagging, staring at Rowdy with love and concern shining in his big brown eyes.

At the sight of his bloodhound, the throbbing ebbed, his stomach settled, and a helpless smile overtook his face. He scooted onto his side, and patted a spot beside him.

It took the bloodhound a minute to position his aging legs, but he managed the short hop onto the lounger. Rowdy wrapped his arms around his dog, hugged him tight, buried his nose in Nolan’s fur, and for one brief moment felt no pain.

He closed his eyes. Drifted back to sleep.

Found baseball again. Found the lost dream. Touched peace.

The seventh inning stretch. Blue skies. Balmy weather. “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.” Hot dogs. Roasted peanuts. Beer. Pretzels. Dot races. The familiar feel of a leather glove against his right palm, the ball weighted in his left hand. Two hundred and sixteen stitches on a major league baseball sewn in red cotton thread.

This was his whole world. His life. The ball. The diamond. The game.

A crack of the bat.

So went the duel between pitcher and batter. The declarative noise he both loved and hated.

Contact.

The batter knocking his left-­handed screwball back at him. Line drive? Pop-­up fly? Foul ball? Home run?

He looked up, following the ball, but the blue skies disappeared, replaced mysteriously by velvet night.

Neon lights spiked the darkness. A woman’s perfume scented his collar. Loud music vibrated the ground. Distant laughter. A Dumpster. The fetid stench of garbage seized his nose. He was on the ground. Fetal position. Right arm held defensively over his face. Left arm separated from his shoulder at the socket, hanging useless at his side.

Ambushed.

Pain. Electric. Stunning. Shiny. Blue-­white. Razor-­toothed. Relentless. So much goddamn pain.

A man stood over him. Fierce. Swarthy. Extravagantly muscled. Thick black hair. Pit-­of-­hell black eyes. Flaring nostrils. The tattoo of a striking cobra inked on his right forearm. Louisville Slugger cocked over his shoulder. With each swing of the bat the snake undulated in the yellow glow of the alley security lamp.

His attacker yelling with every whack, again, and again, “Stay away from my wife!”

A crack of the bat.

A crush of bone.

And life as he knew it was over.

Breeanne Carlyle disliked estate sales.

The forlorn belongings of the recently departed, cataloged and arranged for easy browsing, gave her chill bumps in the same way as the turkey buzzards that nested in the loblolly pine outside her bedroom window. Each year the vultures raised a new set of voracious young to patrol the two-­lane, farm-­to-­market road extending from Stardust, Texas, north to Jefferson, keen-­eyed for the misfortune of others.

It was not what Breeanne wanted to do with her life, this picking through of things left behind.

But here she was, doing it all the same.

How could she tell her parents that she had dreams beyond Timeless Treasures? While she loved the family business that was part antique store, part bookstore, part tearoom, and the undisputed hub of Stardust for the last twenty-­five years, she burned for a real writing career.

She’d enjoyed a tiny bit of literary success, just enough to stoke the flickering candle of her hunger to a raging blaze. She’d written a book about her great-­aunt Polly, who played center field for women’s professional baseball during WWII. She’d gotten an agent, sold to a regional press for a modest advance, and they had contracted her to write a follow-­up book about the history of baseball in Texas.

Foolishly, stupidly, she believed she was on her way.

Then her publisher went out of business. No one else wanted the second book. Her agent quit taking her calls. Doggedly determined to make it as a writer, she self-­published her second book.

And promptly fell down the well of Internet obscurity.

The book had been available online for six months, and despite extensive promotional efforts that plowed through her savings, she’d sold the grand total of eighty-­seven copies, and as far as she could tell, every single one of those to family and friends.

“That means you have eighty-­seven ­people who love you enough to buy your book,” her mother said at Breeanne’s disappointment. “You are rich beyond words.”

“You’re working too hard,” Dad had said. “Take a break.”

Her father’s comment splashed over her like gasoline on a campfire. “No,” she declared, shocked by the powerful punch of anger pushing out of her. “You’re wrong. I haven’t been working hard enough!”

Unaccustomed to opinionated outbursts from their most easygoing daughter, her parents had both taken a step back, and exchanged wary glances.

“You’re becoming obsessed with this writing thing,” her mother said. “It’s not healthy. You need to relax. Go swing in the hammock. Get some sunshine.”

Dad smiled a gentle smile. “You know, angel, it’s next to impossible to make a living as a writer. The Rangers are playing the Cardinals on TV at two, what say you come watch the game with your old man?”

Because she did love her father and baseball, Breeanne backed down, and instead of going to her room to write, she went to watch the game with him. But the entire time, she couldn’t stop thinking, He doesn’t believe in me, they don’t believe in me, no one believes in me.

But stubbornly, against all odds, Breeanne believed in herself. She would make this happen. If it took twenty years, then so be it. In the meantime, her close-­knit family had expectations of her. So here she was, going picking.

Smile.

Smiling put the blues on notice. It was her go-­to expression for smoothing over everything. No room for bad moods. Never mind that she wasn’t feeling it. Fake it until you make it. She was finally healthy, and had a family who loved her. The writing would eventually take care of itself as long as she kept at it.

On this Sunday morning in May, navy blue night faded into the deep purple of impending dawn. Every expert bargain hunter knew that arriving after first light meant you were already too late for the good stuff.

Breeanne’s oldest sister, Jodi, drove the minivan branded with the name of her business on the back window, “Boxcars and Breakfast.” Enterprising Jodi bought old boxcars for cheap, and with her mad carpentry skills, converted them into luxurious sleeping accommodations on land that she’d inherited near the state park.

In her role as second oldest, Kasha rode shotgun. Kasha had a PhD and worked at the VA hospital as a physical therapist.

Breeanne sat in the back with Suki, the baby of the family. Suki ran the Internet side of Timeless Treasures, and had her own jewelry-­making business on the side.

Normally, their parents would accompany them on their weekly Sunday morning hunt, but their folks were celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary on a romantic getaway to San Antonio.

Bumper-­to-­bumper traffic idled up the sweeping driveway leading to the impressive Tudor-­style mansion. An attendant, wearing a reflective vest and waving a light orange signal cone, directed them to an adjacent field.

Marion County’s wealthiest doyenne, Irene Henderson, had died at the age of eighty-­five after being thrown from the saddle of her Arabian horse. Breeanne couldn’t help admiring the elderly woman’s fearless spunk. How did anyone get to be that brave?

Jodi parked the van. Armed with tote bags, they all got out.

Kasha paused and, nostrils flaring, tipped her face to the sky still sprinkled with stars. “It’s going to rain.”

“Not according to the weather forecast,” Jodi said, but she unlocked the van and retrieved two umbrellas. Kasha had an uncanny ability to predict the weather.

A swath of headlights kept coming as more cars pulled in.

“Fierce competition,” Jodi said. “We should split up. I’ll scout antiques. Kasha, you go for the kitsch. Suki, shop for the tearoom, and anything Art Deco. Breeanne, you’re assigned to—­”

“Books.”

“Don’t attempt to carry them. Text us if you find any, and we’ll cart them back to the van for you.”

Breeanne traced two fingers over the top of the scar lurking beneath the neckline of her blue and green Dallas Gunslingers baseball jersey. “Don’t baby me. I tote tomes around the bookstore every day.”

“Let’s not push it. You’ve been doing so well. The last thing you need is a setback.” Jodi tucked a strand of auburn hair behind one ear.

“I’m fine,” Breeanne insisted. How long would it take for her sisters to toss the kid gloves?

Jodi raised an admonishing finger. “Text us.”

Her sisters took off in different directions, leaving Breeanne to wander the expansive lawn strewn with rows of folding tables, clothing racks, and metal shelving loaded down with the contents of a life well lived. A man in a security guard uniform policed the area, hands clasped behind his back. He stabbed her with suspicious eyes.

She daubed on a smile and raised I-­don’t-­want-­any-­trouble palms, and backed off.

Somewhere coffee percolated, tingeing the air with the scent of French roast. ­People rummaged through items, haggled over prices. Someone elbowed her out of the way. Someone else, headed for an overburdened shoe rack, shoved past her. Another person pushed in, and then another, and another, a current of shoppers washing Breeanne to the outer shore of the yard.

Wasn’t that just the theme of her life? Marginalized on the outskirts.

She sighed. What she wouldn’t give to be at home working on her book with Callie purring in her lap. Suck it up. Smile. They would be here only a few hours. To pass the time, she leaned against the trunk of a pecan tree, and ­people-­watched as dawn crept over the horizon.

A frowning woman shoved a baby carriage stuffed with knickknacks over bumpy terrain. An Ichabod Crane–esque man in an argyle sweater swung a practice stroke with a driving wood that was much too short for his elongated frame. A family of five, every member almost as big around as they were tall, licked fast-­food cinnamon roll glaze off their fingers while investigating a used treadmill.

A brash black Cadillac Escalade muscled through the gate. Heads turned, and a wave of murmurs surfed through the crowd. The SUV did not pull obediently into the field with the other vehicles. Instead, it sailed arrogantly to a stop near the front door, sending pedestrians scattering.

The passenger door swung open, and the town’s biggest celebrity—­the Dallas Gunslingers former star lefty pitcher—­got out. The very same pitcher whose number was on Breeanne’s jersey.

Rowdy Blanton.

Her inner fan girl drooled.

Instantly a funnel of humanity swirled toward him, surrounded him, went crazy over him. Breeanne longed to join the rush, but her feet grew roots, anchoring her to the earth. ­People pushed and shoved to get at him, especially the women, as they all shouted at once.

“Rowdy, Rowdy can I have your autograph!”

“We love you Rowdy!”

“I want to bear your children!”

“I wanna get rough and Rowdy with you!”

The driver of the SUV, a big, bald, beefy bodyguard type, moved ­people aside, lining them up like he’d done this a million times. Once he had everyone somewhat organized, he took a box of baseballs from the vehicle and started passing them out to excited kids.

While Bodyguard Dude handled crowd control, Rowdy stood beneath a security light, signing autographs, shaking hands, and clapping backs. His laughter burst the dawn, warm and friendly. He wore a baseball cap embroidered with the logo of the Stardust Drillers, the local high school baseball team, cocked jauntily on his head. Tight-­fitting Levi’s jeans hugged muscular thighs, and a simple white T-­shirt accentuated his tanned skin. He moved with the impertinent, nimble-­limbed strut of a man fully at ease with life.

She couldn’t take her eyes off him. What she wouldn’t give to be one of those kids again.

Rowdy glanced up, and stared through the crowd.

Heated estrogen cruised Breeanne’s veins, settled deep in her pelvis. Her stomach pinched, and her heart gave a funny stutter that had nothing to do with the medication she was on. Soon, she’d be able to go off even that, prescription-­free for the first time in her twenty-­five years.

For one heartbeat of a second their eyes met. Full-­on freight trains on the same track speeding straight toward each other collided. Bam.

Oh.

My.

God.

She could almost hear the screech of metal, smell smoke, feel the jolting impact. She ceased breathing. Ceased thinking. Ceased doing anything except staring at him.

Cool blue eyes, the arresting color of a clear mountain stream, gave her a startling shock. Cheekbones like flint rock. Chiseled chin. Knockout jaw dusted with beard stubble. One corner of his mouth lifted, telegraphing her a gorgeous lopsided grin. Slowly, he winked as if they shared an intimate secret.

And for that sweet second, no one else on earth existed.

Rowdy spied the lone woman standing against the pecan tree, and thought, This one hasn’t ever been off the bench.

Their eyes met, and he felt . . . well . . .

Weird as hell.

Out of the blue, for no earthly reason whatsoever, he winked at her. Quickly, she hot-­potatoed his gaze, and stared off into the distance.

He waited for it. One heartbeat. Two. C’mon, let’s have it, sweetheart. Shoot me The Look.

Nothing.

Hmm. Maybe she was coyer than most.

Normally, when a woman broke direct eye contact with him, it was a coquettish come-­hither signal. He expected her to glance back. Interested women always glanced back.

But not this one.

Instead, she pulled a paperback from her tote bag and started reading.

Huh? He blinked, surprised. She wasn’t interested?

His cockiness shriveled. So what? Big deal. No skin leaving his teeth. In fact, it was sort of a relief to know that not every woman in the world wanted to hop into his bed. But now he had an overwhelming urge to run over there and charm that denim skirt off her.

He stared at the mousy woman, confused by his thoughts and the way his body hardened.

There was nothing special about her appearance, except for what he could see of shapely legs below the knee-­length hem of her skirt. In fact, he’d be hard-­pressed to find a woman more ordinary.

No one would ever accuse her of being a beauty. She was far too skinny, and her hair was a blah shade halfway between blond and light brown. It had no particular style. Not short. Not long. Not straight. Not quite curly either. Thick, black-­frame glasses smothered her petite features. Her clothes looked like she’d raided the closet of a middle-­aged 1950s housewife in the dark. Not a single thing about her screamed sexy, although she was kind of cute in a girl-­next-­door way with those big green eyes, and that bunny rabbit nose.

But he wanted her all the same.

Why?

He tilted his head, squinted, imagining her without the glasses, a better haircut, and several helpings of his famous spaghetti carbonara inside her. Nope. Still not seeing the appeal. Except it dawned on him for the first time that she was wearing a Gunslingers baseball jersey with number eleven emblazoned on it.

His number.

C’mon, was his ego that big? He wanted her just because she was wearing his number?

“Rowdy! Rowdy!”

He looked down to see an exuberant gap-­toothed eight-­year-­old tugging on the hem of his T-­shirt, and clutching the autographed baseball he’d just signed for the kid.

“My dad says I can throw a screwball better’n you,” the boy bragged.

“No kidding?”

“Wanna see? Wanna see?”

“This might not be the best place to throw a ball around what with—­” Rowdy didn’t get to finish the sentence because, lightning-­fast, the kid cocked his left arm, and slung an impressive screwball that sailed over a table burdened with collectible glassware.

Sending ­people gasping, scattering and ducking out of the way. Except for Plain Jane standing against the tree reading her book.

She never looked up.

The baseball smacked into the tree trunk above her, and then plopped squarely on top of her head. Her eyes rounded, her mouth curled into a startled O, the book fell from her hands . . .

And she keeled right over.

“Jimmy, what have you done?” the boy’s horrified mother exclaimed.

The crowd turned to gawk.

Rowdy was already in motion, instinct shooting him toward the woman as fast as he could run.








CHAPTER 2 


The more self-­centered and egotistical a guy is,
the better baseball player he’s going to be.

—­BILL “SPACEMAN” LEE

Good grief. How embarrassing.

Breeanne lay on the ground, staring at the baseball with Rowdy Blanton’s name scrawled across it in red Sharpie, and she quickly put two and two together. One of the kids he’d given a baseball to had done what kids inevitably do when they had a ball in their hands.

Unfortunately, she’d stuck her nose in a book, determined not to let Rowdy see that his sly wink and killer smile had slammed her with such a one-­two punch that she hadn’t seen the baseball headed her way.

Briefly, she closed her eyes, assessing the damage.

Her head stung a bit where the ball had landed, but the impact had been fairly minimal since the tree had taken the brunt of the ball’s momentum. She wasn’t dizzy, and her thoughts were clear. She knew her name, the day of the week, and who was the current president of the United States. The unexpectedness of the blow had caused her to startle. She’d toppled more from surprise than the actual hit.

Good to go. She was okay, unless her sisters found out about this. They’d kick up a huge fuss and insist she go to the hospital.

Get to your feet. Now!

Acutely aware that she was sprawled on the ground in a skirt, she tried as gracefully as she could to gather her legs beneath her.

A big masculine palm, wearing a World Series ring, appeared from nowhere, reaching down to help her up.

Rowdy Blanton.

A burning heat scooped a hole in her stomach. Dear Lord, had he seen her cheetah-­print panties?

His firm grip enveloped her hand, and he tugged her gently to her feet.

And there she was nose-­to-­collarbone with the object of so many of her midnight fantasies.

Most preteen girls got their first crush over boyish pop music stars or baby-­faced actors. For Breeanne, it had been this sexy major league pitcher. On her twelfth birthday, and not long after her seventh major surgery, she’d been lying on the couch in the living room with Dad, watching their hometown hero take the mound during his television debut as a rookie pitcher for the Seattle Mariners.

Rowdy had been so green he could have passed for a spinach smoothie, and he walked three batters before the manager pulled him. But he’d strutted off that field as cocky as if he’d struck them out. Anyone who could remain that self-­confident in the face of total failure was a rock star in her book.

Two days later, something went wrong with her recovery, and she ended up back in the hospital, facing surgery number eight. That next weekend, the Mariners were in town playing the Gunslingers, and Rowdy had swaggered onto the teen ward at the Dallas Children’s Hospital, signing autographs, telling stories, handing out jerseys, and baseballs. The moment he’d signed a ball and pressed it into her perspiring palm, she’d become his lifelong fan. She’d had the baseball mounted, and still kept it on a bookcase in her bedroom. But she wasn’t about to tell him that, and only partially because her tongue was welded to the roof of her mouth.

“Are you all right?” His deep, husky voice rasped.

She bobbed her head. Could he feel her pulse jumping through her veins like a steeplechase stallion on race day?

“Do you know what your name is?” he asked.

He wanted to know her name. Um . . . um . . . For a freakishly long second she forgot her own name. Not from the bump on the head, but from this alpha male’s distracting scent tangling up in her nose.

She nodded again still unable to speak.

“Can you tell me what your name is?”

Breeanne was vaguely aware that a crowd had gathered, but of course, Rowdy drew a crowd wherever he went. She tugged her hand from his, the loss of contact with his skin finally knocking her tongue loose.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” She turned to the crowd, which included a hangdog little boy and his worried mother. She assumed this was the child who’d thrown the ball. “I’m good. All is well. Go back to your shopping.”

­People lingered.

Rowdy tossed the autographed baseball back to the boy. “Could you folks give us some space?”

Immediately the crowd dispersed.

“What’s it like having ­people jump to do your bidding?” she asked, unaware that the question was going to pop from her mouth.

He chuckled. “Kinda nice actually.”

“I bet.” She inched away from him, but her foot bumped into a tree root, and she wobbled.

His hand shot out to cup her elbow, sincere concern furrowing his brow. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Fine. Perfect. Great. Dandy. Couldn’t be better. This stuff happens to me all the time. I’m a natural-­born klutz.”

“You’ve got some dirt . . .” He leaned over and ran a hand across her shoulder blade, dusting her off, his broad hand circling lower and lower to the small of her back, igniting flames everywhere he touched.

Yikes!

Knots formed in her lower abdomen, tugged, tightened. She shook him off and plastered both palms to her butt, vigorously swiping her seat. “I’ve got it.”

He stepped back, piercing blue eyes stabbing into hers, mischief brimming in his gaze. “So cheetah, huh?”

Mortified, she squeezed her eyes shut for a second, gulped. “Could you pretend you didn’t see that?”

“You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about.”

She scrubbed two fingers over her forehead. “Easy for you to say. You weren’t the one laid out with your underwear on display.”

He pulled out his weapon of mass destruction, that devastating wink. “I’ve always had a fondness for women in animal print.”

“I imagine you have a fondness for women in pretty much anything,” she popped off. What was it about him that brought out this sassiness she hadn’t even known lurked inside her?

He lowered his eyelids in a look so sultry that she forgot to breathe. She’d seen men give other women looks like that before but no man had ever looked at her that way. She didn’t know what to do with it.

Suki would say something flirty. Kasha would act cool and sophisticated. Jodi would snort and roll her eyes, and tell him that she wasn’t falling for that slick shtick. But Breeanne didn’t know how to flirt, she wasn’t sophisticated, and well, she liked his slick shtick.

“Sweetheart,” he murmured, leaning in closer, his minty breath warm against her cheek. “I prefer that my woman wear nothing at all.”

Sweetheart. My woman.

He spoke those words while looking at her. Plain, ordinary, pasty-­skinned Breeanne Carlyle.

Wildfire heat spread under her skin, tongues of flame licking her from head to toe.

She wasn’t going to read anything into those words. Most likely he called every woman sweetheart because he had so many women he couldn’t remember their names. Her cheeks burned. She backpedaled, hoping he’d get the hint that it was okay for him to go away and leave her to her humiliation.

And she ran smack up against the tree trunk.

He stepped closer, breaching the breathing-­room gap she’d created, and pinned her to the spot with a gaze as sturdy as handcuffs.

Trapped.

She couldn’t keep looking into those heartbreaker eyes. Her heart had healed up nicely, thank you very much, and she wasn’t about to test the strength of her surgeon’s stitches. She dropped her gaze, spied her paperback lying on the ground, and bent to pick it up.

“Allow me.” Like some chivalrous knight, he scooped it up. Pausing, he examined the cover. One amused eyebrow shot up on his forehead, disappearing beneath the shadow of the bill of his baseball cap. “Love’s Throbbing Fury?”

She jutted out her chin, bristling at the humor in his eyes, and snapped, “You got a problem with that?”

He looked as if he was about to make some comment about her choice of reading material, but instead he simply handed her the book.

Squaring her shoulders, she stood her ground. She loved romance novels—­granted some of the titles were hokey, but that didn’t affect the quality of the story inside—­and it irritated her when ­people put them down without ever having read one.

But even so, she heard defensiveness in her voice. “It’s a great book.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

Some of the pages had creased. Carefully, Breeanne smoothed them out. She revered books, all books, any books, and took great care with them. It pained her to see ­people dog-­ear corners, or break the spine on paperbacks.

“I feel the same way about baseballs. It gets me here when it’s time to throw them out.” He pressed his palm to his solar plexus, and she couldn’t help staring at the hard six-­pack visible beneath his white cotton T-­shirt.

Alarmed that he’d so accurately read her mind, she looked around for her tote bag, but he had already retrieved that too, and now the cloth handle dangled from the end of his long, thick index finger.

She reached for the tote.

In the exchange, their fingertips brushed, sending a shocking current of awareness humming through her arm to invade her entire nervous system. Lighting up all the secret parts of her that she’d never had the opportunity to use.

I want.

She bit down on the inside of her cheek, desperate to keep him from seeing how his touch electrified her.

He cocked his head, studied her like she was something he’d not quite seen before, and didn’t know what to make of his new discovery.

Honestly, she didn’t know what to make of him either. Why was he still blocking her exit? Why was he still here? Didn’t he have someplace to be?

Nut bunnies.

He had no idea the amount of hero worship she had built up inside her, nor was she about to let him find out. She needed to get away from him before she did something irretrievably stupid, like throw herself at his feet, and grovel, I’m not worthy. She had no business thinking sexy thoughts about him. None whatsoever.

She adjusted her weight, her gaze, and her fantasies.

And for the first time she noticed the long pink scar running underneath his left arm, and her gut twanged. It was such a shame what had happened to him. That savage, career-­ending beating in the alley behind a popular Dallas nightclub dished out by a jealous husband.

Empathy punched her in the throat, and she reached up to rub three fingers over her breastbone scars. Pain she understood far too well.

When the news of Rowdy’s attack first broke, some ­people in Stardust had declared he’d brought it on himself by sleeping with another man’s wife. But no one deserved to be brutalized like that, and Breeanne ached for him. He’d sworn in interviews that he had not slept with anyone’s wife, and she believed him. The police had not caught his attacker, so no one knew the other side of the story. It might well have been a case of mistaken identity as Rowdy had maintained in TV interviews.

But now that he was standing right in front of her, looking so much larger-­than-­life, and more delicious than a triple Dairy Queen dipped cone, it seemed unfathomable that anyone could mistake this man for someone else. He was one of a kind, solid, sexy, masculine, and far more man than she could ever handle.

Ha!

As if he would ever want the likes of her when he had the most beautiful women in the world to pick from. He’d dated models and actresses and female athletes. And yes, so sue her, she followed his sexploits in the tabloids, often pretending she was the woman du jour on his arm.

But even so, even though she knew it was silly and futile, she couldn’t stop fantasizing about him. She imagined being pressed beneath those powerful hips as they rocked her relentless as ocean waves, his big body inside hers, his calloused palms gliding over her bare flesh . . .

Snap out of it.

While she was scouting him out, he was scrutinizing her with the same intensity. His gaze traveled from her hair, which the breeze was fluttering against her cheek, to her chest, where his number was stamped across the front of her baseball jersey.

Oh heavens, she was wearing his number, and now because of that he had her number. It was no secret she was a fan girl. Easy pickings. No doubt he considered her a pop-­fly lay.

Breeanne gulped. Ha. The joke was on him. She’d never been anyone’s lay.

But why on earth would Rowdy choose her, no matter how easy he might erroneously perceive her to be?

His eye-­trip continued as if he was thoroughly enjoying the journey, his gaze lighting for a long moment on her hips. Was he thinking about the cheetah panties underneath her skirt? Goose bumps coated her arms, and it was all she could do not to shiver under the burn from those hypnotic blue eyes. His roving gaze took a long time sliding down her legs before finally stopping at her feet clad in a comfortable but unattractive pair of purple canvas loafers. Not exactly her sexiest outfit.

As if she owned a sexy outfit. And if she did, as if she would wear said sexy outfit to an estate sale. Okay, true confessions. If she’d known he was going to be here, she would have bought the sexiest outfit she could find, and worn it just for him.

A twig snapped, and they both glanced over to see his chauffeur/bodyguard or whoever the big, bald, badass dude was, standing behind them.

Bodyguard Dude cleared his throat, gave Rowdy a look that said, Why the hell are you hanging out with this nerdy chick?

Rowdy’s gaze stayed married to hers, but he inclined his head toward his companion. “I gotta go.”

“Oh yes.” She bobbed her head like one of those silly drinking-­bird-­toy heat engines. “Me too. Busy, busy, that’s me.”

“Reading Love’s Throbbing Fury,” he teased.

She flushed, realizing she still held the paperback clutched in her hand, had in fact raised it up to the level of her heart. Quickly, she stuffed the book into her tote.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked.

She stapled on a cheery smile. “Yep. Fine. Couldn’t be better.”

How many times had she daydreamed about this man whispering sweet nothings into her ear in the middle of the night? An endless number. Uncountable.

Double nut bunnies.

Why was she getting weak-­kneed over some jock? She was an adult, not a simpering teenager, never mind that she was also a virgin.

“For the record,” he whispered, “cheetah is my favorite animal print.”

“Really?” she quipped, not having a clue where the sauciness was coming from. “I would have pegged you for snakeskin.”

This was so unlike her. She was quiet, studious, and minded her own business. Just ask anyone. But something about this man whetted her tongue, and turned her mind to quicksilver.

It was scary. Startling. And kind of awesome.

His laughter exploded loud enough to cause ­people to turn and stare at the mousy woman who’d tickled the funny bone of such a vibrant peacock. Playfully, he chucked her under the chin. “Love your sense of humor,” he said, then turned and walked away with his companion.

Leaving her with her mouth hanging open, a tingly chin, and the terrifying knowledge that she had just been Rowdy Blantonized.

Rowdy walked away smiling. The image of those cheetah panties permanently imprinted in his brain. That was the most fun he’d had in a long time.

Which was sort of pathetic when you thought about it because he’d done nothing special. Just checked on the woman who’d gotten beaned by one of the freebie baseballs he doled out, and he flirted with her a little.

Is that what his life had come down to, mild joy over mild teasing with a mild woman in a mild place?

Oh how the mighty have fallen.

He rubbed his shoulder. Winced. He was losing his touch. He hadn’t even gotten her name, or phone number.

Who cared? It wasn’t like he was going to call her. Or ever see her again.

But damn she looked cute in the baseball jersey with his number on it, that denim skirt, and those surprising cheetah panties. He grinned again just thinking about those rocking panties. She’d done what no one had been able to do in over four months. She’d made him forget about his problems for a few minutes.

Why was he feeling like this? And why hadn’t he insisted on getting her name and number?

Before he could fully figure out his unexpected urges, Jenna Tomlinson, his former high school biology partner—­and one of the few girls in town that he hadn’t dated because she’d been madly in love with her boyfriend—­hollered his name. Jenna was Irene Henderson’s great-­granddaughter, in town from San Francisco with her husband and kids. He’d skipped Irene’s funeral, not wanting to intrude on the family’s private grief, but he wanted to make time to see Jenna and offer his condolences before she returned to California.

Jenna flung herself into his arms, and Rowdy spun her around. Laughing, she kissed his cheek, slipped her arm through his, and chattering a mile a minute, guided him toward the house.

Just as they stepped inside, Rowdy paused to glance over his shoulder for one last puzzling peek at Miss Cheetah Panties, but she’d already disappeared.

Leaving him feeling vaguely, inexplicably disappointed.








CHAPTER 3 


It’s no coincidence that female interest in
baseball increased greatly since ballplayers swapped
baggy flannel uniforms for leotards.

—­MIKE ROYKO

Illogically jealous of the beautiful woman who’d thrown herself into Rowdy’s eager arms, Breeanne slipped around the other side of the tree, striving to calm her somersaulting heart. She slapped a palm to her chest, gulped in a deep breath of air.

Big whoop. What’s all the fuss about? The man put his pants on one leg at a time, just like everyone else. He was not worth a cardiac arrest.

What was the fuss?

Heck, just look at him. He was big, bold, and utterly gorgeous, and her body was still tingling from his touch. What was up with that?

Time to cut herself some slack. Rowdy was one sweet slice of man. Any red-­blooded female would respond. Everything about him was impressive, from his brash, cock-­of-­the-­walk strut, to those sharp blue eyes that didn’t miss a thing, to that slow, lazy smile designed to charm the cheetah panties right off a girl.

Sighing, she shook her head, reoriented herself. What was it she was supposed to be doing?

Oh yes. Books. She was scouting for books. The bookstore needed supplying. Family expectations needed meeting.

The sun had cleared the horizon and the temperature warmed, but gray clouds snaked across the sky. Kasha’s weather predictions were more accurate than the Farmer’s Almanac. How long before the rain started?

Vendor-­type stalls had been set up on the right side of the house under a sheltering of pines. Breeanne roamed the booths, picking her away around bargain hunters, her pulse tripping over Rowdy Blanton. She couldn’t seem to focus on the task at hand, and within ten minutes she’d reached the last stall, nothing purchase-­worthy having caught her eye.

The final stall displayed a collection of 1940s memorabilia from when Irene Henderson had been a young woman—­movie posters, WWII collectibles, vintage clothing, plaques, postcards. Pretty cool stuff. She edged closer, wondering if Irene had owned any mementos relating to her great-­aunt Polly. It was possible. Her great-­aunt and Irene were from the same generation, contemporaries, and Polly had been something of a local celebrity.

Breeanne spied a hope chest tucked into a corner underneath a shelf of dolls. It stood as tall as Breeanne’s kneecap, and it was almost as long as a GI’s footlocker, the perfect size to fit at the end of her bed.

Buy me, the box dared. I hold the key to what’s missing in your life.

It was a silly idea, foolish and absurd, but a dizzy sensation came over her, as if she were being tugged down a long tunnel to a parallel dimension, even though her feet were firmly planted on the ground. Her attention shrank to one thing, and one thing only.

That trunk.

Bizarrely, she felt as if she was on the precipice of something monumental, and if she were to open the trunk all her hopes and dreams would come true. She sank to her knees and tugged it from underneath the shelf.

It was not a typical hope chest. Instead of a single lock, it contained five. Five locks for five individual compartments inside one wooden box. In that regard, it reminded her of her father’s tool chest.

Admiring the handiwork, she ran a hand over the smooth planks. An expert carpenter had hewn this with talented hands. The black hasps were hammered metal, the locks polished and free of rust. Carved on the trunk’s lid, in elaborate script, was a cryptic message. She traced an index finger over etched letters, read:

Treasures are housed within, heart’s desires granted, but be careful where wishes are cast, for reckless dreams dared dreamed in the heat of passion will surely come to pass.

“What does it mean?” she murmured.

“It means,” said a voice so scratchy and ancient that it was difficult to tell whether it belonged to male or female, “be careful what you wish for, because you will get it.”

Startled, Breeanne jumped up, banging her knee against the shelf and knocking loose the dolls. She grabbed for them, barely managing to right them before they hit the ground.

Jerking her head around, she searched for the source of the voice and found a wizened woman that she hadn’t noticed before sitting in a small black rocking chair. The woman wore a shapeless floral print dress and men’s rubber-­soled camouflage hunting boots. A thick gray bun, held in place by two green pencils, sat pinned to the top of her head. She studied Breeanne with yellow, unblinking eyes as if she was a fairy-­tale crone debating if Breeanne was worth eating.

The wind gusted, sending pine needles swirling through the air, and the temperature dropped at least five degrees. A shiver, cold as a refrigerated knife blade, sliced down her spine. Vigorously, Breeanne pumped the heels of her palms up and down her arms to warm herself. “Is this a hope chest?”

“It’s not for sale,” the woman said, sounding as if she regularly gargled with gravel.

“Then why is it here?”

“Someone made a mistake.”

“I’ll give you two hundred dollars,” Breeanne said, surprising herself. What was with her today? Saying things she hadn’t thought through.

­People milled through the small stall, but they might as well have been on Saturn. Only she and the crone and the trunk existed in this strange new world.

For the first time, the woman blinked. “Not for sale.”

Breeanne crouched down to caress the chest once more. Her palm warmed against the wood, and her vision blurred softly the way it did with surgical anesthesia. An ethereal fog rolled over the stall, and it was as if she were watching an old timey television set with fuzzy reception.

In the weird vision, she saw a young woman dressed in a gauzy white gown, bluebonnets braided through her hair, put something inside the trunk. The ethereal woman turned, and Breeanne realized, without surprise, that she was that woman.

In the vision, a man came to stand beside Dream Breeanne, who raised her head and held out a hand to him. The image wavered, ghostly and unreliable.

She squinted.

Who was the man?

His chestnut brown hair was mussed, his smile wide and lopsided, a devilish grin that promised a world of bedroom delights. He wore distressed, button-­fly blue jeans, and nothing else. His crystal blue eyes cut a hole straight into her heart, and it was as if he knew every single thought that passed through her head and approved of them all.

Rowdy Blanton.

Breeanne sucked in a hot puff of air, and a peppery taste popped into her mouth. Was this a hallucination? Some weird aftermath of being hit on the head with a baseball? Did she have a concussion? Breeanne rubbed the crown of her head where the ball had landed, but the spot wasn’t even sore to the touch.

The old woman observed her, a knowing look polishing the yellow of her eyes to a high sheen. Her lips did not move, but Breeanne distinctly heard her say, Trust your feelings, and don’t be afraid.

The mist rolled away. Breeanne’s vision cleared and the out-­of-­body sensation evaporated.

Don’t be afraid.

“What did you say?” she asked the old woman.

“The trunk is unique.”

“I can tell.”

“It’s very old.”

“How old?”

“Older than time.”

“Nothing is older than time.”

The crone shrugged.

Breeanne scratched her cheek, more to release tension than because her skin itched. She disliked haggling. Hated the confrontational nature of it. But she wanted this trunk. “Did the hope chest belong to Irene Henderson?”

“For a time.”

“Where did it come from?”

“Across the universe.”

Breeanne pressed her palms together and rested her thumbs against her sternum in a quasi yoga prayer pose. It was a calming technique she’d learned as a teen in a support group for kids facing potential death, and she glanced back at the trunk. “What’s inside?”

“Whatever you want it to be.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Is it?”

“You’re being mysterious.”

“Am I? You’re the one hankering for the trunk.”

“Will you sell it to me?”

The woman sat silent for a time before she said, “This trunk requires a special owner. Someone who believes.”

“Believes in what?”

The woman drew bony knees to her chest and tucked tiny feet beneath the hem of her long dress. She set the chair rocking, and smiled a toothless smile. “Why, the unstoppable magic of true love.”

Breeanne notched up her chin, felt her heart thump harder beneath the pressure of her thumbs against her breastbone. “I believe.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Do you?”

“More than anything in the world,” Breeanne said. “Will you sell me the trunk?”

She’d been reading romantic fairy tales since she was five years old. Of course she believed. But it was her parents’ real-­life, thirty-­year love story, and their devotion to each other and their four adopted daughters, that truly made her believe in the unstoppable power of true, unconditional love.

“I’m not sure you are strong enough to own it.”

“It’s just a trunk.”

The old woman’s eyes flickered, searched her face. “You know it’s not.”

The smell of rain thickened. Clouds darkened. Wind shook the plastic walls of the stall. ­People scurried for shelter.

Neither of them moved, nor looked away.

Her cell phone dinged. Jodi texting. She ignored it. She needed this transaction completed before her sisters descended and tried to talk her out of it.

Breeanne almost offered the woman three hundred dollars, but managed to bite her tongue in the nick of time. It was all the money she had in her purse, and it belonged to Timeless Treasures. She didn’t have three hundred dollars in her savings account to reimburse her parents. And if she got this trunk, she was not putting it up for sale in the store.

Besides, money wasn’t the woman’s end game, but Breeanne didn’t know what was. “I want the trunk.”

The crone’s eyes deepened to amber beneath the darkening sky and her mouth quirked into a sly curve. “If you make a wish before opening a compartment for the first time, that wish will come true.”

“Without fail?”

“Without fail. Make certain you truly want what you wish for, because you will pay a great sacrifice for it. And once the wish has been cast, it cannot be undone.”

“I understand. So five compartments. Does this mean there are five wishes in total?”

The woman gave a curt nod, as if she was growing bored of her. “Yes, yes.”

“What happens if I don’t make a wish when I open a compartment?”

“Then you will find nothing inside.”

Ha. Likely nothing was inside. She didn’t care, because she was buying an exquisite trunk, not what was or wasn’t in it. If anything was inside . . . bonus. “Two hundred and twenty dollars, but that’s my final offer.”

The woman considered her a moment, the breeze whipping the material of her faded dress around her.

Breeanne’s cell phone pinged again, another text from Jodi.

Finally, the woman stuck out a wrinkled hand, palm upturned. “Done.”

Warmth spread through Breeanne’s body, pumping adrenaline, jittering her nerve endings, dizzying her head. She shuffled her feet in a happy Snoopy dance. She’d won. The trunk was hers.

She counted out the money.

The woman folded her fist around the twenty-­dollar bills and stuffed them into her bra. “All sales are final.”

“Where’s the key?”

That toothless smile again. “I have no idea.”

“But how will I open it?”

“That’s for you to figure out.”

“You could have mentioned that in the beginning.”

“You could have asked.”

“Fine.” She squatted beside the trunk again, and her irritation vanished. It was such a beautiful hope chest and worth the inconvenience of not having a key. No biggie. She would hire a locksmith.

“Breeanne?” Kasha called. “Where are you?”

She raised her voice. “Here. I’m over here.”

Her sisters rounded the corner of the stall, their heads bowed beneath the umbrellas Jodi had brought.

It had started raining, and Breeanne hadn’t noticed. Her clothes were plastered to her wet skin. All the stalls, except the one she was crouching in, had been covered with plastic tarps, and ­people stood huddled beneath them, staring at the odd girl who didn’t have enough sense to come in out of the rain.

“What are you doing?” Jodi scolded, rushing over to shield her with the umbrella, Kasha and Suki following close behind. “You’ll catch your death.”

“I just bought this hope chest.” She felt her smile start in her heart, spread upward, outward, flooding her face with white, joyous heat. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

“Who did you buy it from?” Jodi asked.

Breeanne understood her sister’s bewilderment. She had overlooked the tiny old woman at first too. Without glancing up, she waved in the direction of the rocking chair. “Why, from that lady there.”

Jodi leaned over to put a hand to Breeanne’s forehead.

Breeanne jerked back. “What are you doing?”

“Checking to see if you’re running a fever.”

“What for?”

Jodi chuffed out a breath. “You’re standing in the rain, seeing imaginary ­people.”

“What do you mean?” Breeanne sprang to her feet, spun around to face the old woman.

But the rocker was empty.








CHAPTER 4 


Baseball is the only place in life where
a sacrifice is really appreciated.

—­AUTHOR UNKNOWN

“Wake up.”

A towel snapped against Rowdy’s bare feet from where he lay poolside on the patio lounger. He slept better here than in his own bed, although he couldn’t really say why. Whenever he lay in his room alone at night, it felt as if the walls were collapsing in on him.

His toes stung. He pried open his eyes to stare at the mammoth-­sized man towering at the end of the patio lounger, holding a white terry-­cloth gym towel rolled up between two beefy hands. Simultaneously, Nolan Ryan, snuggled against Rowdy’s chest, raised his head, and sighed.

“Buzz off, Warwick,” he drawled. “We’re taking a nap.”

His bodyguard, and best friend since kindergarten, threw the towel at him. It landed on Rowdy’s chin. “Let’s be clear. Nolan Ryan was taking a nap. He got up at dawn. You’re just lazy.”

“Whatever.” Rowdy dragged the towel over his eyes, blocking out the sun. Ah, that was much better.

The truth was he’d been having a sexy dream about Miss Cheetah Panties, and he wanted to get back to it. He was still perplexed over his attraction, but ever since his encounter with her at yesterday’s estate sale, she’d haunted his mind.

Why?

Now that was the million-­dollar question.

Forgetting her seemed easy enough in theory, follow-­through was where the problem sprouted like a field full of dandelions after a drenching summer rain. Every time he closed his eyes all he saw were cheetah panties, silky black and brown and orange cheetah panties.

As if he’d never seen panties in his entire life.

He imagined the feel of them in his hands, soft and feminine, and soaked with her scent. Christ, he didn’t want that image in his head, but it had been lodged there since yesterday morning, leaving him dizzy and slightly nauseated since their encounter, but for the life of him, Rowdy couldn’t explain why.

Warwick yanked the towel from Rowdy’s face. Sank his hands on his hips. Snorted.

“You look like a sour housewife who’s sore because hubby didn’t make it home after a long night out with the boys,” Rowdy drawled.

“It’s eleven a.m. Time for your physical therapy.”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“You pay lip ser­vice to getting your career back on track, but you’re not acting like a guy burning for a return to the pitcher’s mound.”

“Are you trying to piss me off?”

“Is it working?”

“Nah, I’m wise to you.” Rowdy yawned and scratched his chest.

“Heath Rankin called again,” Warwick said.

He groaned.

Last season, Rowdy had walked out of the Dallas Gunslingers locker room over unfair treatment of his good friend, and teammate, Price Richards. After badly mishandling the career of one of the best second basemen in the league, the Gunslingers general manager and all-­around douchebag, Dugan Potts, had released Price. To add insult to injury, not only had Potts not even tried to make a trade for Price, he badmouthed him all over the league so no other team would touch him.

Cutting his buddy unfairly was the final straw, just one more stunt in a long list of chickenshit maneuvers Potts had pulled.

And Rowdy had had enough.

Even so, his sense of fair play clashed with his loyalty to his friend, and he’d intended his brief absence from the team as nothing more than a token protest, a four-­hour mini-­strike to prove a point and grab media attention to showcase Potts’s major douchedom.

Rowdy had returned to the clubhouse in plenty of time for the game, even though he hadn’t been slated to pitch that night. But Potts intercepted him before he got down to the bullpen, and suspended him indefinitely for insubordination.

In retrospect, maybe he shouldn’t have called Potts a hamster during his TV interview with Babe Laufenberg, because c’mon, there was no point insulting defenseless animals.

When Rowdy had been hospitalized after his attack, hopped up on morphine, Heath Rankin, the publisher of Jackdaw Press, fellow Texan, and former minor league baseball pitcher, approached him about writing his autobiography. He and Heath had briefly played on the same team before Rowdy’s career took the express train to the majors, and Heath dropped out of baseball
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