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Chapter One


Josh Tomlinson paused on the porch to shake water from his jacket and stomp the mud off his boots. He couldn’t complain about rain in Texas. The grass needed it, and they needed grass to feed the livestock. But rain reminded him that the barn roof needed repairs. They also had to tear up the old cement slab that was rotting, level the ground, and pour a new slab. Even if he and his brothers did the labor themselves, they were looking at ten thousand dollars in materials. So yeah, rain wasn’t his favorite thing right now.

Plus, some folks claimed a wet November meant a snowy December. What if they had another winter with those heavy snows and weeks of below freezing temperatures? Sure, snow was pretty, when you didn’t have to work in it, with frozen hands and wind cutting through your jacket and trying to steal your hat, and when you didn’t have to worry about how you were going to pay the heating bill and keep your family and all your animals alive and healthy.

Okay, maybe he could complain about the rain.

He stepped inside, hung up his jacket, and left his boots under the bench inside the front door. His mama sat at the big table in the main room straight ahead. To his right, the sofa faced the TV and formed the divider between the dining room and living room. His brother TC lounged on one end with his feet up, so he could see their mama at the table behind the sofa. Their youngest brother, Xander, sat on the other end with his laptop on his knees.

“Josh!” Mama looked up with a smile. “Come get warm.”

He bent to kiss her cheek. They had their money troubles, being rich in land but poor in cash, like a lot of ranchers. But they were still here, at least most of them. Some of the tension left his shoulders as heat warmed his chilled skin.

“We’re planning what we’ll do when we win the lottery,” TC said.

Josh merely grunted and went into the kitchen. Something simmered in the crockpot, giving off savory smells, but Josh headed for the coffeepot. It would be decaf this time of day, but it would warm him up. He filled his mug and went back to the table, sitting catty-corner from his mother.

“Come on, Xander,” TC said. “You can come up with something better than that.”

Xander didn’t look up from his computer screen. “All I really need is a new computer.”

“But we’re talking a billion dollars!” TC said. “You could buy, like, a million computers.”

“A billion is one thousand million. I could build a good computer for one thousand dollars, but it’s more like thirty-five hundred for an excellent business computer. Call it four thousand dollars with software. So, I could buy a quarter of a million computers. But I only need one.” Xander frowned for a few seconds. “Although it would be handy to have a full backup system in case something breaks.”

Josh chuckled. Xander had earned the nickname the Professor when he graduated high school at fifteen. He’d been helping with the ranch’s accounting since age twelve, annoying their father by finding math errors, until finally Daddy had handed over the financial records to Xander entirely. Thank goodness for that. Daddy had died when Josh, the oldest son, was only twenty-four. Josh had his hands full supporting Mama and trying to keep the ranch running. At least he could trust Xander with the numbers. TC did his share of the work but always had some crazy idea about how to make the ranch pay better. And Cody had taken off the minute he could, even before Daddy died.

“Why are we talking about billions of dollars anyway?” Josh asked.

Xander twisted around to look at him. “Only one billion.”

“Oh, is that all?”

“What would you do with that kind of money, Josh?” TC asked.

“I don’t know.” Josh didn’t see the point of thinking about impossibilities. “I suppose you’d buy your ostriches, or was it emus?”

“I would absolutely buy a herd of ostriches. Maybe emus as well. Also llamas, for the wool.”

“I don’t think ostriches are very friendly,” Xander said.

“Good meat though,” TC said. “The average wholesale price is twenty dollars a pound.”

“You only make about fifteen hundred dollars per bird,” Xander said. “You get almost twice that per cow.”

“Well, sure, a cow weighs four times as much as an ostrich,” TC said. “It also takes more land and water.”

Josh merely shook his head. TC wanted to expand from cattle farming. He called it diversifying and exploring new markets. Josh called it taking unnecessary risks. Josh had already agreed to the small herd of bison, and so far, that experiment was doing fine, but TC had all these big ideas and wanted to do them all now. At least Xander backed up Josh when it came to the financial discussions. They simply couldn’t risk money on experiments, not when they had so many other financial obligations.

“Why are we talking about money we don’t have?” Josh asked.

“Lottery,” TC and Xander said together.

Josh turned to his mother. “Right, your knitting group met today. But if you’d won the lottery, I’d have heard about it already.”

Mama held up one more ticket. “The group didn’t win, but I bought an extra ticket for the family, since the amount is so high.”

“You know that doesn’t improve your odds,” Xander said. “Anyway, the winner—assuming there is one this week—won’t get that much all at once. The billion could be split among multiple winners, and then you have taxes.”

A billion dollars? Josh’s mind boggled. He could barely conceive of a tenth of that, a hundredth of that. Ten thousand dollars would take care of the ranch’s immediate needs. One hundred thousand would let them make important improvements and keep some money in the bank for the future. People used phrases like a billion dollars when talking about the federal government’s budget, not the finances of ordinary folks.

What about a million? He could almost grasp the idea of having that in the bank, since he knew a few people who were millionaires even without counting the value of their ranches. A million dollars must feel warm and comforting, like a thick blanket covering you up at the end of a long day when you’d finally, finally ticked everything off the to-do list. With that much, he could take care of the ranch, take care of Mama, give Xander his computers, and let TC play around with his giant birds.

But why would anyone need more than a million dollars, let alone a thousand million dollars?

“You know you’re dreaming about things that will never happen.” Josh reached over to squeeze his mother’s hand to take the sting out of the words.

She laughed. “Oh, sweetie, I don’t expect to win. But for a few minutes, we all get to dream.”

Josh didn’t have an answer for that. Buying lottery tickets seemed like a waste of money to him. Weren’t you more likely to get hit by lightning? And you didn’t have to pay for that privilege. But he so rarely saw his mother laugh these days. Not since Daddy died eight years ago. When they were growing up, Mama had been full of laughter, always ready to join in their games or giggle at a prank, so long as no one got hurt. She hadn’t expected to be widowed at age fifty.

Josh hadn’t expected to be the man of the house at twenty-four either. But they’d managed. Holding on by the fingernails sometimes, but they hadn’t lost the ranch.

So, okay, Mama could have her dreams.

“What would you buy with the money then?” Josh asked her. “If you became a billionaire.”

She laughed again. “You mean if we became billionaires. You’d each get your share.”

“Gosh, thanks.” He had to smile at the idea of sharing their imaginary money. “But what about you? What would you want?”

She so rarely asked for anything. She hadn’t even hinted at what she might like for Christmas. If she gave them some idea, and if they could make it happen . . . Something small enough . . .

“Oh, I don’t know.” She spread her hands. “Travel? See the world? I’ve never been outside of Texas.”

Nothing he could buy her. Well, maybe a trip across the border, down to Mexico? Xander could go with her. TC and Josh couldn’t leave the ranch unless they hired people to do the work in their absence, and they certainly couldn’t afford that.

“Maybe I’d buy my own house, leave you boys the ranch,” she mused. “Not too far away though, so I could see you every day, you and someday your wives and children.”

“Sorry, Mama, I don’t think you can buy us wives and children,” TC said.

“Being rich wouldn’t hurt your chances any,” Mama said. “I can’t believe I have two boys over thirty, and two in their twenties, and none of you even have a girlfriend—at least that you’ve told me!”

“Hey, I’m barely thirty,” TC said. “Nag Josh. He’s the old man.”

Yeah, right, like he could afford a wife and kids.

“I don’t know why you play the lottery if you want things money can’t buy.” Josh smiled at his mother, but his heart hurt. As the only woman living with three grown men—four when Cody visited—no wonder she wished for a daughter-in-law or two. She wasn’t old, far from it, with plenty of brown amongst the gray in her hair, but with Daddy gone so early, she might wonder if she’d live long enough to see grandchildren.

But who had time for dating? His brothers, maybe, but not Josh. Anyway, he had enough people depending on him. He didn’t need someone else to worry about, when he had three brothers and his mother to support. Well, Cody took care of himself. He’d gotten his pilot’s license and now worked as a crop duster, but he might come back someday. That would make Mama happy, but all four brothers living together might cause the house to explode.

“I could buy a mansion.” She nodded. “Lots of rooms, so you could all come and stay with me. And I’d pay someone else to clean it!”

Maybe they could hire someone to clean the house as her Christmas present? Not all the time, but at least once.

“Okay, fine,” Josh said. “Now we know what we’d do if we won all that money. You’d get a big house, Xander would get computers, and TC would get his big birds—penguins, was it?”

TC cackled. “Oh, I’d totally get penguins if I was a billionaire!”

“That’s a comic book villain move,” Xander said. “Plus, penguins might not do well in Texas.”

“Cody would probably buy another plane,” Josh said. “A private jet maybe.”

“And you?” Mama would not leave that alone.

“I don’t know. I’d fix up the ranch first thing. After that . . . it’s hard to imagine.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She took his hand and squeezed. “You had too much responsibility too young. That’s why you forgot how to dream.”

What did one say to that?

He scrambled for an answer. “I can dream! I’d, um, put in a swimming pool.”

He absolutely would not. What would be the point? It was one more thing to take care of, and he got enough exercise working all day. But it was the first thing that popped into his head, something that people with money and free time had.

“Okay, where is this extra ticket? Let’s find out how much we won.” He really meant, let’s put this conversation behind us and eat dinner. The coffee had warmed him up some, but he still felt chilled in his bones, and hungry, and worn out. A lottery ticket wasn’t going to fix any of that.

“All right.” Mama rummaged through her purse and came up with a card that looked kind of like a receipt. “Xander, you want to bring up the numbers, honey?”

“On it.” He tapped his computer.

“Didn’t you already check the knitting group’s numbers?” Josh asked.

Mama giggled, still giddy with the fun of merely imagining something good happening. “You know I’m not one for numbers. I bought five tickets for the group and we each looked at one when they first read off the numbers. I just scanned for each number. Didn’t get a single one!”

Josh leaned forward to look at the lottery ticket. He hadn’t paid much attention to them before. It looked like the ticket had six numbers of one or two digits. “You have to get all of those to win?”

“You only have to get one number to win two dollars,” Mama said. “We’ve done that sometimes. We even won ten dollars once.”

After paying two dollars per ticket, and buying five tickets each week for the knitting group. Well, it was cheaper than cigarettes, and healthier to boot.

“You have a one in twenty-four chance of winning a prize.” Xander was reading from the website. “To win the jackpot, you have to get all six numbers. Your chances are less than one in three hundred million.”

“Oh, is that all? Well, come on!” Josh waved his hand. “Let’s do it.”

“Okay. Ready?” Xander read off a number and paused.

Mama gasped. “We got that one!” She made a tiny tick mark below the number.

Hooray, they’d win back the price of the ticket. But Mama got a few more seconds of joy, so it was worth it.

Xander read off the next number.

Mama scanned the ticket. “We got that one too!”

Josh leaned over. She might have made a mistake.

Nope, they really did have two of the numbers. Not bad.

Xander read the third number.

Mama stared at the ticket. She angled it so Josh could see, her finger below another number. He studied it and looked up to meet her wide eyes. He nodded.

TC and Xander were both looking over the back of the couch at them. “Well?” TC asked.

Mama nodded rapidly with her lips pressed together.

“Yeah,” Josh croaked. Okay, he could see how people got caught up in this.

“Hang on, that’s—” Xander studied the computer screen. His shoulders slumped. “Only ten dollars.”

Josh met his mother’s eyes and they both chuckled. Silly, getting so excited over ten dollars. But it wasn’t the numbers they’d already matched that did it; it was the thought that maybe they’d match another one. It gave you hope, which would then come crashing down, so you’d chase that hope again and again. This must be how people got addicted to gambling. But gambling didn’t pay off: the house always came out ahead. In a few minutes it would be over, and they’d be back to reality with all its struggles.

“Okay, next number.” Xander read it out loud. He and TC twisted around again.

Mama put her hand over her mouth. She slid the ticket to Josh again.

He peered at it. “What? No way!”

“What?” TC demanded.

“We’re doing something wrong,” Josh said. “Let me read the numbers to you.” He read back the first four numbers.

Xander was now kneeling on the couch with his laptop propped on the back of it. “Those are correct. We won five hundred dollars!”

They all grinned at each other. Part of Josh’s mind was already thinking about how they should spend the money. They had things they needed, but Christmas was coming up, and if it was free money, maybe they could send Mama and Xander to Mexico for a few days. Hotel, food, a few souvenirs. Five hundred dollars would cover a long weekend, right?

Mama took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. Wow. This is exciting. I know we’re not—I’m sure that’s it, but—oh, let’s finish up with the last numbers and then figure out how to collect our five hundred dollars.”

Josh pushed the ticket back toward her, but she shook her head. “You do it. I’m afraid I’ll get too excited and read it wrong.”

He shrugged and nodded at Xander to continue. Xander read the fifth number.

Josh swallowed. He couldn’t take his eyes off the ticket. “How much do you win with five numbers?” His voice sounded far away.

“Those five numbers would be one million dollars,” Xander said.

“No way. You have to be pranking us.” TC swung himself over the back of the couch. Mama didn’t even notice, her gaze intent on Josh, too distracted to scold.

Josh carefully turned the ticket around so TC could read it. He flinched when TC grabbed the ticket. “Careful!”

“I’m not gonna—holy guacamole with extra hot sauce. We won a million dollars!” TC swung around and leaned over Xander’s shoulder. “Look, it’s true! We got five numbers!”

Xander looked at the ticket. At his computer screen. Back at the ticket. They all held their breath. Xander would know if they’d made a mistake, if they’d mixed up the numbers somehow. Josh waited for the disappointment, the correction that no, it was a mix-up, they were back at five hundred dollars or maybe only ten. Even five hundred would seem disappointing now, when it was so exciting seconds ago.

“We didn’t win one million dollars,” Xander said.

The excitement dropped away so fast Josh felt like he’d slide out of his chair. It figured. So much for dreams. So much for hope. They didn’t get you anywhere. Nothing but hard work did.

Xander put his computer carefully on the coffee table, stood up, and turned around. “We got all six numbers. We won the jackpot. We’re billionaires.”


Chapter Two


Cody’s voice came through the phone speaker. “Come on. You don’t expect me to believe that.”

TC bounced around the room, holding the phone at arm’s length so they could all hear. “It’s true! We’re billionaires. Actual billionaires.”

“Yeah, right. Tell me another one.”

“Okay, listen, would Mama lie to you?” TC leaned over her shoulder with the phone. “Tell him, Mama.”

“It’s true. I bought a lottery ticket and . . . it won.” She sat at the table, looking as dazed as Josh felt.

“Sure, fine, but not a billion.” Cody’s exasperation came through in his voice. “TC is exaggerating.”

TC swung around and leaned over the back of the couch, where Xander was tapping away at his computer. “You trust Xander on numbers, right?”

“It’s a billion.” Xander spoke without looking away from his computer. “One-point-one-three-five billion, actually. But we won’t get that much. There is a cash option to get a one-time, lump sum payment, but it’s lower. Or we can get annual payouts for thirty years. The annual payouts might be safer. Granted, properly invested, the one-time payment could grow even more, but the annual payments are about sixty million per year, even after taxes. It’s not like we need more than that.”

“Oh, sure, sixty million is more than enough,” Cody said. “That’s what, twelve million each per year? Tell you what, I’ll be happy with a million per year. Do what you want with the rest.”

TC slapped the phone on the table in front of Josh. “Tell him it’s not a prank. Cody knows you don’t have a sense of humor.”

Josh glared at TC but told the phone, “It seems to be real. I don’t believe it either, but we’ve checked the numbers a dozen times.”

Mama leaned forward. “Come on home, baby! We need to talk about what we’re going to do with all the money.”

“I’ve got jobs lined up for the next week,” Cody said.

Mama sat back. “Oh. Well, then of course you have to work.”

TC cackled. “None of us have to work ever again.”

“Simmer down, rich boy,” Cody said. “Some of us don’t break our promises.”

TC ran his hands over his head, leaving his hair sticking up. “Yeah. I know. I’m just . . . reeling. This changes everything.”

Josh kept waiting to wake up. This had to be a dream. They’d worked themselves to the edge of exhaustion for so long. They had budgets based on optimistic, realistic, and pessimistic predictions. They had five-year plans, ten-year plans, and twenty-year plans. Now, apparently, they could throw away all of that.

They were billionaires, and it felt like something had been ripped away.

Mama had her hand over her mouth again. “Oh my gosh. I have to call the girls. They’re not going to believe it. They’ll be so excited. We need to give them some of the money! If we get sixty million a year, maybe thirty after taxes? Then they can have . . . a million a year each?”

Josh shook himself. “Where’s the ticket?”

Everyone froze.

“That ticket is worth a billion dollars,” Josh said. “Without it . . .”

Xander popped up from the couch. “It’s right here.”

“Good.” Josh took a few breaths.

“We need to put it someplace safe,” TC said.

“Hang on.” Xander carried his laptop and the ticket to the table. “I’ll take pictures as backup. Then we can put it in the gun safe for tonight.”

Xander worked on that while TC kept talking to Cody on the phone.

Josh looked at his mother. “Don’t call anyone.”

“But . . . they’ll want to know. They’re my friends.”

Josh leaned toward her, holding her gaze. “If we tell anyone, word will be all over Last Stand by morning. Probably all over the state by noon tomorrow.”

Xander and TC paused to look at him.

“That ticket is worth a billion dollars,” Josh said. “What would people do for a billion dollars?”

Wind rattled the windows. Water ran down them, making streaks against the blackness outside. TC dashed to the front window and drew the curtains across. They were ten miles out of town, the ranch house a quarter of a mile from the main road. They weren’t expecting visitors. But suddenly it felt like the gaze of every criminal in the state, from petty thieves to gangsters, must be trained on their house.

TC grabbed the ticket. “I’ll put it in the safe.” He ran to the closet where a large gun safe held not only their guns but important documents in a package that was supposed to be fireproof. The safe door closed with a satisfying thunk.

“You spun the lock?” Josh asked.

“Yes, I locked the safe that now holds our billion-dollar ticket. I’m not an idiot.”

Josh shrugged. Someone had been leaving the safe closed but unlocked, for quicker access, and Josh was pretty sure he knew who it had been.

“Boys,” Mama scolded. “Be polite.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they both said sheepishly.

“Now what do we do?” she asked.

“We don’t tell anyone yet,” Josh said. “Not until . . . I don’t know. Xander, what are we supposed to do next?”

“Okay.” Xander hunched forward, studying the screen. “This page says to wait at least a week to claim the prize. The lottery people already know a ticket won, and where it was sold. The media will jump on that. We should give it time for things to die down a little.”

“So, no photo shoot?” TC fluffed his hair, smoothed his flannel shirt, and posed like a model in a clothing ad.

Josh rubbed his forehead where an ache was starting. A media circus, just what they needed. Fancy city folks poking into everything, probably looking at the leaking roof and the muddy barn and turning this into a story about poor rural folks making it big through luck when they couldn’t make it through hard work.

“Don’t quit your job,” Xander read.

Josh snorted. “Like we could. Doesn’t matter how rich we are. The animals still need to be fed.” The thought of that let him breathe easier. He still had work to do. Not everything was changing, at least not yet.

Would the others want to sell the animals? Sell the ranch?

No. Surely not. This was their life, not merely some forty-hour-a-week job.

“It says we should hire professionals,” Xander said. “We need a tax attorney, a financial advisor, an estate planning attorney, and an accountant.”

“We don’t need an accountant. We have you.” TC reached over to ruffle Xander’s hair.

Xander ducked away. “This says we need an accountant who helps wealthy families organize their finances. I don’t have the right kind of experience.”

Wealthy families. They were a wealthy family now. Josh shook his head. It still wasn’t sinking in.

“I haven’t yet found out what to do with five of us,” Xander said. “I’m not sure if Mama has to claim the ticket herself, or if we can do it as a family, or what.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Josh said. “It’s hers.”

She shook her head. “It’s ours.”

“There must be a way for a family or group to collect.” Cody’s voice came through the speaker on the phone TC had set on the table. It sounded like he was starting to believe. “Like if Mama’s knitting group had won, they’d be able to share.”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure how it works,” Xander said. “Does everyone have to agree on the lump sum versus annual payout? What if they take the annual payout and someone dies? Is their money split between the rest, or does it go to that person’s heirs, or do the annual payments simply stop?”

Mama gasped. “Don’t put me on the ticket. It should go to you four boys.”

Josh reached out and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, hard. Maybe he wasn’t the only one feeling anxious about all this.

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty to split five ways, and you’re going to be around for a long time,” he said. “After all, you have to be here to spoil those grandchildren someday.”

“I need to spend some time on this,” Xander said. “Also, we should change our phone numbers and delist the address.”

“How do you delist a ranch?” TC asked.

“I can try to pull it off search engines,” Xander said. “We have the PO box in town, so we won’t need to get a new one. That won’t keep everyone from finding us, but it makes it harder for people who don’t actually know us. We should also close social media accounts and email addresses.” He frowned at the computer. “But I use my email address.”

“Why are we suddenly in witness protection?” TC asked.

“Because people will want some of the money,” Xander said. “Old friends and classmates, distant relatives, complete strangers. Lots of people will want a handout.”

“Well, we will have enough to share,” Mama said.

The brothers exchanged glances.

“No one is saying we can’t share,” Josh said gently. “But we don’t want the money going to swindlers.”

“I’ve heard about people winning a big lottery and being broke five years later,” TC added. “Maybe that’s how it happens. You help one family member, and then every second cousin three times removed expects a handout, and every church in town needs a new roof, and charities you never heard of pop up. We’re just saying we have to be careful.”

“And watch out for people who show up offering financial services, it says.” Xander blew out a breath. “We definitely need to keep this quiet for a week or more while we get things figured out. Some people wait six months to claim the ticket in order to get all their plans in place.”

“I don’t know if I can keep quiet that long.” Mama’s mouth turned down. “This was exciting, but now it feels like some shameful secret. How am I supposed to see people and pretend nothing has changed?”

She had a point. She talked to one or more of her friends pretty near every day, and no doubt some of them would resent it if they found out she’d been keeping a secret.

Josh gave her hand another squeeze. “You’ll be able to tell people and spend money or give it away or whatever you want. Just hold out for a while.”

Could they send Mama away for a few days? But if she visited her sister, or a friend, they’d have the same problem with keeping secrets. And sending her away to sit in a hotel room by herself was no good. It would be like punishing her for buying the winning ticket.

“You should talk to Carly,” Cody said.

Jolted out of his thoughts, Josh frowned at the phone. “What for?”

“Oh, because she’s a lawyer, remember? Maybe she’s not the right kind of lawyer for some of this, but she knows people, and you can trust her.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Mama said. “Carly is such a sweet girl.”

Sweet wasn’t the first word that came to Josh’s mind. It was on the list, but not first.

“You should talk to her, Cody,” Josh told the phone. “She’s your friend.”

More than friends, once. Carly and Cody had dated for a few months in junior high. That was, what, a dozen years ago, but half the town still expected them to get back together someday because they “made such a cute couple.”

“It sounds like I need to get home ASAP,” Cody said. “I can try to find people to take over some of the work later this week, but I have to do the job tomorrow and probably the next day. You don’t want to wait on this.”

“You could still call her,” Josh said.

“She’ll think it’s a prank if I tell her,” Cody said. “What’s the problem? You’ve known Carly forever. She’s smart, and she’ll keep this a secret. She can help you get your financial advisors or whatever in place.”

The problem was that every time Josh saw Carly, he forgot he’d known her as a little girl and his younger brother’s girlfriend. She’d been a long-legged colt with tangled brown hair when she went away to college. She’d come back from law school sleek and sexy in her tailored business suits. Josh got tongue-tied every time he saw her. And now he was supposed to go into her office and tell her they were billionaires? He couldn’t imagine the words coming out of his mouth.

Josh looked around the table. “Mama, it’s your ticket. You’re in charge. Do you want to set up a meeting with Carly?”

“I think it’s a wonderful idea. You meet with her though. You’ll be better at it.” Mama made a pouty face. “Apparently, I need to stay away from town. If I show my face, you know I’ll run into people and get talking, and if I have to keep this secret, I might burst.”

“Xander?” Josh asked. “You know all the things we need.”

Xander was already making notes as he did his research. “Busy. I’ll make lists for the rest of you.”

“But we have a full day of work already tomorrow!” Josh said. “We have to take care of the animals, and check for flooding after the rains, and . . .” He couldn’t remember what else right now, but he knew the list never ended.

“I’ll help TC with the animals,” Mama said. “You can run into town tomorrow after breakfast. No one will expect you to stop and chat.”

TC smirked at Josh. “She’s right. Go into town and glower at everyone. No one will believe we’ve had good news when they see your ugly mug. Xander can research what we need to do next. Mama and I will do the real work around here and keep our mouths shut.”

“If anyone asks why you visited a lawyer, just tell them estate planning,” Cody said. “No one wants to hear about that.”

Much as Josh hated to admit it, they made a good point. TC took after Mama, outgoing and popular. They had expressive faces that showed every emotion. Cody kept his own counsel, but he wasn’t here. Xander was often hard to read if you didn’t know him well, and sometimes if you did. But he’d handle the research and do the math on the money and work on trying to hide their identities online or whatever crazy thing big lottery winners were supposed to do.

Josh was the head of the family. Not that his brothers believed that half the time, but he was the oldest, and everyone said he was the most like their father. It was his responsibility to take care of this family, and apparently tomorrow that meant visiting a gorgeous woman in her office and asking for help dealing with a billion dollars.


Chapter Three


As a new and very junior lawyer, Carly didn’t have any appointments until that afternoon. She worried some that she’d been back in Last Stand for almost five months and still didn’t have a full workload. On the other hand, the slow pace made a nice change from the grind of law school and meant she could have a leisurely breakfast with friends at Hilde’s Haus. She sat in a booth across from her friend Mallory and Mallory’s cousin Hallie, who was in town for a few days.

“Oh, Carly.” The waitress bustled over. “Irma called from the office. You got an appointment this morning.” Gwen’s voice carried to anyone in the restaurant who might want to listen.

“She called here?” Carly pulled out her phone. “I have my phone on me. It hasn’t rung. It hasn’t buzzed.”

Gwen chuckled. “Irma’s old-fashioned. She got used to calling here with messages for your great uncle.”

“Well, she needs to stop,” Carly said. “A lawyer’s clients deserve privacy.”

Gwen entirely failed to take the hint. “Oh, it isn’t anything secret. Josh Tomlinson wants to talk about estate planning. That’s what he says anyway. Bet we know why he’s really coming in.”

Josh Tomlinson? Josh was coming to see her? Some part of her did a little happy dance, but Carly kept that part buried deep inside and glared at the waitress. “Gwen, privacy!”

“You’ve always been close with the Tomlinson boys.” Gwen winked. “Bet they’re trying to give you a little business. Keep it in the family, so to speak. That’s just the kind of thing Ava would do. Of course, if Cody was home, she’d be pushing him to see you. Could all be part of a plan though.”

Carly turned to Hallie. “Do you need a job? Because apparently I need a receptionist who can keep her mouth shut.”

Gwen laughed and patted Carly’s shoulder. “You know Irma doesn’t mean no harm. You can’t keep a secret in a small town anyway. Someone would see Josh heading to your office, and tongues would start wagging. Least this way we know why he’s there.”

“Fine. When is my appointment?”

“Nine. You got time for another cup.” Gwen topped off her coffee before heading to other tables.

“So.” Hallie drew out the word. “Who are these Tomlinson boys? And by boys I assume she means grown men?”

“Yeah,” Carly said. “Josh is the oldest, four years older than me so he must be thirty-two. Then there’s TC, and Cody is my age, and Xander is the youngest. Still grown up by our standards—twenty-five, maybe?—but they’ll be boys forever to some of the older folks.”

“Are they all hot?” Hallie’s eyebrows bobbed up and down. “Because I have to say, Last Stand has more than its fair share of good-looking men. It’s definitely not the dating desert I was expecting from a small town. Must be something in the water.”

“It’s all the ranching,” Mallory said. “Lots of outdoor work keeps them fit. And yes, all the Tomlinson boys are hot. Cody was in our grade.” She gestured between Carly and herself. “He had this real bad-boy vibe back then. Still does, actually. Is he coming home for Christmas?”

“How should I know?” Carly totally knew Cody’s plans. They texted a few times a week and talked at least once a month. But they were friends, nothing more, and she was sick of people assuming they’d get back together simply because they’d foolishly tried to date in junior high, and “Carly and Cody” sounded so cute.

“Well, if you talk to him, tell him I said hi.” Mallory reached for the creamer and tipped some into her coffee. “Be nice to see him again.”

“What about this Josh who’s coming to see you?” Hallie asked. “Single? Describe him. Got a picture?”

Carly laughed. “Some people say all the Tomlinson boys look alike. They’re all tall with brown hair, but you wouldn’t mistake one for the other. Xander is a bit slighter, maybe because he spends as much time on the computer as out in the fields. Still a cutie. Cody wanted to be a fighter pilot, but he had an accident back in high school.”

She and Mallory exchanged sad glances, and Mallory took up the story. “It ruined his military dreams but he still managed to fly. He does crop dusting, goes all over the state and into Oklahoma, so he’s not here a lot.”

Carly nodded. “TC is the tallest, lanky and kind of goofy, the most outgoing. Josh is big and solid, lots of muscles from tossing around hay bales and wrangling calves.” She had to pause to swallow at the thought of that sexy build. “He’s pretty serious. Always was, but especially after their father died. Some people say he’s gruff, but if you know him, he’s sweet.”

Hallie leaned forward. “How well do you know him?”

Carly’s face heated. Maybe she wasn’t keeping her thoughts as secret as she hoped.

“I’ve known all the boys since we were little kids,” she said. “Well, Josh wasn’t little even back then, being older. Cody and I were in rodeo together. I did barrel riding and he did calf roping and bronc busting, until the accident. Then everything changed.”

She didn’t want to remember that year.

Mallory stretched up to look around the café. Gwen was on the other side of the room, and no one closer was much of a gossip. Mallory ducked down and dropped her voice. “Do you think she’s right, that Josh is coming to see you as some kind of favor?”

Carly shrugged. “That is the kind of thing they’d do. Mrs. Tomlinson always said she saw me as the daughter she never had. But they should be doing estate planning anyway, if they don’t have everything in place. It’s been quite a few years since Mr. Tomlinson died, but maybe they’re just now getting around to figuring out that they need to update everything. I hope I can help.”

She hadn’t seen Josh much since she’d moved back to town. A few times in the street, enough to stop and exchange greetings, but he always moved along quickly. She’d think he didn’t want to talk to her, except for the way their gazes sometimes locked for a few seconds before he jerked his away. Maybe he was shy. Hard to believe about such a big, confident man, but he was the type who thought deep thoughts and rarely let them out. Or maybe he was simply busy, too busy to waste time chatting. He might still think of her as a kid sister, or as Cody’s friend, not his. Maybe those moments where their gazes locked and time seemed to stop were only in her mind.

Mallory and Hallie were watching her. How long had she been off in her own thoughts?

She cleared her throat. “Anyway. I should get going. Josh will probably be early. He’s the type who thinks on time is late and ten minutes late is unforgivable.”

“Any chance he’s going to the Corbyn Christmas party?” Mallory asked.

Unfortunately, Gwen was passing by at that moment. “That’s a fantastic idea! You invite his brother, I bet Cody comes rushing home to fight for you. Something needs to light a fire under that boy.”

It felt like someone had lit a fire under Carly. She seethed with annoyance—and a little heat due to the thought of going to a party with Josh. “Cody and I are just friends, and it’s no one else’s business anyway.”

“Fine, fine.” Gwen sashayed away, muttering about people who didn’t know what was good for them.

“I am not going to invite Josh somewhere to make Cody jealous,” Carly growled. “It wouldn’t work anyway, because Cody wouldn’t get jealous, because we’re just friends.”

“That’s not what I was suggesting,” Mallory said. “But, you know, it might be fun if we could all go—as a group. The Tomlinson boys and the three of us, especially if Cody does come home. If he’s not here for the party, maybe the Christmas ball?”

Oh. Maybe Mallory was the one person in town who wasn’t trying to push Carly and Cody together.

“Right. Um, I’ll think about it.” Carly slid out of the booth, dug some money out of her purse, and tossed it on the table. “I’d better go.”

“Tell us all about it later!” Hallie said.

Carly glanced back and glared. “Has no one heard of attorney-client privilege?”

Hallie smirked. “It’s not the estate planning we want to hear about.”

Once outside the café, Carly hurried down the street. She had plenty of time before the appointment, even if Josh was early, but she wanted to brush her hair, maybe apply a little lipstick. Fortunately, she’d worn one of her business suits with a short skirt. She’d worn boots in deference to last night’s rain and the potential for muddy streets, but she had heels in her office. She might not have the curves some men favored, but she had good legs.

She paused at the office door to catch her breath. She was being ridiculous. She was a lawyer, and this was a business meeting. Silly to think of anything else. Worse, it was unprofessional. She couldn’t go lusting after a client.

She still changed shoes and brushed her hair. And she lingered near her office doorway, fussing with the bookshelf, so she could step out to meet Josh when he arrived. But that was simply good manners, making him feel welcome and rescuing him from Irma’s chatter.

“How’s your mama?” Irma asked.

“Um. Good. She’s . . . good.”

“Josh!” Carly strode toward him.

He glanced at her and blinked a couple of times. Then his gaze raked her from head to toe and back again. He cleared his throat and held out his hand to meet hers.

Warmth caressed her palm. She didn’t want to let go.

He pulled back and shoved both hands in his jacket pockets. “You’re looking well.”

“Thanks, you too.” Aware of Irma’s curious gaze, Carly waved Josh toward her office. “Come on back.”

It had to be her imagination that she could feel his gaze on her as she led the way. It had to be wishful thinking. This was a business meeting, he was a client, and she needed to stop with the mental lusting.

She closed the door behind him and paused for a moment to calm herself.

They were now alone together, door closed for privacy.

Don’t think about that!

Maybe after their meeting, on the way out, they could turn to casual chat and she could bring up the Christmas party. Now she had to be professional.

She settled behind her desk. “It’s so good to see you. I’m glad you thought to come to me. Estate planning is important.”

He shrugged out of his coat, draping it over the back of the guest chair. “Yeah. About that.” He pushed hair off his forehead.

Carly imagined sliding her own fingers through the silky brown locks.

Bad girl! Down!

He glanced at the closed door as he sat. “This isn’t exactly about estate planning. I mean, I guess it is—we need to do some of that—but it’s, well, it’s secret.”

Was he blushing? What on earth could Josh Tomlinson need a lawyer for in secret? Secrecy brought to mind a few things—initiating a divorce, providing for a child resulting from an affair, defending a legal action—but none of them seemed to fit with Josh.

“Okay,” she said. “You know it’s hard to keep a secret in this town. Irma already called the café to tell me about your appointment, but she said it was for estate planning.”

“Yeah, we needed an excuse.”

Ooh, interesting. Almost interesting enough for Carly to stop noticing Josh’s broad shoulders and the curve of his lower lip, which made her want to lick and nibble—

Maybe not quite that interesting after all.

“Well, anything you tell a lawyer is confidential,” Carly said. “I won’t share it without express permission. If you give me your phone, I’ll put my direct number in it, so you don’t have to go through Irma.” She leaned forward and stretched her arm across the desk.

He fished his phone out of a back pocket and unlocked the screen. His thumb brushed the side of her finger as he placed the phone in her hand. She tried not to think about why the phone was so warm as she entered her number.

She passed it back and made herself concentrate on business. “If you’re worried, I can make sure I handle all the paperwork myself.” Carly frowned. “Is this something you’re keeping from your brothers and mother?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to be involved in that, even for Josh.

“No, they know about it. Everyone was there when it happened, except Cody, and we called him first thing.”

When it happened? Carly stared. “This doesn’t have anything to do with hiding a dead body, does it?”

Josh chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. “Nope. Haven’t done that since we were teenagers, and never with human bodies.” His eyebrows went up at her confusion. “Stinkageddon?”

“Right!” The boys had hidden a roadkill skunk under the front seat of the principal’s car. They shared a moment of laughter.

“Those were the days,” Carly said.

Josh nodded. “And now look at you. It’s strange to see you looking so . . . professional. I still expect to see you in tank tops and tiny little shorts.”

She batted her eyelashes, intentionally overdoing it. “Why, Josh Tomlinson. I never realized you noticed the length of my Daisy Dukes.”

He was definitely blushing. And she was definitely not maintaining a professional façade. She squirmed in her leather chair, which felt too warm. She needed to back off before she burst into flames. But maybe later . . .

Carly couldn’t explain why, of the four Tomlinson boys, Josh was the one who caught her eye and made her want to climb him like a tree. Cody was her best friend, but she didn’t want to get naked with him. TC and Xander were sweethearts, but they felt like brothers. Maybe it was because Josh was four years older that he never seemed quite like a brother to her. Maybe it was pheromones, or a quirky twist of fate, or her own foolishness that drew her to the one Tomlinson boy most out of reach.

But the fact was, she’d hardly seen Josh through her years of college and law school, but the second she laid eyes on him again, she wanted him. Maybe it was time to stop pretending she’d grow out of her teenage crush.

Carly fiddled with a pen on her desk. “Why don’t we deal with your problem first. Then, if you’re not in a hurry, we can catch up and reminisce about our various past misdeeds over a cup of coffee, or lunch, depending on how long this takes.”

“Um. Yeah, maybe. But, um, this might take a while.”

That sounded like a brushoff. She might be able to make Josh blush and stutter, but apparently that didn’t mean he wanted to spend time with her socially. Fine. Time to focus and be professional. She could do that.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We need help. A lot of help. You heard about the lottery?”

She scrambled to follow the detour. “I haven’t paid much attention, but yeah, I heard the lottery got up to a billion dollars. But if you need financial help, I don’t think counting on the lottery is the way to go.”

“No, somebody already won. Did you hear that part?”

“Oh, right. There was some chatter in the café. The ticket was sold around here, wasn’t it? But they don’t know who yet . . .”

She studied Josh’s face. He looked . . . resigned? Embarrassed?

“What are you trying to say?” she asked.

“It was us. Mama bought the ticket and it won.”

They won the lottery. Nobody actually won the lottery, nobody real that you knew in person. But Josh wouldn’t come to her office and say that if it wasn’t true. So, they won. Won? A billion dollars? Wait, how much? A billion dollars!

“Josh! That’s amazing! Really? You’re not kidding me? That’s—you must be—” She slowed down and studied his face again. “Why aren’t you happier?”

“Because apparently it means we’re going to be buried under people wanting some of the money! We’re supposed to cancel our phone numbers and emails and, I don’t know, fly to a remote island or something where no one can find us. But we have to take care of the livestock, and I don’t want things to change. Not like that.” His breath heaved in and out.

“Wow. Okay. Yeah, that’s a lot.” Carly hesitated. Then she pushed back her chair, stood up, and came around the desk. She sat on the edge of the desk, her legs brushing the chair where Josh sat. His hands gripped the chair arms. She reached for his left hand and slid her fingers around it, gently tugging until he loosened his grip. She held his hand in both of hers.

“We’ll get through this, okay?” She squeezed his hand. “One step at a time. Maybe you can’t celebrate yet. I get that. Being a billionaire wasn’t your dream. But it’s not the worst thing in the world.”

He managed a weak laugh. “I guess not. Everyone else is pretty excited. We had to tell Mama she couldn’t come into town this week or talk to her friends. We don’t want anyone to know until we figure out some things.”

“Yeah, it must be hard for her not to tell anyone.” Carly’s mind raced. Now that she was past those first moments of disbelief and then excitement, she could see Josh’s point. Winning a million dollars—yeah, you’d get some people with their hands out, but only locally, and it wouldn’t be too hard to make excuses about investments in the ranch or retirement funds or whatever.

But winning a billion dollars? Practically the whole country would be knocking on their door. People would assume the money was endless, so they could toss it away like leaves blowing in autumn. But didn’t many lottery winners lose it all? They overspent or fell victim to scammers. Families got ripped apart by conflicting desires and demands.

Josh was staring at their hands. He glanced up at her face and then away.

Carly gave a last squeeze and let go. She circled back around the desk. He needed her help as a lawyer, and maybe as a friend. He did not need her lusting over him right now.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat. In fact, she’d missed her opportunity. She couldn’t ask him out now. If she heard he was a billionaire and then asked him out, how could he think anything except that she wanted his money too? He’d have enough of that from everyone else on the planet.

She sat down and smiled. “All right. You won’t be able to keep this secret forever, but we have some time. I’m not sure of everything you need to do or how to do it, but we’ll figure it out. All of us together.”


Chapter Four


Josh curled his fingers into his palm, trying to hold the comfort there. He felt better. Visiting Carly had been Cody’s best idea in a long time. Josh had only been hesitant because seeing Carly grown-up had messed with his mind. He remembered the cute kid who had run wild with his little brother. The pretty teenager in tight jeans, controlling a thousand-pound horse with ease or kicking those long legs out on the porch swing, her wide mouth laughing. Then she’d come back home all grown-up, a lawyer of all things, which meant she had to be smart and tough. She looked it, in that intimidating but sexy suit with its short skirt, her long brown hair loose. The change had scrambled Josh’s brain, like seeing an adorable kitten change into a powerful tiger.

Okay, so she was smart and tough. That was what they needed. She was also kind and sensible, and she was still Carly, practically family. She’d help them get through this. He just needed to ignore those long legs and remind himself that her wide smile was because she cared about all of them like kin. Like the sister they’d never had.

He’d never be able to think of her as a sister. Second cousin, maybe. He’d try for that.

“I’m not sure where to start,” Carly said. “I need to do some research.”

“Xander made a list.” He found the papers in his inside jacket pocket and handed them over.

Carly smoothed the pages on her desk. “Okay. Wow. This is helpful.”

She read for a couple of minutes. Josh watched as a tendril of brown hair slowly slid forward to caress her cheek. He imagined brushing his fingers down that cheek, rubbing his thumb across her full bottom lip.

He dragged his gaze away and stared at a painting on the wall. He couldn’t have said what was in the image.

Carly looked up. “It’s going to take some time to organize all of this, even considering just the things you need to do before making your win public.”

Josh nodded. “That’s why we need you. Any chance you can work on this full time for a while? We’ll pay you well, of course.”

“You don’t need to—” She broke off with a laugh. “What am I saying? You’re billionaires; of course you’ll pay me well. But you can’t come here every day. That will attract too much attention. Once, we can pass off with the vague estate planning claim, but not a whole week or more.”

“Right, and anyway, I need to be at the ranch. It doesn’t matter how much money we’ll get in the future. We still have animals who need our care now.”

“We can do some things by phone, but we need your whole family involved. Even if you’re authorized to speak for them, things will go smoother if we make sure everyone understands what we’re doing at every stage.” She worried her bottom lip for a second.

Josh dragged his eyes away from her mouth. He had to focus on the problems they were trying to solve. They needed to be able to meet with Carly every day, all day, ideally with the whole family present. He didn’t want to be the go-between, trying to remember all the lawyer stuff or make decisions and then have his brothers argue.

Besides, his brain might have agreed that he would think of Carly as a second cousin, but his libido hadn’t gotten the message. His eyes still lingered on her lips and the line of her jaw and throat, which made his mouth water and other body parts stir.

He cleared his throat. “What if you come out to the ranch? Stay a few days.”

Her eyes widened.

Okay, maybe his libido had tossed out that idea, but it appealed more as Josh considered it. No one would have to make the trip between town and the ranch, and they were isolated enough to avoid gossip.

“Pretend you’re sick?” he suggested, but then he frowned. “No, I don’t want to ask you to lie.”

Her lips twitched. “Plus, then I’d have Irma and a dozen other people stopping by my apartment with chicken soup.”

“Right, and they’d wonder why you weren’t there to eat the soup.” Josh shook off the image of her tucked up in bed all cozy. “Well, there must be a way. How busy is your schedule?”

“Not that busy. But do you really want me to stay at the ranch?”

“Why not? Cody’s room is empty. He said he won’t be home for a couple of days, maybe a week. We’ll all be together. I don’t want to make decisions for everyone else or have to run back and forth trying to explain things.” Yeah, those were excellent reasons to keep her close, completely logical. If he’d be torturing himself seeing her every day, so what? He was used to ignoring his own desires.

“Okay. All right. Sure, why not?” She tapped away at her keyboard. “I can reschedule the appointments I have tomorrow or do them by phone. We can work through the weekend. We’ll make progress faster if we focus on it full-time, and we won’t attract as much gossip without trips back and forth.”

She shot him a playful look. “Unless people figure out I’m staying there, which will attract its own kind of gossip.”

His body heated at the thought of what they could do to deserve gossip, but she probably wasn’t talking about people linking the two of them.

“It’d be worse if Cody was home,” he said.

“Yeah, but he and I—” She blew out a breath. “Never mind. I’d better keep my afternoon appointments today. It will make Irma suspicious if I see you and immediately take off the rest of the week. I’ll come over tonight. Pack a bag, slip out the back, and head off to our assignation.” She laughed. “I feel so sexy, like a spy or something.”

And now Josh was picturing her in a black catsuit, flying down a zip line, diving through a window, right into his bedroom—

He shoved the chair back and stood. “Okay, good. We have a plan. I’ll get home and, um . . .” He knew he had chores. Couldn’t for the life of him remember what they were at the moment. “Do ranch stuff so we’re ready for you tonight.” Ranch stuff. Yeah, that sounded real professional.

He escaped her office. In the front, it took him a second to realize Irma was talking to him.

“What?”

Irma’s penciled eyebrows rose up toward her dyed red hair. “I said that didn’t take long.”

“Oh. Yeah. I just needed to ask some questions. You know, to get things started. We need to, um, gather some information and, um, make another appointment.”

She tapped her paper desk calendar with a pen. “You want me to put you on the schedule?”

“No thanks. Don’t know how long it will take to . . .” His face burned, so he turned away and pulled on his jacket. Josh wasn’t usually so bad at stringing words together, but he lost his focus whenever he tried to lie or hide something, and apparently around certain pretty women. “I’ll call when we’re ready. Thanks, Irma.” He pushed through the door before she could ask more questions.

Josh drove home wondering if inviting Carly to live at the ranch was the best or worst idea of his life.

It would be okay. Having Carly in the house for a few days would prove she was an ordinary person, not an intimidating goddess. Every time she went into or out of Cody’s room, he’d remember that if she was going to date any of the Tomlinson brothers, Cody would be the one. Cody and Carly both insisted they were simply friends and liked it that way, but if Cody couldn’t win Carly’s love, Josh certainly couldn’t. Xander was the smart one, Cody was the cool one, TC was the funny one, and Josh was the responsible one, by which they meant boring. Maybe no one said that to his face, but he knew they thought it.

He parked and sat in the truck for a minute, yawning. His mama and TC might’ve handled the early morning chores, but Josh hadn’t slept that well, and he’d been knotted with tension at the thought of trying to explain the situation to Carly. Now that they had her on their side, his shoulders were starting to relax. He wanted another cup of coffee and maybe some aspirin for the dull throbbing behind his eyes. Then he could get back to the tasks of running the ranch. Maybe make a list of where to spend some of that money they had coming in, starting with repairing the barn—or building a whole new one?

He still found it hard to believe they had enough money to do things like that. He expected someone to jump out and yell “April Fools” and tell them they hadn’t really won the lottery after all. But April was months away. They’d all double, triple, and quadruple checked the numbers and the date on the ticket and everything. Mama’s ticket had won the lottery.

Maybe in a year or two, he’d believe it.

He dragged himself out of the truck and headed up the walk. He heard the raised voices before he opened the front door.

“I’m not saying we have to, but we could—”

Xander interrupted TC. “Maybe wait until we get the money before you spend it all.”

“I couldn’t spend that much in a hundred years, and it doesn’t hurt to start planning now. You know Josh won’t—”

TC broke off as Josh opened the door and looked at his brothers and mother on the couch. “Josh won’t what?” he asked.

TC stood up, his posture belligerent. “Josh won’t want to use the money for anything too new or untested. You’ll want to stick with the tried and true, even when we have plenty of money to experiment.”

Josh groaned. “There’s a reason it’s called tried-and-true! It’s not a bad thing.”

Xander stood as well, so the three men made a triangle with Mama still on the couch in the middle. “We’ve talked about windfarms before, and there were concerns, but I’d like to revisit that idea,” Xander said.

“Why?” TC asked. “Sure, windfarms bring in money, but we don’t need money now.”

“The future of energy is still important,” Xander said.

Josh shook his head. “Do we have to do this now? You must have chores to do.”

TC threw his arms in the air. “We can hire people to do chores! It’s time to think big, for once.”

Josh’s headache got ten times worse. “We haven’t hired anyone yet, and—”

“Stop!” Mama yelled.

They all froze. Mama hardly ever yelled. TC and Xander dropped back into the spaces on either side of her.

“Sorry, Mama,” Xander mumbled.

“Yeah, we didn’t mean to shout,” TC said.

She sniffled and rubbed her nose. “Getting all this money was supposed to be a good thing. But it’s just made you boys argue more than ever.”

Josh rounded the couch and pushed the coffee table out of the way so he could kneel in front of her. “You know us. Arguing is like a sport. We don’t mean any harm by it.”

“Anyway, we’ll have enough money to do all the things we want,” TC said. “We’re just fighting out of habit.”

Xander nodded. “It’s hard to figure out an exact calculation, but even if we take the bulk payment upfront, and factoring in taxes, if we divide the rest, we’ll have over fifty million each. That’s plenty for Josh to improve the ranch and TC to buy his own ranch to run things the way he wants and Cody to open a whole flight school if he wants.”

“What about what I want?” Mama asked.

“What do you want?” Josh patted her hand. He’d give her anything she wanted, if he could.

She sighed. “I want my boys safe and happy and close. I want Cody to come back home, and I don’t want any of you to move away. I know it hasn’t been easy, all of us in this house together, but I don’t know what I’d have done these last few years without you.”

Josh exchanged glances with his brothers. He never doubted that they loved each other, but they often drove each other crazy. Josh couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the idea of TC and Xander moving out to do their own thing. Still, it might be a relief not to worry about them anymore, not to wonder how the ranch would support all of them, especially if they married and had kids. He would never say this out loud, but he hadn’t tried to find a nice woman to settle down with, because he couldn’t imagine bringing a wife into the home he shared with his brothers, and they couldn’t afford to expand the place. He’d felt like he couldn’t start a new family when he had to take care of the one he already had.

Did TC and Xander ever think that way? He’d never thought to ask or even wonder.

Mama rubbed her eyes. “I know that’s unrealistic. I can’t keep you at home forever. Of course, you’re going to go off and live your own lives. I want you to do that. I just don’t want you to go too far away.”

“You don’t want to be alone.” Xander tucked his arm through Mama’s. “You won’t be. You’ll always have us.”

“Always,” TC echoed.

Josh nodded. “You couldn’t get rid of us if you tried, and I know you’ve thought of it once or twice.”

Mama managed a little chuckle at that.

Josh patted her hand. “Carly will be here in a couple of hours. I invited her to stay at the house, so we could avoid the gossip of us running into town all the time to meet with her.”

Mama sat up straighter. “Oh, that will be nice. I wonder if she’ll like my green chili stew as much as she used to.”

“Of course she will.” Josh pushed back and stood. “Let’s get through our chores. We can worry about the money stuff later. Carly’s a lawyer now, so if anyone can keep this family in line it’s her—with Mama’s help, of course.”

“I’ll head to the barn,” TC said. “Cold out?”

“A bit.” Josh rubbed his forehead. “Let me get a cup of coffee and I’ll join you. Xander, that list you made was really helpful. Have you updated the financials for this month yet? I know we have the lottery money coming in, but we still need to pay our bills on time.”

“And send out invoices,” Xander said. “Once folks hear we’re billionaires, I bet some will try to get out of paying us. It’d be stupid if we wind up with cash flow problems because we won a huge lottery. I’ll work on those.”

“I’ll get the stew started.” Mama held out her hand to Josh. He took it and pulled her up. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, sweetie. I feel better.”

At least that was something. Josh had a feeling they were far from finished with all the arguing. Wasn’t money supposed to make things easier? Maybe whoever thought that hadn’t met the Tomlinson brothers.


Chapter Five


In between her next appointments, Carly got ahead on a few things, rescheduled the next few days, and called some college friends to round out the crew they’d need to handle the money and taxes. It felt good to be busy again, fired up by an interesting challenge. Maybe she’d had enough leisure time and was ready for a full workload. If she couldn’t get that in Last Stand, she’d have to move to a bigger city, which she didn’t want to do. Her parents had moved away from Last Stand, but it still felt like home. Maybe she could find a way to live there and work with people farther afield.

She left at three p.m. For maximum stealth, she simply told Irma she was going to work from home the rest of the day and the next day, since she could do everything by phone. At home, she packed a bag for a few days. No need to bring her business suits for the ranch; jeans and flannel shirts over T-shirts would be more practical. She glanced wistfully at her satin nightie but left it behind in favor of flannel jammies. The Tomlinsons, like many ranch families, kept heating bills to a minimum by simply not turning on the heat until outdoor temps dropped below fifty degrees. That was a lifelong habit, so she doubted they’d change it quickly even if they didn’t need to worry about money anymore.

She packed everything into a gym duffel bag, which would attract less attention than a suitcase, and peeked out the window to check for people passing in the alley behind her building. She headed to her car still wearing her business suit and casually tossed the duffel on the back seat. She giggled as she got in. Twenty years ago, she and Cody had played at being international spies. This did feel a little like that.

And then she drove past Irma talking to a friend on the sidewalk outside the Clippety Do Da salon. Carly flashed a smile she hoped looked natural and waved. Okay, so Carly had said she’d be working from home. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t get in her car to pick up groceries or something. Irma might wonder, because that was Irma, but she couldn’t read too much into Carly’s behavior.

Still, Carly stopped at the grocery store, because now she felt like everyone really was watching, examining her outrageous behavior for clues. It was silly, but it was probably also how the Tomlinsons felt. It must be terrible, feeling like you were lying to everyone because you weren’t immediately sharing your news, worrying that people would find out before you were ready. At least Carly had the legitimate excuse of attorney-client privilege. She couldn’t tell anyone what was happening. People wouldn’t be as forgiving of the Tomlinsons keeping secrets.

She picked up a basket and wandered around the grocery store. What should she buy? A bottle of wine or a bunch of flowers would be a suitable gift for a hostess, but that purchase would also raise more questions. She should have called Mrs. Tomlinson first and asked if they needed anything, since they were probably avoiding shopping. She couldn’t make that call from the grocery store where anyone might overhear. Oh well, they lived on a working ranch, so they would have milk and eggs and a well-stocked pantry.

Christmas music played over the speakers, and the displays reminded everyone that they’d better get festive. Carly paused in front of the baking supplies. She hadn’t made cookies in ages, but as a broke undergrad, she’d enjoyed making a few varieties to pass out as gifts. She picked up some flour, sugar, and brown sugar. Also, some pecans and walnuts. Those things could stay in the car until she returned home. She’d have to review recipes before she figured out what else she needed.

The checker was someone she knew from high school, of course. “Ready for some baking, I see.” Breanna had been a grade ahead of Carly, but she looked much older now. Or had Carly aged that much too without realizing it?

“I can hardly wait,” Carly said. “It’s nice to have time for baking again.”

“I wish I had free time.” Breanna bagged the items. “I’m surprised you came back. Must’ve been exciting in Austin.”

“Well, yes, but it’s nice to be back in Last Stand. It’s still home.” Carly hurried from the store with her purchases to avoid any more questions.

It was hard to stay anonymous in a small town, but usually that didn’t matter. In general, it was nice to be back in Last Stand, with its slower pace. It had changed some while she was away, but she’d visited often enough to keep up with the new stores and meet a few of the newcomers. Sometimes it was a hassle, like when she wanted to chat with her girlfriends over lunch, and half the town seemed to stop by to visit. But wasn’t it nice that people knew her and wanted to hear what she’d been doing?

Also, if she’d gone to work in a big city lawyer office, she’d have to pile up credit card debt just to build her wardrobe, instead of buying a half dozen secondhand suits at the consignment store. She could probably get away with nice jeans and cowboy boots, but she wanted to show people she was an adult professional, not the teenage barrel racer they’d once known.

And she was an adult professional. Sometimes she still missed barrel racing, or at least her horse, with a deep-seated ache. But she’d gotten through law school, she’d passed the bar, and she was as capable as any lawyer in town. Maybe folks only came to her for little stuff, half as a favor and half so they could gossip about her afterward, but that would change.

Hey, if she helped the Tomlinsons with this, she’d gain fame by association, which might help her career. Who wouldn’t want the same lawyer the billionaires used?

On the other hand, she’d likely have people coming to her with charity requests and sob stories, hoping she’d get the family to hand over money.

Oh well. Carly knew how to say no. That was probably her biggest value to the Tomlinsons, though they might not realize it yet. They were so darn nice, especially Mrs. Tomlinson. Carly had developed mental and emotional toughness at college in the city and then at law school. She’d learned how to identify snakes and cheats by their expressions and tone of voice, not to mention the details in their paperwork. She wouldn’t let anyone take advantage of the Tomlinsons, not even her own friends and family if they tried. How many people could say that?

She got to the ranch all fired up, ready to dive into financial planning. Mrs. Tomlinson opened the door.

“Hi, Mrs. Tomlinson.”

She pulled Carly into a hug. “Please, call me Ava now. Thank you so much for coming!”

Carly hugged back. She’d missed these hugs. Her own mother wasn’t as affectionate.

Mrs. Tomlinson—Ava—linked her arm through Carly’s and pulled her inside. “I’ve been regretting buying that lottery ticket.”

“Why did you play the lottery if you didn’t want to win?” Carly teased.

“It’s not like I expected to win all this!” Ava raised her gaze to the ceiling. “The boys have been arguing nonstop. Who would’ve thought getting rich made things harder instead of easier?”

Carly tried to think of an answer, but the scent of simmering pork and green chili distracted her. “It smells amazing in here. Is that your green chili stew?”

Ava’s face lit up. “I can’t believe you still recognize it!”

“It’s unforgettable. Can I help with anything?”

They went into the kitchen and chatted. “How are your folks?” Ava asked.

“They’re fine. They’re enjoying Arizona and being grandparents.” Carly’s parents had been proud of her becoming a lawyer. They’d pushed her to do it. Then as soon as her older sister had a child, they’d moved closer to their grandchildren. Funny how parents who had been so tough on their kids could be so delighted to spoil their grandchildren.

Sometime later, the guys came in. TC swept Carly into a hug, lifting her off her feet. “Hey, there’s our little sister.” He set her down and stepped back. “Look at you! All grown-up and a big deal lawyer.”

She laughed. “I don’t know about big deal. And I’m going to change into jeans right now.”

“Use Cody’s room,” Ava said. “It’s all yours until he gets home.”

TC winked. “You know the way.”

Her face heated. She did know the way, but was that another comment about her relationship with Cody? Sure, they’d played in his room many times when they were little kids, but once they’d hit puberty, Ava had made them sit in the living room or at the kitchen table to do homework. Besides, Carly had never slept with Cody. They’d only been thirteen when they foolishly tried dating!

Carly changed, and when she got back to the living room, Josh and Xander were there. Her heart jumped in her chest at the sight of Josh, but he merely glanced at her and then looked away. Two dogs ran toward her. They were large and shaggy, probably some mix of lab, retriever, and herding dog. They nosed around her, tails wagging.

“Sorry!” Josh jumped forward and grabbed the dogs’ collars, hauling them back. “Sit!” Two shaggy bottoms dropped to the floor. Josh squatted between them, one hand on each collar.

“Who do we have here?” Carly asked.

“Buddy and Lucky,” Josh said. “Good thing you changed out of your suit, or you’d be covered in hair and slobber. I mean, you are anyway, but . . .”

“Nothing wrong with some dog hair and friendly slobber on jeans,” Carly said.

Xander drifted over and offered his hand. It felt strange to shake hands with the man who’d been like a kid brother to her, but Xander wasn’t as casual as Cody or as affectionate as TC. He was also six inches taller than Carly now, which was weird.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Xander said. “I’ve been trying to understand the financial implications of the lottery, but it will help to have a lawyer.”

Josh stood up. “It will be helpful to have someone sensible to keep these bozos in line.”

“Wait a minute,” TC said, “you’re talking about Carly, who was best friends with Cody. How sensible can she be?”

“Hey!” She gave him a playful punch on the arm.

TC leaned over her with big pleading eyes. “You’re totally sensible enough to understand my points, right? We could do so much with this money, and the old man here—” He jerked his head toward Josh. “He wants to keep doing things just the same. Put away the money and forget about it, I guess.”

Voices rose as the boys argued. It sounded friendly enough to Carly. She remembered plenty of teenage arguments between the boys. They had sometimes gone as far as fists or rolling around on the ground, but no one seemed to hold a grudge.

Ava was biting her bottom lip, her eyes large and shining with unshed tears.

“Okay, enough!” Carly snapped out the words in her fiercest, loudest prosecutor voice.

The boys froze, staring at her. TC’s mouth still hung open, halfway through an unfinished sentence.

“We’ll work it out,” Carly said. “No need to argue.”

TC gave a rueful grin. “Have you met us?”

“We can’t make any final decisions until Cody gets home anyway,” Xander said.

“Yeah, because his opinions will make this so much smoother,” Josh muttered.

“Let’s talk a bit about what you want.” Carly waved toward the table. “Kitchen table meeting.”

Half an hour later, Carly’s head pounded and Ava looked ready to cry again. Meanwhile, Josh scowled and TC fidgeted like a kindergartner. Xander tapped away at his laptop, occasionally mumbling something but basically ignoring the rest of them.

“Okay.” Carly took a deep breath. “The simplest thing will be to divide up the money. Then if Josh wants to keep the ranch, we can get it appraised and he can buy out the rest of you. TC, you can buy as much land as you want and fill it with whatever animals you want. Cody can have his planes or fast cars or whatever it is he thinks he needs. And Xander . . .”

Xander merely shook his head. Either he didn’t know what he wanted or he wasn’t ready to tell the rest of them yet.

“My point is, you don’t have to agree,” Carly said. “There’s plenty of money for all these ideas.”

Ava sniffled. “I wanted this to bring us together, not send everybody further apart.”

Carly wanted to smack all the brothers upside the head, but that was their mother’s prerogative. Carly’s negotiation tactics weren’t working either. Time to try something different.

“Yeah, this will be a test, but you know what? People get tested all the time. Diseases, accidents, losing their land.” Carly put her hand over Ava’s. “Losing your husband.” She turned to the boys. “Your father. That was the biggest test, and you got through it. Your test now is to get rich and not turn on each other. Think you can do that?”

Ava raised her eyebrows and looked at the boys. They exchanged sheepish glances. “Maybe,” TC said. “Probably.”

Xander looked thoughtful. “I think it’s the pressure of feeling like we have to do everything right away that’s getting to us. We’re used to planning. Taking months to hash out the details of the plan.”

“You two want to take months,” TC said. “Some of us are capable of making a decision.” He subsided as Carly and his mother glared at him.

“So, you’ll take months,” Carly said. “We need to get some things in place quickly, but not everything. You don’t need to figure out how you’re going to spend the whole billion dollars this week. In fact, you’d better not try! I’m not sure you’ve realized yet just how much money that is. Now it’s almost dinnertime, and if my nose doesn’t deceive me, some of you haven’t cleaned up after working in the barn.”

Josh winced, pushed his chair back, and headed for the hallway.

“Darn it, he’s going to claim first shower,” TC said.

Xander’s eyes widened. “More bathrooms! Now that’s a good investment.”

“Investment talk later,” Carly said, although it was nice to hear a simple and practical suggestion. “Y’all get cleaned up for dinner, and we’re going to talk about other things.”


Chapter Six


Keeping the dinner conversation light wasn’t too hard, since Carly had seen so little of the Tomlinsons in recent years. If she and Cody ever got home at the same time, they borrowed some horses and went for long rides, but she’d mostly seen the others in passing. It was strange not having Cody there too, but they still found plenty to talk about. She shared more stories of law school than she might normally, to keep the conversation away from the lottery. A lot of those stories were funny in retrospect, apparently.

After dinner, Xander took care of the dishes while Ava got the coffee and tea going.

They couldn’t put off serious conversation forever. When they all had their mugs, they sat around the table and looked at Carly expectantly.

“I’ve called a couple of people to help with the financial side of things,” she said. “They’re going to come out here tomorrow afternoon. Then we’ll better understand the tax implications, and we can discuss whether you should take a bulk payout or the annual payments.”

The brothers nodded, looking at each other warily as if waiting for someone to start another argument. Ava appeared braced for disaster.

“Until then . . . you know what?” Carly shifted gears. “You’re going to forget about all this for the rest of the evening.”

Yes. This felt right. They were so busy thinking about what they might have in the future that they’d forgotten what they had right now.

“Tomorrow, during your chores and whenever you have a free minute, I want you each to think about your future,” she said. “Not the money—forget about that for now. Just keep in mind that you don’t have to worry about money. Put aside all thoughts about how much something will cost, and think about what you want to do if you can do anything.”

“Anything?” TC’s brow furrowed.

Carly looked at Josh to find his gaze intent on her face. The moment their eyes met, he dropped his gaze.

She jerked her thoughts back to the problem at hand. “Right, anything. How would you want to live? Stay here? Move somewhere else? Travel? Make improvements to the ranch? Sell it?”

Carly glanced at Ava, who seemed to have herself under control.

“Try to imagine yourself next year, in five years, in ten years. Twenty-five or thirty years even. How do you want to live for the rest of your lives?”

She looked at Xander. “You could go back to college if you want, anywhere in the world.”

He’d graduated high school early and gone to college for a year on a scholarship, but it hadn’t worked out. She wasn’t sure why, but maybe because he was younger than the other students and hadn’t been able to adapt to big city life so far away in Houston. He was older now, more mature, so maybe he knew better what he wanted and where to find it.

Xander was gazing into the middle distance as if his mind was elsewhere, but his gaze flickered at her suggestion.

“You too, Ava,” Carly said. “I know you’re worried about what the boys will decide, but forget about them. You no longer have to keep them in line or clean up their messes.”

Ava’s lips twitched. “Are you trying to put me out of work?”

“Yes. They can hire people to clean and cook and do the shopping. They can hire nannies to keep them in line.”

Everyone laughed.

Carly leaned toward Ava and held her gaze. “What do you want, for yourself?”

Everyone was silent for a minute, though Carly could practically hear their thoughts whirring.

Then Josh said, “This is smart, though I don’t say it will be easy. I’m so used to worrying about now, and next month, and the rest of the year. It’s hard to think about what you want to do when you’ve been so busy thinking about what you have to do.”

Ava nodded.

“We don’t have to fight over who gets to decide how to use the little money we have.” TC chuckled. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

Xander was already typing on his computer. Carly wanted to know what he was researching or writing, but she couldn’t see the screen from her position.

She focused on the others. “Yes, I’m sure it will take some time. You don’t have to make any final decisions or write anything in stone. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to tweak your plans or change them entirely. But I’d like you to start thinking about what you might want, not based on what you thought you wanted a week ago, but based on what you really, really want out of life.”

“Okay.” TC bounced in his seat. “Should we start now?”

Carly glanced at Ava. She still looked a little pale and sad, as if putting on a brave face.

“No,” Carly said, “tonight we’re going to do something entirely different. It’s after Thanksgiving, and you don’t have Christmas decorations up yet! So, we’re going to do that and maybe even make some Christmas cookies.”

Ava’s face lit up. The boys laughed.

Ten minutes later, Josh and TC were hauling boxes out of the attic. Ava had a pot of milk on the stove for hot chocolate, and she’d pulled out her cookbooks to decide what Christmas cookies she wanted to make this year.

The boys started setting up the artificial Christmas tree, arguing about which section went on top of the other. Carly grinned and went into the kitchen. “I think your sons need an expert hand. I’ll make the hot chocolate.”

Ava scurried into the living room. Their laughter carried back to Carly as she checked the pot of milk. She chopped up the wedges of Mexican hot chocolate and slid them in, stirring to break up the chunks. Boy, this brought back memories. She gazed into the pot as the grainy Mexican chocolate slowly blended into the milk, releasing a heady fragrance.

A few minutes later, Josh came up beside her. “I knew you were brilliant, but this is truly brilliant.” His hand rested lightly on her lower back.

“Oh?” What? Brilliant? Not smart enough to process what he was saying when he was touching her like that, apparently.

“Distracting Mama, all of us, from the money questions. It’s exactly what we needed.”

She swallowed. “Yes, the holiday spirit makes people get along, even when they were at each other’s throats a few minutes earlier.”

Josh winced. “We’re not that bad. But, you know, four boys growing up together. We’ve always roughhoused. Now we do it with words. Most of the time.”

She stirred the hot chocolate. “I never thought to ask before, why do you have an artificial tree? I’d expect your family to make a pilgrimage to some far-off woods to cut your own, or at least go to a Christmas tree farm.”

“Oh, that? Do you remember when Xander was little, he was kind of sickly?” He dropped his hand and took a step back. “No, I guess you wouldn’t. You and Cody were a lot younger.”

She glared. “Maybe it made a difference then, but not anymore. I’m all grown up now, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I didn’t mean—I did notice. I mean . . .” He stuttered to a stop, his face red.

That was satisfying. It was bad enough half the town treated her like a trick pony or a little girl playing dress-up. She didn’t need it from him.

He cleared his throat. “Anyway, what I was saying, Xander always seemed to have a cold when he was little, and he didn’t talk for the first couple of years. His doctors thought it might be allergies, so we got the artificial tree. Turned out Xander was just using that great big brain to solve those, what-do-you-call-them equations, the hard math the rest of us failed in high school.”

“You did just fine in math,” Carly said.

He shrugged. “Well, Mama wouldn’t have it any other way. Xander grew out of the other stuff, but it took a few years to figure it all out. By then the artificial tree was kind of a tradition so we just kept using it. After Daddy died, we didn’t want to change anything. We still use the papier-mâché angel TC, Cody, and I made before Xander was born, and it looks like some kind of deformed zombie.”

Carly chuckled, and then they paused a moment, remembering those hard days after Mr. Tomlinson died. He had intimidated Carly, but losing him didn’t make anyone’s life easier.

“Yeah, that makes sense.” Carly turned off the stove and turned to face Josh. “You’ve done a great job holding everyone together. Your daddy would be proud.”

“You think? Sometimes it feels like we’re ten minutes away from falling apart. A lot of the time, actually. Even with this money coming in. Will it change things, really?” His eyes pleaded for reassurance.

“Oh, I’m sure it will change things, but not all for the better. You’ll still need to hold your family together. They’ll still need you.”

For some men, that would be a downside. She suspected Josh needed to hear that the money wouldn’t make him obsolete.

They gazed at each other for a long moment. Carly couldn’t think of anything more to say. What would happen if she took a step closer to Josh?

A crash came from the living room, followed by laughter. Josh cleared his throat. “Guess the hot chocolate is ready.” He turned to the cupboard and got out mugs.

Right. She was here as a lawyer and advisor. And apparently a kid sister, in Josh’s mind. Also, she could not start making passes at him the day she heard he won a fortune. She knew that. It was just hard to remember when she looked in those gentle brown eyes. She forgot all the things they were supposed to be to each other and only thought about what she wanted.


Chapter Seven


Josh left the barn as the sun broke over the horizon. As the golden ball slowly rose, the sky turned vivid orange. Light flooded over the fields. The winter grasses, crisp with frost, sparkled like diamonds. Soon intense blue would fill the cloudless sky.

He took a deep breath, his lungs filling all the way for the first time in what felt like days. He loved the stillness of early morning. He didn’t mind having hours of work stretching ahead of him. He never seemed to catch up with everything they had to do. On some days his back ached, making him feel older than thirty-two. In winter, his nose dripped and his dry knuckles cracked no matter how much bag balm he used, because he was constantly washing filth from his hands. Maybe he grumbled occasionally. Okay, a lot, but that didn’t mean he didn’t love this life.

What would he do without the work? Work made a man what he was.

He’d lingered long enough. Ranch chores didn’t stop during winter or because you won a fortune. Besides, if he stopped working, he’d have to think about that fortune, and the future. He knew not one person in a thousand would be miserable about winning the lottery, as he was. That only proved how much he didn’t understand people. Why would he want to travel with jetsetters or hobnob with rich folks? He just wanted to work and enjoy the fruits of his own labor, the money he’d earned. He wanted to go to the feed store or tractor supply, run into people he knew, and chat about nothing in particular. The highlight of his year was attending an industry tradeshow to check out new farm equipment.

He passed by the rabbit hutch and chicken coop. The familiar murmur of Xander’s voice praised the chickens for their beauty and cleverness in laying eggs. Josh chuckled. There was one person who wouldn’t be changed by money. Probably. Maybe. Josh had never really understood his youngest brother. He fought with TC and Cody because he didn’t agree with them, but he understood them. But Xander remained a mystery.

Josh stopped in his tracks, struck by a thought. Xander didn’t ask for things, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want them. Xander rarely made a fuss. If he thought something should be done, he did it, bypassing any arguments from the rest of them. What would he do now, and would they only find out about it once it was done?

Josh used the boot scraper by the back porch. The rain had mostly soaked in, but some mud puddles remained. The forecast didn’t show more precipitation for at least a week, but they still had to get that barn roof fixed. What if they had a sudden cold snap and needed to move all the animals indoors? What if they had another heavy snow and below freezing temps for weeks? That was rare in Texas but not impossible. Maybe now they had money to burn, but he didn’t think that meant building bonfires with cash.

He stepped inside to the smell of coffee and something baking—muffins? He hung up his coat and hat in the mudroom and scuffed his boots on the doormat to make sure he wouldn’t track in any dirt.

In the big kitchen, Carly was laughing with Mama. Carly’s jeans clung to her hips and long legs like second skin. How did women wear jeans so tight without them chafing everywhere? He didn’t know, but he was glad they saw fit to dress that way.

“I’ll get the bacon going.” Mama smiled at him, looking less stressed than she had yesterday, or maybe in months. He had Carly to thank for that.

While Josh washed his hands, Carly got a mug from the cupboard. She filled it with coffee and brought it to him. “Cold out there?”

“Not bad.” He wrapped his hands around the thick mug, wishing he could wrap them around something else. She wore a long-sleeved T-shirt and an old flannel shirt buttoned up halfway, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked younger than when she wore that cute little suit. No, not younger, but more familiar, more approachable. Still every bit as sexy though.

“You didn’t have to get up so early,” he said. “We’ll be busy with chores for a while.”

“Couldn’t help it. In Austin, I had blackout curtains on my bedroom window, because it never got dark with all the city light. Here, the room started to get light, and I smelled coffee. Bang, I’m wide awake.” She grinned. “Good thing, because I don’t want to miss breakfast!”

“She helped with the muffins,” Mama said. “Apple walnut.”

“Yum.” Josh studied Carly’s mouth, where a few grains of sugar sparkled on her lower lip. “Has somebody been getting into them already?”

“Busted.” Carly rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth. “I might’ve been testing the crumb topping.”

“That’s a cook’s right,” Mama said.

Josh got out plates to set the table. Carly grabbed the silverware. It was nice how she remembered where everything was, like she was at home in the kitchen. Like she belonged in their house with them.

He shook away the thought. He had enough problems complicating his life without mooning over Carly, his younger brother’s best friend and their lawyer.

Xander came in. A furry little face peeked over the top button of his jacket.

“Oh, who’s this?” Carly cooed.

“Silvertoes.” Xander undid a few buttons and pulled out the rabbit, cuddling her against his chest. “She’s feeling poorly, so I want to keep a closer eye on her inside.”

“She’s beautiful.” Carly stroked the soft ears and rubbed her nose to the rabbit’s.

TC clattered in, slapping his hands together. He never simply came in quietly. He had to announce his presence wherever he went. The two dogs came in with him and wound around everyone, sniffing and wagging their tails. Lucky raised his nose toward the rabbit and whined.

“Hey, I went over the chore list, but let’s talk about equipment repair.” TC shook his head. “We should get rid of that old tractor. Every year we have to hold it together with bailing wire and spit, but now we can afford a new one!”

Josh ran a hand over his face. “Maybe we can, but we don’t have the money yet.”

Carly headed into the kitchen. Xander slunk down the hall toward his bedroom, where he had one corner fenced off with chicken wire to make a holding pen for sickly or pregnant rabbits and chickens. The dogs followed him. Great, no one wanted to stick around and help Josh convince TC to be sensible.

“We don’t know how long it will take to get any of the money, or if it will really—” Josh broke off. Some part of him still didn’t believe they’d won the lottery, was still waiting for the news that it had all been a mistake. He was dreading that and hoping for it in equal measure. But TC would think him foolish.

“We might need the tractor before we get the money,” Josh said. There, that sounded perfectly sensible.

“We could buy one now on credit,” TC said. “It’s not like we won’t be able to pay for it.”

What if something goes wrong? Josh wanted to scream. But TC never expected things to go wrong. Because Josh always ensured they didn’t.

Carly came out with a plate filled with muffins.

TC snagged one. “Tell the old man here we can afford to buy a new tractor right away.” He took a big bite of muffin.

Josh groaned. “That would mean shopping. Don’t we have enough to do, what with figuring out all this lottery stuff? And we don’t have time for any of it! All the work still has to be done.”

TC swallowed his bite of muffin. “Spend time repairing the tractor, or spend time shopping, what’s the difference? I’ll tell you the difference—we spend time shopping and we have a tractor that works.”

Josh looked to Carly for help.

She frowned over the problem. “I’m guessing buying a new tractor on credit is unusual behavior for y’all. It’s probably best to keep things as normal as possible for the next few weeks. Otherwise you won’t keep this win quiet.”

“Fine.” TC sighed. “I still say repairing the old tractor isn’t a priority. When are we supposed to figure out how we want to use the money if we’re too busy working to think?”

“Think while you work. Now go wash up.” Carly back-slapped his arm. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you took that muffin before you washed your hands.”

“Hey, they have those little papers on them. It’s perfectly clean.” TC headed into the kitchen.

Carly smiled at Josh and shook her head.

“Sorry you came out to this chaos?” he asked.

“I love it. It feels like home.”

Her words sent a jolt through him. He’d been struggling to imagine what life might look like, if it didn’t look like what he already had. Suddenly he could imagine a shift. Still living here, working the ranch, but instead of TC underfoot, he’d have Carly . . .

“Can I help with chores after breakfast?” she asked.

He dragged himself back to the moment. “You don’t have to do that. You’re a lawyer now.”

She clasped her hands together and tucked her chin so she could look up at him with huge eyes, like a puppy begging for treats. “Please? I miss it. Being here makes me want to give up law and become a ranch hand.”

He chuckled. “Okay. I’ll put you down for shoveling manure.”

Her nose wrinkled adorably.

“Or maybe you can help me take care of the horses.”

“Can I?” She clapped. “You still have horses. That’s lovely.”

He shrugged. “None of us do rodeo anymore, but we like to keep a couple of horses. We mostly use the ATV for work, but horses are better if we need to go down in the gully to look for calves, stuff like that.”

“They’re also fun.” Her eyebrows went up. “You do remember fun, right?”

“I think I’ve heard of it. Hey, you want to go for a ride later?” Yeah, that was an excellent idea. “You can help me, you know, work through stuff and, um . . .”

“Have fun?”

“Yeah. That.” More importantly, she would have fun, and he’d get to witness it. She’d been a horse-mad girl and won ribbons for barrel racing, but she probably didn’t get to ride much when she was in Austin for school.

They got through breakfast without any major arguments. Afterward, Xander helped Mama with the cleanup. That had become his job in childhood, since they didn’t have any girls in the family, and they weren’t sure how much Xander should be outside back then, and maybe also because he didn’t complain as much as the older boys and drive Mama crazy. For the first time, it occurred to Josh to wonder if it was fair that it remained his job. Still, Josh was glad no one assumed Carly would take over as Mama’s helper simply because she was female. He imagined Carly would have something to say about that.

They gathered around Xander’s computer to view the day’s chore list. Carly leaned forward, studying the spreadsheet. “I don’t remember y’all having this.”

“Xander built it after Daddy died,” TC said. “It saves us about an hour of arguing every day.”

“It has daily, weekly, and seasonal tasks,” Josh explained. “If we get rain or snow or a storm warning, it shifts the priorities. I don’t know how he did it.”

Josh had been opposed to the program initially. Not because it was new, and he was old-fashioned, like TC claimed. Okay, maybe he’d hesitated in part because it was something new to learn, and he was already overwhelmed. But mostly, it had simply seemed wrong to break away from how Daddy did things. Josh hadn’t expected or wanted to step into his father’s shoes so young, or at all, really. When Daddy died of a heart attack, Josh had been terrified of failing everyone, so he kept doing things exactly the way their father had done them. It seemed simpler. Safer.

But he had to admit, the computer program saved them time and hassle. It cut down on paperwork. Daddy always had piles of it, a filing cabinet full, and lists taped all over the walls of his little office. Now most of that was on the computer. The chores program had eliminated the arguments about whose turn it was to do what and what was most important that day. Josh was proud of his baby brother.

Josh scanned the list. He was scheduled to work on equipment maintenance and repair with TC, and wouldn’t that be a joy? That kind of job could take an hour or all day or all week, depending on what they found. It might require a trip into town to the tractor supply, when they were supposed to avoid people.

“Tell you what.” He slapped a hand on TC’s shoulder. “We’ll bump the repairs to next week. Give us more time to think about things.”

“Yeah?” TC’s eyes lit up. “Great. I’ll go check on the bison.” He took off before Josh could change his mind.

“Bison?” Carly asked.

“One of TC’s pet projects,” Josh said. “They’re sturdy and you get more money for the meat.”

“I’ll work on the billing.” Xander headed toward the office that had once been Daddy’s. Xander spent the most time there now, even if Josh was unofficially the head of the family. Josh didn’t mind less time in the office.

But what would he do if Xander no longer wanted to deal with paperwork after they were rich?

Josh put aside that thought for later and looked at Carly. “Should we go for that ride?”

“Give me five minutes to braid my hair and put on sunscreen.” She dashed to Cody’s room and came back before Josh finished his next cup of coffee, carrying her hat, her long hair confined in a braid.

He and Carly headed to the barn. Ranger stuck his head out of the box right away.

“Hey, old boy.” Carly spoke softly and approached slowly. “I know you, but it’s been a while.” She held her hand for Ranger to sniff. The horse mouthed her fingers. Carly rubbed the side of his neck.

Josh watched the two of them get to know each other again until Dixie got curious enough to check out the action. Josh turned his attention to the dappled gray horse, listening to Carly murmur endearments to Ranger.

Sometime later, Carly sighed. “I miss horses.”

“You could get one now that you’re back in Last Stand.”

“I don’t think my landlord would let me keep one at the apartment. I’d have to pay to board it. Horses are expensive.”

She swung toward him, quickly enough that Ranger snorted and took a step back. “I wasn’t—I’m not asking for money or anything. Sorry, I didn’t think. I’m fine, financially. It’s only, my job pays me based on a percentage of what I bring in.” Her smile flashed. “Which is totally going to be a lot more now, once I bill you guys. But with my college debt and all, and anyway I’m not sure if I’ll stay in Last Stand.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Didn’t she like it here? Did she miss Austin? Had the big city lured her away forever?

She turned back toward the horse, resting her hands on the stall door. “Oh, you know. Is there enough work for another lawyer? I might need to go to a bigger city.” She shot him a mischievous sideways glance. “Unless y’all plan to get into a lot of trouble so you need a lawyer full time.”

He wouldn’t mind having her full time.

He pushed the thought away. Money was clearly a sensitive subject for both of them, and he didn’t want to make things even more awkward between them.

He tried to make a joke. “I don’t know, with Cody, we could have that much trouble.”

She let out a breath that might have been a chuckle.

Time to change the subject. “You know you can always come ride our horses. Until you get your own. They’d probably like it.” He stroked Dixie’s soft nose. “These two are getting on in years. We talked about getting rid of Ranger after Cody had his accident, when it looked like he wasn’t going to ride anymore. Daddy said there wasn’t any point in keeping an animal you didn’t use. But Mama said horses aren’t livestock, they’re like pets, and you don’t just give away your pets.”

Carly made a choked sound. Ranger had come forward again, and she hid her head on the other side of the horse’s.

Josh took a couple of steps toward her. Was she crying? “Sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

She pulled back and shook her head without looking at him. “It’s not you. I still miss Lady.”

“Right. You sold her, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t sell her. My parents did. As soon as I went away to college. I know it made sense. I wasn’t here to ride her. But they didn’t even tell me until afterward! I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

He came up close behind her and put his hand on her shoulder. She leaned into him a little, barely brushing against him. He wanted to gather her in his arms, stroke her back until the tears went away, but he restrained himself. “What happened to her?”

“They sold her to a family near San Antonio with a teenage girl. They said she’d have an easier life—Lady, not the teenage girl—and maybe they’re right, but I wish they’d sold her to someone around here.” She glanced over her shoulder and quirked a smile. “Lady, not the teenage girl. I don’t care about the girl, but I would have liked to visit Lady once in a while.”

“Do they still have her?”

“I don’t even know if she’s still alive. She’d be . . . seventeen now, I guess.”

“Not that old.” Horses could live to be thirty.

She turned toward him and managed a shaky smile. “I like to think she’s enjoying herself and giving some other young woman a wonderful life.”

“I’m sure she is.” His hand was somehow on her arm now. He should probably let go. He didn’t.

Most ranchers couldn’t afford to keep an animal that cost money for food and vet care if it didn’t have a purpose. Still, it wasn’t fair that Carly had lost something she loved so much. Had law school been her dream, or her parents’? She’d always been smart as a whip, one of the top students in her class. With kids like that, some people talked about them getting off the ranch, getting out of Last Stand, as if something was wrong with ranching or their town. As if no one smart would choose to stay.

“Carly, what would you do if you could do anything?”

“Me?” She took a step back, breaking contact, her eyes wide.

“Sure, you’re asking us to think about what we would do. What would you do?”

Her mouth hung open for a second. Then she shook her head with a wry smile. “I don’t have to answer that question. I’m not the one with a billion dollars.”

“It’s still a good question, don’t you think?” He really wanted to know her answer. “Maybe everyone should ask themselves once in a while. You know, to make sure we’re on the right path.”

“Yeah, maybe. It’s not a bad idea. Okay, I’ll think about it.” She studied him through narrowed eyes. Then she took a step forward and tapped his chest with one finger. “But don’t go thinking you can spend your fortune on my dreams, buddy. I can make my own way.”

“Of course you can. I bet you can do anything.” He believed that. But he really wanted to do something to make her smile.


Chapter Eight


Carly tipped her hat back so the sun hit her face. What a gorgeous day, with endless blue sky above rolling hills and the temperature climbing. Ranger was a good horse, well-trained and mellower now than he’d been a decade before. She tried not to think about Lady, about the hurt that lingered from her practical parents selling one of her best friends. She tried not to think about money and plans and the future either. She should simply relax and enjoy the morning. They’d have more than enough work to do later.

But Josh’s questions spun through her mind.

She hadn’t considered becoming a lawyer until an aptitude test in high school suggested it. Her parents and guidance counselor had jumped on that. At first, Carly had shied away from the idea, convinced by society and the media that lawyers were sleazy. Then she’d learned a little about what lawyers actually did, and all the fields where they could work, from civil rights to employment to family law and more. She wanted to be useful and help people. Lawyers could do that.

Her law school classmates had been a varied bunch. Some wanted to be public defenders or prosecutors. Others were passionate about specific causes, such as working with children or helping women protect their finances during a divorce. Then there were those who mainly wanted the money and prestige.

Carly hadn’t found a niche, which was actually a good thing if she wanted to move back to Last Stand, because a small-town lawyer typically had to do a bit of everything. She might be asked to write up wills, negotiate property disputes, handle divorces and bankruptcies, and represent people in court.

Still, Josh’s question nagged at her. She’d been so focused on the goal of becoming a lawyer that she hadn’t seen past it to being a lawyer. Maybe that was why she felt at loose ends lately. She’d been coasting, telling herself to enjoy the easy schedule after the intensity of law school. But how could she help the Tomlinsons figure out what to do with their lives if she didn’t know what she wanted to do with her own?

They approached an oak grove. They could ride between the twisted tree trunks in the dappled shade, or turn along the base of a hill, or veer off toward a pond, or head back toward the ranch house. So many choices. Were there better choices or a best choice? Not really. It was a matter of preference, the mood of the moment.

Josh glanced at her and raised his eyebrows in question.

She used her knees to guide Ranger left, staying out in the sun. Josh turned Dixie to stay beside them.

“Going in one direction doesn’t mean you can’t ever change,” Carly said.

“What?” Josh glanced back the way they came.

She laughed. “Sorry. I had a whole conversation in my head and forgot you weren’t part of it. I was thinking about your question. Law school was brutal. I was lucky to join a practice in Last Stand. Most new lawyers have to do long internships or low-paid jobs with horrible schedules for a few years. A lot of women wind up changing careers because they get sick of the sexism and harassment.”

Josh frowned. “It sounds like they need their own lawyers.”

“Yeah, well.” She’d heard stories about how the abuse built up slowly so people got used to it step-by-step, continually normalizing it. Besides, complainers didn’t get jobs. The attitude seemed to be: suck it up, play nice, claw your way to the top, and then you could make changes from the inside. But how many people got lost along the way? How many got so used to the system they forgot anything was wrong with it?

“It’s hard to imagine raising children while working at one of those big firms,” she said. “The men usually have wives at home taking care of the kids and house and everything. The women don’t.”

“Don’t you want children?”

“Absolutely. That’s one reason I came back to Last Stand and took the position at the law office here. I need more clients or I’ll never be able to move out of my apartment, but at least I don’t have to put off children forever or scramble to have them when I’m in my late thirties and working sixty-hour weeks.”

Time to change the subject. She didn’t want him to feel sorry for her or think she was asking for help. The work would come, and eventually the husband and children. She was only twenty-eight.

“Anyway, a surprising number of lawyers become novelists,” she said. “You do a lot of writing in law school, and you learn about how horrible people can be, and how good, so I guess that makes sense.”

“Huh. I see how it could work for writing mysteries or thrillers.”

“Romance novels too, for some reason. You’d think lawyers would be the least romantic people, with the things they see.” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s the pendulum swinging all the way in the other direction. Romance as an escape from too much reality.”

“Really? I guess I can understand wanting to escape reality sometimes. So, you want to be a writer?”

“No. I want to help people, but there are many ways I can do that with law.” She grinned at him. “Like helping nouveau rich billionaires figure out what to do with their money and making sure they don’t get scammed by sleazebags wanting handouts.”

He grimaced. “That’s the worst thing, the idea of all these people wanting a handout. Then I feel like a hypocrite, because we didn’t do anything to earn the money either.”

“It’s going to be stressful, but you know, you’ll have plenty of money you could donate to charity, if that’s what you want to do. You could release a statement that you’re only going to donate to accredited charities and not to individuals. That might discourage some of the swindlers.”

“Right.” His brows drew together. “I keep forgetting we could give away money. I guess that sounds selfish.”

“I get the impression you’d give it all away if it meant you could go back to how things were.”

He gave a sheepish smile. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t quite believe the money is real yet. It’s scary to have to make all these decisions. I don’t want to deal with a lot of new people or have people treat me differently. I like being just me, a regular guy.”

“I get that. But you know, as far as making decisions, it’s not all on you.”

He groaned. Ranger looked over and gave a snort as if in response.

“I know everyone else gets a vote,” Josh said. “Or we could divide up the money, like you said. I just don’t want TC and Cody to make bad decisions. You hear about people winning the lottery and being broke a few years later. I can see those two getting carried away, throwing money around. I have no idea what Xander would do, which is worse in a way, because I don’t know how to help.”

They rode in silence. Cattle and bison grazed in the distance. Birds fluttered among the dormant grasses. A hawk made lazy circles overhead. Carly tried to think of how to say what needed to be said without offending him.

Finally, she asked, “What do you think would happen if TC or Cody did go broke?”

“They’d come back full of excuses and—” He broke off and looked thoughtful.

Ranger dropped his head to grab a mouthful of something green. Carly gave him a moment and then nudged him forward again.

“No, they probably wouldn’t,” Josh said slowly. “They’d be too proud to admit that kind of mistake and ask for more money. They’d . . . I don’t know. Go work somewhere else, I guess.”

“In other words, they’d accept responsibility for their mistakes and take care of themselves,” Carly said.

“Yeah, but . . .”

“But you’re used to taking care of them.”

“Well, I am.” He gestured at himself. “I’m the oldest. When Daddy died, TC was about to graduate college, and Cody—well, you know. He’d already left, angry at everything and everyone. Xander was in college too, but he was only seventeen. Just a kid.”

Carly snorted. “Xander has never been just a kid in his life.”

Josh chuckled. “Maybe, but he wasn’t ready to run a ranch. I barely knew what I was doing. I know we still had Mama, but she was a mess, and even after she got through the worst of the grief, she hasn’t been the same. I haven’t seen her as happy in years as when she found out her lottery ticket won, and we managed to ruin that for her in a matter of hours.”

He looked away. Carly barely caught his next words. “I guess I haven’t been very good at taking care of my brothers if all we do is fight.”

“We’ll talk about your mama later,” she said briskly. “First, I want to deal with this excessive sense of responsibility you have toward your brothers.”

He huffed out a breath. Dixie pranced a few feet to the right and tossed her head. Josh leaned forward to stroke her neck. The horse swerved to close the distance between herself and Ranger again.

“I am responsible,” Josh said. “I’m the oldest, the most like my father, the only responsible one in the bunch. Everyone says that. I had to step into his place. I didn’t have a choice.”

Clearly Josh had some deep-seated and long-standing beliefs about his position in the family. He’d seen his father as the head of the household. Josh had a natural sense of responsibility, honed by being the oldest with two rebellious younger brothers and a much younger brother with unusual health problems. No doubt plenty of older folks had told him he had to be the man of the house after his father died.

She wanted to point out that maybe if people didn’t spend so much time telling TC and Cody they were irresponsible, they wouldn’t act so irresponsible—or try so hard to prove otherwise, by pushing the ranch in new directions or leaving Last Stand to build a life elsewhere.

Carly wanted to shake Josh out of his assumptions, but people didn’t like to give up long-held beliefs. Sometimes they turned their anger on the person challenging them. She didn’t want Josh to see her as an enemy or as one more person complaining about how he ran things. But he needed to loosen the reins or getting rich really would make him miserable and could tear apart his family.

“Maybe you didn’t have a choice eight years ago, but you have choices now.” Carly kept her tone calm.

“Yeah, so many choices,” Josh said. “We have enough money to do anything, but we still can’t agree on what. Anyway, the money doesn’t fix things, not real things.”

“I’m not talking about the money. I’m talking about the fact that your brothers are adults now. All of us are—TC, Cody, Xander, and me.” Please see me as an adult.

His gaze swept over her. “I know you are.”

“Do you?”

“Well, sure. I mean, you’re a lawyer now. If that’s not grown-up, I don’t know what is. We’re trusting you with our finances, our secret. Xander keeps reading this stuff about how you have to be careful who you trust with financial advice, but we trust you.”

“Right. So why can’t you trust Cody, who is my age, or TC, who is older, to make their own decisions? Why can’t you let them make mistakes and live with the consequences?”

His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. He looked like he’d been kicked in the head by a calf. Good. He needed a kick in the head, metaphorically speaking. She rode on, trying to focus on the easy rhythm of the horse under her and the sun on her shoulders, and let him think.

They turned at the next corner, heading back toward the ranch. Carly’s colleagues were coming in a couple of hours. She might or might not put on her business suit, but she’d prefer not to smell like horses. She liked the smell just fine, but she suspected her city-bred friends wouldn’t.

She shot glances at Josh as the horses headed for home with little need for direction. He looked stern. Unhappy? Angry? She couldn’t tell. He wasn’t the most expressive man. Had she caused him to withdraw so far he’d never reach out again? Would he keep her at arm’s length, business only—or decide he didn’t even want her business advice?

He shot her a frowning glance. She jerked her gaze away and then felt foolish for doing that. It didn’t matter how he felt about her as a woman. She was at the ranch to do a job, and she was doing it. Maybe emotional counseling wasn’t an acknowledged part of the job, but any lawyer knew that when people were involved, you had to deal with emotions. You couldn’t simply present facts and logic and expect everyone to sensibly agree. No, people had ideas and expectations and feelings.

Josh had taken over his father’s role in the family. It wouldn’t be easy for him to let go of those reins, even if they chafed.

Speaking of reins, she’d starting clutching Ranger’s reins so hard her fingers throbbed, and her legs hurt from tension. Her former riding teacher would scold her for incorrect posture. She forced herself to relax. You didn’t have to wrestle a horse to control it. You only had to hold on lightly to get where you wanted to go. That was a pretty good metaphor. She wouldn’t share it with Josh right now. She didn’t think he was ready.

Also, his brothers wouldn’t appreciate the idea that they might be animals Josh was trying to wrangle.

But he was a good man, and he deserved happiness. He deserved a family of his own, if he wanted one. He needed to let his brothers build their own lives before he could think about his future, his own wants and needs. They would all be happier if he could do that.

The rising sun bathed the landscape in colors. Carly had to stop and simply look around at the blue sky, the golden grasses, the green trees in the distance. Oh, she wanted this. She did want to keep up her law practice, for many reasons. She wanted to help people. She’d worked so hard to become a lawyer, she couldn’t see giving it up quickly. She was pretty good at it and would become better with practice. Having a steady, hefty account like the Tomlinsons would give her a nice base. Then she could be choosy about the other work she did. She could offer discounted or pro bono work for clients in need. That was an appealing future.

But she wanted this too. The big open sky, the fresh air, the connection to a horse. Josh.

If only his life weren’t so complicated now. But she could help him with the complications. His family was great, but they needed more space and some distance between them. They could buy more land, build houses for each of the brothers. Then she and Josh could have their own place, something more modern with plenty of room for children, a barn for the horses and a fenced corral for teaching the kids to ride . . .

And there she went, spending his money for him. Shame washed over her. Josh was perfect the way he was, lottery win or no lottery win. She was supposed to be protecting him from scavengers, not becoming one. She knew the sayings: Money can’t buy happiness, the best things in life are free, and so forth. All true. And yet, the lure of money was real. It opened up possibilities in what you could do and how comfortably you could do it.

But she didn’t go to law school in order to find a rich husband. She could take care of herself. Josh needed a friend and advisor to help him focus on his needs, not someone to daydream about spending his money.

“What about Mama?” he asked.

“Huh?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not ignoring the stuff you said about my brothers. I need to think on that a while. But you said we’d talk about Mama later. Is now too soon?”

“Oh. Right.”

At least he wasn’t mad at her. He’d been listening, maybe even hearing and understanding. Warmth bloomed in her chest. Maybe she had no right to feel proud of Josh, but she did.

She scrambled to switch gears. “Okay, so, your mother. Obviously, she was a mess after your father died. Who wouldn’t be? But that was eight years ago, and you said she hasn’t been happy in recent years either.”

“She’s better than she was, but not as good as she was before Daddy died. I didn’t think about it until I saw her smiling and laughing about the lottery ticket. She used to smile and laugh all the time. You remember.”

“I do.” Those were some of the warmest memories from Carly’s childhood. Some people, her own parents included, thought it strange for a boy and girl to be best friends. Mrs. Tomlinson always made her feel welcome. She treated Carly like a beloved daughter, either because she didn’t have a daughter of her own or simply because that was the kind of woman she was. Carly had lapped up the affection like a starving kitten.

Carly closed her eyes for a moment, remembering the good old days.

She blinked away moisture. “Your mother is the same wonderful person she used to be. I’m sure she didn’t imagine being widowed so young. That had to be incredibly hard. But maybe what’s bothering her now is that her sons argue all the time.”

Josh winced. “I’m sure it doesn’t help, but they—never mind, I’m not going to make excuses. Maybe it would be easier if we split the money and went our own ways, but Mama doesn’t seem to think so.”

“She’s afraid you’ll leave entirely, but I can’t imagine any of you going too far from Last Stand, except for Cody, and he’s already gone.”

“Yeah.”

They rode a few more minutes while Josh pondered. They were almost to the barn. Time was getting on, with plenty left to do.

“So, what do I do to make Mama happier?” Josh asked.

“That’s up to her to decide. Maybe she’ll find it easier to make that decision if she’s not worried about all of you, taking care of all of you. I’m sure that, most of all, she wants her children to be happy. So that means you and your brothers have to figure out what makes you happy, and do that. Then it’s up to your mother to figure out what makes her happy so she can do that. But each person has to do that for themselves. You can’t do it for them.”

Josh let out a loud sigh as they came up to the barn. He swung off his horse and took her reins, holding Ranger steady as she dismounted. Carly swung her leg over the big horse and dropped to the ground. Her muscles complained, but they were getting used to riding again.

Maybe she could get another horse of her own. One day . . .

He touched her back to steady her. She tipped her hat up so it wouldn’t block her view of his face.

Josh had a wry smile. “Figure out what makes us happy. You like to ask for the impossible.”

“It’s probably not going to be about big things. I have a friend who calls it the good cheese philosophy. You don’t have to save all your money for a fancy vacation once a year. You’ll get more pleasure from having the good cheese every week.”

He looked confused. “Those big blocks of cheddar and pepper Jack are fine for me.”

“Then you don’t need fancy cheese either. Maybe all you need is right here already.” She raised her hand, sliding it inside his open jacket, laying it over his chest where his heart beat. She was merely making a point, nothing more. The fact that she felt warm all over meant nothing.

“How do you feel right now?” she asked.

He gazed at her. His smile slowly grew. “Pretty happy, actually.”

“Well then.” She swallowed and tried to keep her breathing even. She couldn’t do anything about the heat that rose from her chest up to her face and slid down to her belly, setting butterflies fluttering. Hopefully, he’d blame her pink cheeks on the sun. “It’s a start.”


Chapter Nine


Maybe winning this lottery wouldn’t be so bad after all. Josh didn’t like to think he was incapable of change. He wanted change, if change made things better. He needed time to adjust, that was all. Talking to Carly made him feel like everything was under control, like he wasn’t alone, like maybe he didn’t have to throw himself on every problem before it had a chance to explode and hurt his family.

He could let his brothers make their own choices, their own mistakes. Let them suffer for it even.

He was pretty sure TC and Cody had said things along those lines in the past. Maybe Mama, too. It sounded different coming from someone who knew the family but was outside of it. Someone like Carly, so smart it intimidated Josh, but so sensible it comforted him. Daddy had always talked about being the head of the family, the man of the house, keeping the boys in line. He’d never raised a hand to them, but when you knew your punishment would be the longest, hardest, dirtiest job on the ranch, sometimes getting a whipping sounded like an easier option.

Funny thing though. Even with that threat, the boys hadn’t actually stayed in line. They’d tried to hide their shenanigans from Daddy, and they’d taken their punishment with groans but a hint of pride when they got caught. Besides, they weren’t boys anymore. They were men, all of them.

When had that happened? When had his baby brothers become grown men?

Josh still had a lot to think about. He thought during lunch, keeping his opinion to himself when TC told Carly about the advantages of raising ostriches and emus for meat.

“They take less land and water,” TC said. “As Josh will tell you if he gets half a chance, some Texas ranchers attempted to build an industry back in the nineties, but it never took off. Lack of marketing, and the meat was priced too high. But some of the older farmers still have ostriches and emus and want to get rid of their herds, so we could get a good deal on them. With a proper marketing campaign, we could promote an exotic, low-fat red meat, starting with upscale restaurants and eventually moving into high-end grocery stores.” He gave Josh a challenging look, as if waiting for the arguments.

Josh shrugged. “I guess we’ll have enough money to try it if you want.” He’d even kept himself from saying something snide, such as, “We’ll have enough money for you to play around.” As long as TC wasn’t destroying the ranch’s finances, what did it matter?

Josh wouldn’t go so far as to say a weight was lifting off his shoulders. The weight had been there too long for him to slip out from under it easily. But maybe, just maybe, it was getting a little lighter.

“Before we think about that,” Xander said, “I have some numbers for how I think we should spend the first fifty thousand to get the ranch where it should be for spring.”

That brought all the pressure back to Josh, the stress of the list he kept in his head that shuffled depending on the latest disaster. They had to fix the barn roof. They ought to dig a new well and pour a new slab. The house needed a new heating system soon. The current one was near on thirty years old and it was sheer luck they’d managed to keep it going through the last hard winter. But they had money now, or they would soon. That made those jobs a whole lot easier. He forced air in and out of his lungs and nodded to Xander.

When they finished eating, Xander said, “I’ll show you those numbers, soon as I’m finished with cleanup.”

Josh squeezed Xander’s shoulder as he rose. “I’ll take the kitchen chores today. You go over the numbers with Carly and TC.”

TC and Xander stared at him, mouths slightly open, as he headed for the kitchen. Carly gave him a secretive smile.

See, he was changing already. Letting go a little. Showing trust.

It felt like giving up his responsibilities, pushing them on someone else. But no, they wanted the responsibility, and if Xander said the numbers worked, they would work. The hard part for Josh had always been telling people they couldn’t have what they wanted, because something else was more of a priority, and he wouldn’t put anything on credit unless he was one hundred percent sure they could pay it off as planned or they had absolutely no other choice. But now they could have everything they wanted. They could pay upfront.

Maybe this lottery would be pretty good after all.

Josh was drying his hands when excited voices drew him back to the living room. Cody held Mama, swinging her in a circle while she laughed.

TC and Xander got hugs. Josh got a handshake and clap on the shoulder. That said something about the relationships between them all, but he wasn’t sure what or how he felt about it. Another thing to ponder once his mind wasn’t so full of lottery problems.

After Cody greeted his brothers, Carly stepped forward for her own long hug. She pulled back a little and gave an exaggerated pout. “I suppose you want your room back now.”

“Nah, I have camping gear.” Cody grinned, and even Josh could see why the girls had always sighed over him. It wasn’t that he was the most handsome of the brothers, as far as Josh could tell. But Cody had that touch of danger that called to women who wanted to tame a bad boy—but only after they’d enjoyed some of that naughty fun themselves.

“I’ll set up in the hayloft,” Cody added.

“Might want to rethink that,” Josh said. “The barn roof leaks.”

“Well, it’s not supposed to rain for a few days. And if it does, I can throw a sleeping bag on TC’s floor. Xander’s room is probably full of animals.”

Mama dragged Cody to the couch and asked him about his recent work. Everyone else gathered around, while Josh lingered by the kitchen doorway. It sounded like Cody had found someone to take over the jobs he had that week, so he could be home for an indefinite period. Mama looked over at Josh with a smile of sheer joy. He hadn’t seen her look that young and happy in years. Josh smiled back and retreated to the kitchen, pretending he had chores to finish even though he was done. They had a house full of adults who could take care of themselves. How about that?

Then Carly’s friends showed up to talk business. The financial guy, Michael, was tall and skinny with shaggy hair and a beard. He looked like he should be playing at the folk festival, not telling people how to invest billions. The accountant was a tiny Black woman who looked about twelve even in her black pantsuit with a shirt the color of blood.

TC offered beer. Michael laughed. “Beer in the middle of day? Okay, why not?” But when TC handed over the can of cheap beer, the guy looked like he’d been handed an artifact from an ancient and inferior culture. Carly smothered a laugh as the guy popped the top, took a cautious sip, and tried not to make a face. The accountant, Debs, stuck to sweet tea instead.

They found some extra chairs and sat around the table. The financial guy sat in Daddy’s old spot. It wasn’t the first time anyone had sat there in eight years, but it still felt wrong. It wouldn’t be so bad if Carly had that chair, but not this stranger.

Debs spoke in a soft voice. “When someone wins a big lottery like this, the typical advice is to move somewhere they can’t easily be found or reached, maybe an exclusive hotel in another city. I gather that won’t work for you.”

At least everyone in the family agreed on that.

“Are you sure you can’t get someone else to take care of the ranch for a few weeks?” Michael asked.

“They’re our animals, our responsibility,” Josh said. “Anyone I trust to take care of them is busy looking after their own animals.”

“Well, it’s your funeral,” Michael said. “You might think about hiring some guards then, to keep people off your property.”

Hire guards? Did people actually do that?

Cody cracked his knuckles and narrowed his eyes. “We’ll lock down the fortress and fend off any invaders.”

Michael laughed, but Debs gave Cody an assessing look, like maybe she wouldn’t mind seeing him in a fight.

They discussed whether they should take the bulk payment and reinvest most of it or take the annual payouts. The financial guy pushed for bulk, because he thought he could get better returns by investing it. One thing became clear. When you had a lot of money, it was easier to make more money. Didn’t seem fair. Josh knew every person at the bank in Last Stand, and he would still have to prove himself a good risk on paper if he wanted a loan. But when you had millions, apparently people made it easier for you to make more money.

Mama leaned toward the annual payments, because it felt safer to her. The accountant discussed pros and cons Josh couldn’t understand. It was more than enough money anyway, too much money, so why did it matter?

“One thing to consider,” Carly said. “We can’t keep this win quiet, and it’s going to be reported as a billion dollars no matter what you do. However, if we always mention, in interviews or press releases or whatever, that you’re getting the annual payout, it might deter some of the people who want to beg for money or try to scam you.”

Michael lounged back in his chair. “It’ll still be about sixty million per year. I imagine around here that’s plenty to make people come begging.”

Josh bristled at that. Was he suggesting small-town and rural folks were more likely to be poor and desperate—or thieves?

“It’s not the people of Last Stand who worry me,” Carly said dryly. “A billion is enough to get people from all around the country, maybe around the world. Sixty million, split five ways, is twelve million each. They’re still millionaires, but they’re hardly the only ones in Texas.”

“Anyone want to place a bet on who’s going to make the next list of Texas’s most eligible bachelors?” Debs asked.

Cody and TC laughed at that, but Xander looked like someone had threatened to make him dress up as a clown for a children’s birthday party. Mama had a strange kind of smile, the sides of her mouth turned up but her lips pressed together and her eyes troubled. Josh’s stomach twisted. He didn’t want to be an eligible bachelor. He didn’t want the kind of women that would attract. He just wanted someone ordinary.

He glanced at Carly. Well, maybe not ordinary. But someone decent, someone smart and kind, someone who understood ranch life and the dreams of a plain rancher kind of guy.

“We should discuss a family trust,” Debs said. “If everyone has to agree to any payment above a certain amount, that makes it harder for people to put pressure on one individual. It helps prevent blackmail too.”

Blackmail? She thought they’d done things worthy of blackmail? Josh glanced at Cody and TC. Memories of past escapades flooded his mind. Well, maybe she had a point. He wasn’t ashamed of the trouble they’d made, and hardly any of it was technically illegal, but that didn’t mean he wanted the whole world to know.

“You could even have a couple of trustees who need to sign off,” she continued. “If people know they have to get past, say, a team of eight people with a majority vote or even complete agreement, it will be easier to dodge requests. You can insist that people fill out extensive paperwork and submit it to the trust.”

Josh rubbed his hands over his face. It sounded like these people knew what they were doing. It sounded like they were used to working with people much richer than the Tomlinsons. Carly trusted them, so he supposed he should. But he really wanted to be back out on a horse, riding in the fresh air. Heck, even shoveling manure or hauling hay bales was better than this.

The table had gone silent. Had someone asked him a question?

Carly stood up. “Josh, can I speak with you in private?”


Chapter Ten


Josh followed sheepishly. Great, now everyone knew he was an idiot who couldn’t follow a financial discussion.

Carly led the way to the back porch. The dogs bounded over with tails wagging. They’d been banished outside during the meeting so they wouldn’t pester the guests. Lucky dogs. Josh concentrated on rubbing furry ears and didn’t look at Carly.

She gave him a minute. Then she put a hand on his arm and stepped close enough that he had to either face her or twist away. He straightened and met her gaze, afraid of what she would see.

“Breathe.” She rubbed up and down his arms.

Josh sucked in air and let it out with a shaky sound. He did it again. By the fifth breath, his exhale became a sigh.

“I belong out here.” He waved a hand toward the fields, the hills, the barn. “I can breathe out here.”

“I know. You don’t have to sit through the meeting. Go take care of your chores.”

He stared at her. “But—I—Don’t I have to . . .?”

One side of her mouth curved upward. Man, she was beautiful. He wanted to kiss that curve.

“Do you trust me?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“No, think about it. It’s a big question. I’m not asking if you trust me as the kid you once knew, practically family. I’m asking if you trust me as your lawyer, your advisor. If you trust me with your fortune and your future.”

“You can have the fortune.”

She squeezed his shoulders. “You say that now, but what about the next storm? What about the leaky barn roof? You could buy that new tractor so you don’t have to keep repairing the old one. You could hire hands when TC and Xander leave—because they can’t stay here forever. You must see that.”

He nodded reluctantly. His brothers deserved to have their own lives, and surely, they’d take this chance to start. They could buy their own houses, ranches, businesses. He could only hope he hadn’t driven them so far away they wouldn’t even come back to visit.

He’d gotten off easily, having a little brother who could handle the finances. He’d need to hire someone to do that when Xander left, if he didn’t want to drive himself crazy. TC might want to take his bison with him, but that still left too much work for Josh to do alone.

Carly rubbed his arms. “You’ll be able to send your kids to college, if you want kids and they want to go to college. Your mama can get whatever kind of care she needs as she ages. If you get injured, you’ll be able to pay the medical bills and hire someone to take care of the animals. You don’t have to do anything with the money, but you can.”

“Okay. You’re right.” He took another deep breath. They came more easily now. “I don’t know why I’m panicking over a fortune.”

“It’s new and overwhelming.” Her eyes narrowed in thought. “Must be kind of like getting pregnant.”

“What?” He choked out the word on a laugh.

She grinned. “Think about it. A couple wants to have a baby. They try for a while, and it’s not happening. Then she’s pregnant, and they’re so excited! At first it’s perfect, everything they wanted, all good. Then the reality sets in. All the things you have to do to keep the baby healthy. Eat this, don’t drink that. Lots of appointments, with people talking about things you barely understand. What are you going to name the child? How are you going to decorate the nursery? And oh my gosh, eventually that kid is going to grow up, start dating, choose a career—there’s this whole overwhelming future.”

He wasn’t sure if she was serious or simply trying to distract him and make him feel better. It was working. “Okay, I get your point. I think.”

“My point is, the reality is different from the dream, and it’s a whole lot bigger.” She gave his arms a last squeeze and dropped her hands. “This whole deal has gotten me thinking a lot. I’ve never played the lottery, but that doesn’t mean I’ve never hoped to win the lottery.”

He raised his eyebrows.

She chuckled. “I know, you can’t win if you don’t play. But we know how bad the odds are. It hardly seemed worth the trouble. Still, you hear about a big winner and maybe dream a little.”

He nodded. “That’s why Mama played, really. She didn’t expect to win. She just wanted the dream.”

“Smart woman. Sometimes dreams are better, or at least a whole lot easier, then the reality. Anyway, you hear about people winning big and then losing everything within a few years. It’s easy to think you’d handle the money better. It’s different when it really happens. It’s just so much. So, do you want us to take care of it while you take care of the ranch?”

He glanced toward the door. “I don’t know about that guy.”

“I can tell you don’t like him.” She frowned a moment. “I don’t know Michael as well as I know Debs. He’s a financial wiz, got a job with a big company right out of school. I made them both swear to keep this secret. Pretty sure he’ll do it if only because he’ll want to get a big account like yours. You don’t have to use him long-term, but we needed someone close and not too busy to get out here today.”

“Yeah, okay. I guess I do business with people I don’t really like sometimes.”

“Back to the question. You can make me your proxy, and I’ll handle the decisions on your behalf. But only if you trust me, really trust me with this kind of thing, and I won’t be offended if you don’t.”

He thought about it for a while. “I do trust you. But it feels wrong, making you do my work. I should be able to handle this.”

“You can, but you don’t have to. Believe me, most rich folks have lots of helpers. Maybe that’s the best thing about money. You don’t have to do any of the work you don’t want to do, but you can still do the work you want to do.”

Only do the work he wanted to do. He could hardly grasp that. The bad jobs came along with the good. You did the dirty, stinking jobs. You worked when it was blazing hot or freezing cold. Sometimes a calf died in your arms, and you couldn’t do a thing about it. Sometimes you dropped into bed exhausted at the end of the day, knowing you’d be up in a few hours to do it all over again. That’s what it meant to be a rancher. He didn’t know how to be anything else. He didn’t want to do anything else.

But he could change. He could take little steps. He didn’t want a mansion or a private jet or European vacations. He did want to improve the ranch. Maybe even try some of those new techniques TC pushed for. It would be easier to try new things if you weren’t risking disaster if they failed. Money would let him take better care of the land and the livestock. It would let him expand the ranch—and his family.

“I do want kids,” Josh said. “It’s always been in the back of my mind for someday.”

“But you didn’t have a place to put them?”

“Yeah, kind of. I’m sure Mama would give up the master bedroom if I got married. She’s hinted as much. But then she’d have to share the second bathroom with the boys, and it doesn’t seem right to make her give up her place.”

“Well, now you can custom build your own home if you want.”

Josh shook his head. “That’s too much for me to think about right now. Okay. You’re my proxy. Do whatever you think is best. If you need me . . .” Chores were under control for once. He couldn’t start repairs by himself or buy new equipment until they had more money in the bank. He’d carved out this time to deal with lottery stuff. He could keep thinking about what might make him happy. Or he could do something else.

“I’ll be in the office,” he said.

She smiled up at him, the sun throwing golden highlights in her hair. “It will be okay.”

“I know it will.” He indulged himself by scooping her in for a hug. She squeezed back. It was a good fit.

She went back to the table to argue about money. Josh went into the office. He closed the office door so no one would see what he did on the computer or overhear while he made phone calls. Apparently, he now had money to do what he wanted to do.

And what he wanted to do was get Carly a horse.


Chapter Eleven


Carly walked out with Michael and Debs. Ava had invited them for dinner, of course, but they’d politely refused. Perhaps they’d realized the Tomlinsons had burned out on strangers and financial talk for the day. Or maybe they simply wanted a restaurant meal rather than the cowboy casserole Ava was throwing together. Michael had looked wary when he heard the name.

“Thanks for coming today,” Carly said. “It was easier on them to do it here than in an office in Austin.”

Michael glanced toward the house and shook his head. “It’s hard to believe those guys are billionaires. It’s a funny world.”

“They deserve it as much as anyone,” Carly said. “Not that I’m sure anyone deserves to be a billionaire.”

“I forgot,” Michael said. “You’re from around here. I guess you grew up with guys like them.”

“I grew up with them. Don’t knock it.”

“No offense meant. I’m just surprised you came back here instead of staying in Austin.”

“I don’t know,” Debs said, “I see the appeal of cowboys.”

“Whatever,” Michael grumbled. “Muscles aren’t everything.”

“No.” Debs smiled sweetly. “But they’re also super rich now.”

Carly laughed at the teasing. Debs had a hunky boyfriend already.

But Carly suddenly remembered something. Michael had asked her out a few times. Carly had been busy, and not interested, so she’d made excuses and not thought more about it. Maybe he hadn’t been the best choice for this. The situation was complicated enough without jealousy. Still, Michael would want the account enough to play by their rules.

“Well, do your part in keeping this secret and keeping them safe, and we’ll all benefit,” she said.

“Something like this can’t stay secret forever,” Debs said.

“No. But we can give them a week or two to get ready.”

They said goodbye. Carly stood outside, watching the car grow smaller as it turned onto the rural highway. She scanned the area. No other cars drove past. No photographers lurked in the bushes. No ambitious debutantes were faking a flat tire in order to meet the new billionaires. The sun sank low over the hills, turning a few wispy clouds into liquid gold as the violet sky darkened. It was quiet and so peaceful it was hard to believe greed and violence existed anywhere in the world. But darkness would bring out the night hunters, the owls, foxes, coyotes, and bobcats.

One day soon, a different kind of hunter would arrive at the ranch to break this peace.

Carly shuddered. She shouldn’t let herself get carried away by thoughts like that. The Tomlinsons were strong and tough. They had loyal friends. They had her. She wouldn’t let anyone destroy their happiness.

Cody stepped outside. “Want to walk? We have an hour before dinner.”

Carly nodded, went back inside for her coat, and joined her old friend. They walked in silence for a few minutes. Finally she said, “So. You’re rich now. How does it feel?”

“Pretty weird. I suppose I’ll get used to it.” He nudged her. “You going to let Mama adopt you now? Or maybe Josh. The way he’s looking at you, he might have another idea about how to make you one of the family.”

Her first moment of pleasure—the way he’s looking at you—faded. Josh was looking at her like a lifeline, something old and familiar that made sense when everything else was changing. She couldn’t expect more. He might not want those fancy debutantes looking for a rich man—she didn’t think he would—but he’d have a lot more options once word got out about his fortune. And once he no longer had three younger brothers and a mother to care for. Not that Josh would ever stop caring about them. He’d drop anything in a second to rush to their aid. That was what made him so special. But they wouldn’t need him as much. They probably didn’t realize how much they counted on him now.

“It’s like that, is it?” Cody asked.

Whoops. She’d gotten caught up in her thoughts and hadn’t answered, which was answer enough for the man who’d known her their whole lives.

“It’s nice spending time with your family again.” Carly tried to keep her voice light. “It does make me think about what I want for my own life. I don’t envy you your billion, because it really is going to bring a lot of hassle. Maybe Josh had it right all along.” She gestured toward the fields, the dark green hills behind, the last strip of gold below the plum sky. “You can’t beat this. There’s nothing wrong with a simple life.”

“Maybe.” Cody shoved his hands in his coat pockets and hunched his shoulders as he gazed at the scene. “It does bring back memories.”

“Good or bad?”

He grunted. “Both, I guess. Too many of each.”

“Your mama misses you.”

“I know.” He started walking again. “How does it feel living back in Last Stand?”

So, they weren’t going to talk about his family anymore. Just as well, since that could lead to more questions Carly didn’t want to answer. She talked about how slow and casual the law office was compared to her last few years in Austin.

“Oh, and Mallory asked about you. She thought maybe a group of us could go to the Corbyn’s Christmas party together. That was before the lottery ticket, before even I heard about it.” She wouldn’t want Cody to think Mallory’s interest was financial.

“Hm.” Cody chewed on it for a minute. “I guess we’ll have to go to the party. It would attract attention if we missed it, unless we claim the whole family came down with the flu, and then we’d have people showing up with casseroles and chicken soup, which isn’t the worst thing, but Mama wouldn’t want to lie to people and feel like she’s taking advantage.”

“If no one knows you’re in town, they won’t expect you to be there.”

“Yeah, but you know how it is. I avoided going through the center of town, and I still saw three people I know on the way here. I was driving, so I didn’t have to stop and chat, but they know I’m here.”

“You’d definitely better go to the party then,” Carly said. “That can be your excuse for coming back right now. Otherwise you’ll have to answer more questions. You’ve never been back for the whole month of December before.”

“Yeah. We’ll go, but I hope Mama and TC can play it cool about the lottery.”

They went back to the house and ate cowboy casserole, a mixture of ground beef, beans, corn, cream of mushroom soup, and tater tots, with plenty of cheese. Living in Austin had introduced Carly to sushi and Thai and Indian, which she loved, but eating a good tater tot casserole was like reliving the best part of childhood.

Then Ava sat at the piano, and the guys got their instruments. Josh picked out a beat on the upright bass. Xander had the fiddle while Cody took the mandolin. TC handed Carly his guitar and grabbed the banjo. She didn’t have much musical training—her family hadn’t played in the evenings the way the Tomlinsons had—but she’d learned enough to strum along.

They started with a few old familiar folk tunes and then shifted into Christmas carols, from “Rudolph the Red Nose Reindeer” to Willie Nelson’s “Pretty Paper.”

How often did the family do this anymore? Was it because Cody was home? Because Ava wanted to put aside thoughts of finances? Or did they still consider this a proper evening’s entertainment, a tradition stretching back generations? They seemed a little rusty at first, but by the third song the group found their rhythm.

The deep thrum of the upright bass plucked something in Carly’s gut. It wasn’t as flashy as the mandolin or banjo. It mainly stayed in the background, supporting the other instruments, simply there when someone faltered or needed to take a breath. Like a comforting hug. Like Josh, warm and steady, easy to overlook but entirely necessary.

They took a break with hot cider and the snickerdoodles Ava had found time to make that day. Carly sat on the couch, tucked between Cody and Josh. She and Cody bumped elbows and knees in easy companionship. She was aware of Josh in an entirely different way, his warmth seeming to seep into her even when they weren’t touching.

“I told my friends my phone is being weird,” Ava said. “I needed an excuse not to answer messages, but I don’t like to lie. Now I can tell them I’m busy because Cody is home.” She beamed.

“We’re getting plans in place,” Carly said. “It won’t be much longer. We should talk about the Corbyn’s Christmas tree trimming party though.”

Ava’s eyes widened. “Oh! That’s tomorrow night. I’d forgotten, and it’s usually one of my favorite events of the year. Are we—I guess we shouldn’t—”

“I think you should go,” Carly said. “Otherwise you’ll just get more questions and people worried about you. I know it will be hard to keep the lottery win secret when you’re talking to your friends, but you can explain later that you didn’t want to upstage the party with your news.”

“No, I wouldn’t want to do that,” Ava said. “The Corbyns have always been lovely to us.”

“One day next week, you can get that ticket out of the safe and turn it in,” Carly said.

Josh twitched beside her. “Do you think we’ll be ready?”

“I think you’ll have to be,” Carly said. “The longer you wait, the greater the chance word will get out somehow.”


Chapter Twelve


The next day, Debs and Michael sent paperwork. Carly went over it with Xander and Ava. When TC and Cody had finished their chores, Carly gave them the rundown.

Josh simply said, “Do what you think is best. I trust you,” and headed back to the barn. Apparently, he was taking Carly at her word that he wasn’t needed for the lottery discussions.

She wound up going for a ride with Cody and Josh that afternoon. Funny how she almost wished it was just her and Josh, even as she loved catching up with her best friend, whom she hadn’t seen in months. It was probably good to keep some distance from Josh though. She needed to get over her silly crush and be the friend and advisor he needed. She couldn’t do that when they sat together on the couch with his warmth and scent calling to her, or when she gazed into his kind eyes, or when he wrapped her in a hug that simultaneously relaxed every muscle in her body and made her want to kiss and lick every inch of his exposed skin—and some that wasn’t exposed.

Yes, she definitely needed a break from Josh. Eventually things would settle down. They’d get through the worst of the business and the hassle. Josh would start to see the advantages of having almost endless money. And then . . .

Then he’d have so many choices for friends and helpers and lovers that he wouldn’t need her. But maybe he’d remember that she’d been his friend way back before he was rich, and he’d know he could still call on her if he needed advice or sympathy or . . . anything.

That evening, Carly headed back to town to change clothes before the party at the Corbyn mansion. The party didn’t have a dress code. Everyone in town was invited to stop in throughout the evening, including young children. Still, neither jeans nor a business suit seemed appropriate to the mood. She wanted to wear something festive, so she pulled out a sparkly black dress with a short skirt. In honor of the Christmas season, she draped a red scarf around her neck and wore silver star earrings that could pass for tiny Christmas ornaments. Too bad she didn’t have red cowboy boots. On the other hand, her black heels would show off her legs in the short skirt.

Not that she was trying to show off her legs to anyone in particular. But if you had good legs, why not show them off?

Entering the Corbyn’s Victorian mansion was like walking into a Christmas diorama. Garlands and lights and Christmas decorations covered nearly every surface. A jazzy Christmas song played. Santa Claus would be in one of the other rooms, entertaining the children. Carly hadn’t been there in years, since the party always took place right as they were heading into the hardest part of the semester at school, and it was hard to get away.

Now she was here as an adult, a professional woman. Weird. She added her coat to the pile on the bench by the door, since the hooks were all full. She inhaled deeply, smelling evergreen boughs, cinnamon, and chocolate. She grinned and did a little twirl, feeling like a child again. She was old enough to have champagne now, but maybe she’d choose hot cocoa instead, for old times’ sake.

She wandered through the ground floor rooms, greeting acquaintances while scanning the crowd. It took her a moment to realize she was looking for Josh. Not just the Tomlinsons, to check in on how they were doing, if they’d arrived yet, but Josh. She definitely needed to do something about this crush.

The clatter of boots on tile warned her of someone rushing toward her. She turned to see Irma, the administrative assistant at the law office, decked out in ruffled lavender taffeta.

“Is it true?” Irma’s eyes shone. “Did the Tomlinsons win the lottery?”

The room seemed to tip. Carly’s vision went gray. She sucked in a breath and focused on Irma. “Where did you hear that?”

“Couple of city folks had dinner at the restaurant last night. The guy was flirting with Jolene, talked like he was some kind of money bigwig. They’d stopped on the way into town earlier, asked for directions. They didn’t specify the Tomlinson ranch, but there’s not much else out on that road. Plus, we knew someone fairly local had won, and Ava hasn’t been answering her phone, and Cody’s back.”

Irma leaned closer with her eyebrows up. “Then there’s the way Josh came to see you a couple of days ago, and you took the next day off. I figured if anyone knows the truth, it’s you. Everyone’s asking.”

Oh no. Carly had to warn Josh, all of them. They’d have to skip the party if they didn’t want tons of questions and attention. Hole up at the ranch.

Raised voices came from the next room. Irma gasped and hurried over to the wide archway to check out the action.

Carly followed, the sinking sensation so strong she felt like she might drop right down through the floor. She couldn’t quite catch the next words, but that was Ava’s voice.

Carly stepped through the arch and took in the scene. Ava stood in the middle of the room, wearing a long red dress, her hair piled on her head with tendrils trailing around her face. She looked beautiful, even with the expression of shocked dismay. Josh stood beside her. They were no match for the women facing the group, the four friends from Ava’s knitting circle.

Their leader, the formidable Rondha Gillespie, jutted her strong chin forward. “You’ve been lying to us this whole time. You had the winning lottery ticket, and you kept it for yourself!”


Chapter Thirteen


Josh’s hands clenched into fists. He would never hit a woman, or anybody decades older than he was, but his body was ready for war. He scanned the room, ignoring the curious spectators, until he spotted Xander. Their eyes met. Josh mouthed the words “Get them” and jerked his head. Xander nodded and twisted back through the crowd to find Cody and TC.

Josh stepped closer to his mother. He hated all the gazes on him, but he would not let Mama face this cruelty alone. She stood there with her mouth open but no words coming out. Josh couldn’t think of useful words either. If he couldn’t fight, he wanted to grab Mama and haul her out of there.

“Phone trouble, ha!” Rondha gave a sniff. “The fact that you didn’t tell us only proves you knew it was wrong.”

“Stop it,” Josh ground out. “It’s not her fault. We told her she couldn’t tell anyone yet.”

Rondha put her hands on her hips and jutted her chin forward. “So you’re all in on it. It’s a scandal. It’s immoral is what it is, trying to cheat innocent old women!”

Under other circumstances, Josh’s first instinct might have been to say gallantly that they weren’t old. The members of the knitting circle were only in their fifties and sixties. But he was so shocked at the accusation he could barely stutter out a denial.

One of the other knitting circle members, Glenda, made a little “Oh” sound and shook her head, as if Rondha had gone too far. Teresa bit her lip and looked between Mama and Rondha. Only Barbara seemed absolutely on Rondha’s side, arms folded and glaring at Mama. Still, it must be tearing Mama up that her friends had turned on her.

TC, Cody, and Xander squeezed through the growing crowd and arranged themselves around Mama. As a battle scene went, it must look almost comical, four tall, muscular young men in jackets, jeans, and cowboy boots facing off against four mature women in frilly dresses. But in a battle fought with words, with Mama’s reputation at stake, Josh and his brothers did not have the advantage.

“I’m sorry, but I missed the start of this.” Cody took a step toward Rondha, looking feral despite his finery. “If you have questions about the lottery ticket, we’d be happy to answer them, but be very careful”—he growled the words—“about what you say to our mother.”

Rondha hesitated, her body pulling back a little but her feet firmly in place. She glanced around at the crowd. She must have decided they were on her side or she could get them there. Her chin thrust forward again. “I said it and I’ll say it again. Ava cheated us by keeping that ticket for herself. We all deserve our equal share!”

“But I didn’t—” Mama gasped out words through her tears. “I’ve said from the beginning—”

Carly squirmed through the growing crowd of onlookers. “Hold on a minute. I’m the legal representative of Ava Tomlinson and the Tomlinson brothers.”

“Are you now?” Rondha looked her up and down. “I remember you in pigtails, so don’t go putting on airs.”

“I don’t need airs. I have a license to practice law. Let’s start right now. Your knitting group.” Carly gestured to the women. “Each week you buy five lottery tickets. Everyone puts in their share of the money, one person buys the lottery tickets, and you check the numbers during your meeting. The agreement is that if one of those tickets wins, the five of you share the proceedings.”

“That’s right! Ava bought a ticket and kept the winnings for herself.”

Her cohorts murmured their complaints.

“I’m perfectly willing to share!” Ava said. “I always have been, but there are reasons we were supposed to keep things quiet at first. It’s complicated—”

Josh put an arm around her. “Hush. Let Carly work.’

“No doubt many people have a method of picking numbers,” Carly said. “Lucky numbers, family birthdates and so forth. You must buy your tickets before the day’s winning numbers are revealed, of course.” She glanced around at the audience and gave a light laugh. “You could hardly buy an eligible ticket after that day’s numbers were revealed, or we’d all be rich.”

The audience chuckled with her. Was this how she worked a courtroom? She looked entirely confident and at ease, as if she knew the truth and any sensible person would agree with her.

Carly turned back toward the knitters. “The tickets your group buys are handed out during your meeting, before the winning numbers are revealed. There is no way Ava could have known which ticket, if any, might have been a winner. There is literally no way she could have picked the winning ticket out of the six she bought in order to keep it for herself, right? Can you argue otherwise?”

“There’s no need to get all legal with me, girl,” Rondha grumbled.

“You’re the one who’s accusing my client of illegal business practices.” Carly took two steps forward, her heels clacking on the tile like a gavel. “You know Ava could not have known she held a winning ticket when she passed out the tickets during your meeting. She acted one hundred percent within the rules your group set. Anything she did outside the agreed parameters of your meeting is none of your business.”

Rondha gasped in outrage. She thought anything that happened in town was her business.

Carly didn’t give her a chance to speak. “It’s none of your business whether she bought additional tickets or what she did with them. Just like it’s none of your business if Ava bought ingredients to make coffee cake to bring to the meeting and also bought groceries for her own use during the same shopping trip. The fact that she bought tickets for your group doesn’t prevent her from buying additional tickets for her own use.”

People in the crowd murmured. Josh dragged his gaze away from Carly enough to study the reactions. Mostly he saw curiosity, a bit of shock, but a few nods and smiles suggested Carly had made a good case.

“The Tomlinsons are still deciding how to handle the money,” Carly said. “One thing that has been decided is that all five of them, plus two trustees, will have to sign off on any decision. In other words, seven people will have to agree to any spending.”

She paused to let that sink in. It was, perhaps, not exactly what they had agreed, as far as Josh understood. Each of them would get a monthly stipend to do with as they wished. Only major expenses and donations would have to go through the committee. Josh wasn’t about to explain that point here.

“It’s possible that Ava will want to give gifts to some people she knows, as a generous friend,” Carly purred. “If that happens, and all of her sons agree, and the trustees confirm that the gift is a reasonable and suitable expense—then that amount of money, however much or little it may be, will belong to the recipient, to do with as they please. None of the Tomlinsons will try to tell anyone else what to do with any money they receive. Telling someone what to do with their own money would simply be rude.”

She lifted her head and scanned the crowd, a fierce Lady Justice. “No one outside the immediate family has any legal or moral claim on any of the lottery winnings, and if you suggest otherwise, you open yourself to a slander suit.”

She was magnificent. Josh wanted to clap.

Carly’s expression softened as she turned to Mama. “I suggest we leave.” Carly still spoke loudly enough for the crowd to hear. “It’s unfortunate, since we were looking forward to participating in a wonderful Last Stand tradition, as we have many years before. But it isn’t fair to the Corbyns if we’re going to distract from their lovely party by becoming the victims of malicious gossip.”

Rondha gasped again and looked around, but people avoided her gaze. Even her close friends, who might have thought they had a chance at a fortune by following her lead, read the room. Carly had made it clear that anyone who demanded money would be out in the cold. Josh didn’t like to think people would be kind to Mama only in order to get something from her, but better that than threats and bullying.

Mrs. Corbyn separated from the crowd. She walked forward with her hands out to Mama. “I’m sorry you’ve been subjected to unkindness during my party. We want everyone to feel welcome and safe here.” She squeezed Mama’s hands. “As far as the lottery win goes, I’m delighted to hear it confirmed. It couldn’t happen to a nicer family.”

Well. Carly had gotten most of the town on their side, and now Mrs. Corbyn had likely swayed the rest. Mama murmured a few words Josh couldn’t hear. Carly caught Josh’s eye and jerked her head toward the door. Yes, it was still best they leave, even if the crowd had settled. He was exhausted already, the tension that had held him ready to fight draining from his muscles. Mama looked shaky. None of them were ready to deal with all the questions or even the congratulations the lottery win would bring.

Plus, something in the room had shifted. A few young women were edging forward. One had already cornered TC, leaning against him as she flirted. An old high school classmate of Josh’s was arguing with her mother, who seemed to be trying to push the younger woman forward. That was weird, because Michaela had married and had a couple of kids. Had she gotten divorced since then? Josh couldn’t recall. Maybe her mother simply hoped Michaela could make use of an old acquaintance who was now rich.

He was now rich. They all were. It struck him in a new way. They’d been warned about people wanting their money. The accountant, Debs, had said something about eligible bachelors. Oh no. Would they really wind up on magazine covers?

Josh took his mother’s arm and led her toward the door. TC shook off the young woman and hurried to join them. Cody and Xander flanked Mama and Carly on the other side.

It was like something out of a movie, like they were bodyguards protecting the women. But in reality, Carly had protected them.

Mrs. Corbyn gestured to a couple of family members who followed them to the door. “Don’t worry. We’ll protect your escape,” she whispered as Xander grabbed coats and passed them out. “Ava, feel free to call on me if you want any help or advice on how to deal with presumptuous people. Carly, dear, you were magnificent. Well done. Let’s talk more soon.”

She ushered them out the door as the other Corbyns turned back to keep the crowd from following.

They’d come in three different vehicles, Josh and TC in the truck, the other boys and Mama in Cody’s car, and Carly on her own. Still, they stuck together as they escorted Mama to Cody’s car.

“Well, that wasn’t quite what we’d planned.” Carly’s shoulders pulled in and she rubbed her hands together.

“Didn’t you bring a coat?” Josh asked.

“It’s buried under that big pile inside and I didn’t want to delay our exit. I’ll get it another time. I’m fine. It’s not that cold.”

“Take mine.” Cody shrugged out of his jacket and passed it to Carly.

Darn it, Josh should have moved faster. He’d be happy to give up his coat. But she gave Cody a grateful look and hugged his leather jacket around herself.

“Now what?” Xander asked.

No one answered for a moment. Finally Carly sighed. “You go home and batten down the hatches. The news is clearly out. That means we need to redeem the ticket as quickly as possible. You don’t want people thinking you have it at your house.”

“We do have it at the house,” TC whispered.

“I know, but if anyone asks, it’s in a safe deposit box.” Carly slid her arms into the arms of the jacket and then lifted her hair out of the collar. It spilled down her back, a dark waterfall glinting in the moonlight. “The bank won’t be open until Monday morning. At that point, you can skip the safe deposit box and simply redeem the ticket. I think this is one time where a little lie is appropriate, for safety. The other option is to grab the ticket and drive to Austin right now and stay in a hotel until the claim center opens Monday morning.”

“We’d have to split up,” TC said. “At least three of us would need to stay at the ranch to handle the chores. Besides, it doesn’t sound like we should leave the place unprotected.”

“I’m not going by myself,” Mama said.

“Xander and Carly could go with you,” Josh suggested.

They debated that for a minute, but no one liked the option. “We stick together,” TC said. “Safety in numbers.”

Josh turned to Carly. “You should come back to the ranch tonight.” The words came out before he realized he was going to speak. “For safety. I mean, maybe it’s not as safe there . . . But you’d be alone in town . . .”

“Yeah, I don’t like the idea of you being alone,” Cody said. “Everyone knows now that you’re one of us.”

Carly wrinkled her nose. “You mean they might think I have access to the money already? I suppose, if someone doesn’t know how these things work, they could think that. Or were you suggesting they might kidnap me for ransom?” Her laugh came out thin and weak.

“But these people are our friends, our neighbors!” Mama said.

“Yeah, well,” Cody growled. “Some friend Rondha turned out to be.”

“She didn’t mean . . . I can understand how she feels . . .” Mama gulped.

“Everyone told us we’d lose friends over this,” Josh said. “Maybe you and Rondha and the others will work out things between you later, but . . .”

“But if it takes money to do it, she’s not much of a friend,” TC muttered.

“I never wanted this fortune,” Josh said. “But we have it, so we’re going to do the best we can with it, for ourselves and our community. We are not going to let anyone push us into doing anything we don’t think is right.”

“Well said.” Carly looked toward the mansion. “We should get out of here. Mrs. Corbyn and her posse can’t hold off the hordes forever. I’ll go home and change, and yes, I’ll head back to the ranch tonight. I’m not really worried about kidnappers, but I am worried about people knocking on my door all night with ideas for how you should spend the money.”

Josh winked at her. “Not after the way you threatened Rondha. I’ll follow you to your place and wait so I can drive out after you. TC can go with Cody.”

Xander and Mama got into the back seat. TC took shotgun. As Cody got into the driver’s seat, he said, “Don’t forget my favorite jacket.” He pulled out, leaving them alone.

Carly smiled at Josh. “I’m sure I’d be fine, but thank you.”

“Why take chances? By the way, you look great.”

She laughed and gave a little shimmy that sent the skirt shifting and sparkling. “I felt like being festive. Should’ve worn my tough lawyer suit though.”

“Not at all. Rondha never knew what hit her.” Josh leaned forward. “It had nothing to do with the suit. It was all you.”


Chapter Fourteen


Carly parked behind her apartment building. Josh stopped his truck in the alley. She turned to wait for him, but he rolled down his window and called out, “I can wait here.”

“You might as well come inside.” Carly huddled in Cody’s jacket, which might be warmer if it weren’t so big on her, leaving gaps for the chilly air to get in. “I was lying when I said it wasn’t that cold out, and we didn’t drive long enough for your truck to warm up. I’ll put the kettle on while I change and make some tea for the drive out to the ranch.”

She’d been lying as well when she said she wasn’t afraid of kidnappers in Last Stand. Or not lying, exactly, because at the time the idea had seemed ridiculous. It still seemed ridiculous. She knew that kind of thing happened on rare occasion, but surely not around here, and word wouldn’t have gotten out beyond the community yet, and even if it had, why would they target her? She wasn’t rich.

On the other hand, she’d told everyone that she knew all about the money and how it could be accessed. If someone did have the crazy idea to kidnap a person close to the family, hoping to get a big ransom, she would seem like an easier victim than one of the brothers. But Ava would appear even more vulnerable, and she’d actually won the money.

Regardless, it was silly to worry about that kind of violence in Last Stand. This wasn’t a world where people needed bodyguards. Neighbors looked out for each other. Any strangers would be noticed, catalogued, and questioned if they did anything suspicious, as proven by how quickly the gossip chain had put together a few clues from Michael and Debs, along with Josh’s visit to Carly’s office, and news that the lottery had been won by somebody in the area. She was perfectly safe in Last Stand.

Still, now that the idea was in her head, she cast a wary glance toward her dark apartment. It was foolish, like worrying about monsters under the bed. It was theoretically possible that a wild animal could get inside, hide under your bed, and take a swipe at your ankle, but the chance wasn’t even one in a million. One in a billion, maybe.

On the other hand, the chance of someone she knew winning an enormous lottery couldn’t be much higher, and that had happened.

She relaxed when Josh joined her. She could face down a bitter matron demanding money. She could show a roomful of people who still saw her as a kid that she was grown up and in charge now. Hey, she’d passed the bar exam! She was smart and tough and capable. But in a situation like this, she was grateful for the tall, work-hardened figure beside her as she led the way up the stairs and unlocked her door.

Maybe she’d also dig out the pepper spray she had carried in Austin. She didn’t have to completely believe in the danger to take precautions.

She flipped on the light and scanned the room. Empty, of course. A few steps let her glance behind the short kitchen counter and into the bathroom. She turned on her bedroom light as well, for once glad she had a tiny place. No one was lurking in the apartment, unless they were truly hiding under her bed or in her closet, which would be stupid places to hide if you planned to attack someone when they came home.

She turned back to find Josh watching her search her own apartment. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m a little jumpy.”

“Understandable. We all are.”

And now he was in her apartment, which made her jumpy in a whole different way. He stood all the way across the room, but that was only about fifteen feet away. This was the first chance she’d gotten to appreciate how he looked in what passed for dress-up clothes for the ranchers around here: “good jeans,” polished cowboy boots, a button-up shirt. No tie, so his shirt collar fell open, exposing his throat and collarbones.

Suddenly Carly felt too warm. She shrugged off Cody’s jacket. The air washed over her skin with an effervescence like champagne bubbles. She shivered and made a sound, a breathy sigh. She hadn’t known that was going to come out of her mouth! Had he heard?

He was still looking at her, that solemn, steady gaze that did something to her insides, even when she couldn’t read his expression.

She swallowed and found her voice. “Um. The kettle. I’ll put it on.”

“I’ll get it.” He crossed the living room in a couple of long strides. He grabbed the kettle from the stove and turned to the sink. His gaze flicked to Carly.

Right. She was supposed to be changing. She ducked into the bedroom. She slipped out of her dress, the fabric skimming her sensitized skin, the cool air making her shiver. She’d read about the desire to have sex after danger—a primal instinct to procreate when your life had almost ended. That must be what she was feeling now. She was still hyped up from the confrontation, adrenaline coursing through her, demanding fight or flight long after it was necessary. Of course that adrenaline was making her frisky now, here alone with Josh, whom she had always admired. It didn’t mean she had to do anything about it.

Did he feel the same way? Did he have leftover adrenaline pushing him to action?

Probably not. He wrestled cattle and bison. Facing down Rondha Gillespie wouldn’t faze him.

She changed into jeans, a thick sweater, and warm socks. Then she tossed a few more clothes into a bag, since it looked like she might be at the ranch for a while yet. She also grabbed the pepper spray from her city purse. She’d be more likely to need it for a rabid coyote than a kidnapper, but it wasn’t doing her any good sitting in her apartment closet, so if it made her feel better to have it along, why not?

Finally, she stopped in the bathroom to brush her hair, which was mussed with static from pulling on the sweater. Her stomach growled. Was that a reaction to the adrenaline as well? No, right, she hadn’t eaten dinner, knowing the party would have plenty of wonderful food, which she hadn’t had a chance to eat. Another reason to curse Rondha for her meddling.

She stepped into the living room to see Josh sprawled on her sofa—head tipped back, eyes closed, arms stretched across the back of the sofa. Maybe the evening had been hard on him, after all. He looked worn out, like he’d come in from a night rescuing calves born in a snowstorm, not spending less than half an hour at a party. Of course, for him, the party might be more stressful.

The kettle wasn’t whistling yet, so she sank down beside him, tucking her feet up under her so her knees aimed towards Josh. His outstretched arm almost, but not quite, brushed her shoulder.

He opened his eyes and shifted his gaze her way without turning his head. His lips curved in a tired smile.

“Long week?” she asked.

“Mm. I suppose it’s wrong to feel, what’s the word . . . vindicated, I guess, because this has turned out to be such a mess.”

“Funny thing about luck. It often comes with a price. Your family had some idea of what to expect when word got out, but you might be the only one who understood how bad it could get.”

He sat up straighter, turning toward her. “You know what else is funny? I feel better now. Is that weird?”

“Hm. Do you know why you feel better?”

“I’ve been waiting for something terrible to happen, and it’s happened, so . . . I was right?” He shook his head. “It’s more than that, at least I hope so. Because that makes me sound like a jerk.” He flashed a quick smile. “Don’t get me wrong, I like being right about things. But not at Mama’s expense.”

“You didn’t want this to happen, but you expected it would.” Carly tried to feel her way through the tangle of emotions. “I suppose now that it did, you might be relieved, because it happened, and we dealt with it? Not that it’s over, but I think we won the first battle.”

He thought a minute. “That’s it. Kind of like when a big storm is forecast, and you’re waiting and waiting to see if it’s as bad as it could be. You hope it’ll be better, you want it to be better, but in the end, it doesn’t matter. Whatever happens, happens, and once you know, you can deal with it. I like the dealing with it better than the waiting.”

His arm had shifted or the sofa cushions had. She thought she felt fingers brush her hair. She leaned a little closer, unable to resist.

“I guess you’re used to disasters,” Carly said. “Cody’s accident, your father’s death, plain old life on the ranch. Storms. Animals getting sick or injured.”

He groaned. “The heat going out in the middle of winter. Not enough rain or too much at once. Prices going up, because the heatwave killed a lot of crops, but they killed yours too, so instead of making money, you’re spending it to feed the animals you need to keep alive so you have something to sell.”

“And yet, you don’t want to give it all up and become a socialite,” Carly teased.

“No way.”

The kettle whistled. Carly regretfully dragged herself off the sofa, away from him, and switched off the stove. She turned to the cupboard where she kept coffee and tea. She had some hot cocoa packets. The powdered mix wouldn’t be nearly as good as what Mrs. Corbyn had at her party, but at least she’d get her cocoa.

On the other hand, the cocoa would be done after a few stirs. If she made tea, she could snatch a few more minutes alone with Josh. He’d probably prefer coffee, but she had a caffeine-free tea made with carob that wasn’t a bad substitute. She put the bags in a teapot, added the hot water, and left it to brew while she rejoined him on the couch.

Unfortunately, he’d brought his arms down to his sides. He looked at her with his forehead wrinkled. “Can men be socialites?”

She patted his arm. “I’m sure you can be anything you want to be.”

He snorted a laugh. “No, I mean is it the right word?”

“They probably get called something that sounds more important. Men of leisure, or philanthropists.” She raised an eyebrow. “Playboy?”

Josh’s wide smile lit up his face. She so rarely got to see him like that.

“I think I’ll stick with rancher,” he said. “I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I had too much free time. But I am starting to see the advantage of having extra money. Not having to choose between a new heater for the house or a new roof for the barn. We can have both!” His eyes widened comically.

Carly chuckled. “You can have pretty much anything you want.”

“About that.” He looked at his hands in his lap and flexed his fingers. “Did I understand it right? Your friends are going to set it up so we get ten thousand dollars a month each?”

“That’s the plan,” she said. “Bigger expenditures will go through the committee, but obviously you don’t want to do that for everything. The monthly deposits provide everybody enough money for expenses and some fun, without making it too easy for people to cheat you or steal it. Like if your mama loses her bank card, even if someone drains the account, they won’t get that much. The bulk of the money is protected, and like I told Rondha, requests have to go through seven people, which should discourage the scammers. But I wouldn’t worry if you need money for ranch maintenance or improvements. It should be simple to get anything you want approved.”

“I get that, but ten thousand dollars? Every month? That’s a lot.”

“Not that much.”

His eyes widened. “It’s a hundred twenty thousand dollars a year!”

“I can do math. That’s about double the average US salary. Plenty of people have jobs that pay over one hundred thousand dollars a year.”

He gave her a skeptical look.

“You may not know many of them,” she admitted. “But in big cities, salaries are higher. Lots of people make that much. Doctors and other people in medical fields, engineers, computer experts, business executives. I could as a lawyer. I don’t now, but if I moved back to Austin, I could bring in that much after a few years, and I’d get benefits on top of it. You still have to pay your own medical expenses, which reminds me, we should set up health insurance for everyone.”

He looked at her as if she were an alien species. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him about her own potential salary. She didn’t want him to think she was showing off. But he needed to get his mind around his own financial situation better.

“What’s the annual budget for the ranch as a business?” she asked.

“Okay, yeah, then we’re talking in the hundred-thousand-dollar range, but that’s for all of us. We don’t each get that much.”

“Well, you will now.”

“With five of us, that’s half a million a year!”

“Only if you share.” She indulged herself by giving his knee a quick pat. “You’ll get used to it. I’ll put the tea in insulated travel mugs, and we can go.”

“Okay. You want to ride with me or have your own car out there?”

She hesitated. It made sense to have her own car on hand. But she wanted to ride with him.

“You can always borrow Mama’s car,” he said, “or Cody’s, or even the truck if you need to go somewhere and can’t get a ride. Seems silly to have so many vehicles out there.”

“You’ve convinced me.”

She grabbed her boots from the front closet and sat beside Josh to pull them on. When she straightened and turned toward him, her breath caught in her throat. He’d hooked his elbow over the back of the sofa, so he was turned toward her. With their faces only a foot apart, his brown eyes seemed warmer than ever, the curve of his lower lip begging to be kissed. She would only have to lean in a little . . .

Which she absolutely would not do. She would not give into, or take advantage of, the adrenaline rush from the fight, which surely should be wearing off by now, shouldn’t it? She would not put Josh in an awkward position or give the town more gossip about her relationship with the newly rich Tomlinsons, no matter how much she wanted to wrap herself around him and feel his arms hold her tightly.

“Did I remember to say thank you for tonight?” he asked. “We would’ve been lost without you.”

“What?” She needed a moment to drag herself away from her hungry thoughts. “Oh, right, four brawny young men could not possibly defend their mother from insult. I appreciate the thanks, but actually I’m feeling guilty. Irma sent a couple of messages I’ve been ignoring, because I figured she wanted to pump me for gossip. I should have checked in with her to get gossip. We might have avoided tonight.”

He frowned, considering. “I’m not sure that would have been better. Say we didn’t go or we left Mama at home. It might’ve been easier in the moment, but this stuff had to come out.”

“True. Word was already spreading, so I guess our efforts to keep it quiet didn’t work. That’s partly my fault as well.” Admitting that made it easier to resist the urge to sidle closer, right into his strong arms. “I should have made sure Michael and Debs understood the risk of speaking to anyone within fifty miles of Last Stand. To them, keep it quiet probably meant keep it away from the newspapers. They wouldn’t know the Last Stand grapevine uncovers secrets better than the World War II codebreakers.”

Josh chuckled. “Yeah, not their fault. Still. No one enjoyed that big fight in front of everybody, but it’s better than whispers. Better than people pretending they don’t know about the money while they try to get us to feel sorry for whatever problem they’re claiming they have. Word was already out. Now they know they have to get past you if they want to harass Mama.”

He reached up to brush a strand of hair off her forehead and tuck it behind her ear. His calloused fingertip left a trail that sparkled more than all the Christmas lights at the Corbyn mansion. If he was going to do things like that, she could hardly be blamed for climbing into his lap and devouring him like the party feast she’d missed.

She closed her eyes tightly for a moment, bringing herself under control through sheer willpower. What had he said? Oh, right.

“Yeah.” Her voice came out husky. “They will.”

His hand dropped to her shoulder. He leaned in. His breath smelled like gingerbread, so he’d found a moment to visit the snack table.

Carly put a hand on his chest. He stopped moving, perhaps waiting to see if she was going to push him away or pull him closer. She wasn’t certain herself.

She dragged in air through her nose and let it out. She found the words she didn’t want to say but knew she should. “No.”

He pulled his hand away like she’d suddenly become a hot stove. “Sorry.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to—I do—but the adrenaline—and you’re rich.”

“Sorry? What?”

She gave her head a little shake and managed a smile. “We’re both pretty wound up right now, so the, um, desire to . . . get frisky . . . is on overdrive. Also, you’ve been feeling all this anxiety because everything is changing. It makes sense you’d want to hold onto something familiar.”

She gulped. She so wanted him to hold onto her, even if it was only because she was familiar.

“But you have to think about what you really want for the future now,” she said. “You’ve got all these possibilities.”

He studied her face like she’d presented a complicated math problem. “Possibilities. You mean women?”

“Well, yes.”

He frowned. “I noticed. At the party, after it came out that we were rich, some of the women were looking at us differently. But I don’t want a woman who wants me because I’m rich now.”

“No. But aren’t there women you’ve been interested in who you didn’t pursue because you were too busy with the ranch and your family?”

His gaze shifted away. “Yeah, maybe.”

“I’ve only been back in town a couple of months, but everyone knows TC dates some, and they assume Cody does, but you and Xander are like, confirmed bachelors or something. It’s not that no one has been interested in you when you didn’t have the money. They just didn’t know how to get you. But now you’ll have time to get to know people and figure out what you really want.”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “What if I know what I want?”

Did he mean her? He couldn’t possibly mean her? Could he?

She took another deep breath. When had breathing become such an effort? “I’m just saying you should take time to be sure. And I don’t want everyone thinking I’m the one who only wants you because suddenly you’re rich. I don’t want people thinking I found out first so I got there first and claimed one of you to get my share of the money.”

“Anyone who’d think you’re after our money is an idiot.”

“Thanks.” She managed to smile, but she wanted to cry. “I think we’ve determined that a billion dollars makes a lot of people foolish.”

“Hm.” He pondered that, staring across the room. Then his gaze swept back to her face. “Wait a minute. Earlier, you said you did want to, right?” He gave her the expression of a dog who’d been asked “Who’s a good boy?” and was hoping the answer is, “You are!”

“Look, I like you. I always have.” Her face heated. “I mean, like, a friend, or an older brother or—” No, she couldn’t pull off that lie, and it wouldn’t be fair to him anyway. “Okay, not an older brother. I’ve had a crush on you, because who wouldn’t? You’re handsome and kind and you put others first and get things done without a fuss, which is incredibly sexy. When I found out you were coming to my office, I even thought about—”

Whoops. She’d gotten carried away. This was probably not convincing him they should resist the mutual desire to kiss.

“Never mind,” she choked out. “It doesn’t matter now.”

“It sounds like it matters.” He took the hand she had clenched in her lap. “You do like me. And I like you. Isn’t that enough?”

She gazed at him a long time, wishing she could give him the answer he wanted.

“No,” she finally said. “You were right about the money changing everything, and not always for the better. It changed this too. I’m not going to start dating you the week after you got rich, when you’re feeling anxious and threatened and haven’t had time to sort out what you need and want. Please don’t ask.”

He studied her face, his thumb brushing across the back of her hand. He might not even realize he was doing it. “Okay, I hear you. This is not the right time.” He gave her hand a squeeze and let go. He pushed off the couch, leaving a chill in his wake. “Let’s get back to the ranch. We have work to do.”


Chapter Fifteen


Josh tried to keep from grinning as he drove out to the ranch. He’d been told he was hard to read, and he hoped that was true now. Carly had put the brakes on their relationship, and he would respect that. But she’d admitted she was interested. She was simply considering the practical aspects of getting involved with him during this wild time. He admired people who focused on the practical and moved cautiously into new situations.

She thought he might only be interested because he was nervous about the changes and looking for something familiar as comfort. He didn’t think that was the case, but he didn’t want her wondering or worrying that he’d regret getting together. He could bide his time. He’d been doing that for years.

Carly kept shooting Josh glances that she probably thought he wouldn’t notice. As if he weren’t aware of her every moment she was near. She unzipped her coat and pulled it open.

“Warm enough now?” Josh asked.

“Mm. Maybe a little too warm.”

He turned down the heat. The truck’s heater, that was. His own system kept pumping it out, and maybe Carly’s, too. She looked flushed. He wasn’t sure how he could judge that in the dim light, but he’d stand by his impression. He couldn’t help feeling smug. Maybe flustering a smart, capable woman made it extra satisfying. Or maybe it was just Carly.

She wanted to wait until things settled down before they got into any kind of romantic relationship. She wanted to give him time to consider his options. Fine. But he didn’t have to be a billionaire to know that a woman who cared about him and his family before he got rich was better than one who only paid attention afterward. Besides, no one made him feel like Carly did. No one else made him want to stare at her for hours, or skip chores to take a trail ride, or cuddle on the couch drinking cocoa and watching the Christmas tree lights twinkle—or watching her gaze at the twinkling lights. He wanted that with her. Now, next month, next year.

Forever? He’d always assumed he’d have kids someday. He liked the idea of teaching his sons and daughters how to ride, how to take care of the animals, eventually how to run the ranch. Carly had been right that he was putting off his own life because he had two brothers and his mama still in the house. But now he could build a new house with room for a growing family. Mama could keep the current one. Or he could build Mama a new house and keep the old one. He wasn’t particular, as long as they stayed close by, so Mama could enjoy her grandchildren. If Josh’s brothers wanted to stay close, so much the better. He didn’t want them gone.

But he wouldn’t mind a little more space to stretch, a little more privacy, especially if he was going to share a bedroom with a woman.

He didn’t think Carly wanted to be a ranch wife, or not only that. Ranch women did a ton of work, in the home, in the fields, in the barns. It was more than a full-time job. But Josh didn’t need to marry someone to get another worker. He could hire people now. So Carly could keep being a lawyer, if that was what she wanted, and no doubt she did, since she went to so much trouble to get there.

Funny to be thinking this way already. He and Carly hadn’t even kissed yet, and he was planning a family with her in his mind. Maybe some of that came from the excitement of the last few days, the rush of danger or whatever she was trying to talk about earlier. He didn’t think so. That might make him want her in bed, but it wouldn’t make him want her in his home for years to come.

She swept her hand behind her neck and lifted her hair out of her coat collar. It spilled over her shoulders. For a moment Josh couldn’t breathe. He wanted to bury his hands in her hair. He gripped the steering wheel tighter so he wouldn’t veer off the road or slam on the brakes and reach for her.

How could he convince her to give their relationship a chance? How could he keep her close as life got more complicated? They needed her now for the legal stuff, but from what he understood, once they claimed the ticket and set up the family whatchamacallit, a lot of the work would go to the financial people. But he didn’t know them. He’d trust them if Carly said he should, but not like he trusted Carly—deep down in his bones and sinew.

Couldn’t the family use a lawyer full-time now? Carly had joked about how much trouble the brothers could get into, but there must be other reasons to keep a lawyer close, when you were rich enough to afford it. He’d used lawyers a few times in the past, to look over contracts, but not as often as they should have, due to the cost. Just think of all the things they might want a lawyer for now.

The turnoff to the ranch was coming up. “I’ve been thinking about the ranch improvements,” he said.

She turned a startled gaze on him. “Oh?”

He held back his chuckle. No, he’d been thinking about her, of course. He could admit it and fluster her more, but he didn’t want her to know he was busy scheming.

“I’m worried people are going to try to take advantage of us now that we have all this money,” he said. “Usually, I bargain for stuff. I don’t mind paying full price now, or even a little more. Spread the wealth through the community. But I don’t want to be cheated. So maybe you could handle the contracts.”

“I could do that.”

“Great.” He made the turn onto the long road toward the ranch. “And the other day—was it only yesterday? Day before? Time has gotten weird lately. Anyway, you said something about giving money to good causes. I wasn’t ready to think about that then, but it’s something we should do. We give to church and when someone’s had a fire or whatever, but now we have big money. Lots of money. More than we could possibly spend ourselves.”

“Yes, you could do some good with it.”

“Thing is, I don’t know how.” He kept his tone casual and didn’t look at her. “I mean, I don’t know what groups are good and all that. Could you help with that too?”

“Sure, there are ways to check on charities, websites where you can see their rating based on how much of the money goes to the people they’re supposed to help, versus the people running the charity and so forth. If you really want to dig into things before making a big donation, I’m sure I could get a charity’s financial records and go over them with you.”

“Okay.” He pulled into his parking spot. “You know what? It sounds like we could use a lawyer full-time. Or if not full-time, on retainer. Is that the right term?”

“Probably. A retainer agreement guarantees a lawyer’s services. It’s like a prepayment for a certain number of hours.”

“So, we could put you on retainer for ten hours a week or something.”

“You could, if you thought you’d need law services that would take that long every week.”

“Let’s talk about that more later. Tomorrow, maybe.”

He got out. She hopped down before he could get around to open the door for her, but they walked up to the house together.

Josh turned the door handle. “Unlocked. We’d better get into a new habit about that, I guess.” He opened the door and went in.

Cody waved from the couch. “Hey, what kept you two out so late?” He grinned, so Josh knew he was teasing. He couldn’t think of a witty comeback, so he merely shrugged and took Carly’s coat to hang it up.

“How’s your mother?” Carly asked.

“She went to bed. She’s pretty upset about her friends turning on her like that.” Cody’s scowl suggested he’d like to teach those friends a lesson.

Josh agreed with him, but getting revenge wouldn’t make Mama happier. Josh wasn’t sure what would, other than Rondha and the others admitting they were out of line and expressing true happiness for Mama’s win.

“TC and Xander?” Josh asked.

“Finishing chores. Don’t worry, I did yours. Xander grabbed some soup from the deep-freeze, so that’s heating. We can eat as soon as they get back in.”

Josh changed into more casual clothes. When his brothers came in, they all filled bowls from the pot on the stove. Without discussing it, they stood in the kitchen to eat. That way they wouldn’t bother Mama with any noise they made. Buddy and Lucky panted and wagged their tails, hoping for dropped morsels.

“What are we going to do between now and Monday morning?” Xander asked.

Carly looked at the stack of cookbooks Mama had pulled out and marked with yellow sticky notes. “We make cookies. At least, your mama and I do, and you boys can take turns joining us in between chores. We need to get back to things that are familiar and comfortable, make her feel like it’s a normal December again. Does she still make a whole passel of cookies to give out as Christmas gifts?”

“Yeah,” TC said, “and she was going to host the cookie exchange this year.”

They contemplated that in silence for a minute.

“Maybe a bad idea?” TC asked.

“Could be good,” Carly said. “We want to prove y’all are still a normal part of the community, doing the normal things you’ve always done.”

“What if someone makes a scene like Rondha did tonight?” Xander asked. “What if they expect, I don’t know, hundred-dollar bills with their cookies, or diamonds or new cars? What if people don’t come?”

Carly’s jaw firmed. “Then we’ll know who’s a friend and who isn’t.”

“It’ll break Mama’s heart,” TC said.

“Better to know now,” Cody said gruffly. “If she doesn’t have friends around here anymore, better to know. We can talk about moving her somewhere else.”

Xander looked into his empty bowl as if it might hold the answers to all their questions. “She won’t have friends anywhere else either.”

Cody paced the room. “At least she won’t be harassed.”

“It’ll be okay,” Josh said.

Everyone stared at him. Okay, so he wasn’t known for optimism. That should put some extra weight behind this.

“I believe in the people of Last Stand,” he said. “They might need some time to get used to the idea of us all being super rich fancy-pants fellows now—”

His brothers snorted their laughter.

“But they’ll get around to it,” Josh finished.

He’d said the right thing, because Carly gave him a dazzling smile. “I bet you’re right. I’ve been away for a few years, but this isn’t an impersonal big city or some snooty old money district. Folks here stick up for each other in times of trouble. Surely they can do that in good times, too.”

“I’ll toast to that!” TC grabbed beers out of the fridge.

They finished their dinner, played a few rounds of cards because it seemed too early to go to bed, and made sure all the doors were locked before they turned in. It had been a long week and a strange day, and for sure they had a lot to figure out and the potential for trouble ahead.

Still, for the first time in a while, Josh thought about the future and smiled.


Chapter Sixteen


In the morning, Carly sat at the kitchen table with her laptop, answering messages and making calls. She would’ve preferred to be out on a trail ride. Oh, she missed riding! Maybe she could borrow a horse again later, but Carly wanted to make sure someone was there for Ava when she got up. All the Tomlinson brothers were out taking care of ranch chores. She wouldn’t have minded helping a certain cowboy with his chores either.

Her face heated as she remembered the night before. Had she been a fool, turning down that kiss? At the time, she’d tried to focus on logic rather than desire. But what if she never got another chance? What if Josh looked at all the other options he had and decided his momentary interest in Carly was a madness born in a moment of stress?

Better not to kiss at all rather than get one passionate night and have to give him up.

Probably. Maybe.

She shook her head and tried to focus on her email. As expected, she had a lot of questions and suggestions regarding the lottery money.

Ava finally crept out to the kitchen. Carly greeted her, but Ava only gave a tight nod in response. She looked annoyed. Was she tired of having Carly in her house? Blaming Carly for insisting they keep the lottery win secret when it had damaged her friendships?

She couldn’t possibly know about Carly and Josh. Could she?

Ava got coffee and sat at the table, her fingers twitching on the sides of the mug. “Thank you. For standing up for me last night. You must think me an old fool.”

“What?” It took Carly a moment to realize Ava was avoiding her gaze due to embarrassment. “No! Rondha is the one who should be ashamed of her behavior.”

“Maybe.” Ava’s lips tightened. “She was out of line; I won’t deny it. But I can understand. I hurt her feelings by not telling her about the win right away. Rondha is the type to take any little slight and blow it out of proportion. I knew that about her.”

What should Carly say? Bad mouthing Ava’s friend probably wouldn’t help, even if Rondha had been incredibly rude. Pointing out that they’d had very good reasons to keep things quiet wouldn’t help much at this point either. Ava knew that, but it didn’t fix her friendships.

Maybe the best thing Carly could do was give Ava a chance to talk about it all. “Your knitting group must have discussed what you’d do if you won the lottery.”

“Oh, sure.” Ava stared at the black circle of coffee in her mug. “We’d pay off all our mortgages and our families’ debts. Go to San Antonio or Austin for a week, see some shows, have a shopping spree. Hire a housekeeper. We laughed about that one. Imagine having someone else to do the cleaning!” Ava glanced up from her coffee. “But it wasn’t real. We were only dreaming. I never imagined it would be like this.”

“Dreams don’t always turn out how you expect.”

“Don’t I know it. I didn’t expect to be a widow at fifty. I thought by now the boys would have their own places, their own families, and I’d be looking forward to grandchildren.”

“Yeah. I’m afraid we can’t change the past, but we can think about the future. When you talked with your friends about what you wanted, was that it?” Carly asked. “Someone to do the cleaning, a vacation, no debt?”

“I didn’t really expect to win, of course. Maybe a few hundred dollars, but not . . .” Ava sipped her coffee. “Anyway, when I dreamed about winning a few million, I thought how nice it would be for Josh. He wouldn’t have to worry about money all the time. TC could try raising his exotic animals without having to fight about it. That kind of thing.”

“You’re used to putting them first,” Carly said. “It amazes me how you’ve managed to stay cheerful and optimistic all these years.”

“Do I give that impression? I’m glad.” Ava blinked, her eyes shiny with tears. “But I’m so tired.”

“Well, if you want to go back to bed and stay there all day, you can.”

“No, that would just give me more time to worry.”

Should Carly suggest a spa day? They’d have to drive half an hour to San Antonio, assuming they could find somewhere open on a Sunday and get an appointment. Ava would probably enjoy a spa day more with her friends anyway. Once they were friends again. If that happened.

A calico cat wandered into the kitchen. Carly had seen it in the house a couple of times before, always sleeping. The first time, Carly hadn’t been sure if she was seeing an animal or an odd pillow. The cat had seemed indifferent to people, but maybe it sensed someone in need, because it paused by Ava’s chair and meowed. Ava pushed her chair back to make room and patted her lap. The cat jumped up and curled in Ava’s lap. Ava stroked the cat and smiled.

Maybe Carly’s first instinct had been right. Ava didn’t need something new and special. She needed normal.

Carly patted the stack of cookbooks. “If you’re up for it, I thought we’d make cookies.”

Ava sat up a little straighter. “I do like baking. Do you think . . . Should I still give them out as gifts? Will people expect something more now?”

Carly reached across the table to put her hand over Ava’s. “I think you should do exactly what you want to do. Go back to bed or take a vacation or make cookies to give away or make cookies and we’ll eat them all ourselves. Whatever feels right to you.”

Ava laughed. “Okay. Let’s make cookies. I already chose recipes—oh, but we need to go shopping.” Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t want to go into town. I feel guilty about not going to church, but I couldn’t face people.”

“I’m sure your pastor understands.”

“She’s probably glad we’re not there causing a scene.”

In fact, Carly had called Irma last night to explain things in detail and get the gossip chain flowing in the direction they wanted. Irma went to the same church as the Tomlinsons, so by the end of coffee hour, everyone at church would understand why they had kept the lottery win secret even though Ava hadn’t wanted to do so.

Ava pulled the cookbooks closer. “I made a shopping list, but maybe we can find some recipes that don’t need anything I don’t have.”

“We’ll start there, and I’ll ask Mallory to drop off more groceries,” Carly said. Too bad she never unloaded the baking supplies from her own car, which was now back at her apartment. Oh well, Mallory would probably be happy for the chance to come out and catch up with Cody, since they hadn’t had time at the Corbyn’s party.

Josh came in while they were sorting recipes. He leaned over his mother to give her a hug and winked at Carly. “Cookies? You’re going to make gingerbread, right? You know it’s my favorite.”

Ava reached up to pat his cheek. “I wouldn’t forget. We have the ingredients for gingerbread and sugar cookies and frosting. We’ll start there and all you children can help decorate.”

Josh rubbed his hands together and grinned like a little boy. “Can’t wait. I’m going to take the ATV out and check on all the cattle and bison. Don’t let my annoying little brothers eat everything before I get back.” He caught Carly’s eye and asked a silent question.

“Have fun,” she said. “We’ll save you some.”

He nodded, understanding her message that everything was under control.

Carly and Ava got busy making cookie dough. The other boys each wandered in for a while, long enough to chat and steal bits of sweet dough as Ava tried to swat them away, laughing.

Carly and Ava were alone when the doorbell rang. They both flinched.

“Probably Mallory. I’ll get it.” Carly went to answer. She checked through the little pane of glass before opening the door to her friend. “Hey, thanks for doing the shopping.”

Mallory hauled in a couple of bags. “No problem.” She set them on the big table in the main room. “Receipt is in there. You can pay me back later. I hear they’re good for it.” She turned toward the door.

“Wait, don’t you have a few minutes?” Carly asked. “The guys are all out working at the moment, but if you hang around . . .”

Mallory bit her lip and shook her head. “No thanks. I’d rather not be here.”

Carly stepped closer and lowered her voice so Ava wouldn’t overhear. “Are you mad at me?”

Mallory’s eyes closed for several seconds. Finally she said, “No. I’m just . . . in a mood.”

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out for us to go to the party with the boys. I guess it’s just as well, since they only got to stay a few minutes.”

Mallory winced. “You didn’t tell Cody anything, did you?”

“That you were asking about him? I think I said you’d mentioned the party, but that’s it. To be honest, I kind of forgot about it with everything else going on.”

“Good.” Mallory pulled open the door. “I wouldn’t want him to think . . . Never mind. See you. We’ll catch up one of these days when you have more time.”

Carly stared at the door after it closed behind her friend. Had she missed something? It wasn’t like she and Mallory saw each other every day, so Mallory shouldn’t be upset that Carly had been elusive the last couple of days. She might be disappointed about missing Cody at the party though.

She might be disappointed about missing her chance with Cody before his family won the lottery. Any interest now would be viewed with suspicion by the interested townspeople and possibly by the Tomlinsons themselves. Poor Mallory. Carly knew exactly how she felt.

Carly started unpacking the bags, setting materials out on the big table. No reason to put ingredients away when they were going to use them that afternoon. As requested, Mallory had bought extra eggs and butter, plus sour cream for the raisin filled cookies, three bags of chocolate chips, walnuts, pecans, and miniature marshmallows to go on top of the Rocky Road Fudge Bars. Ava picked out the things they needed for their next batch of cookies and carried them into the kitchen.

Carly, immersed in her own thoughts, jumped when the doorbell rang again. Were they going to have people showing up all afternoon? The dogs must be out with the guys. Maybe they should keep Buddy and Lucky around as an early warning system and potential guards.

Ava hovered in the archway to the kitchen.

“I’ll get it again.” Carly hurried to the door. She peeked through the glass panes.

Teresa and Glenda. Two of the members of Ava’s knitting group, but not the two who had seemed angriest last night.

Carly opened the door a foot and stood blocking the entrance with her body. “May I help you?”

Both women held covered casserole dishes. They shuffled nervously. “Is Ava in?” they said at the same time.

“I can ask if she’s up for visitors,” Carly said.

“Tell her we’re here to apologize!” The words burst out of Glenda.

Carly looked back at Ava, who was walking forward, her eyes wide. Carly swung the door open so the women could enter.

“We brought casseroles!” Glenda thrust her dish forward.

Carly took it and put it on the table, and then she took the one Teresa was holding. Casseroles were traditional when a family member had died or when someone was sick or recovering from surgery. She had to chuckle at the idea of casseroles as an apology gift after being rude about your friend winning a billion dollars.

“We’re sorry about last night,” Teresa said. “Rondha—she told us—but we should know better—”

Ava pulled her friends into a hug. They all three spoke over each other, words of apology and forgiveness. Carly smiled and crept toward the kitchen.

“What about Rondha and Barbara?” Ava asked.

Carly paused to hear the answer.

“Rondha.” Glenda’s mouth twisted. “She knows she’s wrong, but you know her. Pride.”

Teresa nodded.

“And Barbara?” Ava asked.

Glenda and Teresa exchanged glances. “We told them both we were coming,” Teresa said.

“Barbara said she couldn’t make it.” Glenda shrugged. “She didn’t say why.”

Ava sighed. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

“You should’ve heard the sermon this morning,” Glenda said. “All about the sin of envy. I’m not sure how Pastor Sarah found out all this was going on and had time to write that sermon by this morning, but you could tell she was warning people not to envy your good fortune. Rondha went bright red and rushed out as soon as the service ended.”

“It’s a funny world,” Teresa said. “Who would’ve thought anyone would be envious of one of us? Now Carly there.” She gestured toward Carly. “Lots of people are envious of her. Smart, good-looking, making something of herself. And we saw how Josh looked at her last night. Don’t think we were too caught up in Rondha’s nonsense to miss that.”

Carly froze, her face heating. Had they been that obvious? Had Ava noticed? Would she start to think Carly was here only because she had designs on Josh? Would she assume Carly’s interest started with their fortune?

The oven beeped. Ava jumped. “Oh! The cookies.”

“I’ll take care of them.” Carly grabbed the excuse. “You and your friends have a seat. Who wants coffee or tea?”

“It’s chilly, so maybe hot tea?” Glenda tucked her arm through Ava’s and headed for the couch. Teresa nodded her agreement and joined them.

Carly quickly turned off the timer and got the cookies out of the oven. They looked perfect. She put the kettle on the stove and shifted the cookies to cooling racks.

Her embarrassment faded as she put mugs and a teapot on a tray. Ava wouldn’t blame her for being interested in Josh. As a proud mother, Ava knew more than anyone that her boys were great catches whether or not they had money. In any case, Carly had stopped anything from happening. She and Josh were simply friends right now. If that was all they could ever be, it was enough.

She let herself imagine what might have happened if Josh had only come to see her for help with normal estate planning. They clearly liked each other. They might be dating by now. People would gossip, because it was a small town and that was what they did. But they’d only speculate about whether the relationship would work out and say how funny it was that Carly was dating Josh rather than Cody. That kind of talk would die down pretty quickly.

But now? Josh was a multimillionaire. Carly knew a few people thought she was snooty simply because she’d gone away to the big city for college. Everybody would be watching them and talking about them. Could Josh handle that?

Could she?

She didn’t want to believe she’d let a little thing like gossip interfere with a chance at love. But had she been hesitating in part because she didn’t want to face the gossips when they were talking about her?

She’d have to think about that, but regardless, it would be easier on everybody if they got through the immediate madness before worrying about dating.

While she waited for the kettle to whistle, she peeked out toward the women on the couch. Any awkwardness had already faded. They were laughing as they gossiped about what people were wearing at the Corbyn’s party and who had been flirting with whom.

Josh was right. People weren’t so bad. Not all of them, anyway. They just might get through this lottery thing without losing everything they cared about after all.


Chapter Seventeen


They had dozens of calls and quite a few visitors Sunday afternoon. Josh managed to avoid most of them, being busy with chores, but he heard about them afterward. Most people offered congratulations, though a few let their envy show or hinted at their own needs for money. Not everyone had heard their pastor’s sermon or taken it to heart.

Several visitors asked to see the ticket. Kind of funny, since it was merely a piece of paper with numbers on it, but it represented so much more. Mama wasn’t comfortable with lying or having her sons lie so they dodged the question with responses such as, “Sorry. It isn’t possible. You don’t think we’d keep something so valuable here, do you?” True statements, if misleading, which Mama thought was nearly as bad as lying, but she understood the importance of not letting people know they had a billion-dollar scrap of paper in their safe.

Xander set up auto response replies to the ranch email address, warning people that it was no longer monitored. They’d have to get a new email and give it to business associates. It wasn’t like they could cut themselves off from the world entirely, not when they still had bills to pay and clients expecting deliveries. But that email address had been posted on the ranch’s website, and no one had time to go through the thousands of spam emails already pouring in, in order to find the real ones. They hadn’t answered calls if they didn’t recognize the person, but they’d checked messages. That was near enough to make Josh lose faith in people.

At least he managed to steal Carly away for a ride. The horses were enjoying the extra activity, and hitting the trail with Carly was quickly becoming Josh’s favorite part of each day. They rode out to check on the beef cattle and bison, because it might be a pleasure ride, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get some work done, too. Carly’s parents had grown grain and vegetables, but she’d spent enough time on the ranch growing up that she could hold an intelligent conversation about beef cattle. They looked over the animals for any signs of injury or disease and discussed plans for breeding. Carly looked so good sitting on a horse in the winter sun, relaxed and happy.

“If you ever decide to give up on being a lawyer, I’ll hire you on as a ranch hand,” Josh said.

She laughed. “I don’t know. I expect it’s like people who enjoy a hobby so they decide to make it a business. It probably takes a lot of the fun out of it if you’re doing it all day every day and you depend on it for your income. But I’ll help with roundup any time.”

“Hard to believe you’d rather be a lawyer with a cushy office than do heavy, dirty work in all weather. Is law really what you want to do?” His face heated. “Obviously you wanted it enough to study it, but was it your dream or, I don’t know, something other people wanted or something that just kind of happened. Sorry, that’s probably a stupid question.”

“No. It’s not a stupid question, that is.” She was silent for a minute. “Does it sound ridiculous if I say I wanted to make the world a better place?”

“Of course not. Don’t we all?”

“Ha. Hardly. If people always wanted to do good, we wouldn’t be so worried about keeping the lottery ticket safe and protecting your family and the money.”

“There is that.” They got to the bison pasture. Josh dismounted to open the gate.

“That’s impressive fencing,” Carly said.

“High-tensile wires with high-voltage electricity. Even so, the bison only stay in this pasture because it has what they need.” When you came down to it, bison weren’t that much different from beef cattle, except they tended to wander more and didn’t mind dryer forage. Oh, and they could break through almost any barrier.

Josh waved her through. He closed the gate and mounted. “You’re doing some good by helping us.”

“I appreciate the opportunity to help,” Carly said. “I never imagined I’d be a lawyer to the rich and about-to-be-famous, but it’s more interesting than a lot of the work I’ve been doing. Plus, if it keeps me from having to go back to Austin to work for some big law firm defending corporations accused of poisoning a playground . . .” She shuddered. “See, lawyers are not always trying to make the world a better place.”

“Hey, you shouldn’t badmouth lawyers. One of my best friends is a lawyer.” He winked. “She’s smart and sweet and looks after people.”

She grinned. “Introduce me someday. I’ll set her straight. In any case, as far as people wanting to do good, I’d like to believe that’s true of most people. We both know there are those who are selfish or even cruel. Being a lawyer, I can help protect the good ones from the cruel ones. At least sometimes, in an ideal world.”

He nudged Dixie onward. “Do you get to do that much, working at the law office in town?”

“Some.”

They rode around the outside of the pasture so as not to stir up the bison too much.

“It’s not glamorous,” Carly said. “I’m not fighting great evils, but I make sure contracts are fair. I draw up wills using language to ensure the money goes where the person wants it to go after they die. That kind of thing. Most people won’t have your estate planning requirements—and we still have to get back to that—but even if someone only has a few thousand dollars or a small house, it’s important to make sure it goes to the right person. It can make a difference between their heirs living comfortably or winding up homeless. The little things matter.”

Josh nodded. “I hope we’ll all remember that even when we have the millions. I wouldn’t want to become one of those rich folks who act like everyone else is there to serve them. You know the type. They come to town sometimes to taste wine and shop for antiques, and they act like they’re slumming it. The worst are the ones who inherited the money. Acting like they’re better than us because they have money they didn’t do anything to earn.”

He winced. “And having said that, I realize we now have a lot of money we didn’t do anything to earn.”

“That really bothers you, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“We worked so hard to barely keep afloat. Winning the lottery doesn’t seem fair. It’s unfair in our favor, but still.”

“You know the Corbyns have a lot of money, right?”

“Sure. I don’t know their bank statements, but I’ve seen that mansion.”

“And they’re nice people.”

“Yeah, they’re great.” He pulled Dixie to a stop and studied a yearling bison that seemed to be walking awkwardly. “Are you trying to tell me rich people can be nice?”

“I think you know rich people can be nice. I’m trying to remind you of that. Poor people can be good and hard-working. So can rich people. Rich people can be selfish jerks. So can poor people. So can everyone in between.”

“Okay, fine.” He blew out a breath. “I should probably get over my bias against the rich.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Especially if you’re going to be one of them.”

He grunted. “Hey, do you think that calf is limping?”

“Which one?”

“Ride around to the right and nudge that group forward.”

She did, and he studied the way the animal walked. “Yeah. I’ll call TC out. He can decide if we need the vet.”

She shook her head slowly. “See? Give a guy a few hundred million, and he’s already shuffling the work off to the underlings.”

He barked out a laugh. “Tell TC he’s my underling. I’ll pay you for that. Speaking of work . . .”

He kept his gaze ahead and his tone casual. “I meant what I said about putting you on retainer. It’s clear we have a lot of legal business now and we’re not going to get through it quickly. This whole family trust thing. We need someone to manage that, right? It’s not like we can set it up and ignore it, especially if charity becomes a big thing for us.”

“Well, yes. I suppose you don’t want to manage it yourselves. I know you don’t want to do it. Xander would be the logical choice for the financial side, maybe working with Ava for the planning, but it’s probably not what they really want to do, and your family doesn’t have to do work they don’t want to do now.”

“I’m pretty sure we don’t want to and wouldn’t be the best people for the job.”

“Then, yes, you’ll want someone to manage the family trust. It doesn’t have to be a lawyer though. A financial advisor might be a more logical choice. I know you didn’t click with Michael, but once he gets this initial stuff set up, you can interview people.”

“But is it work you could do and might want to do?” He brought his horse close and studied her face. “Tell me honestly. I don’t want to push you into it if you’d only be doing it as a favor. But you know we trust you, and if you’re willing to do it, I’m sure you’d be everyone’s first choice.”

He’d made his point. She could take time to consider the question. “You don’t have to answer me right now,” he said.

“Have you even discussed this with the rest of your family? Because you only mentioned it to me last night, and I can’t figure out when you had time for a meeting with everyone.”

He lifted his chin and tried to look pompous. “Excuse me. I’m a multimillionaire now. I don’t need to ask other people for permission for anything.”

“Oh, I see. So sorry, your majesty.” She gave a little flourish and bow from the horse’s saddle. “Your wish shall be a command.”

“Right. That’ll be the day.” He couldn’t stop smiling. But then, why would he want to? “I’m sure everyone will be grateful to me for arranging this, but even if they aren’t, I could pay you out of my own portion of the money. You could take care of things as my proxy. Like you said, I can pay people to take care of the jobs I don’t want to do.”

She propped one hand on her hip. “Oh, so I get the icky jobs you don’t want?”

“Yep. Are you available for manure shoveling?”

“I’ll get the job done if you pay me enough,” she said. “I know how to subcontract.”

They rode on. It was one of those winter days that made it hard to believe it was winter, with Christmas still a couple of weeks away. The grass didn’t have the green of spring, and a few birds fluttered in the trees but weren’t singing up a storm. Still, with the deep blue sky and the warming sun, it was a day that made you forget how harsh winter could be. They finished their circuit of the bison pasture and went back through the gate.

They rode back to the barn in perfect harmony. For the moment, Josh could almost forget his dread of the following day, when they had to declare the lottery ticket.


Chapter Eighteen


The brothers took turns on watch all night. Turned out no one tried to break in, but how could they know for sure they’d be safe? They didn’t have a security system in the house, other than the dogs, who were used to sleeping through the night. Buddy and Lucky might sound the alarm if a stranger showed up, but the brothers didn’t want to crash around in the dark trying to wake up if they had an intruder. Even when Josh wasn’t on watch duty, he hadn’t slept well. They were all anxious about turning in the ticket now that the news was out.

Monday morning, they got the ticket from the safe and dropped off Mama with her friends in town. The brothers and Carly headed to Austin before dawn. They wanted to get to the collection office when it opened at eight a.m. Josh drove with TC beside him. He wished he had Carly riding shotgun. It would be nice to glance at her pretty profile, maybe even have a quiet conversation between the two of them. It comforted Josh to have her near, and he was stressed enough about the day that he needed all the comfort he could get. However, since she was the smallest of them, she’d squeezed in between Xander and Cody in the back seat.

They arrived in Austin, and Josh found parking. He gripped the steering wheel for a few more seconds, reluctant to leave the car. This was it. In a matter of minutes, they’d officially be billionaires—or something would go terribly wrong, and they wouldn’t. What if they had made a mistake about the ticket after all? What if they somehow lost it or it got stolen, even though it was secure in Grandpa’s old silver cigarette case, tucked in Xander’s front pocket.

Josh hadn’t wanted to be a billionaire. He’d had time to get used to the idea though, to think about the good he could do for the ranch, his family, the community. He would’ve been perfectly satisfied if it had never happened. Now, he didn’t want to go back to how things were before. They were already putting up with the stress and doing the work of trying to get their affairs in order. They ought to get something from all that.

TC fidgeted and tugged at his bolo tie. “It’s a shame Mama can’t be here.”

“Yeah. Safer this way though,” Josh said.

Four large young men would collect the lottery ticket. They’d try to keep Mama’s name out of it. People in Last Stand already knew she’d been the one to buy the ticket, but they could try to protect her from harassment from the rest of the country. Carly thought the idea of “cowboy billionaire bachelor brothers” would appeal to the press so much, they’d mostly ignore Mama.

The idea of getting attention for being a “cowboy billionaire bachelor brother” made Josh’s stomach churn, but he’d do it to protect Mama. TC and Cody could handle the interviews the papers and TV shows would demand, if they wanted. They were the outgoing ones, the funny and charming ones.

They got out and put on their cowboy hats. Carly scanned them and nodded. “Y’all look very nice.”

Josh felt like he was performing in a play. Everything was about appearances. They’d dressed in their Sunday best. They’d have to pose for photos, apparently, and they didn’t want to look like poor hicks and have people assume it would be easy to take advantage of them.

“Remember, pull your hat low, tuck your chin down, and it will be hard to tell you apart from any other cowboy,” Carly said. “It’s the best we can do for privacy. The press will get pictures of you. Once your names are officially announced, the journalists might ask people in town if they have pictures, even offer to pay for them. No doubt they’ll dig up your high school yearbook photos.”

Josh winced, remembering some of those old photos. Four troublemaking teenage boys, usually covered in dust or mud, wrangling animals or racing ATVs or whooping it up at the local rodeo. Yeah, the press would probably love that background on the billionaire cowboys, which was a stupid term anyway, because they were ranchers, not cowboys. As the old saying went, a cowboy works for someone else, a rancher works for the bank. They owned their property—them and the bank—so they were ranchers, even if they did cowboy work much of the time.

Xander had the map to the lottery collection center ready on his phone, so he led the way. Josh wasn’t used to being in a big city with such tall buildings and so many people around. It might be a fun adventure if they were doing something else. Now he simply wanted this day over. He couldn’t help glaring at passersby as if they might attack or ask for a million-dollar handout.

Carly sighed. “I wish we had time to hire a publicist.”

Her comment jolted Josh out of his thoughts. “What?”

“A publicist. Someone to speak to the press on behalf of the family and advise you on how to handle interviews and so forth.”

Someone else to tell them what to do? Didn’t they have enough of that already, what with the financial advisor and the accountant and now everyone in town having an opinion?

“Can’t you talk to the press for us?” he asked.

She wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather not. I’ll stand by your family for whatever you need, but I don’t want this to define me. I’m not a financial lawyer, and I don’t want people to think I only handle rich clients or give money advice. I’m certainly not a publicist. I trained to handle cases in front of a jury, not the curious public.”

Her gaze narrowed in thought. “I wonder. Persuasive arguments are part of convincing a jury your client is in the right. What you say, how you say it, even how you dress and your expressions—they all make a difference. Maybe talking to the media isn’t so different.”

She gave a quick shake of her head. “But no, that’s not me. I prefer being a lawyer.”

“We’d be lost without you,” Josh said.

She flashed a smile at him and tucked her hand through his arm. “Don’t underestimate yourselves. I’m happy to help, because it’s you—your family—but I didn’t go to law school to help billionaires.”

Josh put on an exaggerated look of offense. “What do you have against billionaires?”

She laughed. “Nothing at all against these billionaires, but I want to help regular people.”

“We’re regular people.” Josh tried to ignore the whispers from TC and Cody behind them.

“You used to be regular people,” Carly said. “Now you’re in a position to help regular people.”

Xander stopped and studied the building ahead. “This is it.”

They found the right office and the proper desk. TC nudged Josh and pointed at a sign that said, “No cash kept on premises.”

“You think they get people trying to hold up the place, like a bank robbery?” TC asked.

Josh snorted. “Wouldn’t be surprised. Good thing we weren’t planning to carry half a billion dollars out of here with us.”

TC patted his jeans. “Yeah, I don’t have that kind of room in my pockets.”

Michael and Debs had set up accounts for the money. Apparently banks were only insured up to a certain amount, and anyway they’d want to get a lot of the money into investments so it would grow into even more money, and—Josh hadn’t followed everything, but it sounded like they’d figured out a plan. Carly had insisted a portion of the money be solidly protected against anything short of Judgment Day, so if their investments all failed and they lost most of the lottery winnings, they wouldn’t go broke and lose the ranch.

Presenting the ticket caused a flurry of activity. They filled out paperwork and showed ID. They argued against a photo shoot, but the lottery people insisted. Reporters started to arrive, along with random strangers who had picked up the news somehow. Social media? Had the lottery people sent out an announcement? A big win would be publicity for them and sell more tickets. Anyway, people showed up to be part of the excitement or maybe try to scam or beg a share of the money or just gawk at the newest rich folks.

Josh’s head pounded. He wanted to rub his scalp, but he had to keep the cowboy hat on, since people in the crowd were pointing phone cameras at them. It felt rude, keeping his hat on inside with ladies around, but he wanted to stay as anonymous as possible, even if that wasn’t much.

“Hey, Carly!” The shout came from across the room, where guards held back the crowds. Michael waved.

“He’s with us,” Carly told a guard.

Michael squeezed through and joined them. Carly held out both hands to him. “Thank goodness you’re here. This is even worse than I expected. Can you speak to the press on behalf of the family?”

“Of course.” He fussed with his hair. He’d gotten a trim and wore a nice suit. “We’ll all be famous by the end of the day.”

Great, exactly what they didn’t want. Josh stepped up next to Carly, glaring at Michael.

“Michael.” She gripped his arm. “If you want this account, you have to do things the way they want to do them. That means downplay this win, as much as possible when we’re talking about this kind of money. Mention taxes, the fact the payout isn’t actually one billion dollars and will pay over the next thirty years, all decisions go through the family trust and so forth. Make it sound impossible, or at least incredibly hard, for anyone to scam them, and make it clear that all charitable donations will go to large organizations with excellent ratings.”

Michael looked at Josh, who narrowed his gaze and firmed his jaw, hoping he looked threatening enough to reinforce her point. Michael scanned the other brothers. When he saw no one else excited about becoming famous for getting rich through random chance, he gave a sheepish grin. “Of course. Don’t worry. We’ll protect the money.”

Carly tapped him on the chest. “We’ll protect the family.”

Michael shrugged. “Goes without saying.”

Yeah, right.


Chapter Nineteen


The next hours were a blur. The reporters asked questions about their plans, joking about their good fortune—how they could sell the ranch and give up all that hard work, buy a mansion or four. Move to the coast, get a yacht, spend all day fishing. Join the elite families of Texas, woo the rich debutantes, buy their way into the upper echelons. Did they want the brothers to brag about how they’d show off their money? Seemed like it.

It all made Josh’s jaw ache. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had to be ready for a fight at any moment.

Cody and TC answered most of the questions, keeping it light and noting that they weren’t planning to make major changes. Like Josh, Xander kept his head down.

After they finally escaped the lottery claim office, they went to the financial company’s office building to deal with yet more paperwork. They met a couple of the senior partners at Michael’s firm. One of them managed to compliment Michael while also making it clear that should the Tomlinsons want to put their account in the hands of a more senior advisor, he would be happy to give them the benefit of his years of experience.

Someone had arranged a delivery of gourmet sandwiches for lunch, so they had a few minutes of downtime while a young woman put out the platters of food and Michael opened a bottle of champagne to “celebrate.” TC was interrogating one of the financial wizards about their knowledge of bison, ostrich, and emu meat. Given the man’s baffled look, Josh guessed exotic meat wasn’t his first recommendation for investment.

“What is it about people who deal with money?” Cody murmured to Josh. “Do you have to be sleazy to go into the field, or does the field make you sleazy?”

Josh grunted. “Maybe both. I guess we haven’t met enough money people to know for sure.”

Josh always felt like he got good advice at the Last Stand bank, conservative advice, focused on protecting your money more than making it grow, not like these folks who seemed to think having a few hundred million was the first step in getting even richer. Granted, now that they’d gone to this much trouble to claim the money, Josh didn’t want to lose it to thieves or charlatans, but surely they had enough money to keep them all for the rest of their lives without worrying about stock market growth.

Josh flexed his hand, which ached from holding a pen for so long signing documents, or maybe he’d been making a fist without realizing it. This fancy high-rise building, all shiny metal and glass, everyone in business suits, gave him a prickly feeling on the back of his neck. He felt out of place. He wanted to be back home, with space to move and room to breathe, where he might not see a person outside his family for days, if he didn’t choose to, and when he did go into town, he recognized pretty near everyone he passed, where he didn’t feel shabby in his best jeans and an almost-new button-up shirt.

Carly seemed comfortable enough, back in her cute little suit, tossing around terms barely familiar to Josh. Was this her world? Did she belong in a place like this? Was he crazy for thinking she might want to give up the fancy, big-city life to work for his family?

She looked good here, but she seemed comfortable at the ranch as well. He pictured her grabbing mugs from their kitchen cupboard, knowing exactly where they were kept. Sitting on the couch with her feet tucked up, singing Christmas songs. On a horse, posture tall and easy, as confident as if she still rode every day.

She could have gotten a job in Austin or another big city. She’d chosen to go back to Last Stand. That had to count for something, right?

By the time they got back to Last Stand, Josh’s head was pounding and he felt queasy with exhaustion. They picked up Mama and dropped Carly at her car so she could drive it out to the ranch.

When they reached the house, the dogs ran over to greet them. Josh crouched and ruffled Lucky’s ears. At least someone was happy to see him without thinking she might get something more than pets or a treat.

Carly and Cody told Mama about their day, while Xander headed into the office, probably more because he needed to be alone for a while than because he had anything to do. TC and Josh headed out to check on the animals. They’d called in a few old friends to watch the ranch and take care of chores, since they’d left before dawn in order to make it to Austin by eight. They found the three guys who’d agreed to help out and listened to the reports of what had been done and what might need follow-up later.

Josh couldn’t stop yawning. “Sorry. I tell you, dealing with suits in an office building is more tiring than a day spent rounding up cattle and getting them through the chutes for the vet to check.”

The guys chuckled.

“Yeah, we feel so sorry for you,” Monty said. “I’d better get back to my own chores. You take it easy.”

They walked around to the front of the house. Josh hunched his shoulders. This was awkward, but he had to do it. “You know we haven’t actually gotten the lottery money yet, but I can pay you for today if you’ll take a check.”

Monty scoffed. “Forget it. You helped my family with the barn raising. Happy to return the favor.” He slapped Josh’s shoulder and headed to his truck.

“Yeah, man, don’t go getting all snooty on us,” Clyde joked. “Next time I need help with something, don’t think you can buy your way out of it. We’re not interested in your money—we’re interested in your strong backs.” He waved and headed out.

Josh relaxed. It felt awkward offering his friends money, but it would have felt rude not offering when the guys knew he was rich now.

Herman lingered, avoiding Josh and TC’s gazes. Maybe he wanted the money after all.

“You know—” Herman cleared his throat. “You know I’ve been out of work for a while. Hurt my shoulder and all.”

Shattered the shoulder more like, and had plates and pins in it now. Josh remembered the shudder he’d felt when Herman showed the x-ray. Maybe he wanted more than payment for a day’s work. Maybe he wanted a loan or gift.

“How is it now?” TC asked.

Herman rotated the shoulder in question. “Getting better. I won’t be bull riding anymore, but I did okay hauling the feed around today.”

“You’re too old for that rodeo stuff anyway.” TC nudged Herman to take the sting out of the words.

Josh drew himself up. “Herman’s younger than I am!”

“Exactly,” TC said.

They were trying to keep it light, but the awkwardness lingered. Maybe Josh could make it easier on his old friend. “Herman, let me write you a check for today.”

“Nah, man, this was a favor, like they said.” He looked down and shuffled his feet. “But, you know, if you need a hired hand . . . I can’t do the really heavy work, not until Doc gives me the all-clear, but I could help out with most stuff. I know you guys take care of the place yourself, and now Cody’s home, but maybe you’re going to want more time for other things?”

Josh exchanged a glance with TC and got a nod.

“We definitely need more help,” Josh said. “Can you start tomorrow?”

Herman’s grin lit his face. “Really?”

“I was wondering how we were going to handle everything now,” Josh said. “News is out about the lottery, which means we’re going to get people showing up bothering us, maybe even trying to sneak in the house.”

“You want I should bring my rifle?” Herman asked.

Josh thought about it. “Yes, but not loaded. Get out here early and park down at the end of the road, by the mailbox. Don’t let anyone past unless we’re expecting them, or call us if it’s someone local who seems to have a good reason to visit. In a week or two, when things die down, we’ll figure out how to divide up the ranch chores, but to start, I can’t think of anything we need more than a guard.”

Herman laughed. “Look at me, a bodyguard for billionaires.” He was about five foot four and skinny, but wiry and as tough as they came. “You really mean it? You’re not just doing me a favor?”

“You’re doing us a favor,” Josh said. “Thanks.”

They shook hands and Herman promised to be back at first light. TC nudged Josh as they walked back to the house. “Feels pretty good, doesn’t it?”

Josh nodded. “I like Carly’s idea about only donating to big charities. That makes sense when you’re talking about big money, and it might cut down on the requests for handouts from random folks. But this is our community. Be nice if we could make a difference here, too.”

They headed inside, where Mama was heating up one of the casseroles her friends had brought. Josh had family, his animals, a place he loved, and now enough money to take care of everyone and do some good in the world. Maybe being a billionaire cowboy—or rancher, to be precise—wasn’t so bad after all.

His gaze lingered on Carly, laughing as she wrestled with the dogs on the floor. Josh wanted one more thing out of life. Maybe he didn’t deserve her, but he thought he could make her happy. He was going to try. He’d leave the complicated financial stuff to Debs and Michael and Xander. That wasn’t the way to Carly’s heart.

He had his own ideas about that.


Chapter Twenty


On Tuesday, they made huevos rancheros for breakfast, with spicy enchilada sauce smothering the eggs, refried beans, and tortillas. Carly was going to miss this. She usually snagged a couple of protein bars on her way out the door. Maybe she’d have to plan more meetings with friends at the café. On the other hand, lawyering didn’t exactly require the calorie intake of ranching. She’d be amazed at how much food the boys could put away, if she hadn’t known they’d already done at least an hour of physical work before breakfast and would be heading out for more soon.

She sat back with a sigh. “That was amazing. Thanks, Ava. I’m heading back to my own place today. Time to return to real life.” She pushed her lower lip out in a pout, to show her disappointment at real life.

The brothers murmured protests.

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Ava said. “We love having you here.”

“It’s been fun—well, mostly—you’ve all been great—but I need to get back to my office. The lottery commission should transfer your first payment within ten days. I’ll schedule an afternoon later this week to review any new material from Debs or Michael, but I think we’re ready. Y’all need time to think about how you want to live now. You don’t need me for that.”

She grabbed her plate and carried it to the kitchen. She didn’t want to get into a long discussion about whether she should stay. It was hard enough leaving. For a few days she’d felt like part of this family.

She had other clients. Not many, but a few, and she couldn’t put them off forever. Cody needed his room back. He wouldn’t ask for it, but at some point, he might resent sleeping in the barn when he had millions in the bank.

Josh followed her into the kitchen. “I thought we were worried about kidnappers and things.”

“That was silly. I let my imagination run away with me. Anyway, you’re the ones who have to be careful now. Everyone knows your family is rich.”

“Then it sounds like you should stay here to protect me,” he said.

She laughed. “The longer I stay out here, the more I could be at risk. If I move back to town now and tell everyone I was only here for legal help and there’s nothing else between us, people will forget I had anything to do with it.”

He gave her a crooked smile. Her heart pounded. Had he forgotten there was something between them? Was he grateful she’d backed away instead of grabbing him while she had the chance, making him feel obligated to continue a relationship with her?

He hadn’t enjoyed the day before; that was certainly clear. Paperwork in an office and facing the press were not his things. That part would be over soon enough. Then what? Maybe some of the jokes and suggestions would get him thinking. He could live differently in the future, if he wanted. Even if he decided he didn’t want anything more than life on the ranch, he’d be one of the state’s most eligible bachelors. He could find plenty of people who’d want that ranch life with him.

Carly wanted it. Who wouldn’t want a home out in the country with beautiful views and space for a growing family to roam and play? Horses to ride and dogs to romp with and a cat or two to cuddle. Good food, music in the evening, laughter. And most of all, a handsome, kind, hard-working man to hold everything together.

Just because she wanted all that didn’t mean she should be the one to get it. She had to get out of there before it felt so much like home she couldn’t bear to ever leave.

Carly grabbed the bag she’d packed before breakfast. Josh and the dogs walked her to her car. She tossed her bag on the back seat. Lucky and Buddy bumped her knees, tails wagging. She bent forward to say goodbye to them.

Josh stood a few feet away. She felt the weight of his gaze on her.

She finally straightened and forced a smile. “Thanks for calling me in on this. It’s been quite the experience.”

He gave a grunt of agreement. “You could say so. We owe you.”

“I’ll bill you my regular hourly rate.”

“Don’t forget the overtime. You were with us twenty-four hours a day.”

“I’m not about to bill you for time spent baking cookies and singing Christmas songs.”

He took a step forward, backing her against the car. Her heart pounded as she looked up at him.

“You’re not going to avoid us now, are you?” he asked.

“Of course not.” Her voice came out breathy. She swallowed. “I need to get back to my regular life now, that’s all. The five of you need to figure out your future, or at least the next few months. Consider all your options.”

He nodded, his expression serious. “Lots of options. If you have to go home, fine. I’ll still see a lot of you, I hope.”

“Oh, sure.”

He’d have to hunker down for a while to avoid the media, the opportunists, his new fans. She’d have to go to the office every day, make use of the law degree she’d worked so hard to get, pretend she didn’t miss this cozy house, this warm family. Him.

“Are you going to the Christmas fair?” he asked.

“Right, that’s next weekend. I haven’t made it in the last few years, but I used to love it. It will be fun to go again.”

She looked down the ranch road. A dozen cars had pulled up by the fence along the main road into town. A small figure in a tan work jacket sat on the tailgate of his truck, holding back the curious hordes.

“Surely you’re not going to the Christmas fair,” she said. “You’ll attract a lot of attention.”

He rolled his eyes. “Mama wants us each to take a shift at the church bake sale. She said we can triple the prices and people will buy stuff for the chance to talk to us.”

Carly laughed out loud. “I’m sure she’s right.”

He gave her a pleading look. “You’ll come by the table, too, won’t you? Protect me from danger?”

“You mean all those flirtatious young women and ambitious mamas?”

“Exactly that.” He leaned forward, his voice so low it sent echoing rumbles through her. “You know, if I could tell people we were dating, it might save me a lot of misery.”

For a moment, she couldn’t catch her breath. She imagined cozying up to him in public, touching his arm, his chest. Maybe a kiss or two to make the claim realistic.

“And put me back in the crosshairs?” She shook her head, trying to keep it light and jokey. “No thanks.”

He gave a theatrical sigh. “Fine. Leave us to suffer.”

His hand settled on her upper arm. Despite the layers between them, she seemed to ignite at the touch.

“I’ll see you next weekend then, if not before,” he said.

She drove back to town, feeling like she was leaving a little part of herself behind. Silly, really. She’d had a few days of living in a fantasy world. She’d spent so much time figuring out what to do with a billion-dollar lottery win that she felt like she was the one whose life had changed. But it hadn’t, and it was time to get back to reality.

Funny thing though, it wasn’t the idea of money that had her longing for what she was leaving behind.

She stopped by her house to change clothes and then headed for the office. She had a couple of appointments, and she’d told Irma she’d be in by nine.

To Carly’s surprise, her schedule was packed, largely with people using the appointments as an excuse to gossip, or who had investment ideas they hoped she’d bring to the Tomlinsons. She dealt with them as calmly as she could. She refused to share any details that weren’t already public. She advised those looking for money to write up a detailed business plan, including the business’s goals, methods for attaining those goals, market analysis, and budget, which they could then submit to the family trust. That should discourage most of them without giving them room to blame the Tomlinsons for being skinflints.

Maybe she shouldn’t have left the ranch. They must be besieged out there as well. Then she had to chuckle at herself. The Tomlinson boys might not be as rowdy as they had been once, but they could handle snoops.

When she got back home, she remembered the groceries in her car. She carried them upstairs and set them on the kitchen counter. Well, she had plenty of flour and sugar. Not exactly a healthy dinner. She checked her fridge and cupboards. Could she manage tacos? She didn’t want to go out and risk running into even more people who wanted gossip.

A knock came at the door. Great. The gossips were going to bother her at home. She’d ignore the knock. They’d get the message and go away.

But it could be important. Someone who needed help. Someone she actually wanted to see. Not that she particularly wanted to see anyone, but still . . .

She huffed out a breath, annoyed with herself, and crossed the room to check the peephole.

Josh?

She blinked a few times. Maybe it had only been wishful thinking. She’d heard of manifesting your desires by thinking about what you wanted over and over, but she didn’t think it worked that well. She looked again.

It was Josh. But why was it Josh? What did he want?

She put a hand over her heart, which was beating too quickly, and rubbed at her chest. “Open the stupid door and find out,” she muttered to herself.

She opened the door. Before she could greet him, Josh squeezed inside caring a covered dish. “Thank goodness. I figured a white pickup truck wouldn’t attract much attention in town, but I still took the back streets to get to your alley. I almost made it here safely, until I had to drive past old Mrs. Williams walking that little dog of hers. She waved and—” He cringed as if admitting some shocking sin. “I pretended not to see her. I was afraid if I stood out there any longer, she’d catch up with me.”

Carly leaned back against the closed door and drank in the sight of him. “So you’re claiming sanctuary?”

He lifted the dish he held. “I brought dinner. People keep bringing casseroles and pies. I don’t quite understand the logic, but I guess they want to do something to help us celebrate. Only a few of them brought investment ideas or requests for loans at the same time, and we referred them to you. I hope that’s okay. We’re not going to get through all this food, and the deep-freeze is packed.”

“And you suspected I was here moping because my fridge was empty.” Carly couldn’t stop smiling. “Thanks. Are you staying for dinner?”

“I’d love to. I’ll pop this in the oven.” He did so and then studied the groceries on her counter. “Doing some baking?”

“I just haven’t put things away yet.”

“Well, this might change your mind.” He pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket and handed it over.

She opened it. “An invite to the cookie exchange!”

He hung his jacket in her closet. “Mama is still hosting.” He turned back toward her, hooking his thumbs in his front jean’s pockets. “Ladies only, so you won’t get the pleasure of my brothers’ company. Mama says you’re all grown up and back in town, so you’re one of them now.” Josh shrugged. “I don’t know if you consider that a compliment or not.”

She hugged the card to her. “It’s sweet. Sometimes I’m not sure whether people here see me as grown up or not.”

“I guess it’s a good thing you bought baking ingredients. What are you going to make?”

“Hm. Good question. Should I go classic or try to find something no one else is likely to bring?”

“Always a challenge. If it helps, I have a pretty good idea of what the other women will make.”

The room seemed too small with him there. That slow old oven took forever to get warm, and then the casserole had to heat, so they had at least an hour until they could eat. What was she going to do with Josh in the meantime?

A few thoughts sprang to mind, but she shoved them down. It didn’t matter how sweet he was or how good he looked. She had to keep her hands to herself.

“That oven takes a while to heat up,” she said. “Want to help me make cookies?”

“As long as I get to taste test.”

Maybe the oven was heating up quickly for once, because she was getting far too warm.

They debated cookies and settled on molasses, because she had her grandmother’s recipe and it was one of Josh’s favorites. Baking distracted them for the next little while.

“So,” Josh said. “Michael. You’ve been friends for a long time?”

“We were better friends when we were undergrads. He’s changed since then. He was always interested in finance, but he wanted to do more for ordinary people, help them make the most of the money they had.” She hesitated, as a thought came to her. “At least he told me he did. Maybe he was trying to . . . ”

“Impress you?”

“Well, find something we had in common anyway. He knows I went into law to help the downtrodden.”

He ran the mixer for a minute. When he turned it off to scrape down the sides of the bowl, he asked, “Did you two date?”

“No. Not really.” Her face heated. To hide her blush, she turned and rummaged in a drawer. “I didn’t think of it as dating anyway. We went to a couple of parties together. I figured we were doing things as friends, but later . . . Anyway, we were really too busy to do much, so it was easy enough to find excuses, and then he found another girlfriend.”

She’d stared at the silverware long enough. She pulled out a spoon.

“What kind of dates do folks go on in the city?” he asked.

“Why, do you want to learn how to take out the rich girls?” She meant it as a joke, but her heart gave an uncomfortable pang. It was hard to imagine Josh all dressed up, maybe in a tuxedo—No, it wasn’t. He would look amazing in a tuxedo.

She drew in a slow breath as she dipped the spoon in the cookie dough and offered the taste to Josh.

He took the spoon. “I was just curious. You told us to think about what we would do if we could do anything, since now we can. I never much wanted to go into the city for concerts and plays and . . .” He frowned for a few seconds and finally gave up. “Whatever people do for fun there. Anyway, it was too hard to be away from the ranch. A late night isn’t so fun when you have an early morning.”

He nibbled the cookie dough off of the spoon. His eyes closed and he let out a hum of pleasure. “Perfect.”

She dragged her gaze away from his mouth as he opened his eyes.

“You lived there for a few years,” he said. “You must’ve done all kinds of things.”

“I was a student. I had neither the money nor the time to attend concerts and plays.”

“Would you now, if you could?”

She got another spoon. “If those things were important to me, I would have stayed in Austin.”

She took her own taste of the dough. He watched her as she swallowed.

“I have everything I want right here,” she said.

The oven beeped. They both jumped. Carly grabbed plates while Josh got the casserole from the oven. Thank goodness they’d been interrupted. The oven timer had saved her from making a big mistake.

If she kept telling herself that, maybe she’d start to believe it.


Chapter Twenty-One


On Wednesday, Josh and TC drove toward San Antonio, pulling a horse trailer behind the truck. Josh had tracked down Carly’s old horse, and the family was happy to sell, since their own daughter was in college now and nobody rode Lady.

Good thing Josh had made the deal and arranged the pickup before their win went public on Monday. Each day he had a few hundred phone messages and far more emails. It was becoming a real hassle to sort through everything, so mostly he skimmed the FROM column looking for anything important. Maybe they should hire someone to handle messages and pass along the important ones.

He cringed at the thought. It sounded snobbish, thinking he was too good to answer his own email. Yet even if he ignored everything from people he didn’t know, sorting through it all took up a lot of time. Maybe the activity would die down in a week or two.

“The Rivieras want to sell their farm,” TC said. “I’m going to buy it.”

It took Josh a few seconds to transition from his thoughts to TC’s words. “The old couple with the llamas?”

“Yeah, they bought the place when they retired, but the workload is too much for them now. Mrs. Riviera got into llamas and alpacas because she was in a fiber guild where people did weaving projects. She thought it would be fun to start with the animal and go all the way to the finished product.”

Josh grunted. “Hobbyists.”

“Well, what’s wrong with that? They worked hard their whole lives. He ran a construction crew. She had a daycare. They saved up enough to buy the farm and finally do what they really wanted. They did it, and now they’re done.”

Josh hadn’t known that about his neighbors. How did TC know it?

Probably because TC had the time to talk to people. Took the time. And he wasn’t so judgmental. Heaven help him, Josh was a snob, and he couldn’t even blame the money for making him that way.

“They don’t want to keep the farm and animals in the family, for their kids?” Josh asked.

“Apparently a llama spit on their daughter the first time she visited, so she won’t go near them. Anyway, she’s having twins, and they want to be closer to help out.”

“Sounds like a good deal for all of you then,” Josh said.

TC twisted in the seat to look at him. “You don’t mind?”

“Not if it’s what you really want. Remember, now you can do anything. You have lots of money, and you still want to raise llamas?”

TC was quiet for a while. “I wanted to be a vet.”

Josh gave his brother a startled glance and then dragged his gaze back to the road. “I never knew that.”

“When I got my animal sciences degree, I got interested in all different kinds of animals. The biology is fascinating. I like taking care of animals, figuring out how to keep them healthy and happy, trying to understand how they think.” TC nudged Josh with his elbow. “Plus, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have a veterinarian in the family, right?”

“Sure. Save us some money.”

They did as much as they could themselves, from injecting vaccines to helping animals give birth, but vet costs still took a chunk out of the ranch’s profits. Josh didn’t know how to sew up muscles gashed by barbed wire or diagnose an animal that was off its feed but had no obvious symptoms.

“So why didn’t you do it?” Josh asked.

“I needed at least four more years of study. We couldn’t really afford that. Then Daddy died, so I came home.”

Josh thought about that for a while. He tended to think he was the one who put family first, setting aside his own wishes until he no longer remembered what he’d wanted. He hadn’t realized TC had done the same. What about Cody and Xander? Had Cody left not only to escape, but to avoid being a burden? Had Xander stayed because he knew Josh would be lost without his help?

Josh cleared his throat. “You could still do it. You could become a veterinarian now.”

“Nah, I don’t feel like going back to school. I’m out of practice with listening to lectures.”

“Oh, you’re saying I don’t lecture you enough?”

“No, I’m saying I don’t listen to you.” TC settled back in his seat, tapping his thigh along to the beat of the country song on the radio. “I want to keep ranching. I just believe farmers and ranchers need to think differently. The population is growing, and the amount of meat people eat is growing. We have to be more efficient. We need to find new ways to raise meat that don’t take as much land and water.”

“You going to butcher those llamas for meat? What would Mrs. Riviera say about that?”

“You think you’re joking. You couldn’t raise llamas and alpacas only for meat—it’s not cost-effective—but a few ranches raise alpacas for the fiber, use the manure for compost, and eventually butcher the animals for meat. They turn the hides into leather, so nearly every part of the animal is used. The meat is healthy, but because alpacas are considered fiber animals rather than livestock—” TC broke off. “You’re not interested in all that.”

“I’m interested!”

He should be interested in the things that fascinated his brother. He could be interested now, since he didn’t have to worry about how they were going to pay for TC’s wacky schemes.

He could have been interested before. Maybe if he’d listened, rather than trying to shut TC down because he’d been so focused on finances and doing things the safe, traditional way, Josh wouldn’t still be thinking of TC’s schemes as wacky.

“I’m interested,” he repeated.

“Well, if you really are, you’ll have plenty of time to learn more once I have my farm. I’ll set up a model farm focused on exotic meats, and offer internships and training for other farmers that want to get into it. I’ll track my experiences and write them up for some farm journals.”

TC tapped out the rhythm from the radio. When he spoke again, his voice was suspiciously casual. “Oh, one more thing. Cody is going to move over there with me.”

Cody too? That shouldn’t hurt. Cody hadn’t lived at home in years. But it had been nice having him back. Mama smiled more when he was around.

Josh might as well admit it. He’d been smiling more as well, because Cody was clever and funny and still enough of a troublemaker to remind Josh of the old days, when they’d all been young enough to have the energy for getting into trouble.

It shouldn’t hurt that his brothers were starting their own lives without him. It did.

The GPS told Josh to turn onto a two-lane road. They were headed for an area zoned as horse properties. Not working ranches, but fancy homes for people who could afford to keep horses for fun.

“What about Xander?” Josh asked.

“He’ll stay with you for now, at least until he figures out what he wants to do.”

Some of the tension left Josh’s shoulders. Maybe he could hire someone to take Xander’s place doing the books, but he wouldn’t know where to start. Besides, the house would feel awful empty with all his brothers gone.

“I talked with Herman,” TC said.

Josh glared at his brother. “You’re not stealing Herman away too.”

TC laughed. “No, but he says plenty of guys would be happy to work for us. He knows day workers who would love to have a steady job with someone who pays well and treats them decently. A few cowboys would be happy to change ranches too.”

“For better pay.”

“Sure, who doesn’t want better pay? But working conditions matter even more. No one becomes a cowboy to get rich. Some ranchers will work them to death and kick them out if they get injured. If we hire enough hands to do the work right, so it’s safer, and the hours are reasonable, we won’t have trouble finding labor.”

“Okay.” Josh thought about things for a while. “Is it my fault?”

“Is what your fault?”

“You and Cody leaving. Was it so terrible to work with me?”

“No! Well, maybe sometimes. You can be pretty darn stubborn.” TC nudged Josh again, his smile taking the sting out of the words. “I get why. You had to keep us all housed and fed, or at least you thought it was your responsibility. You didn’t want to take chances. But we can take chances now.”

“Yeah. I guess so.”

“We’re not leaving to get away from you. We’re leaving to follow our own dreams. At least I am. Cody’s not sure what his dreams are yet, so he just wants something to do while he works it out. We’re also leaving to give you space. As much as we joke about it, you’re not an old man, and you’re not our father. Don’t you want your own life at last?”

They were quiet again, driving past houses that Josh would call mansions. They had big fields for yards, some with horses grazing. TC murmured along with the lyrics from the radio, as Josh thought about TC’s words. It had hurt at first to think of his brothers leaving—it still hurt a little—but they would be close by. If they really wanted to get away from him, they could move across the country or around the world.

Josh did want his own life. He’d been thinking about how to make that happen. He’d been thinking about what he wanted to add, not what he wanted to remove. He wanted to add Carly, but realistically, they didn’t have enough room for another person in the house. They had enough money to build a bigger house, or a separate house for each of them, but that would take time. If they stayed on the ranch, building more houses would use up their land. It made more sense to buy another property that was ready to go.

“You know, I never wanted to get rid of you,” Josh said.

TC looked startled. “I know you’d never ask us to leave the ranch.”

“It’s not just that. I have been thinking about my future, what I want. Y’all leaving was never part of my dream. Not once.”

“Aw, you big softy!”

Josh’s face heated, but for some reason he was smiling.

“We’ve all noticed you thinking about your future.” TC leaned over with a sly look. “Carly, huh? Can’t say I saw that one coming.”

Josh shrugged, the heat creeping down his neck. It didn’t seem worth trying to deny it, since they were on their way to buy back Carly’s old horse.

“You’ll still come over for dinner sometimes, right?” Josh asked.

TC punched his arm. “Yeah, and we’ll have you over for dinner sometimes. I might just hire myself a cook. Nobody can cook like Mama, but she deserves a break.”

“Okay. You call me if you need anything.”

“Always. First up, I’ll need your help moving.”

“You could afford to hire a moving company now.”

“Yeah, but it feels wrong, doesn’t it? When you need to move, you call on friends, and you pay them with pizza and beer.” TC grinned. “I’m gonna call on all the guys to help and throw a huge party after.”

“You’ll still have pizza and beer, right? Not, like, champagne and caviar or whatever?”

“Ooh, a swimming pool filled with it! Champagne, not caviar.”

They were laughing as they pulled up to the horse property.

Mr. Smythe walked out to greet them as they parked the truck. He offered a hearty handshake and a smile showing lots of startlingly white teeth. “I hear you boys had some good fortune this week.”

Shoot. It had been too much to expect the man hadn’t heard the news, which was reported everywhere, but Josh had hoped this fellow wouldn’t realize the Tomlinson coming to get the horse was one of the Tomlinsons who won the lottery.

“Yeah,” Josh said. “We don’t have the money yet though.”

One glance at the house told him the Smythes had their own money, but from what Josh had seen so far, most rich people were always on the lookout for more money. Josh was here for a horse, not a sales pitch about some investment opportunity.

“Soon, though.” Mr. Smythe slapped Josh on the shoulder. “Come and see Lady.”

He led them past the house toward a fenced field. Good. He wasn’t expecting them to go inside and make conversation or drink tea or whatever these people did. Or maybe Mr. Smythe saw their old jeans and cowboy boots and didn’t think they were fit for his house. Josh wouldn’t take offense, as long as it got him out of small talk.

Mr. Smythe leaned on the fence. “There she is. Lady! Come on, Lady.”

A brown horse flicked one ear toward them but otherwise didn’t move. She looked shaggy. A thick coat was good in the winter, but it didn’t look like this horse had been properly groomed in months.

“Who takes care of her?” Josh asked.

At his voice, Lady lifted her head and looked their way. Josh pulled a carrot from his pocket and held it out. The horse trotted over.

“We mostly let her do her own thing,” Mr. Smythe said. “No one rides her much anymore, so . . .” He shrugged.

Josh’s jaw clenched. Didn’t matter if anyone rode her, she still needed proper care. Lady took the carrot from Josh’s outstretched hand, her breath warm as her lips brushed his palm. Her mane was tangled, her hoofs muddy. The Smythes hadn’t even bothered to clean her up before the sale. Worse, Lady looked too thin, not desperately so, but he could see her ribs. The grass in the paddock had been eaten down close to the ground, and what remained was dry and yellow.

Josh drew in a deep breath. No point in scolding Mr. Smythe for his treatment of the horse. They’d get Lady away, and it didn’t sound like the family planned to keep horses anymore.

“Okay,” Josh said. “Let’s load her up and I’ll transfer the money.”

“About that . . .” Mr. Smythe showed his white teeth.

Josh groaned inside.

“The price has gone up,” Mr. Smythe said. “She’s fifty thousand dollars now.”

TC gasped. Josh didn’t speak. It was all he could do to hold himself back from punching Mr. Smythe in the face.

Finally, Josh said, “We had a deal. Three thousand dollars. Given her age and condition, that’s more than fair.”

“Sure, you could find another horse for that price, but you want this horse.” Mr. Smythe reached a hand toward Lady. The horse stepped away without looking at him. “You can afford that price now.”

“Give us a minute to talk,” Josh said.

“Take your time.” Mr. Smythe wandered back toward the house.

“This is ridiculous,” TC said. “Are we even sure this is Lady?”

Josh studied the horse again and nodded. “I followed her paperwork through two sales. I also looked at old photos of Carly riding.” That had been no hardship. “The white markings on her face fit. Besides, I wouldn’t leave any horse with this guy.”

“But fifty thousand dollars? He’s trying to take advantage because we won the lottery.”

“Yeah. I hate that.”

They didn’t have that much money in the bank. They would in a few days, but Josh didn’t want to leave Lady here for another minute. He also didn’t want Mr. Smythe to get away with this kind of shakedown.

Lady stuck her head over the fence and bumped Josh’s chest. He wished he’d brought a lot more carrots. He stroked the horse’s neck. At least she was friendly. She’d been neglected, but not abused to the point where she lost her trust in people.

“What are you going to do?” TC asked.

“I’m going to get this horse.” Josh gave Lady a last stroke and headed after Mr. Smythe with TC trailing behind.

Mr. Smythe looked entirely too pleased with himself. “Do we have a deal?”

“I’ll give you five thousand dollars right now.”

Mr. Smythe tried to speak.

Josh cut him off. “Or else I can take you to court, because I have your written agreement of the original price in an email. I’ll also report you for animal cruelty.”

Mr. Smythe’s mouth dropped open. “We haven’t abused her! She might not be in prime condition, but she’s old. It’s hardly a case where the law will want to get involved.”

“You might not be convicted, but do you want the lawsuit against you in the news?” Josh showed his own teeth. “Interesting thing about being super rich. You have a lot of money to cause people trouble, if you want. Oh, by the way—the girl who used to own this horse? She’s a lawyer now. Should we get her involved?”

Mr. Smythe hunched his shoulders and scowled.

“Your choice,” Josh said. “You can get five thousand dollars right now, and we’ll take Lady off your hands, which will save you a few thousand dollars per year in expenses. Or you can hold out and have a world of trouble. Those are your only options.” He leaned closer and glared, knowing he was big enough to seem threatening. “Don’t mess with me.”

Mr. Smythe looked a little pale. “Fine. Five thousand dollars.”

Twenty minutes later, they had Lady loaded in the horse trailer and were headed back home.

“That was impressive,” TC said. “I haven’t seen you get that ornery since people were picking on Xander in school.”

Josh rolled his shoulders. He still felt stiff and hot with fury, and he’d only won by giving Mr. Smythe more than they’d agreed. But it was a win, because Lady was safe. Josh resented paying that scoundrel anything, but the money wasn’t important.

What a strange thought. The money wasn’t important. Three thousand dollars, five thousand dollars, fifty thousand dollars—the principle mattered, but the dollars didn’t. This was what it meant to be rich. They didn’t have to turn into jerks like Mr. Smythe. As Carly kept saying, they could do some good with the money.

“Don’t tell Carly yet,” Josh said. “I want to get Lady back in shape, have the vet check her over—” He shot a glance at TC. “Unless you think you’re qualified.”

“Ha. Hardly. Besides, I’m kind of busy this week.”

“Right. Three weeks until Christmas. Maybe that’s enough time to get Lady looking good.”

“Aw!” TC gave him a sappy smile. “You’re going to give your girlfriend a horse for Christmas. I didn’t realize you were such a romantic.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Josh grumbled.

Not yet.


Chapter Twenty-Two


On Saturday, Carly walked to the Christmas market, also known as the Christkindlmarket in honor of the town’s German heritage. It wasn’t far, and Main Street was closed to vehicle traffic for the next few days so pedestrians could enjoy the market safely. She smiled as she walked underneath the tinsel strung between the light poles. In the evening, holiday lights would make the scene sparkle. She imagined walking under the lights holding hands with Josh, while one of the musical groups sang a romantic holiday song.

She hadn’t seen Josh in the last few days, but they’d exchanged texts. The Tomlinsons had hired extra guards to keep people off their property. One man could guard the road, but people tried to jump the fence and get to the house across the field. Some of the guards had brought their dogs as well. A pack of half a dozen dogs would make most trespassers pause for a second thought even if the animals were more likely to slobber than bite.

The Tomlinsons must hate the lack of privacy, but over time, the fuss would die down. Then they’d be able to enjoy their money and status. Once that happened, Josh could decide what he wanted for his future. He’d grown up on the ranch and taken over at only twenty-four years old. Had he ever seriously considered another path? Carly had dim memories of his father scolding Josh for rowdiness and pranks while the other boys got away with the same things. Josh was the oldest, the ranch would be his someday, so he had responsibilities to maintain the legacy. Mr. Tomlinson couldn’t have known how soon Josh would inherit.

The crowds grew thicker as Carly neared the Christmas market. Over the years, the market had attracted tourists, so buses carried people from a field turned into a parking lot outside of town. The buses stopped near the village green, where the gazebo stage featured music all day. At the moment, girls and women in dirndls danced to the lively German accordion music.

A group of women paused to take pictures with the statue of Asa Fuhrmann, “the hero of the last stand.” The plaque nearby explained how Last Stand got its name from a small group of people who gathered in the saloon—the sturdiest building around, since it was built of hill country limestone—to defend themselves against Santa Ana’s troops in 1836. Asa Fuhrmann had left that relative safety to make a run for more ammo. He’d been wounded but still made it back with the ammo that let the townsfolks hold out until the Mexican troops gave up. He’d then died of his wounds. Last Stand was proud of the history that provided the town’s name.

The statue’s base was rather battered from a horrific accident, when a wine touring bus went through a building and damaged the wine tasting room, causing other vehicles to lose control. The statue had saved the library, making Asa a hero again. Carly hadn’t been in town when it happened, but she’d heard the stories. Everyone had.

Carly entered the market and wandered among the stalls, greeting people she knew. All the shops were open. Additional booths set up in the street sold quilts, hats, toys, Texas memorabilia, and more. It seemed like everyone in town was there, either working the shops or visiting them. Kolaches had a line out the door of people wanting their delicious pastries, including their famous kolaches filled with fruit or cream cheese. They’d probably already sold out of the savory breakfast kolaches. The smell of barbecue drifted from Hutchinsons, while Ghost Hollow Vines and Verflocht offered wine tastings, and Outlaw Tequila showed off their liquor.

The smells mingled, sweet pastries and pies from Char-Pie bakery, hot chocolate and apple cider, smoked meats and bratwurst, with an occasional whiff of honey or lavender lotion from the craft stalls. Carly paused and inhaled deeply. It smelled of home and the holidays.

She had yet to find the church booth where the Tomlinsons were helping. She had to move slowly to get through the crowd. Had the Christmas market always been this busy? As a teenager, she and her girlfriends had enjoyed flirting with the city boys who came with their families, but she didn’t remember anything like this. She hadn’t been to the market in a decade though. Maybe she’d simply noticed different things when she was younger, or maybe the market had grown with the additional years of publicity.

She spotted Mallory chatting with Hallie. Was it only a week ago they’d had breakfast together? It seemed like months. Mallory wore a dress at least a century out of date, while Hallie had comical reindeer antlers. The women stood behind a table stacked with pamphlets and a large stuffed animal, the plush toy kind, not the taxidermy kind. A cougar, Carly saw as she drew closer.

Carly greeted them. “You must be helping your aunt,” she said to Hallie.

“That’s right.” Hallie shuffled a stack of pamphlets into a tidy pile and set a rock on it to secure it against the breeze. “Some of the ranchers aren’t happy about her moving her wild animal rescue here. For some reason, they don’t like the idea of cougars and wolves near their livestock.” She put on an exaggerated expression of surprise.

Carly laughed. “No, I don’t imagine they do.”

“The animals aren’t running loose. It’s a sanctuary for animals that can’t be returned to the wild.” Hallie leaned forward and lowered her voice. “And a few that need rehabilitation before they are returned to the wild, but they get released in more remote areas.” She straightened and spoke louder to be heard over a raucous group passing by. “We hope if we give out more information, people will understand and they won’t mind.”

Yeah, convincing ranchers that wolves were worthy of protection wouldn’t be much of a challenge at all.

Carly turned to Mallory. “You look nice.” Her friend wore a dark green dress with long sleeves, buttons up the front of the bodice, and a loose skirt that brushed the ground. Mallory also had a white scarf draped around her shoulders and tied in the front. It was a far cry from her usual torn jeans and snarky T-shirts.

“I’m trying to get people interested in renovating the old theater so we can do a musical revue about the origins of Last Stand during the Bluebonnet festival and in the summer tourist season. I’m going to be singing later.” Mallory tugged on her bodice and adjusted the scarf. “For the moment, I wanted to get away from the crowd. It’s hectic here today.”

“Are you fundraising?” Carly asked. “Because I happen to know a family that recently came into a lot of money and are looking to invest in local businesses.”

Mallory’s expression darkened. “I’m not going to ask Cody, any of the Tomlinsons, for a handout.”

Carly recalled Mallory’s bad mood the prior weekend. “Are you mad at them? For winning the lottery?”

Mallory sighed. “No. I’m annoyed, but not at them or you. I wish it hadn’t happened now, the lottery win, because . . . Well, it changes things. Doesn’t it?”

“It changes a lot, but I don’t think it’s changing them,” Carly said. “They’re pretty much behaving like they always did.”

“They might be the only ones,” Mallory muttered.

Hallie’s gaze shifted past Carly. “I know I commented on the startling number of good-looking men in Last Stand. Today I’m seeing a lot of women dressed to kill.” She adjusted her headband. “Here I thought I was being festive by wearing a red sweater and reindeer antlers.”

Carly turned to look at the group of teenage girls in short skirts and high heels as they moved past, chattering and giggling. Come to think of it, Carly had seen an unusual number of women between fifteen and forty who seemed unusually dressed up for an outdoor Christmas market. The weather was nice, but not warm enough for bare legs and no jacket. She also spotted a fair number of men in business suits, which was hardly typical Texas Hill Country weekend attire.

Carly groaned. “Word must’ve gotten out about the Tomlinson brothers being here this weekend. People figured this was their chance to avoid the guards at the ranch.”

“Oh, right, I heard some family around here won the lottery,” Hallie said.

“I bet the boys are loving this,” Mallory muttered.

“Wait a minute,” Hallie said. “You know them?”

Mallory rolled her eyes. “We were talking about them at breakfast last week. Remember, Carly had to leave to meet Josh? It was all hush-hush for a few days, but it exploded last Monday.”

Hallie’s eyes opened wide. “I didn’t make the connection. I’m terrible with names, and I’ve been back in Houston all week.”

“Oh no.” Carly pointed toward a woman in a tailored black business suit with perfect hair. She held a microphone and scanned the crowd, her gaze sliding past the stalls and visitors. She seemed to be looking for something specific. The man with her carried a large camera.

“The media is here,” Carly said. “I need to warn Josh. They may want to make a quick escape.”

“All the way down the street on the right,” Mallory said. “We’ll distract the press.” She grabbed Hallie and pulled her around the table.

“We will?” Hallie asked. “How exactly?”

Carly didn’t stick around to hear the answer. She pushed through the crowd, searching for Josh. She ducked behind booths, staying close to the shop walls to avoid the bulk of the crowd.

The woman selling handmade Christmas tree ornaments asked, “What’s going on?”

“A news crew is here. Probably trying to catch the Tomlinson brothers.”

“Ha. Them and everyone else in town.”

“I’m going to warn them.”

“Good luck.” The woman turned to share the news with the couple at the stall next to her.

Other vendors asked similar questions as Carly passed. She answered briefly as she hurried to the church booth. The crowd grew denser, the noise louder with a buzzing like a swarm of bees.

Finally, she spotted Josh and TC, or at least the tops of their heads. Good thing they were tall, so she could see them over the mass of women and a few men clustered around their table. Several people held out business cards. Others waved sheaves of papers. Several women held up phones to take pictures of the brothers or squirmed into position for selfies with Josh and TC as the backdrop. One woman in a tight dress perched on the table, facing away from the brothers and holding up her phone as she, apparently, live streamed herself with them in the background. Whether her audience could hear anything she said was in question.

Among the babbling voices, women insisted, “I love you!”

Carly cringed. Love was precious and honest. It cheapened the concept when these people tossed around the word with someone they hadn’t even met. How would the Tomlinsons trust anyone’s words after that?

Carly squeezed behind the next stall over, where the firefighters had a collection box for their toy drive. One of the two men behind that table glared and shifted to block her from getting to Josh and TC. Then his expression relaxed. “Oh, you’re one of us.”

How could she get through the last few feet to Josh and TC? The crowd would never give up those prime spots to let her through.

The mass of people shifted. Josh and TC backed up. The woman sitting on the table jerked sideways and almost fell over. People must be pushing against the table so hard they were moving it. Pretty soon, Josh and TC would be trapped against the wall.

“This gets any worse, we’re going to need paramedics,” the firefighter said.

“It’s going to get worse,” Carly said. “A news crew is coming. These people are here hoping to grab a bit of the Tomlinsons’ fame and fortune for themselves. They’re not going to behave better in front of a camera. I need to warn the guys and get them out of here.”

The man put his fingers to his lips and gave a whistle so loud it pierced even the focus of the fanatics. The crowd shifted back from the table like waves on a beach pulling back to sea. They looked around, momentarily startled into silence.

The sound of singing from the stage on the village green abruptly broke off.

A new voice spoke. “Next up, we have Last Stand’s own Tomlinson brothers, the billionaire bachelor boys! Come on, folks, give them some room so they can get over here.”

The crown by the table shifted again, breaking apart, not withdrawing entirely but providing gaps. The firefighter gave Carly a nudge. “Get in there. I’ll put out a call for all-hands-on-deck.”

Carly elbowed her way between the two stalls. She made it behind the church table, which held only a few plates with crumbs. TC clutched the cash box, either trying to protect it or using it as a shield.

Several women tried to slide around the table after Carly. She grabbed an empty chair and held it up like a lion tamer to keep the women back.

“What’s going on?” TC asked. “That voice was familiar. But we’re not supposed to get up on stage, are we?”

“That was Mallory.” Carly spoke over her shoulder while keeping one eye on the chair as she waved it around. “She’s trying to distract the news crew and buy you some time.”

Already the crowd was shifting back toward them. The people who had made it this close to the Tomlinsons were going to stay.

“News crew?” Josh looked on the edge of panic. “We’ve refused all interviews since we had to do that stuff Monday.”

“I imagine that’s why they’re here,” Carly said. “Why didn’t you bring your guards?”

“They’re on duty at the ranch,” Josh said. “We didn’t want anybody sneaking in while we were gone and lying in wait for us.”

Carly scanned their surroundings. “We have to get you out of here before there’s a riot.” Could they dart down the street, out of the market area, and find some place to hide?

No, if they tried to flee on foot, they’d start a stampede. People could get hurt. They had to find someplace close, a building where they could barricade the door or slip out the back.

“Come on, make room!” Mallory’s voice came over the loudspeakers. “Let’s get Last Stand’s new favorite bachelors up here where you can all see them. And we’ll be, um, giving away a date with each of them, but you have to get in line over here for your chance to win!”

Some of the fans shuffled back. A few sprinted toward the village green. Most weren’t willing to give up their close spot here to get in line somewhere else.

Carly grabbed Josh and TC. “Come on. Into the saloon. We can hole up there while the authorities get things under control.”

Carly linked her arms through theirs, and the three of them plowed through the edge of the crowd until they could duck through the door of the Last Stand Saloon. Once inside, Carly threw all her weight against the door. “Lock it!”

TC bent over, blinking in the dimmer light, until he found the lock and turned it.

They stood up, panting. Everyone in the bar stared at them. Fortunately, the faces were mostly familiar. The saloon was as much a historical monument as a place of business. It opened during the market so tourists could check out the history, but it wasn’t packed like the places that offered meals.

Pounding came at the door. Carly jumped. She swung toward Slater, the saloon owner who stood behind the bar. “Sorry! We’re not trying to keep out customers. Things are getting wild out there and we need a refuge.”

He laughed. “Make yourselves at home.”

“Where are your mama and Cody and Xander?” Carly asked Josh.

“Xander stayed at the ranch,” Josh said. “He was going to take a turn later today. He messaged us that word got out on social media that we were here. People were posting that they were headed over here hoping for a chance to get to us. Cody got Mama away. We stayed behind so they wouldn’t follow Mama, but suddenly we were surrounded. We left it too late to get ourselves out.”

Their mother was probably the least interesting of them, as far as the crowd was concerned, but of course they’d put her safety and comfort first. Only now Ava must be worried sick about them and feeling guilty that she’d suggested they work the church table in the first place.

Josh rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know what we’re going to do now. We only drove the one vehicle.”

“If we can make it to my place without being seen . . .” Carly turned to the bar owner. “Can we leave through the back door?”

“I’ll call my brother and see about getting a car around back to pick you up,” Slater said. “It’s no good getting out there if you’re just followed again.”

The pounding got even louder, mixed with muffled shouts. People were peering in the windows and knocking on them.

An older guy, someone Carly vaguely recognized, pulled out his phone. “I’m going to find out what’s happening out there. Y’all better stay put for now.”

Somehow Carly was pressed up against Josh. He had his arm around her, his hand firm on her hip. She told herself to step away, but she was trembling and couldn’t move.

He dipped his head toward her and whispered, “Thanks for saving us again.”

“Hardly.” Her voice only shook a little. “First of all, I’m not sure we’re safe yet. And second, I didn’t do anything.”

“You came to help us, and you got us here.” Josh looked around the bar. “Kind of fitting for us to make a stand here, where the town took a stand against Santa Ana’s troops way back when. I don’t think we’re going to go down in history as heroes though.”

TC whooped with laughter. “You don’t think fighting off hordes of pretty gals who want our money is the same as the people who stood against Santa Ana’s soldiers?”

“I doubt they’re going to put a statue of us in the town square,” Josh said.

TC struck a pose. “Here the Tomlinson brothers made their last stand. And they drank beer while waiting for rescue.” He swaggered to the bar and sat on a stool.

Josh pulled his phone from his pocket and read a message. “Cody got Mama out safe.” His shoulders relaxed. “He’s asking if he should come back for us.”

Sirens rose above the voices outside. Someone spoke through a bullhorn. The pounding on the door stopped.

Carly peered out a window. The townspeople, those who had been staffing the stalls and others who had been enjoying the market, were escorting the out-of-town visitors back toward the buses. She hadn’t even remembered her pepper spray. That was probably a good thing, since spraying pepper into a crowd would not have made things calmer.

“They’re getting things under control,” Slater said. “It might help if we could announce that you were gone though.”

“Tell them we went to . . .” Josh flapped a hand. “I don’t know. Aruba. Timbuktu. The moon.”

The older guy got back on his phone. “Okay, we have a police car out back for you. Go on through. Stay safe.”

They thanked him as he they passed by.

He saluted. “At your service.” He winked at Carly.

A few fans had figured out how to get around the back of the saloon, but some patrons led the way out and blocked a short corridor to the door of the police car. TC took the front seat while Josh and Carly ducked into the backseat. The car pulled away.

TC chatted with the driver, Slater’s brother Shane Highwater, laughing now that the danger was over.

Carly turned to Josh. “Are you okay?”

He thought for a minute. “Yeah. That was ridiculous. I guess we’re going to have to lay low for a while longer. But you know what? The people here stood by us. They didn’t get crazy.”

“No trouble until the outsiders arrived?”

“Well, we had to answer a bunch of questions this morning, and Mama said the baked goods sold out faster than ever. But it wasn’t bad. I didn’t feel like the people I knew were angry or envious or whatever. Then when things got tough, the town stood by us. That’s been the real blessing of this lottery. Everyone says you can ruin your life by winning a fortune. It rips families apart; you lose all your friends. But this showed me who my friends really are.”

He squeezed her hand. When had he taken her hand?

“I guess the saloon really was a good place to make your stand.” She wasn’t sure what words were coming out of her mouth.

I love you.

Those words, the words in her mind, she couldn’t say. How would Josh know she wasn’t merely caught up in the excitement? She loved Josh because of his kindness and honor, because he saw this disastrous day as a reason to celebrate the decency of ordinary folks, because he cherished his family while figuring out how to let them chase their own dreams.

But how could she tell him, when he’d seen how cheap the words could be?

She pulled her hand from his.

“Carly.” His breath washed over her cheek. His body warmed hers where their sides pressed together.

She kept her gaze straight ahead, because if she turned toward him, they’d be close enough to kiss. “I told myself we weren’t doing this. I told you. I understand it might be tempting to turn toward something familiar when the alternative is the tomfoolery you just went through. But I don’t want to be with you only because I’m familiar. And—and you can’t know for sure I don’t want you for your money.”

“You really believe that?”

“I know what I just saw. Anyway, you need time to figure out what you really want. Time to experience more of the world. You can do anything now.”

He nodded slowly. “That’s true. So, you think I should do exactly what I want to do.”

She leaned away and eyed him cautiously. That sounded like a trap. “I think you should take time to figure it out. You’ve been the responsible one for so long. What did you want before that? When you were a kid, when you were growing up. You must have had other dreams.”

He was quiet for a while. The police car drove out the road toward the ranch. Carly should have had the chief drop her in town. She could ride back to town with him, but she could have avoided this uncomfortable conversation if she’d escaped earlier.

“You know what?” Josh said at last. “I always wanted to be a rancher. I don’t remember ever wanting anything else. I do know what I want.”

Josh leaned closer. “The question is, what do you want? Why are you afraid of starting something with me?”

“I’m not afraid!”

“You keep telling me we should wait. But you admitted you like me.”

“Well, of course I do.” Who wouldn’t?

Carly glanced at the police chief in front of her. He might be talking to TC and looking at the road, but she didn’t doubt for a second that he was aware of everything going on in the backseat. She didn’t think he’d spread gossip, but she still didn’t want him to think she was just another one of those women flocking to the Tomlinson brothers because of their new fame and fortune. The lottery win made the situation so awkward.

“I don’t want you to do something you’ll regret later,” Carly whispered. “Everything has been so strange lately.”

Josh crossed his arms. “Aren’t we all adults here? You and Cody and TC and Xander. What about me? Can’t I be trusted to know what I really want?”

“That is . . .” Carly’s instinctive rebuttal faded quickly. “A really good point.”

She felt overheated with embarrassment, the fading adrenaline rush from their escape, and the usual warmth she got from being near Josh. She wanted to open the window and let in some cold air. Did police car windows roll down? Probably not in the backseat.

She rubbed her face. Carly remembered what she’d told Mallory earlier. She kept waiting to see if the money would change Josh, change how he thought or what he wanted. But he was too much himself to let a fortune change his values or priorities. He was simply himself and always would be. But the fortune did change things—how people saw them, how they could live and had to live.

Josh was waiting. Carly’s mind felt scrambled.

Finally she said, “I can’t take any more right now. I need some time to think. I’m sorry. I can’t just turn off my brain or jump to a decision without thinking about it from every angle.”

Josh nodded. “I get that. You and I, we’re planners. We like to research the options, consider our choices, make a plan and a backup plan. It’s okay. Take the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

Carly didn’t know what to say to that. They rode the rest of the way in silence. Josh didn’t try to take her hand again.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Josh didn’t see Carly for the next week. That was hard, but he wanted to give her space to figure out her feelings. She probably thought she was giving him space, but he knew better.

He managed to get the family together for a meeting, where he presented his idea that Carly should handle the family trust. Everyone agreed with enthusiasm. Then Josh got out with the work crew he’d hired, and they rebuilt the barn roof.

A couple of days later, Carly messaged him. They’d bought new phones with unlisted numbers that they only gave to a few people. That let them call each other from different parts of the ranch and coordinate with Herman and the other hands they were hiring, who were sworn to keep the number secret under pain of firing.

Carly wanted to come out for an afternoon ride. That sounded promising.

Josh got Ranger and Dixie ready before she arrived. He wanted to keep Lady secret for a while longer, to save the surprise for Christmas. She was already looking better after a good grooming. The vet had checked her over. She’d be as good as new after a few months of a proper diet with healthy nutrition.

He had the two horses saddled and out of the barn when Carly came through the back of the house.

She had her hair tightly braided, her face scrubbed clean, a scarf tucked into the collar of her coat to ward off the cold breeze. Her smile was slightly awkward as she joined him. She looked amazing.

“They’re saddled and ready to go? What did I do to deserve such service?” she asked.

Josh shrugged. “We don’t always get what we deserve. Sometimes that’s okay.”

“I guess I’ll accept my good fortune then.”

He held Ranger while she swung herself into the saddle. Then he mounted and they headed across the fields.

“Colder today,” he said for something to say.

She nodded. “Still, any day on a horse is a good day.”

He assumed she had a reason for meeting him. He could be patient. And even if she just wanted to ride, or if she came here to tell him she wasn’t ready for a relationship, at least he’d get an hour in her company.

“I’ve been thinking about your question the other day,” Carly said after a while.

“Which one? I feel like I’ve been questioning everything.”

“What would you do if you could do anything? That one.” One corner of her mouth pulled up. “The one I tried to avoid since I’m not the one with all the money. But you were right. It is a good question. Of course, you might come up with an answer you don’t like. You might discover that you want to do something you can’t possibly do, because it requires too much money or too much of something else. Like I don’t think I could be an Olympic figure skater, even if that was my dream and even if I had your riches, because I didn’t start training in childhood and probably don’t have the talent anyway.”

“No, that’s true. Huh. You know, I’m going to be rich enough I could probably buy a pro football team if I wanted, but I still couldn’t be a pro football player. Well, unless I bought a team and forced them to let me play. Funny to think about that.” He studied her. “You didn’t actually want to be a pro figure skater, did you?”

“How should I know? I’ve never skated in my life, unless you count sliding around in my boots on frozen cattle ponds. No, that was just a random example of when the question isn’t too useful. I think it could be useful a lot though. For example, your mama said she and her friends talked about hiring cleaning people if they won the lottery.”

“Yeah. That’s going to be her Christmas present. Don’t tell.”

“Okay, but imagine if she hadn’t won the lottery.” She gestured with her free hand. “Maybe y’all couldn’t afford to hire a cleaning person with the current budget. But if your mama decided she really didn’t want to do cleaning anymore, if she hated that job and would rather do anything else, then maybe she could get a part-time job and make enough money to pay a cleaner. She could sell baked goods at the farmers market to make money. Maybe she’d have to work more hours baking and selling than she would’ve spent on cleaning, but she might prefer it.”

He frowned. “Do you think she would?”

“I have no idea, but I bet she never asked herself that. That’s my point. If we don’t think about what we love and what we hate and what we want to do in life, we might get stuck in a rut when we don’t need to be there.” Carly tipped her head back so the sun shone full on her face. “Now she can do whatever she wants, of course. She doesn’t have to take care of all of you, so she can spend more time on self-care.”

“What’s that mean?” He heard the phrase, but it sounded like one of those New Age things that didn’t make much sense, like lighting scented candles so you’d feel calm or energized or whatever. He’d never yet met a candle that took away the strain of working for twelve hours in a freezing rain.

“It’s simply where you take care of yourself, whatever that means to you. Bubble baths, a massage, spending an afternoon reading.” Her nose wrinkled. “It’s one of those things you’re supposed to do when you have a lot of stress, but of course people who have a lot of stress don’t usually have the time or money to do those things. But my point was, Ava saw cleaning the house as part of her job, so she did it. She never thought about other options. If you don’t spend some time thinking about what you really want out of life, you’re not going to move toward your goals.”

Josh scratched his head. “Wait a minute, are we talking about Mama or me or you here?”

“Well, I meant to talk about myself but got off track.” She grinned. “Sorry. I was trying to make the general point that it’s probably good for people to think about their priorities and their wishes once in a while. Lots of people do New Year’s resolutions, but that’s not quite the same. People resolve to lose weight or get in shape because they think it’s what they’re supposed to do. I doubt most people really think about what they want to do with their lives.”

“And you’ve been thinking about it?”

“Yes, darn it! You got me thinking about it.” She tossed her head. Her braid bounced and glowed in the sunlight.

“Well, good, I guess,” Josh said. “Why should we be the only ones facing these hard questions? Did you figure out anything?”

“I still want to help people. That wasn’t really a question, but it had kind of moved into the background, since I had to do whatever work the firm assigned. If it’s what I want, I need to make it a priority. I decided I might not want to work in the law office.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s fine there. They treat me well enough, and I love Irma, but . . .”

“Maybe you love Irma more from a distance?”

She giggled. “That’s part of it. But also, I think I’d like to work for myself. Then I could make my own decisions about what cases I take. I probably wouldn’t get as much work for a while, maybe ever, but I wouldn’t need as much work, because I wouldn’t be giving a big chunk of my income to the firm to cover the office and Irma’s salary and so forth. I wouldn’t necessarily even need an office. A fancy office can impress people, but if I do a good enough job, I shouldn’t need to impress people that way.”

“Okay.” Josh glanced toward the sun. He’d like to spend all day riding with and talking to Carly, but the sun went down early this time of year and it could get cold quickly. Already the horses’ breath came out in puffs of mist. “Let’s turn back.” He aimed Dixie toward the barn and Ranger moved with them. “You were saying?”

“I’d like to keep helping people do good with their money.” Carly took a deep breath. “So yes, if you want to hire me to manage the family trust, I’m in. I’ll warn you though, I’m going to have opinions.”

“Okay. That’s settled.”

Her eyebrows went up. “That easy?”

“Why make it hard?”

“Well, we have some things to discuss. Like how much of my time you’ll actually need.”

He wanted to say, all of it. He stuck with, “TC is buying a house and probably a bunch of yaks or alligators or kangaroos or whatever he decides is the next trend in exotic meat. I’ve already hired some extra hands and TC needs more workers. Plus, we have all the charitable stuff. We can keep you pretty busy. We’ll be giving away millions every year.”

Josh still couldn’t quite believe he was talking about amounts like that. Still, they really would have tens of millions of dollars coming in every year, so they might as well push most of it right back out again.

“I must admit, I’m excited about working on the charitable donations,” Carly said. “We’ll put aside a few million of the first year’s payment for safety, so you never have to worry about paying your bills or losing the ranch. Then you can donate some and keep the rest invested so it grows and you can donate even more in the future.”

She studied him. “And your eyes are glazing over. It’s all right. I’ll work out the details with the money people. How about three days a week to start? That way I can keep working with some other clients so when things get less busy with your family, I won’t be out of work.”

“Whatever you think. I’m glad you’re considering what you want, and I’m glad we’re part of your plans.”

“Me, too.” She shot him a shy glance but didn’t say anything else.

They got back to the barn and dismounted. Josh took Dixie’s reins. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Oh.” She hesitated. “You don’t want me to help with the unsaddling and grooming?”

“No.” He had to keep her away from Lady. “Um, we’re doing some work in the barn. It’s a bit dangerous.”

Her eyebrows went up. “You’re keeping horses in a barn that’s dangerous? That doesn’t sound like you.”

“Well, not really dangerous, but you have to know where to step. Anyway, you can go in and talk to Xander and Mama about the details of your contract.” He took a step away, anxious to avoid any more questions about the barn. But they hadn’t actually talked about what he’d hoped she wanted to discuss.

He looked back. “Unless you have something else to say?”

“Well, yeah.” She bit her lip. “About us. I’m heading out to visit my family this weekend.”

“You’re leaving for Christmas?” Disappointment washed over him. He’d hoped to give her Lady as a present on Christmas Day. But a few days late wouldn’t matter.

“No, actually I’m coming back here for Christmas.” Carly’s cheeks were pink, and he didn’t think it was solely due to the cold. “Ava invited me at the cookie exchange, and I decided I wanted to do it. This is more like home now. My brother-in-law’s family will be in Arizona with my sister and my parents on Christmas Eve and Christmas, so it will be a bit hectic.”

“You don’t think it will be hectic here?”

“Well . . . I’d rather be here, regardless, so I’m flying back Christmas Eve, and I’ll come over Christmas morning. Do you mind?”

“Far from it.” His smile hurt his cheeks.

“Once I’m back . . .” Her face was quite pink now. “I was thinking . . . Maybe we could try dating? If you still want?”

He stepped closer. “Oh, you were thinking about that? Was it part of your ‘what I’d do if I could do anything’ thinking?”

She nodded, a little shy. “If you want to.”

“Let me think about it.”

He leaned down and brushed his lips to hers. It was a brief touch, a few seconds of pressure and the mingling of breath, but it had the shock of a lightning bolt, the awe of holding a newborn calf in your hands after working all night through a storm to save it, the astonishment of winning the lottery and knowing everything was going to change.

“Yeah.” The word came out hoarse. He cleared his throat. “I think I can work dating you into my schedule.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, do you need to check your social calendar? I know how busy you aristocrats are.”

He chuckled. “I’m more and more glad that we have the money to hire extra hands now. I think I’m going to want to spend a lot of time on . . . Let’s call it self-care. That’s a big thing these days, I hear. Maybe you could help me with that.”

She gave a solemn nod. “I am at your disposal for whatever kind of advice or assistance you need.”

Dixie snorted and stamped. Ranger was pulling toward the barn. They reminded Josh that he had reasons not to drag Carly into the hayloft at the moment.

“All right, enjoy your trip home,” he said. “When you’re back, we’ll discuss how to fit self-care into our schedules, perhaps over a nice dinner. Although now I keep thinking of bubble baths and massage.”

She tipped her head to the side and studied him. “Interesting. I never saw you as the bubble bath and massage type of man.”

“Well, I admit I’ve never tried it. I might need a tutor.” He indulged himself with one more brush of lips before straightening. “Okay. Soon.”

“Not soon enough,” she whispered before turning toward the house.

Josh got the horses unsaddled, groomed, fed, and settled. When he dragged himself back inside, weary from the labor and a chill in the air that threatened snow, Mama offered him a cup of coffee and a big smile.

“Did you figure it all out?” Josh asked.

Mama grabbed his arm, rose on her toes, and kissed his cheek. “That was a wonderful idea. The beginning is always the hardest, but Carly will help us set up a system. She wants to meet with me every week to discuss the particulars. Won’t that be fun?”

“I’m glad you think so,” Josh teased. “I’d rather be out with the cattle.” Not that he wouldn’t enjoy meeting with Carly every week, but figuring out the details of the donations? If Mama had fun with that, Josh was happy to let her whoop it up to her heart’s content. He had already arranged the weekly cleaning service as her Christmas present, so she’d have more free time. If she wanted to give up some or all of the cooking, they could arrange that, too. He’d miss her casseroles and stews, but she’d spent her life taking care of them. It was time for her to do whatever she wanted.

Mama gave a happy sigh. “I can hardly wait until we get to tell people the things we’re doing. It will make a wonderful Christmas present for the town.”

They didn’t only want to donate money to big organizations. They also wanted to help the community. So far, they’d decided to pay off the church’s mortgage, set up a fund for small business grants, and give the local PTAs large grants to distribute to classrooms or afterschool programs.

Josh had absolutely refused TC’s suggestion that they pay for a statue of the two of them hiding in the Last Stand Saloon.

Later, they’d talk to the chamber of commerce, the various houses of worship, the school boards, the principals and teachers, and others to find out what the town needed most. December wasn’t the best time for that though, with everyone focused on the upcoming holidays.

Josh was going to have a hard time thinking about anything besides Christmas himself.


Chapter Twenty-Four


On Christmas morning, Carly drove past fields sparkling with hoarfrost. With the grasses and trees covered in tiny ice crystals, Texas Hill Country looked like a winter wonderland. The blue skies promised warmer weather later, but passing through the sparkling white landscape felt like driving through a Christmas card.

She turned on the ranch road and stopped by the portable building at the front of the property. That was new.

Herman came out of the white dome. “Hiya, Carly!”

“Working on Christmas?”

“Yeah, all the guys who didn’t have a place to go for the holiday volunteered to work today. It would be just like some of those sneaky scoundrels to show up today hoping the Tomlinsons would feel guilty turning down requests on Christmas. They got a security company to set up cameras along the perimeter, so we can see if anyone tries to get in that way. They’re attached to a screen in here. Pretty cool, huh?”

He rubbed his gloved hands together. “We have heaters inside. Chairs, a big table, a couple of cots. They’re going to deliver Christmas dinner later. I’ve already eaten so many Christmas cookies this week I’m fit to burst.”

“Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas. You go on through now. I know they’re looking forward to seeing you.” He waved as she drove off and then ducked back inside the warm hut.

Carly parked, gathered her Christmas presents, and headed for the door. It opened seconds after she knocked.

“Carly!” TC shouted and hauled her into the house.

She set her stack of gifts on the table so her arms were free for hugs.

“Guess what the boys got me for Christmas!” Ava said.

“What?”

“A cleaning service! Every week for a year.” She laughed. “You know what’s really funny? That’s what I got my friends.”

“All of them? Rondha and Glenda too?”

Ava nodded. “We haven’t exactly made up. Rondha is still being snippy. But it was one of the things we all said we’d do if we won together, so I’m doing it for them.” She gave a sweet smile. “I can afford to be the bigger person. I mean, I literally can afford it! I’m so rich now I couldn’t figure out how to spend all the money if I tried, so why not use it to give my friends a break? They’ve worked hard all their lives.”

Plus, it probably chafed Rondha’s britches to be refused something she thought was her right and then to get it as a generous gift. Carly didn’t think Ava was devious enough to do it for that reason. But maybe so. Revenge could be as sweet as the cookies Ava had delivered around town, just as if nothing had changed this year.

TC examined the presents from Carly. “Which one’s mine? Hey, they’re not labeled.”

“They’re all the same.”

He gasped. “Cheater! Talk about taking the easy way out of Christmas shopping.”

Carly propped a hand on her hip. “Hey, do you know how hard it is to figure out what to give people who can literally buy anything they want for themselves?”

Cody handed Carly his cup of coffee and she took a sip. Xander sat at the table and pulled a present toward himself. Josh stood across the room. His gaze met Carly’s and they smiled. Her heart beat faster.

“You’d each better grab a package and open them at the same time,” Carly said. “I don’t think TC’s going to wait.”

“Nope.” He already had a corner of the wrapping paper loosened, but he waited until everyone had their package before he started ripping his open.

“Oh!” Ava gasped and put a hand over her mouth when she saw the cover of the book. The collage of photos included one recent one of the brothers as adults. One was from their childhood, with their father. Older pictures showed the boys’ grandparents and great-grandparents.

Carly had tricked Xander into helping with that. She’d suggested he scan his mother’s old photos into a digital format as backup in case of a fire or something. That would be his Christmas present to his mother. Then Carly got him to share the folder with her so she could see how well the scans had worked “out of curiosity.”

“Tomlinson Family Recipes,” Cody read.

“Like I said, I wanted something people couldn’t buy you.” She’d pondered that for a while and finally came up with this option when she was staying in the house. First, she’d had to sneak photos of Ava’s recipe cards when no one was looking. Then she’d spent hours transcribing the handwritten recipes so they were easier to read. She’d laid them out in book form, with a photo of the original recipe card alongside the typed recipe.

They all flipped through their books. “Oh, this is a good one,” Xander said.

“Where are the cookies?” TC asked. “Ooh, there’s a whole section!”

Ava hugged her. “It’s perfect, thank you.”

Josh stood next to Carly. “This must have taken you hours and hours.”

“A few.” She winked. “Don’t worry, I won’t bill you for them.” She started to unbutton her coat. She hadn’t gotten around to taking it off with all the excited greetings.

He took her arm. “Before you do that, come out to the barn with me.”

“Okay.” She hadn’t seen him in over a week. She was glad their first meeting was among his brothers and mother. Otherwise, she might have flung herself on him so hard she’d knock them both to the ground. Not that she’d mind rolling around on the ground with him, but they didn’t need to start their romance with a head injury or sprained back from the fall.

Cody and TC were already arguing about which of the recipes they should make first. If anyone noticed Carly and Josh leave, they didn’t comment.

The morning sun lit up the frost so brightly it made her eyes water. The air had a cold bite, in contrast to the vivid blue sky.

As they walked to the barn, Josh asked, “How are your folks and your sister?”

“They’re good. The baby is adorable. My two-year-old niece a lot of fun, too. I enjoyed playing with her while everyone else was caught up in the new baby. It’s good to be back home though.”

“Last Stand is home?”

“Absolutely. I can’t even imagine living anywhere else now.”

Was it her imagination, or did Josh seem nervous? She wouldn’t go so far as to say that he fidgeted, but his smile kept shifting. It seemed like he was struggling to keep it in place, or else he was trying not to grin too big.

She felt giddy seeing him alone as well, for the first time since they’d agreed to date, but why were they going to the barn? If he’d wanted to go for a ride, he would’ve asked and given her time to change out of her dressy Christmas clothes instead of dragging her out the instant she arrived.

Could he be giving her a present? Something in the barn?

She almost stopped in her tracks. A horse?

Surely not. That was way too big a gift when they hadn’t even officially started dating yet.

Josh had already said she could ride any of their horses, so maybe it was a symbolic gift. He’d let her think of the horse as hers, but it would stay here and nothing would really change.

Or maybe Josh had found an older horse, one that needed a good home and didn’t cost much. Maybe he even got it for free if somebody couldn’t take care of the horse anymore.

Could she take a gift like that? Not under normal circumstances, but they were billionaires. It was weird to figure out how that changed things. The Tomlinsons could certainly afford to buy her a horse. Still, they wouldn’t think something like that was appropriate, would they? With the amount they were paying her, she’d be able to buy and board her own horse soon.

A horse would be an amazingly romantic gift, but more appropriate for a one-year anniversary than a first date.

Josh was watching her. Had he said something while she was caught up in her thoughts?

She smiled, hoping that was an appropriate response. He smiled back, so maybe it was.

“Things have been good here?” she asked.

“We’re getting used to having more money than any one family can spend,” he said. “It turns out it’s pretty cool to have enough wealth to help people.”

She nodded. “I passed Herman on the way in. He’s one example of someone who’s glad you won the lottery.”

“Yeah, I didn’t realize how many people around here needed a helping hand. We were afraid everyone would beg for money, but you and the other guards have kept those people away from us. There are also plenty of folks who simply want a chance to work for a living. They want a job that pays well and isn’t horrible or dangerous. It’s amazing how hard they’re willing to work if you treat them right, and how grateful they are for the chance. To tell the truth, employing those guys makes me feel better than giving a million to a charity where it will help people I never see.”

“Both are valuable. But I get your point. It’s nice to see your money at work in the community.”

They entered the barn. She blinked in the dimmer light. Soft snuffles and the sound of hooves on wood came from some of the stalls.

“Hi, Ranger.” Carly greeted the first horse as he stuck his head over the stall door. She pulled off her gloves so she could rub his face with her bare hands.

In the next stall over, a horse moved, but Dixie didn’t stick her head out. Josh walked farther along the row and stood, shifting from foot to foot, in front of a third stall. It had been empty before, but now a horse stuck its head over the stall door. A third horse? They hadn’t had a third horse before. Carly’s heart raced.

The head that bumped Josh’s chest was brown with some white on the face. A pang hit Carly as she walked closer. The horse reminded her of her beloved Lady.

“You got another horse.” She cleared her throat. “What a gorgeous—”

The horse glanced her way and whinnied.

She felt like she’d been kicked in the chest. It looked so much like Lady. She gulped and held back tears. Lady was long gone.

“Merry Christmas,” Josh said.

“What do you mean?” Carly forced the words out. “You got me a horse? You got me that horse?”

The animal turned its head fully toward Carly and gave a happy nicker. That pattern on her face. Carly knew it better than she knew her own face in the mirror.

“Lady!” Carly stumbled forward in a rush. That wasn’t how one should approach a horse, unless you knew it well. She hadn’t seen Lady in years, but soon she was crying and stroking the forehead and velvety ears. She scratched under Lady’s jaw, right where she preferred, as Lady made friendly sounds of happiness.

Carly could hardly see through her tears, but she knew this was her horse. They recognized each other, no matter how long they’d been apart.

After a few minutes, she wiped her eyes and turned to Josh.

He gave her a crooked grin. “You like your Christmas present?”

“You even have to ask? You found Lady for me.” She threw herself into his arms.

He patted and stroked her back, soothing her with gentle affection the way she’d cuddled the horse. She simply held on.

Finally, she eased back enough to wipe her eyes again. “It’s a good thing you’re wearing a coat or your shirt would be soaked with my tears.”

“Hey, I may be rich now, but I’m still a tough rancher. I can handle a little moisture.”

She glanced back toward the barn door. “No one else wanted to come out and witness me make a fool of myself over a horse?”

“Oh, I’m sure they did, but I think they wanted to give us privacy.”

His voice rumbled so she felt it in her chest. She should probably stop clinging to him, but she couldn’t make herself step away.

“Sorry I dragged you out of there so quickly,” he added. “I was afraid someone would spill the beans.”

Carly managed to turn back toward Lady while still holding onto Josh. “You didn’t have to do this. But I’m so glad you did. When did you get her?”

“About three weeks ago. The vet checked her over and she’s in pretty good health. We’ll fatten her up a bit.”

Giving her Lady back was the best gift Carly could imagine. It felt like a declaration of love.

Her feelings for him had not faded when she was away. She’d missed him with a bone-deep ache, as much as she’d missed Lady.

“You’ve had a couple of weeks of working for the family as our lawyer on retainer,” he said. “We’re paying you well enough, I guess.” He pulled a carrot out of his coat pocket and handed it to her.

“Exceedingly well, thank you.” She blinked at the carrot for a few seconds. Oh, right, for Lady, obviously, but how was she supposed to think when he had his arm around her and she was overwhelmed by his closeness and the joy of seeing her horse again?

Lady stretched her head forward. Carly offered her the carrot.

“Good,” Josh said. “I wouldn’t want you to think I thought you were only interested in me for my money. After all, you have your own money now. You don’t need mine.”

“Um. Right. That’s true. I never was interested in you for your money.”

“To be clear,” he said, “I know you’re not interested in me for my money. And you know I know you’re not interested in me for my money. Therefore, you can no longer use that as an excuse for why you’re not interested in me.”

She opened her mouth and closed it again. She worked through his claim.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll agree, I’m not interested in you because of your money.”

“Does that mean you aren’t interested in me for some other reason?”

Her face warmed. Had he put heaters in the barn, or was it simply that every time she got close to him, she felt like she’d combust?

“No, it means that I am interested in you,” she said. “Very interested, but not because of your money. I’m interested in you because you’re kind and thoughtful and hard-working.” She paused to stroke Lady’s nose. “Because you understood what I’d want most as a Christmas present, and you got it for me. And because for some reason, when I’m close to you, I feel like someone has turned the heat up to a hundred degrees.”

He slid his other arm around her. “Does that mean you feel like you should be taking off some of this clothing?”

“Absolutely. But given that it’s probably only about forty degrees out, and you have three brothers and a mother who might start to wonder where we went, I’m not sure we should take off a lot of clothing just yet.”

“Soon?” he asked hopefully.

She considered the question. “From what I hear, TC and Cody won’t be moving to the other ranch for a few weeks yet.”

“That’s right. The Rivieras didn’t want to move until after the holidays. Cody and TC might be out of here in a couple of weeks. Granted, I’ll still have Xander and Mama, at least for a while. They haven’t made other plans yet. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind any of your family,” she said.

He leaned down so his warm breath whispered past her ear. “I mind them very much if they keep us apart.”

“There’s something you’re forgetting.” She stroked her hands up his chest and linked them behind his neck. “I have my own place. Unless you’re too rich now to come hang out at an apartment.”

His lips brushed her earlobe and neck. “Is that an invitation?”

Before she could answer, he touched his mouth to hers. She sank into the kiss, pressing against him as if the heat between them could fuse them together forever.

Sometime later, they eased apart and caught their breath. Dust moats sparkled in the light spilling through the barn door. It smelled of hay and horses. Carly’s feet and nose were cold, while the rest of her felt overheated in her heavy coat. She thought she would always remember this moment, the best kiss of her life from the best man she knew.

“Well, is it?” he asked.

She’d forgotten the question. “What was that?”

“I asked if you were inviting me to your place soon.”

She grabbed his coat, pulled him close, and pressed another kiss to his lips. “How’s tonight?”

Josh growled and returned her kiss.

A few minutes later, he leaned his forehead against hers. “A few weeks ago, my life changed for the better in ways I couldn’t even imagine. It’s not about the numbers in the bank account. It’s about the people that money brought into my life. If Mama hadn’t won the lottery, I might have kept my distance from you. That would be a tragedy.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “I had plans for you.”

He pulled back enough to see her face and grinned. “Really?”

“I was planning to ask you to go to the Corbyn’s party with me and some friends, and if that went well enough, to be my date at the Christmas ball. Then you told me your family won the lottery.” She raised her gaze toward the roof. “How could I approach you after that? It was terrible.”

He chuckled. “Terrible for me, too, but we got through it, with your help.” His hand stroked lazy circles on her back. “You’re already a part of this family. I know you don’t need anything our money can buy you. But I have something money can’t buy that I’d like to give you: my heart.”

She snuggled close. “I’ll take it. You already have mine.”

The End
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