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For Alan,

my source for all things baseball.

Thanks, Big Guy.

On my personal roster, youre a 10.
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Chapter 1




Families Needed to Provide Homes for Rattlers

For anyone not familiar with Ragland, Texas, the front-page headline in that mornings Ragland Tribune may have seemed odd. But Id lived in Ragland since the day I was born. I couldnt think of anything more exciting than living with a Rattler.

It was Thursday morning, and Id grabbed the newspaper to check out my weekly column, Runyons Sideline Review, because it was always a rush to see my byline. But as I sat at the breakfast table, before Id turned to the sports section where my column usually appeared, the headline had snagged my attention and the possibilities bombarded me.

I absolutely couldnt believe I hadnt thought of it before. Having a Rattler in the house would be awesome!

Okay, I dont mean the slithering-along-the-ground-tail-rattling-in-ominous-warning rattler. I mean the sexy, hot, to-die-for players on our towns collegiate baseball team. As part of the Lonestar League, the Ragland Rattlers was one of nine city teams in the north Texas area made up of college players who wanted to play baseball during the summer. Local families hosted the team players.

Apparently this year, they were a few families short. And what better family than mine?

I heard a car honk and knew it was my ride to the softball field. My best friend and I both played on the high school softball team, but during the summer we just played whenever we had time to arrange a game with friends, which wasnt very often. Between attending the major-and minor-league games played in the area, plus being almost-groupies to the collegiate league, we didnt have a lot of time to commit to organized sports of our own.


I mean, if the choice was playing on a field with girls or watching a field of guys, Bird and I were going to choose the guys every time.

Her real name is Barbara Sawyer, but when she was a baby, her dad had thought she looked like a tiny bird, always chirping for food, and so he started calling her Birdie, which, over time, became Bird. Sometimes you gotta wonder what parents are thinking when they name or nickname their kids.

My own dad, I knew exactly what hed been thinking when I was born. He wanted a boy. Instead he got me. Definitely a girl.

A year before I came along, my mom had given him another daughter, Tiffany, and Mom figured two kids were more than enough, especially since she wasnt a stay-at-home mom. We were a two-income family with a two-income lifestyle. Mom worked as a legal secretary in a prestigious Dallas law firm about thirty miles south of Ragland.

Anyway, Dad decided if he wasnt going to have a son, he could at least have a son-sounding name in the family. Hence, my parents named me Danielle, which of course got shortened to Dani.


But it all worked out. I love my dad, and were really close. He always took me fishing, taught me to play baseball, and gave me loads of his time. Hes a sports fanatic. Whenever he says, Lets go out to eat, we know well be going to a sports bar to watch NASCAR, baseball, football, basketball, and golf simultaneously on the plasma TVs hanging throughout the place.

Connecting with my dad has always meant connecting with sports. Over time, Ive gained an appreciation for all sports. In fact, I plan to major in journalism when I go off to college in another year. I want to be a sports announcer.

Bird, however, insists that my desire for a career in sports reporting has nothing to do with my love of sports. Its your other love: guys. You want to know what really goes on in the locker room, and you want to get up close and personal with those towel-wrapped hotties.

Her theory is a lot closer to the truth than I like to admit, because it makes me seem less than noble in my pursuit of a higher education.

My sister has no love of sports, but she tolerates the sports bars because most have a nice salad selection, and she watches what she eats the way I watch Lost, searching for all the hidden clues, only shes searching for hidden calories.

Mom dotes on Tiffany, beautiful Tiffany, whos been named Miss Teen Ragland three years in a row and spends way too much time polishing her tiara.

Not that Im jealous of Tiffany or anything, but sometimes, when so many guys are hanging around her and ignoring me, its hard not to feel like the ugly duckling.

Bird honked again. She has her own car. I share one with Tiffany, but shed already called it for the day. Actually, shed called it pretty much for the entire summer, and since she had obligations, I was used to her getting what she wanted. Especially guys. I basically carry a mop to clean up their drool whenever shes around.

Did I mention my sister is gorgeous? Gaggingly so.

I picked up my softball cap from the table, settled it on my head, and pulled my reddish-brown shoulder-length hair, which I was presently wearing in a ponytail, through the opening in the back. Tiffany has thick, lustrous, amazing hair thats more red than brown, but not red enough that anyone would call her Red. Its glorious.

While mine tends to justhang. Which is the reason I usually wear it pulled back.

I grabbed my glove off the counter and headed out the door. It was the first official week of summer, the first week of no homework, no classes, no schedules, no bells. I was in heaven.

There are only two things I like as much as I like summer: baseball and boys.

Not necessarily in that order. But baseball has always been an important part of my life. Boys not nearly as much. Ive never had a boyfriend, and Im really starting to get bummed out by that fact. After all, next year Ill be a senior. As far as Im concerned, its long past time I had a boyfriend.

Oh, Ive had a date now and then, but nothing long-term, nothing serious, nothing thats had my heart doing cartwheels inside my chest. Nothing that even hinted at any permanence.

I spotted the familiar white Grand Am waiting at the curb, idling, and sounding like it was shaking something loose beneath the hood. Its way older than I am, but I wasnt complaining. I was just grateful Bird could provide a ride.

I opened the car door, slid inside, and buckled up. Did you see this mornings Tribune?

Bird glanced in the rearview mirror before pulling out into the street. Are you kidding? Mom took it for the Wed and Dead sections.

Birds mom sells real estate. Newly married couples need places to live, newly dead peoplewell, their houses need to be sold, usually to the newly wed.

Why? Did I miss something interesting? Bird asked.

They need extra families to host the Rattlers.

And this concerns us because?

What is the one thing you want more than anything else?

You mean other than your autographed Babe Ruth baseball?

In his youth, my granddad had watched Ruth play, and had gotten his autograph on a baseball. Hed given it to me the first time I hit a home run.

Yeah, other than that, I said.

A boyfriend.

I twisted around in my seat so I could look at her directly and accurately judge her reaction to what I was about to suggest. She so didnt look like a bird. Well, maybe she did a little. A ruffled bird. Her blond hair was cut really short with different layers, so even when she styled it, it didnt look styled. It sorta poked out here and there, which she said made it easy to care for, because no one knew if shed taken the time to fix it or not. Which in her case was usually not.

Thats one of the things I love about Bird. Shes completely the opposite of my sister. If not for Bird, I would have grown up believing that spending three hours minimum in the bathroom in the morning was a common practice.

Unlike Tiffany, Bird and I arent really into spending a lot of time working to be beautiful, which might be one reason neither of us has a boyfriend.

Or, as it had occurred to me when I saw that mornings headline, it could all boil down to opportunity.

How do you get a boyfriend? I asked.

If I knew that, Id have one, Bird said.

Hanging around guys. And where are there lots of guys during the summer?

Bird pulled into the parking lot near the softball/baseball fields. She turned to me and arched a brow in question. Shes one of the few people I know who actually have that whole Spock thing going and can make one eyebrow shoot way up. Are you going somewhere with this?

There are lots of guys playing for the Ragland Rattlers, I explained. Its a team of potential boyfriends.

Not so far. Do we not traditionally hang out at the ball field during every practice and every game?

But weve always been no-name spectators. This year we could move into the realm of something more important. Lets talk our parents into letting us sponsor players for the summer. Then well hang out with them, and theyll hang out with the team. Well have an in that weve never had. Well be like ambassadors to Ragland, making them feel welcome, showing them around. Before we know it, instant summer boyfriend!

Dont the families usually have sons that the baseball players can be comfortable around?

I shrugged. Maybe because girls-only families never offered. Besides, the article said the team needs families, so wed have a good chance of being selected even if we dont have brothers.

Like me, Bird has an older sister. Stephanies a sophomore at a nearby university, with her own stud-muffin as she refers to him. Shes always telling Bird not to worry about not having a boyfriend, because boyfriends arent really worth having until you get to college, anyway. Until then, theyre too immature. So, a college baseball player for the summer sounded like an ideal compromise. We could get a head start on the whole older, mature guy thing.

I cant see my mom letting a guy live with us. She wont even let Stephs boyfriend stay over when he comes to town to visit, Bird said.

Wed promise not to date them.

I thought dating them was the whole point.

No, the point is getting them to introduce us around.

Why would they want to do that?

Because well know all the happening stuff.

Have you forgotten we live in Ragland? There is nothing happening.

Theres lots going on. You just have to know where to search for it, and thats where we come in. We can serve as the chamber of commerce to the collegiate team. We could even arrange some outings.

Like they have time for outings.

It was a pretty intense schedule, with four or five games a week, almost always at night.

Well figure something out. The first hurdle is getting the guys into our houses.


And you dont think theyll be the one?

No way. With those guys, well be wearing blinders. I cant think of anything worse than my parents knowing about me and a boy. It would be too weird.

What if our guys are hot?

Bird, these are college students. Do you really want to date the boy who sees you before youve applied your mascara?

Good point. Plus, I hang my bras in the bathroom to dry. Are you sure we want to do this? Having a guy living in the house has the potential to be embarrassing. What if he reveals our darkest secrets to the team?

We dont have dark secrets. Bird and I are pretty much what-you-see-is-what-you-get girls. Maybe we need to be more mysterious. I filed that thought away for later. Hes our connection to the team, and eventually to a boyfriend. Thats all. Hes not going to be the boyfriend.

I guess it wouldnt hurt to give it a shot.

You might want to curb your enthusiasm.

Sorry. I just see the potential for disaster. Weve never lived with guys before.


Our dads.

Like they count.

We could set up a hotline. Your sister knows a lot about boys.

Okay, she said. Lets do it.

We knocked our knuckles together.

She wiggled her eyebrows at me. You might even get to have a look into the locker room without becoming a sports reporter.

I grinned. With any luck

Now all we had to do was convince our parents.







    

Chapter 2




This would be the perfect place for a baseball player to live, I said during dinner that evening.

Mom had picked up Chinese food on her way home. Tiffany was the only one eating with chopsticks. She thought it was important to respect the customs of all nations, just in case she ever decided to enter the Miss Universe pageant.

My dad had been listening intently as I explained how the team was in need of host families. He always paid close attention to anything I said, because I was the one in the family most likely to talk sports.

Hed recently taken to shaving his head, because his hair had started thinning on top. One day Tiffany had said, Dad, what are you holding on to? Go for the Bruce Willis look.

Since Tiffany is the fashion expert, hed taken her advice. Unfortunately Dad more closely resembles Lex Luthor than Bruce Willis, and Im still missing what little hair hed had on his head before he took a razor to it.

Hell be here more than three days, Dad said.

Ah, Dads three-day rule. Any relatives worth having as company know to limit their stay to three days. After that, they all get on his nerves.

Well, yeah, but were not related to him. I thought your rule only applied to family, I said.

Honestly, I think he just applies it to your grandparents, Mom said from the other end of the table.

I guess we have plenty of space, he said.

We have four bedrooms upstairs: mine, Tiffanys, the junk room, and the official guest bedroom. Mom and Dads bedroom is on the first floor, near the back of the house.

Plus we have a great backyard, I reminded him. Sports-guy heaven.

Our backyard has a home plate and pitchers mound properly measured off, a basketball goal with a half court, and a six-hole miniature golf courseall designed and built by my dad, the owner of Backyard Mania, a company that makes big-time sports equipment in miniature for people who want more than a swimming pool in their backyard.

Before I hit my teen years, Id spent many summer days riding around with my dad, serving as his assistant, carrying his clipboard, giving my approval to the many projects hed been hired to build. He even had a motto: Every project comes with Danis seal of approval.

The past few years, though, Id outgrown wanting to be his assistant. And he was okay with that. He may have even been relieved. He probably gets a lot more work done, because he doesnt have to make numerous DQ stops to satisfy my ice-cream addiction.

Have you really thought this through? Tiffany asked. We wont be able to walk around upstairs in our underwear.


Tiffany has a habit of not even wearing that much. She isnt exactly Miss Modesty. She says shes used to baring it all, because during beauty contests she often shares changing rooms with other girls, and so shes learned to be proud of her body and feel comfortable with its natural state.

I have a bathrobe, I said. Or I could throw on shorts and a tank.

I dont know, Mom said. A boy in the house Her voice trailed off as though her thoughts were traveling into R-rated territory.

Its not like were going to date him, Mom. Worse than seeing Tiff without her clothes, he may see her without her makeup.

No way! Tiffany screeched. I dont leave my room without makeup.

Exactly. It would be kinda icky dating a guy who was living with us, who wouldnt always see us at our best. So, getting involved with him isnt even an issue. Getting involved with one of his teammates, yes, but him, no. The league is really desperate for host families this year. And it just seems like such a nice thing to do, give someone a home for the summer.


Its not like theyre orphans, Tiffany said.

She mentions orphans at every opportunity. Part of the Miss Teen Ragland competition involves answering a question about how youd change the world or make a difference or improve yourself. For Tiffany, it doesnt matter what question shes asked, she always manages to explain how shed help orphans. Maybe her generous heart and not her generous, uh, chest helped her win the past three competitions.

I couldnt help but think shed gotten her chest plus mine. But that was okay, because I liked to think Id gotten her brains plus mine.

I looked at my dad, the real decision maker in the family. Well, okay, Mom was the true decision maker, but I knew if I could convince him, he could persuade Mom. It was the reason theyd been happily married for twenty years. They had communicating and understanding each other down to an art. Id never seen them argue about anything.

For two months, Dad, it would be like you had a son. Someone to pitch baseballs to

I pitch baseballs to you.

Someone to hit fly balls to


I hit fly balls to you.

Youd have a real boy

Hes not Geppetto, Tiffany said, waiting for the blue fairy to touch us with her magic wand.

Maybe not, but I knew Dad had always wanted a son. What father didnt? But that wasnt the issue. The issue was: I wanted a boyfriend this summer, and to have a boyfriend, I needed to meet boys, and the Lonestar League was guys, guys, guys.

Honesty time.

I released a big sigh. All right, so maybe Id like to have a brother for the summer.

Okay, not so honest.

A boyfriend is more like it, Tiffany said.

I glared at her. Any chance you could move off to college next week? Dont they have summer classes or something?

I have three more months of representing the city as Miss Teen Ragland. I dont shirk my responsibilities.

Whatever. Her responsibilities are the reason I always have to bum rides with Bird.

I turned back to Dad and decided to just say it like it was. As I already explained, I dont want him for a boyfriend. I really want to host a baseball player this summer. Baseball is my passion. It would be a dream come true for me to have someone who lives and breathes baseball to live in our house. Think of the perspective on the sport he could give us.

Dad glanced across the table to Mom, his blue eyes peering at her over the upper rim of his glasses.

Mom was the one Tiffany and I had inherited our reddish-brown hair from. Id also inherited her green eyesintensified. Mine were a brighter hue. Tiffanys eyes were the same blue as Dads. It was the only thing she and he had in common.

Mom shrugged. I suppose we could make it work with a young man living in the house. But there would have to be rules

Whatever they are, well follow them.

There can be no hanky-panky

Puh-lease! Who said hanky-panky these days? He wont be the one

The one? Mom asked, her eyes narrowing.


Why dont I just blow it here and now?

Were just giving him a room, Mom. I promise. I wouldnt be interested in him if he turned out to be Johnny Depp. I gave an exaggerated eye roll. Well, okay, if he was Johnny Depp, Id be interested. But seriously, what are the odds?

Moms mouth quirked at that, because she had a thing for Johnny Depp, too.

All right, then, she said, you can have your ballplayer for the summer.

Yes! Deep inside I was doing a happy dance, but on the outside I did nothing more than smile. If my parents figured out the real plan was to get a boyfriend, they absolutely wouldnt go for it. Not that they had anything against boys, but Dads always saying we shouldnt date until were thirty. Im not sure hes joking.

Now he nodded thoughtfully. Ill talk to Ed Morton. Hes the team manager, and Im sure he can explain everything we need to do and get us the paperwork.

Bird wants to host a baseball player, too, I told him.


Shed called earlier with the news her parents had given their permission for her to have a summer buddy, as shed taken to calling him.

Little do they know our ulterior motives, shed said, like some evil scientist, which had made me laugh.

Ill let Ed know, Dad said now. Im sure hell be happy to give us a little extra consideration, since I helped design and build the field.

He winked at me, and I knew it was a done deal.







    

Chapter 3




His name was Jason Davis, and he took my breath away. Literally.

Following the advice on the proper application of mascara, which Tiffany had posted on her blog at the Miss Teen Ragland website, Id just finished applying my third layerone for length, one for width, one for beautywhen the doorbell rang. Since we were expecting Jason to arrive at any moment, I knew it had to be him.

I quickly looked at myself in the mirror. Id decided my boyfriend plans required more than my usual T-shirts, so Id done a little shopping. New Gap jeans and a red spaghetti-strap tank with tiny white polka dots and a wide swath of white lace along the dipping neckline and down the center. My shoes were a corked wedge with a T-and-ankle strap. Really classy, I thought.

Id taken a hot iron to my hair, but had only managed to straighten my straight hair further. But I didnt really have time for a do-over. Besides, my hair was a lost cause.

So, with a deep breath, I headed down the hallway and descended the stairs, trying not to clunk, but trying to get to Jason before Tiffany had a chance to impress him.

According to Stephanie, who was majoring in psychology, for guys it was all about physical attraction before anything else. Think bright plumage, Birds sister had said. For guys its all about sex; for girls its all about love. Venus. Mars. Who wants to have sex with a dog?

Another dog? Bird had asked sarcastically, which had ended Stephanies lesson on what was important to guys.

Which was okay with me, because I wasnt ready to jump ahead to the sex part. Long, slow kisses were more along the lines of what I was looking for this summer. Really long and really slow.

So, it was important that I impress Jason before Tiffany did, so Id have an in with the team. In theory, I guess he could take both of us when he hung out with the guys. But if he only chose one of us, I wanted it to be me.

I could see he wasnt in the foyer and, knowing Mom, shed probably taken him to the kitchen for warm cookies and milk.

The stairs ended at the foyer, the wall beside the stairs forming one side of the hallway that led to the back of the house. I couldnt see into the hallway from the stairs, but Id perfected a swing-around. I grabbed the end of the banister for momentum and swung into the hallway

Bam!

I slammed right into a big, muscular Jason! He staggered forward toward Tiffanyto whom hed obviously been talkingand I crashed to the floor.

Technically, maybe he didnt knock the breath out of me. Maybe I knocked it out of myself. But who wanted to admit shed been clumsy and too stupid to not look before she swung around the corner?

Dani! Tiffany said in a tone that clearly implied, Are you an idiot or what?

Which was usually the line I applied to her following almost any comment she made, so it sorta stung to have her use that tone with me. I was way smarter than she was.

You okay? Jason asked.

And time stopped. Just like that. It froze, like a drop of suspended dew, just hanging from the end of a rose petal, and it was like I had an out-of-body experience.

He knelt beside me, his brow furrowed over the bluest eyes Id ever seen. A deep royal blue. He was near enough that I could see a black ring around the outer edge of the blue and that little circle just seemed to make the blue all that much richer.

His face was perfect. Strong jaw, a little indentation in his chin that somehow managed to give his face personality. He looked tough, and yet he didnt look tough.

His dark hair was a buzz cut, probably because he played baseball during the hottest months of a Texas summer. His sideburns ran the length of his ears and served as a dark frame for his face.


Please, please, please, Tiffany, dont talk him into going for the Bruce Willis look.

He even smelled good. Like leather. I wondered if Id be able to smell him in the guest room after he left.

And I was so not supposed to be thinking these kinds of thoughts! Id promised Mom Id have no interest whatsoever in Jason, but I could see now that Id made a vow that was easier said than done. Who would have thought hed be this hot?

As though someone had snapped their fingers, time started again.

You okay, honey? Mom asked.

Gawd, Dani, get up, Tiffany said.

That was some hit you gave Jason, Dad said. Maybe we need you to try out for the football team. Lord knows we need a good tackler if were going to State this year.

I wanted to die, absolutely die. Dad was talking about putting me in shoulder pads and a helmet. Rough-and-tough wasnt exactly the image I wanted to project. Please think hes joking, Jason. Please, please, please think hes joking.

But truthfully, I could see Dad seriously calling the high school football coach before the evening was over. Hey, Johnson, have I found some talent for you.

Im not going to try out for the football team, I grumbled as I struggled to sit up. Sorry about knocking into you.

Jason grinneda wonderful, sexy grin that made one side of his mouth hitch up a little higher than the other. I have three brothers. Getting shoved makes me feel right at home.

He took my hand, and I felt a delicious spark of electricity cascade through me. He pulled me to my feet. I couldnt help but be disappointed by how quickly he released his hold. I wondered if hed felt the same sensation, and if so, if it made
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