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Dedication


For Alan Erickson, with thanks for taking me up in a two-seater plane for research and for checking my flying scenes.


Chapter One


Cody walked through Last Stand with his brother Xander. They’d just finished a long meeting about windmills with an energy company. That was not exactly how Cody would prefer to spend a chilly January day, or any day, but Xander had asked Cody to come along. Xander was brilliant with money and technology, but he didn’t always feel comfortable with people. Cody didn’t have drive like his oldest brother Josh or big dreams like their second brother TC or brilliance like Xander, the youngest. But at least his brothers called on him when they needed extra hands, a strong back, or moral support. Maybe that was his place in life: someone to be there and help the driven and the dreamers.

He paused to look across the street at the old movie theater. When movie distributors stopped making films on actual film, hundreds of small-town theaters had closed because they couldn’t afford the new digital projectors. Last Stand’s theater was one of the victims. It was a cool old building, faced in alternating bands of beige and sand-colored brick, with lots of fancy trim on the front. Under normal circumstances, Cody might vaguely think Someone should preserve that old building and then go about his business.

Someone was already trying to do just that. Mallory Moore. Her name ran through his mind like a song chorus. Cody’s history with Mallory was complicated and included one of his best memories alongside several of his worst.

Xander tucked his scarf tighter around his neck as they gazed at the building in silence. Xander rarely asked Cody what he was thinking. That was a relief, because Cody wasn’t certain he knew the answer or wanted to share his thoughts if he did.

Mallory was in there, which made him want to find her and also made him want to walk past quickly.

Cody had seen the notices about the work party, step one of her plan to renovate the theater into a place for live theater. The teenagers in the high school theater class she taught were developing a musical revue about the history of Last Stand. They planned to perform it during the spring Bluebonnet Festival and summer tourism season. Mallory also hoped to buy a new projector so they could have movies again.

It was a clever idea. The building was one of the oldest in town, not as old as the saloon where the founding fathers had made their last stand against Santa Ana’s troops in the eighteen-thirties, but at least a century old. It had started life as a live theater before transitioning to playing movies. Cody hadn’t been inside since high school, but he had vague memories of the ceiling and upper walls covered in decorative trim, complete with flowering vines and cherubs who looked more like zombie babies due to the flaking paint. It must be even worse now, since it had been sitting empty for so long.

The remodel was an ambitious project, and no doubt expensive, but Mallory hadn’t asked the Tomlinsons for any money. Not yet, anyway, but he suspected she never would. Certainly not if she had to ask Cody for anything.

A flurry of movement and voices from down the street caught his attention as a group of women headed their way. Cody recognized most of them from high school.

One raised her arm high and waved. “Cody!”

Great. He’d been avoiding Amber ever since his family had won the big lottery a couple of months before. He and Amber had dated in high school, or at least fooled around for a few weeks. Back then, he’d been grateful that she could overlook his scars and limp. After he moved away, they’d hooked up a time or two when he came back to visit. He’d stopped that years ago, when he realized he didn’t particularly like Amber and was only taking advantage of her availability and the lingering feelings of gratitude. She apparently thought they had meant more to each other, or she’d simply convinced herself that she could make any relationship work if the guy was rich enough.

Xander’s shoulders hunched, and he tucked his chin deeper into his scarf as if he could hide from the attention. They’d had enough trouble with friends and complete strangers wanting a share of the money. They needed to be careful not to give any women the wrong idea. Texas didn’t allow people to sue for breach of contract over a broken engagement—Cody’s best friend Carly, now the family lawyer, had checked—but if someone ran to the media with tales of bad behavior by the “billionaire bachelor brothers,” it could cause a lot of hassle and smear their reputations. Cody found that part laughable, since he didn’t have much of a reputation to lose, but he didn’t want his brothers and mama tarnished by his actions, so he’d tried to lay low.

Therefore, Cody had been dodging Amber since he moved back home before Christmas. No reason to stop now. He didn’t look at the group of women. He’d gotten good at pretending he didn’t see people or hear his name called. His mama would scold him for being disrespectful, but really, when you couldn’t even stop in the diner for a cup of coffee without being mobbed, you had to learn to ignore people.

He stepped into the empty street. “Come on. Let’s check out the work party.”

They walked across, or maybe scurried or fled were better words. They’d check in on the work party, see how the renovations were going. Merely to avoid the other woman, of course. Not because he wanted to see Mallory. He had things he ought to say to her, but he couldn’t say them in front of her students.

He pushed open the theater door. They stepped into the foyer, dimly lit by the weak winter sunshine fighting its way through the grimy front windows. Cody risked a quick glance back. Amber was leading the woman across the street in their direction. It would be rude to lock the door behind him, and besides, it looked like locking it required a key he didn’t have.

They could at least disappear farther into the theater. Music, voices, and occasional banging announced people at work. He ducked into the short hall, Xander trailing behind. They stepped out into the main theater, a large room by small town standards, the ceiling soaring high above seating for about two hundred. The old movie screen had been removed, revealing the stage. The wall lights barely cut through the darkness, but a few extra lights shone down from the catwalk.

Mallory stood center stage, talking to a skinny kid in a denim jacket. Dust swirled around them in the blue-tinged beams of the stage lights, giving the scene an otherworldly effect.

Cody blinked. Memories flooded his mind, overlaying the current scene. He’d spent so much time in theater his senior year. He hadn’t been a theater kid before that. He’d been rodeo all the way. Riding bulls and bucking broncos gave him the adrenaline rush he craved as he waited to get old enough to join the military and become a fighter pilot. The kids interested in acting and stage crew practically spoke a different language and called themselves theater geeks, which was reason enough to avoid them.

Then his accident had disrupted those dreams. He’d crashed his daddy’s truck, so he didn’t even have the cool factor of a rodeo injury. He’d spent weeks in the hospital and had a long recovery. He’d been bitter about his ruined dreams, resentful of the therapy he needed, and angry at everyone. Looking back, he could see how his bad attitude had frustrated his physical therapist. She’d finally suggested theater as a form of physical and speech therapy. He’d agreed, because it had to be better than tedious sessions at the hospital, repeating the same exercises dozens of times.

With theater, he’d entered another world, one more fascinating than he’d ever expected, but still not his. That year almost felt like an entirely different life.

Back then, Mallory had been a quiet, anxious girl who crept around the school hardly saying a word. But in the theater, she blossomed. She slipped into roles as easily as someone else tried on clothes. She went from mousy to fierce or tragic or sultry, and that one time, after she’d been so flirty and friendly as they performed The Importance of Being Earnest . . .

He shook his head. Those years were long gone, and he shouldn’t go there again, even in his mind.

“Cody!” Xander broke him out of his reverie.

Women’s voices came from the foyer behind them. The closed door hadn’t deterred Amber. How did celebrities handle fans? Cody didn’t flatter himself that the attention was about him and Xander. It was about the billion-dollar lottery the family had won. Still, the result was the same: no privacy and everyone wanting a piece of you.

He gave a grunt of annoyance and strode down the aisle toward the stage. They were halfway there when Mallory glanced their way. Her posture went from loose and expressive to stiff.

Cody lifted a hand in a casual wave and tried to smile. “Hey.” He raised his voice to carry over the murmurs of the women behind them. “We heard about the work party. Thought we’d stop by.”

Mallory crossed her arms and studied them with a sour look. “You’re here to work?”

“Yeah, definitely.” He stopped at the stage, looking up at her. He’d seen her now and then on his visits back home, but he still thought of her as the girl he knew in high school. She had the same lean frame, but with more muscle. Her hair, which she’d worn in a single long braid and released only for performances, was now cut in a shorter, choppier style. Her face was thinner without the softness of adolescence, but her expression had changed most of all. Instead of eyes wide with apprehension and vulnerability, her narrowed gaze and the twist of her lips suggested she could handle a classroom full of rowdy teenagers with a look, and chew and spit out a couple of Tomlinson brothers in her spare time.

Her gaze shifted past him. He glanced back at the woman hurrying down the aisle. This had been a mistake. He owed Mallory an apology for how he treated her back then, but luring Amber here would only make things worse.

He turned to Mallory with a sheepish grin, hoping she didn’t think he’d brought the women in on purpose.

Someone snagged his arm from behind. “Cody!”

“I suppose y’all are here to work as well,” Mallory said.

“I just want to talk to Cody,” Amber said brightly. “I’ve hardly seen him since he’s been back in town, and we used to be so close.”

Cody winced at that. They hadn’t been close, not really, but they’d sure looked close sometimes.

“This is a work party,” Mallory growled. “If you’re not here to work, get out.”

“Sure.” Amber slid her arm through Cody’s. “We can find someplace cozy to have a nice visit and let y’all get back to work.” She tugged on him.

He pulled his arm away. “Sorry. I’m here to work.”

Amber’s mouth got a mulish set. “I can stay and work beside you.”

He glanced down at her high-heeled boots. “I’m climbing up into the catwalk. I don’t think you want to do that.”

He was painfully aware of Mallory watching from behind as Amber caressed his arm. “Give me a call then,” she said. “We should get together soon.”

“Mm.” He avoided any meaningless polite phrases Amber might take as a promise. He turned to the stage, put both hands on the edge, and hoisted himself up. Xander did the same, only faster, as if they were being stalked by mountain lions rather than women. Cody refused to look behind him to see if Amber and her friends were leaving. He didn’t know what to do if they weren’t.

A dozen teenagers had stopped to watch the exchange.

Mallory clapped her hands. “Okay, everyone back to work.” She said something to the boy in the jacket, who headed backstage. Her gaze narrowed as Cody and Xander joined her. “Are you two really here to work?”

Cody risked a glance to the side. Amber and her friends were leaving. At least he’d dodged that bullet. He could make an excuse and take off now, but . . .

He looked back at Mallory. It was nice to see her, even if things had been awkward between them for a long time. Maybe he could make that right. He didn’t know how, but he could try.

It was good to be back in the theater as well, on the stage with oddly tinted light streaming down. He’d left behind everything having to do with plays when he’d escaped Last Stand. He thought of theater as part of that year he wanted to forget. But now, simply being here, the knots in his shoulders started to unwind.

“Yeah. Sure,” he told Mallory.

His life had been turned upside down for the second time by the lottery win. Granted, it was a much better upset than the accident, but he didn’t know what to do with his future. Carly liked to toss around questions such as, “What will you do now that you can do anything, literally anything, if money is the only object?” Cody hadn’t figured out the answer yet.

Two girls stepped out from backstage. They looked about fourteen or fifteen, and Cody didn’t recognize them, although he probably knew their families. They would’ve been little kids when he left.

“You’re the billionaires,” one of them said.

“Not exactly.” Cody glanced at Xander, who was better at explaining the financial side of things, but he looked like he was trying to disappear into the shadows by the ropes. Cody’s shoulders went rigid again as he tried to explain. “My family did win that big lottery, but we don’t have anything like a billion dollars in the bank. It’s paid out over many years, and divided by a bunch of us, with taxes and stuff, and most of it goes into the family fund for charitable donations anyway.”

They were trying to spread the word about all of that to blunt some of the overwhelming attention the word billionaires caused. Granted, he and his brothers still had a ridiculous amount of money. They each got ten thousand dollars a month for expenses, plus they could apply to the family fund for bigger purchases, like TC had done with his new ranch.

The girl’s friend nudged her, and she spoke again. “Yeah, but you still have a ton of money. You could totally pay for the theater renovation. The equipment is going to be, like, a hundred thousand dollars, and that’s nothing to you, right? And you could hire people to do all this cleaning and repairs so we don’t have to.”

It was as good a use of the money as he could think of. But before he could decide on an answer, Mallory spoke loud enough to carry to all the other teens who’d drifted closer. “The Tomlinsons are not paying for our theater renovation.”

Cody opened his mouth and closed it again. Was she trying to save him from making excuses? Did she really believe he wouldn’t be willing to donate the money?

She looked fierce. “You get what you work for. Don’t expect anything as a gift. This is our theater, and we will do this ourselves. Every time one of you gets on stage, you’ll know that you built this. Even in the future, when you sit in the audience, or maybe your own kids get on stage someday, you’ll know you turned an abandoned, decaying building into something beautiful and wonderful. A place where magic happens. If you perform in the summer variety show for the tourists, you’ll have the pride of knowing that this is something you did.”

She looked around, making eye contact with the teens. “Something we did. All of us together. You’ll have earned it.” She clapped again. “Now get back to work!”

Some of the kids returned to their jobs immediately. Others lingered, still staring at Cody and Xander as if they were a new species at the zoo. Mallory glared until they turned their attention back to their assignments.

Cody edged closer to her and dropped his voice. “I could, you know. Donate the money. Whatever you need.”

She shook her head. “We don’t need your money.”

He winced at the sting of We don’t need you.

“They’ll appreciate it more if they work for it.” She scanned the theater, making sure everyone was on task. “You’re a distraction.”

“Sorry.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “We can leave.”

She studied him for a long moment. He had another sudden flash of memory, the way she used to do that, look at him as if she saw behind the surface. He’d treasured that once. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt truly seen by anyone except Carly and his family.

“You could stay and set an example,” she said.

He broke eye contact. “I’m not sure I’m an example of anything you want them to learn.”

“You could be. Since that lottery win . . .” She grimaced. “Enough teens want to be rich and famous without doing anything to earn it. They want to get paid for playing video games online or posting videos of themselves dancing in skimpy clothing. They want to be music stars or athletes, even if they don’t have the natural talent or the work ethic. Now they want to win the lottery, since you proved it could happen.”

It was uncomfortable enough when he’d been a bad example for his recklessness. Now he was a bad example for something he didn’t even do, since Mama had bought the lottery ticket for the family. “Believe me, we were as surprised as anyone.”

“Mathematically, it was highly unlikely,” Xander murmured from behind him.

Mallory spread her hands. “So stay and work and show them that it’s worth working, that money isn’t as important as being part of your community and contributing to the world.” Her expression made it less an offer and more a challenge.

She wasn’t merely asking him to stay for the work party on this one day. If he was going to prove anything to the teens, he’d have to commit to this all the way. Not merely donating money but working. Contributing to the community. The family was already donating millions to various charities. But that was easy. Someone else took care of the details, and he couldn’t miss money he’d never had. This would require work and commitment and being a good example to teenagers. His brain stuttered on the thought. He’d always been a bad example.

Could he be anything else?


Chapter Two


Mallory forced her breathing to stay slow and steady. What had she been thinking, asking Cody to get more involved with the theater?

Objectively speaking, the idea was good. The Tomlinsons’ billion-dollar lottery win had thrown the whole town into a tizzy. Maybe even the whole country. Her young actors would benefit from seeing Cody as a regular guy, one who still had to figure out what to do with himself every day. They’d see that suddenly becoming rich and famous didn’t mean he stopped being who he was.

Unless, of course, it did. Mallory hadn’t spent enough time with him in recent years to know what he’d been like right before the lottery win, but they’d known each other as troubled teenagers fighting to figure out their places in the world. She had to hope that boy was still inside him somewhere, maybe not so angry and reckless anymore, but still sweet and compassionate.

She didn’t want to believe getting rich had ruined him.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

Mallory’s limbs went watery. From relief or despair? She wasn’t sure. She locked her body in place and nodded once. “Good. I have a long task list for the renovation and cleaning. We’ll find something that uses your skills. You could also help the kids with developing the musical revue and do some directing.”

Xander shuffled awkwardly. “Um. I have to get back to the animals.”

“I understand,” Mallory said. “You have a job.”

Xander was still running the ranch with Josh. Cody didn’t have that excuse. He was helping TC, but TC had other ranch hands, and Mallory was pretty sure ranch work was merely a way to fill Cody’s time. If he’d wanted to be a rancher, he wouldn’t have left the family ranch to become an ag pilot, flying small planes to spray fertilizers and pesticides.

Xander hurried out, pausing at the top of the aisle to peek through at the foyer. Then he left, so those women must have given up their hunt.

“I’m sorry about disrupting your work,” Cody said softly. “And about Amber. Bringing those women in here. It’s not like I invited them, but they followed us, and given the history . . .” He trailed off.

Mallory raised one eyebrow. “What history?”

“Well, uh . . . You know. High School.” Cody shot glances around. Was he actually blushing because he felt bad about something that happened a decade earlier? That was adorable—

No, no it wasn’t. She couldn’t think like that. And although none of the teens were close enough that they would normally be able to overhear, she and Cody were standing onstage, in a theater designed for voices to carry out to the audience. The acoustics were surprisingly good, one thing she didn’t have to worry about in terms of the renovation but ought to remember during a conversation.

“High school was a long time ago,” she said. “Let me show you what we’ve done and what we have to do, and we can see where you’ll be most helpful.”

She strode backstage to a desk in the spot a stage manager might use to keep an eye on a show and call cues. She took the only reasonably comfortable chair and turned on the desk lamp. “As you can see, we got the electricity and water turned on first thing. We need those if we’re going to do any work in here.”

He sat gingerly on the rickety chair next to hers. “It doesn’t feel like you got heat turned on.”

“We have it, at least in theory, since it’s electric. It doesn’t work very well and it’s expensive to heat a big room like this with the high ceiling, so we keep it off. We’re warm enough when we’re working. Summer will be another matter. We’ll need air-conditioning, or else the actors’ makeup will melt off and the audience won’t stick around. The current system is so out of date I don’t dare turn it on.”

She shuffled through papers. She had an old laptop computer that usually powered up on the second or third try. They worked from printouts, so she wasn’t constantly waiting for the computer to wake up. She updated the computer files at the end of each day.

“Here’s the calendar with days scheduled for different kinds of work,” she said. “I can email you a copy. Some of the work will have to be done by professionals, for safety and to get up to code. I’ve been negotiating with people for that. Fortunately, we have enough students involved that most of the plumbers, carpenters, and so forth in town are related to somebody.”

“They’re doing the work for free?”

“Most people are willing to donate a few days.” She glanced at him. Their faces were less than two feet apart. The lamp shone downward, so the light picked up Cody’s strong jaw and the line of his cheek on one side, but his eyes and the other side of his face disappeared in shadow.

She swallowed, her mouth dry. It would be a great scene in a movie, the two of them lit up like this. A moment of tension, where anything might follow—a threat, a gunshot from the shadows, a kiss.

She jerked her gaze back to the papers and placed a list in the pool of light on the desk. “Here are the jobs the kids can do. Cleaning, minor repairs, painting. The local Scouts will install an access ramp for people with disabilities. Other than that, we’re trying to return the theater as close as possible to its original state.”

She grabbed another folder. “I have old photos. The originals are in black and white, of course. The earliest color photos we have are from after this became a movie theater, but they gave us ideas about the earlier paint colors.”

She jerked her chin toward the seating area. “Dylan is checking over the seats now, seeing how many might be usable if they’re cleaned. They were put in about 1970 though, so they’re neither stylish nor comfortable.”

He touched her arm. “You know if you need money, you only have to ask. It’s great that you’re getting so many people involved and the kids are doing a lot of the work. Clearly it’s still going to be expensive.”

She tried to concentrate on his words and not his touch. “We’ll do fundraisers. It’s important to keep the whole community involved, so they’ll feel ownership in the theater. It’s even more important that this is something the kids do themselves.”

“You can’t possibly raise enough money through bake sales or car washes. I have more money than I know what to do with.” He looked over his shoulder to where the two girls who’d asked him to pay for everything were supposed to be sweeping backstage. Instead they stood whispering. Cody leaned closer and dropped his voice. “I’m not trying to brag. I literally cannot figure out what to do with all the money.”

Why was he still touching her? She lifted her arm, so his hand dropped away, and snapped her fingers in the air. “Alissa, Breanna, brooms only work if you move them.”

Alissa giggled. Breanna rolled her eyes, but in a good-natured way. They both got back to work.

“Some of the kids worked on grant proposals in the fall,” Mallory said. “We found dozens of grant options for the arts, community development, cultural organizations, and so forth. Since we’re renovating an old building, which will provide the town with a movie theater, create jobs, and encourage the arts as a live performance space, we have a lot of angles to use.”

That didn’t mean it was easy. It didn’t mean they would get all those grants. Other communities had needs and long-standing relationships with the arts organizations—and nonprofit status. Mallory had looked at getting nonprofit status, but the process was time-consuming, so they might not even get approved by the time she hoped to have the theater done.

“So you’ll accept grant money.” His forehead wrinkled. “How is that different from taking money from me?”

“Because they had to work for it. They had to figure out which grants we were eligible for, study how to write grant proposals, work in teams.” She met his gaze in her desire to make him understand. “They’re learning so much. They can take these skills with them throughout life. I already have one girl who wants to be a grant writer now, a couple of kids interested in working for nonprofits, and one who plans to be president one day.”

His eyebrows shot up.

She bit her lip to hold back her amusement. “Whether or not he makes it that far, understanding fundraising and community development will help a politician. He’ll gain people skills and a work ethic and a connection to people from all walks of life. I want these kids to do something hard and worthwhile. To succeed because of their own work. To feel like they’re part of this community, not desperate to escape it.”

“Wow.” He studied her face intently.

She wanted to look away again, but she didn’t have a good reason to turn, and she didn’t want him to know he flustered her. Her face felt hot despite the chill of the cavernous room. Hopefully the shadows hid that.

“I don’t remember learning anything like that in high school,” he said. “I thought all the theater kids wanted to be actors.”

“Yeah. I don’t know anyone from our class who succeeded. Most of them gave up without really trying, because they didn’t know how to make it happen.”

“You succeeded. Maybe you’re not on Broadway or in the movies, but you are doing theater professionally.”

She blinked. She was a high school teacher. Few people saw that as the pinnacle of success. “Mainly I teach English. Last Stand is too small for a full-time theater teacher. But yeah, I do get paid to teach one theater class and coordinate the school plays. Not much, but . . .”

She scanned the theater. To check on her students, not to avoid looking at him. “A few of my students hope to be professional actors. Small-town Texas kids might not make it in Hollywood, but if they know how to raise money and run a community theater, they could actually make a living as actors. A modest one, granted, but they could do what they love.”

“What they love,” he murmured thoughtfully. “A lofty goal.”

“A worthy one.”

“But is it realistic?” He leaned back a little. The chair creaked threateningly but settled without breaking. In his leather jacket, his dark hair a bit shaggy, he looked tough and sexy. The shadows starkly highlighted his strong features, bringing out the scar on his cheek to add a dangerous air. “How many of us get to do what we love?”

“I love what I do.” She knew that wasn’t quite the same thing. Her only teenage dream had been to escape her father’s house. Once she’d achieved that, anything else was a bonus. “You got to fly. Maybe not with the Air Force, but you found a way.”

“Yeah. Crop dusting.” His shoulders twitched, not quite a shrug. “Hardly the glamorous life of a fighter pilot. Better than crop vacuuming, maybe . . .”

She didn’t smile back. “It got you into the air.” Did he still harbor anger about the accident that kept him out of the military? That would be a tough way to live. “Was it about the fighting or the flying?”

“I wanted to fly. The military seemed the obvious path. Now I work from a little Cessna instead of a fighter jet, but yeah, at least I’m in the air. I thought I could do some good in the Air Force as well. Defend my country, fight evil.” He turned his face so the light hit it more evenly as he grinned. She got a glimpse of the laughing, mischievous boy he’d been before the accident. A boy she’d watched with envy for his easy confidence and large circle of family and friends. That boy had never spoken to her beyond the occasional requirements of their shared classrooms, so how could she miss him?

“It sounds naïve now,” he added. “I thought I could have what I wanted, adventure and thrills, and be a hero too. Superman and G.I. Joe rolled into one.”

“It’s not naïve to want to put good into the world. Being a soldier isn’t the only way to do that.”

“No, I guess not. I’ll tell you what though. Mama buying that lottery ticket.” He shook his head. “Everything is different now. Carly keeps telling us to figure out what we want to do with our lives. It seems pointless to work as a crop duster if I don’t need the money. I miss flying though. I don’t know. I have to figure it out.”

She wanted to yank him out of his chair and kiss him. She wanted to yell at him to go make some new dreams. She wanted him to stop looking at her, so her insides could settle.

Mallory squeezed her hands into fists in her lap and took a couple of breaths. She might not make a living as an actor, but she knew how to perform. She let the character settle over her: A cool, indifferent woman who had everything she needed in life and was in charge here.

“Well, until you figure it out, we’ll keep you busy.”


Chapter Three


A month later, Cody watched two teenage boys run through a vaudeville-style comedy routine. Many of the jokes were old—more than a century old—but they’d get some laughs. Mallory was mainly letting the students decide what they should present, although she’d led a long discussion about the reality of life for prostitutes when someone had suggested dance hall girls. The theater kids wanted to entertain, but they—or Mallory, at least—also wanted to share true history without ignoring the hardships of life in the old West. They’d have some comedy, a reenactment of the last stand from which the town got its name, a couple of Western songs, classic cowboy poetry and new poems the kids had written themselves in that style, and even a trick roper when he wasn’t busy with his ranch chores.

It was strange seeing Mallory in charge. He knew she’d changed since they were teenagers—they all had—but he still struggled to reconcile this fierce, determined woman, clearly respected and adored by the teens, with the fragile girl he known. It was like picking an abused kitten out of the gutter, handing it over to rescuers, and coming back a few years later to find a sleek, healthy cat ruling her loyal subjects with confidence, and possibly claws when needed.

The boys finished their act and turned toward Cody.

“Well done,” he said. “Try it with more energy and see how that feels.” He didn’t really know what he was doing as a director, but he remembered the theater teacher, Mrs. Rogers, saying things like that a decade ago. Now he realized that vague advice would allow the students to experiment with how outrageous they could get. Mallory could always tell them to pull back if they went too far.

Since the theater was still a mess, they rehearsed in the high school gym. It had a portable stage that could be set up for assemblies, concerts, plays, and so forth, and then folded up and stowed when gym classes or the athletic teams needed the space. It was too much of a hassle to set up the stage for their rehearsals, and in any case, using the entire gym space let them work in small groups spread out.

Cody caught movement at the corner of his vision. Another teenage boy, all long limbs and shaggy hair, was edging closer. The first few times Cody had helped out, lots of the kids crept up to him as if they’d been dared to see how close they could get. He felt like a celebrity, but one who had done nothing to earn his fame. He didn’t like being watched all the time, but he put up with it because Mallory had been right. The kids needed to see him as a regular person, not someone who deserved his notoriety. Although maybe being normal made him a worse example. He couldn’t inspire the kids when he’d done nothing to earn his good fortune.

Cody ignored the boy for a minute. Finally he gave up, glanced over, and gave a brief smile and half nod. The boy took that as an invitation and trotted over. He stopped a couple of feet away, shifting nervously.

“Sit down,” Cody snapped. If he had to work with awkward teenagers, he didn’t need them looming over him. “What can I do for you?” He struggled for the boy’s name and finally came up with Logan.

The boy gazed at Cody with wide eyes. “Um. I was wondering. I wanted to ask you . . .”

Great. Logan probably had some desperate need for the latest game console or an electric guitar or a car and thought he could hit up Cody for the money. Cody hated saying no, especially when he could easily afford such things, but he couldn’t even pretend to consider requests like that, or they would snowball, and his family would be constantly bombarded. If someone had more serious and legitimate needs, he directed them to the Tomlinson charitable fund. Their family charity was designed to put a buffer between them and the requests for money.

“What is it?” he muttered.

The boy leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Um. I wanted to know, what do you do if you like a girl but she’s with someone else?”

Cody jerked in surprise. “Why would you ask me?”

“Oh.” Logan winced. “Right. Sorry. I bet that doesn’t happen to you. If you like a girl, she probably doesn’t even look at anyone else.”

“No, I mean why would you ask me about girls?” It was bad enough trying to pretend to be a theater director. Now he was supposed to be a relationship counselor as well?

“Well, you’re cool,” Logan said. “The guys my age aren’t any help.”

Cody took a second to gather his thoughts. This was even worse than being asked for money. “Look, just because I’m rich doesn’t mean I get all the girls.” Actually, it did mean he got his pick of a lot of women, if he wanted women interested in his money. But that hardly made him an expert in romance. It wasn’t like he’d help Logan by advising him to get suddenly rich in order to solve his girl troubles.

“But you were cool before,” Logan said. “All the girls say you’re good-looking. The boys agree.”

Cody gaped at the kid. That couldn’t be right.

“I know you’re old now, but you were cool when you were my age,” Logan went on as if decades separated them rather than a mere ten years or so. “That’s what my mom says anyway.”

Cody couldn’t process that. Who was Logan’s mother? It couldn’t be someone Cody knew in high school. He was only twenty-eight, so even girls who’d had kids early surely wouldn’t have one in high school yet—unless they started really early. So older women were talking about him being good-looking and cool as a teenager? Ridiculous. Maybe he’d been decent looking and cool once—he’d thought so at the time, with the vanity of youth—but he’d also been reckless, responsible for the accident that scarred his face, gave him a limp, and destroyed his dreams. Working as a crop duster was nowhere near as cool as being a fighter pilot, in anyone’s imagination.

The money must be causing people to rewrite history, saying he was cool before because people admired him now for a ridiculous stroke of luck.

“Yeah, I don’t think . . .” Cody hesitated. Logan wasn’t here to debate whether Cody was or had been cool. He wanted help. If Cody turned him away, he might not have the nerve to ask another adult.

Good grief, Cody was the adult in this situation. How had that happened?

Anyway, Logan wanted help, and Cody was there. He tried to think of something sensible to say. “Look, if this girl is in a relationship, you can’t do much. It wouldn’t be right to try to break up the couple.”

The boy’s shoulders sagged. “But I don’t think he treats her right. I would. I’d treat her like a princess!”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t recommend that. Treat her like a person. A person you respect and value. Don’t put her on a pedestal. Women don’t like that.” Cody had learned that much from Carly, who would be a much better person to ask about this stuff.

Logan thought about that. “Okay. I’ll try. But should I let her know how I feel, or is that wrong, because she’s in a relationship, even if he’s not good for her?”

The back of Cody’s neck prickled. He was totally out of his league. Could he foist this conversation off on Mallory? Did teacher training include dealing with this kind of thing?

He glanced to the other side of the gym, where she stood in a cluster of teens, giving instructions. The kids might not want to approach their teacher about personal things. Teachers were intimidating. Cody wasn’t.

He didn’t know how to advise teenage boys on relationships. It wasn’t like he’d done a great job on his own relationships as a teenage boy. He hadn’t exactly been a model of romantic love since then either.

He looked back at Logan with a faint sigh. “Relationships are complicated. They’re hard. Especially when you’re young. To be honest, they’re not that much easier when you’re older. All I can suggest is you treat the girl with kindness and respect and be yourself.”

Logan’s face scrunched up at that lame advice. Be yourself. Like any teenager even knew who they were.

“Yeah, I know,” Cody said. “It’s hard to believe our own selves are good enough. But it doesn’t help to lie to people, through your words or actions. If you think this other guy isn’t right for her, the best you can do is be a friend. If things don’t work out between them . . .”

He shrugged. He didn’t want to make promises or to encourage Logan to hover like a vulture waiting for the death of the relationship.

“You don’t know what the future will hold.” Another cliché. Cody gave a weak laugh. “I didn’t expect to be back in a high school gym directing theater students.”

Logan ignored that. He probably didn’t get the irony. “Okay, thanks.” He wandered away.

Did Mallory have to act as a counselor as well as a director and teacher? Wild stuff. Somehow she’d become a real adult, a community leader and inspiration to young people, while Cody still felt like he was figuring out what to do when he grew up. Winning the lottery had only made that worse, because now he had too many choices, but he still couldn’t choose the thing he’d most wanted before. He couldn’t buy his way into fighter pilot training with the military.

He could do almost anything else, and he was hanging out in his hometown, living with his brother, helping at the ranch TC had started, and volunteering as a barely competent director with Mallory’s students. Meanwhile, she refused his money and made a difference in the world through sheer willpower.

The boys he was supposed to be directing were looking at him. He tried to think of something helpful. “You want to try switching the roles?”

They agreed, grabbing their scripts and starting over. At least Cody was muddling through something.

Mallory strolled toward them. Cody stood. He’d had enough of the hard metal bleachers anyway. The town would benefit from having the old theater available for events instead. Even in its current state, it looked nicer than the gym, and the battered seats were more comfortable than these bleachers.

Mallory stopped beside him and watched the boys as they ran through their routine again. “Remember your audience,” she told them. “Even when you’re talking to each other, keep your bodies turned toward us and project in this direction. A glance and a head tilt is enough to make it seem like you’re addressing each other.”

Right, Cody should have remembered that. He was a third-rate director at best. At least the teens were treating him more casually than they had initially. If Mallory’s main goal had been to let the kids see that the new billionaires were still ordinary people fumbling through life, it was working.

Mallory sat on the bleachers, so Cody sat beside her. If he had to work here, he should buy a couple of directors chairs. He could put his name on one and Mallory’s on the other. How would she react? She had to have a sense of humor, but he rarely saw it come out. She laughed with the students, but she was all business with Cody. Or maybe all teacher. She had a disapproving look that suggested the recipient could do better. It worked on Cody, who had hardly been a teacher’s pet, so it must send her students scrambling. That was a good skill for someone who taught a hundred teenagers every year. He missed her old vulnerability, but her life had to be easier without it.

“How is everything going?” he asked.

“Summer and Nevaeh brought me a report on old West dance hall girls.” The corners of her mouth tugged up reluctantly. “Turns out most were not prostitutes and would not associate with them. Saloon dance hall girls were paid to perform. Then the patrons would pay them for dances, and the women would get the men to stay in the bar buying drinks. They made good money and didn’t even have to worry about pregnancy or STDs.”

“Huh.” Cody wondered if Mallory and the teens had actually discussed sexually transmitted diseases. Probably, so he was glad he’d missed that conversation. “Does that mean you’re going to add a cancan dance?”

“Better. They’re putting together a whole skit where one of the cowboys will insult a dance hall girl and it leads to a gunfight. Summer wants a jeweled dagger in her boot top, because she read that the saloon girls would do that for protection. At first she wanted a pistol tucked between her breasts, but we compromised.”

Cody’s face heated, and he kept his gaze solidly on the boys who were now caught up in the discussion of the best blocking for their vaudeville act. He didn’t want to hear about teenage girls’ breasts or any other body part. It was disturbing enough the way some of them had tried to flirt with him in the beginning. He’d pretended to be completely oblivious, and eventually they’d stopped. Or maybe Mallory had stopped them. He didn’t care, as long as he didn’t get a reputation for hanging out with teenagers so he could hit on them. Or get a lawsuit for something he hadn’t done, because having loads of money set you up for that kind of thing.

“You’re good with them,” Cody said. “Teenagers.”

“Mm. What did Logan want?”

Cody hesitated, but Logan hadn’t asked him to keep the situation secret, and Mallory was in a better position to help the kids. “He’s having girl trouble. I don’t know why he thought I could help. He likes a girl who’s dating someone else, but he doesn’t think the other boy is good enough for her. Isn’t treating her right, he said. It’s hard to believe we were like that.” He gestured toward the boys who were snorting with laughter over a line that came out wrong. “It wasn’t even that long ago. A decade.”

“It was forever.”

“Well, yeah. It does feel like that in some ways.” He leaned back with his elbows on the seat behind him so he could study Mallory from the corner of his gaze while still facing the boys. He wanted to know who she was now, but she kept a barrier between them. “Funny to see you here now, in charge.”

She glanced back at him, her face coldly blank.

“Not funny as in laughter,” he quickly said. “Just, you know. Strange. Being back here, with some things the same and some things so different. It’s weird.”

“Sure. It must be strange being back in the place you fled.”

“I didn’t flee,” he said, stung. “I escaped. I’m surprised you didn’t. As a high school teacher, you must’ve had options. Why on earth would you choose to stay here? You must have bad memories, and your father still lives here, right? After how he treated you . . .”

Even Cody, caught up in his own problems, had felt the burn of her humiliation when her father interfered on opening night. Mr. Moore had figured out that Mallory wasn’t at Bible study like she’d claimed.

Mallory had gone stiff. “I stayed because this is my town. These people stood by me when I needed them.”

Stood by her? Cody could still see it, feel it. He’d been in the wings when Mr. Moore stormed onstage, grabbed Mallory, and hauled her down the steps, calling her horrible names. He’d literally dragged her away in front of half the town, not only taking away the thing she loved, but publicly embarrassing her. Her father had wanted to destroy every connection she had besides himself.

And Cody had stood there, watching, unable to react. Not his greatest failure, but not a good memory. They’d carried on using the understudy, the cast shaken and half of them practically in tears, because “the show must go on.” Forget that. He should’ve gone after her. Done something.

“They helped me, and I’m going to help them in return,” she said.

Cody knew she’d gotten away from her father somehow. Not that night, but a few weeks later, she’d moved out. If he’d ever known the details, he couldn’t remember them. He’d already hurt Mallory with his own selfish, foolish actions, so he’d kept his distance. And then he’d left and stopped thinking about it.

Mostly.

He wanted to ask what she meant about the town helping her, but she went on.

“But you—you escaped? You had to escape your wonderful family who loved you?”

“Yes, I did. I know they love me, and I appreciate that.” The comparison to her own family must be devastating. Cody knew he was lucky. He was. But still. “I can love them better from a distance. They were smothering me in that love. Dad and Josh were bossing me around, telling me what to do to recover, as if I could magically make everything better if I tried hard enough.”

“I think you mean they encouraged you to do the exercises your therapists prescribed.”

He shrugged that away. “They should have known me well enough to know nagging wasn’t the way to motivate me. Besides, I had therapists. Physical, speech, occupational. I didn’t need more of that at home. I needed a break from being broken.”

He’d been so angry. At his family, the world, himself. At the time, he couldn’t see how life had anything left to offer him.

“And Mama . . .” It had been hardest leaving her. “She babied me. Dad and Josh were pushing me out into the world, and Mama wanted to keep the world from touching me. She kept telling me to go slowly. I didn’t want to go slow.” He’d wanted to rage. Maybe even finish the job the accident had started so he didn’t have to keep struggling and hurting.

“Basically, you didn’t want anyone telling you what to do, no matter what it was.”

“That’s right.” He wasn’t sure if she actually understood or if she meant that as criticism. Probably the latter. “I needed to go someplace where I could be me again. I needed to figure out who I could be if I had to give up on being a fighter pilot.”

She was silent for a while.

“Okay. So you left because you wanted to be yourself again. I stayed, because I wanted to figure out who I could become. We each made the decision that was right for us.”

He nodded. That made sense. Was this a time to talk about how he’d treated her back in high school? The kiss they’d shared and how he betrayed her afterward?

Maybe they’d had enough emotion for the day. Or maybe he was a coward. He didn’t speak.


Chapter Four


Mallory gave the boys more useful instruction in the next five minutes than Cody had in the hour he’d worked with them. How could Mallory, who’d had such a terrible childhood, feel so at home here, when Cody couldn’t figure out where he belonged? He tried to memorize her comments for the future. He might not have his own dreams, but he could help other people with theirs. Maybe seeing people like Mallory and TC work so hard toward their goals would even help Cody find his own way toward . . . something.

Finally, she called all the kids around, gave them a few last words of encouragement, and sent them home.

“Stick around a minute,” she told Cody.

That was his plan. He’d had to get fingerprinted for a background check in order to work with the teens on school grounds, which was kind of funny since he’d spent four years in that school, and he’d been much more of a troublemaker back then. Carly had warned him, in her capacity as the family’s lawyer, to avoid any situation where he might be accused of something that could lead to a lawsuit or blackmail. When he’d awkwardly explained the problem to Mallory, she had said, “Get over yourself,” but she made sure he was never alone with the kids even in small groups.

The teens took forever to gather their things and file out, laughing and chatting. Back in his day, Cody would’ve been out of there in two minutes flat. Some of the boys and girls went out as couples, holding hands. Logan trailed morosely behind, but Cody couldn’t identify a particular couple he was watching. Maybe the girl wasn’t even in theater.

Finally, Cody and Mallory were the only ones left. He grabbed his jacket, itching to get out of there. He’d enjoyed his high school days doing theater . . . somewhat . . . eventually . . . once he’d gotten over the initial resentment. That didn’t mean he wanted to relive them.

In regular life, he’d tried to hide his limp. He let his hair grow long enough to fall down over the jagged scar that went from his temple to his cheek, pulling the skin so his left eye looked slightly out of alignment. Mama told him no one would even notice the eye, but obviously she was biased. In classes and at home, Cody tried to pretend nothing had changed, when everything had.

In theater, Mrs. Rogers had encouraged Cody to dig into his anger and use it. She usually cast him as a villain. At first he resented the implication, but then he embraced the opportunity to let out his roiling emotions. He remembered his Iago with pride, playing a vicious character who wanted to tear apart the happiness of others out of petty envy.

Thinking back, Cody had to wonder if Mrs. Rogers had chosen Othello specifically to give Cody an outlet for his bitterness and rage. The high school students didn’t normally do Shakespeare. He hadn’t seen Mrs. Rogers in years, but he suddenly missed her. She was the one adult who’d accepted him as he was—miserable, angry, and self-loathing—and let him express it rather than telling him to count his blessings, because things could’ve been worse.

Of course things could always be worse. That wasn’t the comfort people seemed to think it was, especially for teens. Telling Cody to be glad he’d survived wasn’t any more helpful than telling Logan that someday in the future he’d probably find someone to return his love.

Mallory tucked her various scripts and notes into a folder and slid that into a backpack. Was she as tidy and methodical in her own home as she was at school? Cody shook away the thought. He wasn’t here to pry into Mallory’s personal business. He wasn’t sure why he was here. Maybe as some kind of penance.

She finally straightened, pulled the backpack onto both shoulders, and turned toward him. “Who was the girl?”

His mind skittered between all the thoughts of the last few hours. “What girl?”

“The one Logan said wasn’t being treated right by her current boyfriend.”

Cody stared. “I have no idea. I didn’t ask.”

Mallory gave a tiny grunt of annoyance.

For some reason, Cody felt the need to defend himself. “I didn’t think it was any of my business. I’m not interested in who’s dating who.”

“I’m interested in who’s mistreating whom.” Mallory strode toward the exit.

Cody scrambled to keep up. “Mistreating? You think that’s what he meant? I just figured. . .

Teenagers could be rude and pushy and casually cruel in all kinds of ways. He certainly had been. For that matter, adults could be equally unpleasant. He’d figured Logan wanted to give the girl flowers and gaze at her with calf eyes, so anything short of worship would make his rival seem inadequate.

They stopped by her car. His was a couple of rows over. They were nearly the only vehicles left in the lot.

Cody rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you think he meant she’s being abused?”

Mallory opened a back door and set her backpack on the seat. “I don’t know, but if someone is in trouble, I’d like to find out before it becomes a crisis. It’s not easy being a teenager.”

“Yeah.” Cody felt queasy. He’d been so busy trying to figure out something to say that he’d missed an opportunity. “I don’t know why you want me here. I’m obviously useless.”

She turned and studied his face. He forced himself not to squirm.

Finally she spoke. “What do you want to be?”

“I—what?”

“You have more money than any one person could spend in ten lifetimes.” She spoke patiently, her gaze steady on him. “You’re young and healthy and handsome. If you feel useless, why aren’t you doing something useful?”

“I’m not handsome.” Wait, did Mallory think he was handsome?

One corner of her mouth pulled up. “That’s what you focus on?”

Cody hunched his shoulders. “Logan came to me for advice because he thinks I’m cool. He said I was good-looking. That the girls said so, I mean, which is all kinds of weird in itself, teenagers thinking about how I look. But I’m not handsome. I mean, look at me.” He gestured to the left side of his face.

Mallory’s smile grew. “Haven’t you heard? Chicks dig scars.”

He laughed reluctantly. “Sure. Right. Maybe nice little scars that suggest a good story, something better than ‘I was driving too fast and rolled my dad’s truck because I’m an idiot.’ I’ve seen how women react to this.”

He touched his cheek. The scar wasn’t as obvious as it used to be, but the raised flesh felt huge and ugly under his fingertips.

“I’ve had women come up to me in bars, on my right side, and say something flirty. But when I turn to look at them and they see my whole face, they look . . .” He’d never been certain how to interpret the look. “Let’s just say they back off pretty quickly.”

Mallory put a hand on her hip and tipped her head to one side. “Would you be scowling when you turn to show them the rest of your face?”

“I don’t—” He stopped himself and thought about it. He always braced for a negative reaction. So was he scowling rather than smiling when he turned? “It’s possible I frown a little.”

“I will admit that when you scowl, you are fearsome and might cause anyone to back away.” Mallory reached out slowly, giving him time to retreat, and gently brushed her fingers down his scar. “But it’s not because of this.”

His skin tingled where she’d touched him. He had to remind himself to breathe. “Okay. Thanks.” So he’d been scaring away women with his scowl instead of his scars. Much better. “But I limp too.” He grimaced. “Sorry, now it sounds like I’m fishing for compliments. Never mind.”

“I remember how badly you limped right after the accident. I can’t say I’ve noticed it recently.”

“Oh, come on! I haven’t walked smoothly since I was seventeen. Granted, I’ve gotten stronger, and I try to hide the limp, but I can’t, especially after a lot of physical activity.” He rubbed his aching hip. “Or sitting on something hard, like those dang bleachers. Were they always that uncomfortable, or am I getting old?”

Mallory took a step back and gestured toward the open parking lot. “Walk for me.”

Cody let out a weak laugh. “What?”

She gestured again. “Walk out there and back. Let’s see this terrible limp.”

Cody groaned. “We don’t have to do this. I’m being an idiot.”

“I’m used to it.” Before he had time to be offended by that, she added, “I teach high school. And the teachers are often worse than the students. Now get going.”

Cody felt ridiculous, but it was hard to refuse Mallory’s commands when she was in teacher mode. He started walking. Or maybe he wanted her to tell him his limp wasn’t noticeable, he was handsome, and he was doing a great job with the students. Also, if he was going to go with wishful thinking, she could say that everyone admired him for himself rather than his money, he made a positive difference in the world, and she’d completely forgotten how badly he treated her in high school.

He tried to walk smoothly, which somehow made him feel like he’d forgotten how legs were supposed to work. His neck prickled, knowing her gaze was on him. He went about thirty feet, feeling awkward and clumsy the whole way. He turned and headed back toward her.

When he was two paces away, she made a circling motion with her finger. “Again.” The only light came from streetlamps, casting her face in shadow.

At least he started remembering how to walk. He could feel the slight hitch when he brought his left leg forward. His brain was sending commands, but his nerves couldn’t quite respond properly. At its worst, like now after sitting on a hard seat for a couple of hours, he felt like a marionette commanded by a clumsy puppeteer.

He headed back to Mallory, squinting to make out her expression. Wait. Was she smirking?

“Well?” he asked.

“I guarantee, there is nothing wrong with the view of you walking away.” She was definitely smirking. “Still, if you want to do it a few more times to make sure, I’m happy to stay here and watch.”

Cody laughed, his face burning. “Right. I think we’re done.”

“Oh, we’re definitely not done.”

Cody went still. Was she flirting? And if so, was it simply to convince him he was attractive? It was despicable that he was pestering her for flattery, when he was supposed to be helping her rescue the next generation of young people. He didn’t want her pity.

But if it wasn’t pity or flattery out of kindness . . . If she actually meant it . . .

He took a step closer. Their exhales were slightly visible in the cool night air, their breath mingling. Mallory had never been beautiful, but she had an interesting face, one you could study for hours and still be surprised at what you found as her expressions changed. It was leaner now, firmer, all fierce determination and challenge.

“We’re not done,” she said softly, “until we address the question of why you’re hanging around feeling useless.”

Oh. Cody took a step back. Not flirting then.

He scrambled to switch gears. He didn’t want to talk about why he felt useless. Why he was useless, nothing but a bank, and she wouldn’t even withdraw money from him. He’d been drifting for a while, not really satisfied with crop dusting anymore but not sure where to go from there. And now that he could do anything, as Carly kept reminding him, he didn’t have anything he wanted badly enough to make it happen. It was a stupid problem to have, and not one that would gain him much sympathy. Josh and Carly were caught up in their new romance. TC was busy building his exotic meat empire. Xander quietly got on with things, as he always did. Mama was simply happy to have Cody home again, all the boys close, and her friends back after the jealousy that had caused a break following the lottery win. They were all happy not to worry about how to pay the bills, and to have so much money they could give it away by the millions.

Maybe Cody did want to talk to somebody. Maybe he wanted to talk to Mallory, who seemed to see him more clearly than anyone except maybe Carly. Mallory didn’t have Carly’s patience and loving sympathy, but maybe he didn’t need those things now. He needed someone who would tell him to stop whining and give him a shove in the right direction.

“Okay,” he said. “But this might be a long conversation. How about if I buy you dinner someplace warmer and more comfortable than a parking lot?”


Chapter Five


“Most places would be more comfortable than a parking lot.” Mallory tingled from head to toe. It was foolish to still react to Cody like this, but he’d always had this effect on her, like an electrical charge: powerful and dangerous. He’d been driven but also lost back in high school, miserable and angry after the accident, but always gentle with her.

In a way, they’d been traveling on opposite paths. He’d been cocky and ambitious until the damage to his body destroyed his dreams of being a fighter pilot. She’d been starting to see freedom from her miserable home life within her grasp. But they’d both been frightened and uncertain about the future. They’d both found an outlet in theater, a way to express feelings they had to hold inside the rest of the time. Add to that the heightened emotions of putting on a play, stepping in and out of other roles, plus all the dark nooks and crannies backstage where two people could share private moments amidst the chaos . . .

But that was a long time ago. She’d been independent since age sixteen, at least on paper. She’d built a life where she was useful and doing something she loved. He’d adapted to his injuries and found a way to fly anyway. Maybe she’d been wrong to accuse him of trying to escape. She knew about wanting to leave the past behind. She hardly enjoyed running into her father around town, but he mostly kept to himself. Meanwhile, Mallory had her students, who were too young to remember what she’d been like at their age, and she’d changed her style and attitude enough to jolt most of the other townsfolk into seeing her for who she was now, not who she’d been back then. She overcame the past by moving on to new things.

It bothered her that Cody didn’t seem to appreciate the incredible family and home he had in Last Stand. That was pure envy. He had so much, and he’d walked away from it all. She’d had nothing, and she stayed to build something new. But it was really none of her business what he did. Surely she hadn’t harbored hope for the last decade that he might choose to move back to Last Stand. That he might get to know her as she was now and see his equal, and not the little fool he’d kissed one night backstage. It had been her first kiss—still the best kiss of her life—and the next morning, he’d shown up with his arm around Amber. That wasn’t even the worst thing she’d faced that month. She’d put it behind her and didn’t appreciate him bringing it up again. They were adults now.

Although maybe he wasn’t as satisfied with his alternate life as she’d assumed based on the casual confidence he showed the world most of the time.

Maybe he wasn’t the popular ladies’ man everyone in town assumed either.

For a moment there, she’d almost thought . . .

But no. He saw her as a friend at best, and he was clearly struggling with his newfound fortune and fame. She’d gotten her wish for him to move back, but she’d been careless. She’d forgotten all the rules of fairy-tale wishes, all the warnings to be careful with the wording, lest the thing you wanted most become the very thing to hurt you. She’d never considered the possibility that the thing to bring him home would be an outrageous lottery win that had half the women within five hundred miles throwing themselves at him. She wouldn’t be one of them.

Well, she could be a good friend. She’d been on the receiving end enough that she owed the universe some payback.

“Let’s go to my place.” She kept her voice casual. Good thing she was an actor. “I don’t want to compete with every woman in a restaurant for your attention.”

He grimaced. “I know what you mean. Privacy has become an issue since the lottery for sure.” He flashed the smile that made her knees weak. “But don’t worry. You’ll have my full attention.”

That could be dangerous. He needs a friend. If she kept repeating it, she might forget she’d ever dreamed of anything else.

He followed her through town in their separate cars. The route to her house took them past some of Last Stand’s nightspots, which weren’t particularly happening on a Wednesday evening. Still, chances were high that some people they’d known in high school were in one of those bars and would be astonished to know cool cowboy Cody was going to mousy Mallory’s house. A few would even be envious.

Not that Cody and Mallory would be doing anything deserving of envy. And not that anyone would ever know. As a teacher, Mallory had a reputation to maintain. She didn’t have to be a saint—teachers deserved lives too—but she preferred to avoid people gossiping about whom she brought home.

Mallory pulled up to her cottage and headed for the door as Cody parked behind her. Her house was tiny, but it was hers, and it was all she needed. She had a few seconds to glance around and make sure nothing embarrassing was visible. Not that she typically left her bras and panties on the coffee table, but it was nice to be certain.

Cody followed her in and sniffed the air. “Something smells amazing.”

“Slow cookers are my friend.” For a moment, she couldn’t remember what she’d put in the pot that morning, so many hours ago. The smell tipped her off. Slow cooker lasagna. That would do nicely. She always made enough for leftovers, so she had plenty for the two of them. She’d just have to adjust her weekly meal planning.

Tiny claws scratched at the other side of a closed door. Cody’s eyes widened. Then he glanced at Mallory as if debating whether he should mention the small animals infesting her house.

Mallory opened the door and looked down at two furry faces. She scooped up the ferrets.

Cody stepped up next to her. “Who do we have here?”

“This is Titania, Queen of the ferrets. She’s one and a half pounds of pure attitude.” The little cream-colored girl was already trying to squirm out of Mallory’s hand, ignoring the four-foot drop to the floor. “And this is London, after Jack London.” She held up the big silver ferret with white paws.

Cody held out his fingers for the ferrets to sniff. “Right. I remember you were a Jack London fan in high school. What was that book we had to read?”

“The Sea-Wolf. And then I read The Call of the Wild and anything else I could get my hands on.”

That last phrase wasn’t figurative. Her father didn’t approve of reading fiction, or really, anything but the Bible and the sermons he wrote. He’d insisted she have alternate assignments. Fortunately, sympathetic English teachers made sure they had a few extra copies of their classroom books, looked the other way if Mallory borrowed one, and let her stay in the classroom during discussions. If she wrote an essay on one of those books, in addition to her alternate assignments, they gave her extra credit. It wasn’t like they were going to turn away a student who actually wanted to learn. Mallory had gotten good at lying to her father, which probably helped her acting skills. Any guilt she felt had been swamped by the fear that he’d take her out of school altogether if he knew the truth.

Cody stroked one tiny head. Titania squirmed desperately to get over to this interesting stranger, so Mallory let her crawl onto Cody’s arm. He held Titania gently as she investigated him with her tiny nose twitching.

Another ferret crawled out of a tube on the floor where he’d been sleeping and dragged himself toward them, pausing halfway there to flop down and yawn.

“How many do you have?” Cody asked.

“Seven, at the moment.” She shrugged at his look. “I take in random ferrets needing homes. People get them thinking they’re like gerbils, and you can mostly ignore them—not that you should ignore gerbils—but ferrets need more attention. Plus some people don’t like the musk smell, but I actually do, as long as the litter boxes are cleaned often enough.”

She tried to sniff surreptitiously. By this time of day, the litter boxes needed to be stirred a bit, at the very least, to cover up any fresh poops. She was used to the smell, but it might be offensive to a newcomer.

On the other hand, Cody was working on a ranch again, so he dealt with much larger poops, and things worse than poop, on a regular basis.

As he looked through the doorway, Cody let Titania crawl around his shoulders and snuffle at his ears, always keeping a hand on her. Clear plastic tubes ran up the wall, across shelves, and down again. Cozy piles of blankets, litter boxes, and toys filled the room. “They have a whole room to themselves?”

“They’re better than a roommate. I don’t want them loose in the rest of the house because they like to get underfoot. It’s too easy to step on one, and that could kill it. It’s easier to let them have full run of this room, and I can hang out with them in here.” Mallory grabbed another ferret trying to slip past her. “Let me check their food and give them fresh water. Then we can eat.”

He followed her into the room, closing the door behind him, and sat on the floor. While she refilled the water dishes, he let her furry little bandits crawl all over him in exploration, snorting with laughter as tiny tongues and whiskers tickled his face. He looked at home here, which in contrast made her feel awkward, as if she didn’t belong in her own house.

She scrambled for a topic of conversation as she went from litter box to litter box with a plastic shovel. “Do you have any pets? I know your family now has two ranches with I don’t know how many animals, but do you have anything yourself?”

“No, with the crop dusting, I have to move around too much in the summer. It didn’t seem fair to keep a cat or dog.” He looked up, his expression startled. “I guess I could now.”

“You could probably keep a herd of elephants now if you wanted, assuming you could find one for sale.”

He laughed. “I think I’ll stick with dogs. I get enough experience with strange animals with TC’s llamas and ostriches.”

“Are things going okay for him?” Finished with the chores, Mallory sat on the floor and greeted the other ferrets who had woken up at their noise.

“Yeah.” Cody’s expression softened in affection. “It’s great to see him so happy. This has been his dream for a long time.”

“He’s lucky he’s passionate about something money could buy.”

Cody stiffened. “Yeah, but he still has to work for it.”

Her hackles went up in return. “Nothing wrong with that. Most of us work for everything we get. A lot of people never get what they deserve for the work they do.”

“I know, I mean—” He huffed out a breath. “I’m not saying anything’s wrong with work. My point was . . .” He frowned for a few seconds, perhaps trying to figure out his point. “People talk like winning the lottery means we never have to work again. I guess technically we don’t, if we don’t want to. But my brothers are working harder than ever. Mama too. She’s really involved with the family charity.”

“Right. I know.” Mallory cuddled Snuggle Bear, a dark ferret who loved nothing more than being held and petted. She tried to let his affection drain away her nerves. She knew she was too quick to take offense sometimes. “I’m sorry if I implied your family doesn’t want to work. I know better. They’re doing a lot of good with their new money.”

Mallory couldn’t help resenting the money anyway. It was a ridiculous world where any one family could win a billion dollars. Billionaires shouldn’t exist. No one deserved that much money under any circumstances. Usually it came at the expense of the people who actually did the work that built the fortune. At least the Tomlinsons hadn’t gotten rich on the backs of workers who had to use food stamps to survive. At least they were pumping most of the money back into the community and charitable organizations.

She still resented it. She wasn’t ready to acknowledge all the reasons yet.

Cody nodded, quick to forgive her rudeness. “Josh was pretty miserable at first, probably because he doesn’t adapt to change well, but now that he has Carly, it’s all rainbows and unicorns.”

Mallory chuckled. “I’m glad for them. Carly’s had a crush on him for ages.”

“Really? I didn’t find out until recently, and she’s supposed to be my best friend.”

“It was pretty obvious, but I guess you weren’t here to see it.”

Cody groaned. At Mallory’s startled look, he said, “Sorry. I’ve been hearing a lot of that lately.”

Mallory winced. She hadn’t meant to insult him again.

But having done so, maybe she could learn something.

“It’s so good you’re back. It’s making your family happy.” She tried to let a little of her feelings about his return infuse her voice. But only a little. “Why did you stay away so long?”

“You know the saying. ‘How can I miss you if you never leave?’ I figured the less people saw me, the more they’d appreciate me.” His tone was joking, but something lurked behind it.

“Your family definitely did miss you. A lot. And they’re not the only ones.”

He groaned. “Amber didn’t miss me. All the attention now is just because of the lottery money.”

She hadn’t been talking about Amber. Maybe best not to let him know that.

“If you’d moved back earlier, you’d already be a part of the community, like your brothers. People wouldn’t see you as such a . . .” She couldn’t come up with the right word. All the Tomlinsons had become suddenly fascinating with the lottery money, but Cody was more of an enigma, mysterious because people might know about his past but they didn’t really know him now.

“An easy target?” His eyes twinkled as he said it, a self-deprecating joke. “I had no reason to come back. I had a life, you know. Maybe it wasn’t as exciting as I’d hoped, or as valuable as your work, but I had an opportunity elsewhere, and I took it.”

Mallory bristled. “And we’ve determined that was the right decision for you. Don’t resent people for wishing they got to see more of you.”

Darn it, she’d offended him again and reacted instinctively by snapping back. No wonder he didn’t want to spend time in Last Stand if people acted like any choice he made was the wrong one. He’d gotten enough of that from his father back in the day. She was pretty sure that had been why he left in the first place, but his father had died suddenly two years later, and he hadn’t come back.

She had no right to ask questions or demand an accounting of his reasons. They were old acquaintances, nothing more, no matter what she might want.

He gave a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I know most people have much greater problems than what to do with millions of dollars.”

“It’s also what to do with your life, isn’t it?”

He chuckled. “Don’t pretend you feel sorry for me. You’re not a good enough actor to pull off that.” He sat on her floor with three ferrets crawling on him and smiled at her.

Her heart squeezed. Yeah, why would anyone want to see more of him? She swallowed. “How about that dinner?”

They kept the conversation light as they ate, discussing plans for the theater renovation and how the teens were doing with their vaudeville acts.

He helped clear the table. She shooed him out of the way while she did the dishes and put the leftovers—one serving instead of the normal three—in a container for the fridge. He glanced at his phone, frowned at whatever he saw, and shoved it back in his pocket. A message that annoyed him? The time, suggesting he should get home, or whatever he called TC’s ranch?

She didn’t want him to leave. They hadn’t addressed the question that led to them having dinner together in the first place. What had that been? It took her half a minute to track down the conversation in her memory. Right, he’d been feeling useless. And since then, she’d probably made him feel more useless by criticizing his choices.

She could just let it go. Pretend she’d forgotten. Maybe he was already doing the same, or maybe he really had forgotten.

But she was supposed to be acting like a friend, and a friend didn’t let someone they cared about suffer existential angst, or whatever he’d call it. Probably something much simpler, like a bad mood.

So she had to bring the conversation back to that, but maybe she could reintroduce it gently.

“Earlier, you mentioned that your family is working harder than ever, because they have the money to follow their passions. What about you? It sounded like you’re not planning to go back to crop dusting. Which is fine! I’m not saying you should, or that you need to find something like llama ranching to occupy your time. I’m just curious.” Great, in trying to sound gentle, she probably sounded like a blathering idiot.

“I don’t know.” He spread his hands. “I can do anything I want, and I have no idea what I want to do. I suppose you think that’s pathetic. If someone gave you millions of dollars, you’d probably have a list of projects.”

That made her sound . . . She wasn’t sure how that made her sound. “Hardly. Money is useful and makes some things easier. But like I said with the theater renovation, people are more appreciative of things they work to earn.”

“So what would you do if you didn’t have to work to earn money?”

She dried her hands slowly. “I guess that is literally the billion-dollar question in your case.”

His smile had a touch of smirk to it. “Yep. And if you’re expecting me to answer it, I’d like to hear your answer.”

She sniffed. “I’m a teacher. I get to ask questions. I don’t have to answer them.”

He laughed. “Maybe, but you’re not my teacher.”

“Okay. Right.” She slipped past him where he leaned against the counter and gestured toward her sofa. “I think the more important question is what you are going to do, since you actually have the choice. But if it would make you feel better to watch me struggle with it, fine.”

He sat beside her. “Tell you what. You come up with a good answer, and I’ll give you the money to do it.”

She flinched, her body instinctively jerking away from the idea. You deserved only what you earned, nothing more. That’s what she had been taught since childhood. She’d rejected most of her father’s teachings, but she could see some value in that one. She didn’t want to take the Tomlinson’s money to renovate the theater, because the town would appreciate it more if they had a personal investment in it. The students would learn more if they had to labor and raise funds, and if they saw the success that came from that.

But maybe her father’s lessons were more ingrained than she’d realized. Most people did not get what they deserved most of the time, one way or the other. Was that a reason to refuse unearned good fortune?

“No, thank you.” She thought the words came out calmly enough. “I won’t be one more person who wants a piece of you.” Her face heated as she realized the potential double meaning. “A piece of your fortune.”

He leaned closer, leering like the villain in a melodrama. “There are other interesting pieces.”

Her mouth opened and closed. Her face must be bright red now.

He leaned back, chuckling. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

She really needed to get this conversation back on track. “Okay. So. What would I do if I had the money to do anything?” She frowned over it.

“Would you keep teaching? Is that enough of a passion to do it if you didn’t have to?”

“Hm. I love it, but it’s also a pain. Not the kids, but the administration, the red tape. The politicians trying to make rules about what we can say in the classroom, what books we can read.” Her jaw tightened. “I feel strongly that people should be able to read any book they want.”

“No getting off topic,” he scolded.

“I’d probably keep teaching for a while, until I couldn’t stand it anymore, or until I came up with something better. But you’ve already quit the crop dusting.”

“Yeah. It got me up in the air, which is what I wanted. I don’t want to fly for a living anymore though, if I don’t have to. Too many rules and regulations, schedules, following orders. I guess it’s probably like teaching that way. There’s the thing you actually do, your passion, and then all the stuff you have to do to do the thing you love.” His eyebrows drew together. “Did that make sense?”

“Completely. Can you do the part you love without the rest?”

“I’ve been trying to think. I wouldn’t join the military now even if they’d let me in. I don’t want to be a commercial airline pilot. I like flying small planes. Some of them can do these aerobatics . . .” He trailed off.

His gaze flickered, seeing something in his mind, in the past or the future. Mallory waited.

“I could buy an aerobatic plane. I’d been thinking about buying a kit. There are planes you can make yourself, and it’s cheaper than buying one premade. I’d been saving for that when all this happened, and I’ve had so much else to think about. But I could just go ahead and buy one and fly it. I could buy one to fly now and also buy a kit plane. I think building it would be fun. One to fly and one to build. I’ve been missing flying.”

His voice was filled with wonder, and the look on his face—it made Mallory’s heart hurt. She wished she had something to give her that look. She wished his look was for her.

She cleared her throat. “Well. It sounds like you’ve found a passion.”


Chapter Six


The next weeks were busy but fun. Cody started feeling more confident in his directing skills as memories of his own theater days flooded back. He got money into the renovation account and nudged a couple of the teens to apply for a grant from the Tomlinson family fund, so Mallory wouldn’t have to repay the money from other grants. He found a small plane for sale, made an offer, and picked it up the next week.

In March, Cody joined a volunteer work weekend at the theater. Music blared. Hammers pounded. People called across the theater to each other as Cody looked down from the catwalk. Had Mallory sent him up there because he’d used it as an excuse to avoid Amber during his first visit? Or simply because he wasn’t afraid of heights? Either way, it was nice to be away from the chaos below. Someone more professional than Cody had inspected the catwalk and declared the platform safe. The rails were wobbly though, so Cody was replacing or tightening screws as needed.

Lots of teenagers had turned up, and not only the ones in the theater class. Plenty of parents came too, along with dozens of other people in the community. Amber was there in jeans and work boots. Mallory put her to work scraping paint.

Laughter drifted up to him. Cody paused to identify the source. He spotted Mallory bent forward, her hand on her stomach as she whooped along with another teacher and a couple of students. Cody didn’t remember ever hearing her laugh like that. It was good to know she could. Most of the time, she seemed so serious and driven.

He wouldn’t mind making her laugh like that.

If he stuck around, maybe he could. Did he want to stick around? He’d made some big decisions since their conversation at her house. He’d bought the plane and rented hangar space at the local airport. It had all been so easy, since money wasn’t an issue. That didn’t mean he had to stay in Last Stand. But he was already getting to know the other pilots. He liked working with TC, having dinner with Mama and Xander, teasing Josh and Carly about their romance. Now it looked like TC might be falling for someone as well, a little spitfire who’d keep him on his toes. That would be fun to watch.

He finished with the screws and walked along the catwalk, checking the stability by shaking the rails. Nothing moved enough to be dangerous, although they squeaked a bit. If Mallory ever planned to have people working on the catwalk during a performance, everything would need to be oiled. More likely they’d set up the lights ahead of time and run them from a board below, so it wouldn’t matter.

Next, Cody detached the stage lights, making sure nobody was directly below when he did it, in case he dropped a screw. He carried them down the ladder one at a time, in a duffel bag, so he could use his hands for the climb. The volunteer electrician, Solomon, would check them over for safety and see which ones they could still use.

Cody delivered the last light and stopped to catch his breath after the up and down trips on the ladder. Good thing he’d been working with TC’s livestock. Wrangling llamas built muscle.

The curtain released a cloud of dust as he brushed past it. Ah, memories. He was ready for another job, but Mallory was helping some teenagers with something or other.

Two guys who’d been in high school with Cody were—as far as Cody could tell—simply watching Solomon work as he crouched by the pile of lights to one side of the stage. The role of standing around giving bad advice was popular when working on airplanes too. Cody searched his memory for their names and came up with Brad and Garrett.

Brad grinned and nudged Cody. “Why are we all working so hard?” His voice boomed, loud enough for a dozen people nearby to hear. “You’re rich now. You could just pay for all of this!”

“She won’t let me.” Cody didn’t want everyone to think he was too cheap to help financially. He tried to keep it lighthearted. “She seems to think physical labor builds character.”

The guys chuckled. “Sounds like a teacher all right,” Garrett said. “At least she’s not asking us to write poetry.”

Cody smiled as they laughed, but it felt wrong to slam Mallory when she was giving so much to the school and community. He glanced around and spotted her twenty feet away, apparently in conversation but close enough to possibly overhear. “Hey, nothing wrong with poetry,” he said.

“Oh yeah?” Brad nudged him again. “If you know some, let’s hear it.”

Cody ought to recite a poem simply to make his point, especially since Mallory was now looking his way.

His mind went blank. Surely he could come up with something. He’d had to memorize a few poems for high school English, but that was years ago, and he’d long since put them out of his mind. He’d acted in plays and could probably still do brief pieces of his roles, but that wasn’t exactly poetry. Well, maybe some of the Shakespeare counted. And they’d done a musical. Songs were really just poetry, right?

He came up with the lines to a popular country song about an old blue rocking chair. He stepped out on stage, lifted a hand, gazed upward, and recited the words with as much solemnity as a soliloquy from Othello.

“Old Blue Chair” had been one of his father’s favorite songs from his favorite artist. Cody flashed back to a memory of driving across country with his father and that album playing on repeat. For once, it had been only the two of them driving to the national meeting for beef farmers. They hadn’t talked much on the drive out, making it an escape Cody had desperately needed. At the meeting, Daddy had introduced him to a lot of the suppliers he knew and talked as if he was proud of Cody.

It was only on the way back that his father started talking about how it wouldn’t be so bad if Cody stayed at the ranch, since the military no longer seemed a way to reach his dreams. Looking back, Cody understood that Daddy was saying Cody would always have a home and a job. He wanted Cody to love ranching the way he did. At the time, Cody had resented the offer of ranch work as a poor substitute for his dream of flying. It became one more reason to escape Last Stand.

That had been the last time he and Daddy spent hours alone together. Cody had left town as soon as he graduated high school and only returned at Christmas. Now he wished he’d acted differently.

The guys laughed even more as Cody recited the lyrics. “That’s not poetry,” Garrett said. “That’s Kenny Chesney!”

Cody came back to the present. “Hey, it’s poetry set to music.”

He wasn’t sure if Mallory had overheard the snide comments, but she was listening now. She strolled over with a sly grin. “How’s your memory of The Importance of Being Earnest?”

“Oof. I’m going to say probably pretty bad. It’s been years.”

One eyebrow rose. “Better or worse than Othello?”

He grimaced. “Tough choice. Earnest had all that snappy dialogue to trip over, but Othello was hardly even English.”

She gasped, slapped a hand to her chest, and staggered back as if she’d been shot. “Shakespeare isn’t English?”

“Oh, honey.” He tipped an imaginary cowboy hat and drawled like the most country of country boys. “It ain’t real American, ya know. That Shakespeare fella musta been a few pickles short of a barrel. And if that ain’t a fact, God’s a possum.”

She snorted. “Hardly. Y’all are all hat and no cattle.”

He stalked closer. “And y’all got some snap in y’all’s garters, but you could start an argument in an empty house.”

She was struggling to get the words out through laughter. “Y’all are two sandwiches short of a picnic. A few pickles short of a barrel. You shoot off your mouth so much you must eat bullets for breakfast.”

“Well, um . . .” Cody was running out of country sayings. He should’ve known better than to go up against an English teacher with a quick mind. “Y’all got me as confused as a goat on Astroturf. What was the original question?”

“Whether you’d be able to run through one of our scenes from back in the day.” She grinned at him. “But I think we’d better offer the stage to the young’uns who have actually been practicing recently.”

She invited people to take turns on stage to entertain the workers. The theater kids performed some of the skits they were developing for the variety show. Other people sang, alone or in small groups. Brad had a couple of raunchy limericks memorized. Some performers were better than others, but everyone was entertaining one way or another, and the afternoon passed more quickly.

Mallory sent Cody to work on the balcony. It had been closed off to the audience years ago and turned into a control room for the movie projector. They were going to keep the middle section as a control room, which they hoped would eventually include sound and light boards as well as a digital projector, if they could ever afford them. To one side of that enclosed room, a big window would look down at the stage, so parents of crying babies could watch performances without disturbing the audiences. The other side would have a dozen chairs and an open view of the stage. Cody helped a couple of older guys who worked competently and said little as they got the new structures framed in.

By the time Mallory hollered up that it was time to quit for the day, some people had already finished their tasks and headed out, while others had collapsed in the old seats, sweaty and dusty and exhausted. Cody headed down in time to notice the stiffness in Mallory’s back when she said goodbye to Garrett and Brad.

He stood beside her. “We got a lot done today.”

She gave a murmur of agreement.

He almost said, “You should be proud,” but he always thought that sounded condescending. She knew what she’d done, and he didn’t get to tell her how she should feel about it.

Instead, he asked, “Are you pleased, or at least satisfied?”

She took in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “With the work done, yes, absolutely. But there’s still so much to do, and too much of it is skilled labor at this point.”

“Let me pay them to work for a week or two.”

She turned toward him with her jaw set and her eyes glittering.

He held up his hands. “Hang on, I do get what you’ve said about the community and the teens working on the fundraising and doing the labor. But frankly, professionals shouldn’t be expected to donate more than a day or two of their time. It’s one thing if everyone comes in to paint or clean, but electricians and plumbers and masons are providing valuable expert services. They can’t do that for free for every good cause in the region.”

“Mm.” Mallory gave a slight smile. “I get asked to direct Christmas plays at churches where I don’t even go.”

“But you feel comfortable saying no, right?” When she didn’t immediately answer, he gave her a stern look. “Right?”

Mallory blew out a breath. “Okay, so I need to be better about maintaining my boundaries. I see your point about skilled workers. If I had to do that kind of labor all week, I’d want to rest on the weekends. But I don’t want to set a precedent with taking your money. It becomes too easy.”

“How about this—let me front you some of the money so you can get things moving. You’ll need to buy supplies as well as pay the workers.”

She hesitated. Why was it so hard for her to accept help?

“Consider it a loan, if you must,” he said. “If you get the grants you’ve applied for, you can pay back the money to the family fund.” Or maybe he could convince her to take a grant from the Tomlinson family charity. It was pure stubbornness that she saw their money as different from any other funding organization.

“All right.” Given her level of enthusiasm, you’d think he’d asked her to clean the theater bathrooms with her toothbrush.

“Then you’ll let me put some money in the theater renovation bank account?”

“Yes. Fine.”

Cody wanted to dance a little jig. Funny how overcoming her reluctance and persuading her to take his money made him feel like he won something, not a battle with her, but a prize. He kept that reaction inside. “Careful, or you’ll overwhelm me with your gratitude.”

She swatted his chest with the back of her hand.

He laughed and grabbed her hand. “Did I tell you? I bought a small plane. A real little beauty, two seats. Let me take you up for a ride.”

She pulled her hand away. “It’s dark out.”

“So? I can fly in the dark. That’s what instruments are for. We can make a loop around Austin and San Antonio and look at the lights.”

He thought it was a great idea, a way to celebrate a successful day for both of them. A way to get her to relax for an hour and enjoy herself.

She hesitated. “I need to update all my files and figure out the agenda for tomorrow.”

“You need to enjoy life as well. But if you prefer, we could go tomorrow.”

“We’ll be working tomorrow, or at least I will.”

“The work party doesn’t start until after the churches let out. We could go up early. See the sunrise from the air. Come on.” He took her hand again. This time she let him hold onto it. “Boundaries, remember. You need to take some time for yourself.”

She scoffed. “Which means getting up early enough to see the sunrise when I could be sleeping in.”

He squeezed her hand and leaned close. “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

Her eyes widened. She blinked a couple of times. Then she narrowed her gaze and said, “Fine. You’d better. Now let’s get out of here.”

Cody grinned. He did enjoy a challenge.


Chapter Seven


Mallory arrived at the little airport outside of town before dawn. No commercial planes flew into Last Stand, but the airport had a dozen hangars for private planes, a single long runway, and a landing pad for emergency helicopters.

She studied the small plane sitting in front of Cody’s hangar. A truly small plane, maybe twenty feet long. The two seats were one in front and one behind. The plane wasn’t wide enough for side-by-side seats.

“I’ve already done all the prep and check work,” Cody said. “You’ll be in the back seat. I’ll show you where you can step and grab to get in without damaging the airplane.”

Mallory reared back. “What do you mean, damaging the airplane? I don’t want to get in anything that could be damaged by my touching it!”

He laughed, the jerk. “You probably wouldn’t hurt it anyway, but there are places where the metal could bend if someone pulled hard or put their weight on it. It wouldn’t keep the plane from flying, but I’d have to do repairs.”

Oh, that was comforting.

He studied her. “Are you afraid of flying? I should’ve thought to ask sooner.”

How would she know? She’d never traveled farther than she could drive. She grew up in Last Stand and went to college in Austin an hour away. She’d had to travel for some continuing ed and teaching conferences, but she could find enough of those within Texas. Even Houston and Dallas were only a few hours away, so it made more sense to drive, especially if she could find another teacher or two to share the gas costs.

She met his gaze and said, “No.”

She hadn’t been afraid of flying before, anyway. Mostly people complained about air travel being tedious and annoying rather than scary. She’d thought it would be simpler flying in a small plane with a pilot she knew and no destination she needed to reach. But a big, impersonal plane probably made it easier to pretend you weren’t thousands of feet above the ground in a metal canister. At least her seat was behind his, so he wouldn’t notice if she closed her eyes and covered her face the whole time.

“How about motion sickness?” he asked.

“You know, you’re really not selling this experience very well.”

He grinned. “I just want to make sure it’s as comfortable as possible for you. If I know about any potential problems, we can address them.”

She hesitated. “I can’t really think of any time I’ve gotten motion sickness unless I’m in the back seat of a car with the vents closed so there’s no airflow. But now that we’re talking about it, I feel a little queasy already. That might just be the coffee on an empty stomach.” She’d skipped breakfast, figuring she’d have more time to eat later.

“Okay. You’ll have a vent for plenty of airflow.” He pulled something from his pocket. “This wristband sends electrical pulses to an acupressure point.”

She blinked.

“Hey, it works for a lot of people, and I assume you don’t want to take pills that might make you drowsy all day.” He reached for her hand and drew it toward himself. He fastened the wristband, which looked a little like a watch, around her wrist. When he switched it on, something buzzed gently against her inner wrist. “The pulses disrupt nausea signals.”

The warmth of his fingers on her sensitive skin was disrupting something.

“You might want to take off your jacket,” he said. “I know it’s chilly now, but you won’t be able to take it off once we’re in the air without unbuckling your seat belt. I’ll turn the heat on once we get going.”

She stripped off her jacket. She was feeling overheated at the moment anyway. Cody set her jacket and his own inside the hangar. She climbed up into the plane, stepping and touching only where he indicated, and lowered herself into a space big enough for the seat and herself and not much more. The seat was comfortable enough, with plenty of padding. He strapped her into a seat belt with straps over each shoulder, around her waist, and up between her legs. It seemed much sturdier than the average car seat belt, which might be comforting, except the average car didn’t plummet out of the air in an accident.

She peeked over the other seat to the controls in front. Cody would face a dizzying array of electronic screens and buttons. She had a couple of buttons, including one marked “reading light” of all things. Maybe she should have brought a book.

A bar with a handgrip poked up between her knees. “What’s this?” Mallory asked.

“A control stick, so the passenger can take over for a while if you want.”

Her breathing sped up. “I don’t want! You’re supposed to be doing the flying.”

He chuckled. “I said if you want. You don’t have to. This time, just relax and enjoy the view. We can save any attempt at flying for future flights.”

She gave him what her friends called her death glare. It worked on everyone. Unruly students, their parents who wanted to fuss about why their darlings weren’t getting the grades the parents thought they deserved despite their poor work, even the administration. The vice principal flinched and changed direction when he saw her in the hallway now.

Cody simply stood and grinned at her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the death glare not working on him. It wasn’t as if she wanted to go up with a pilot who lacked confidence, but she preferred it when other people were apprehensive, not her.

“I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do,” he said. “Put on this headset so we can communicate.” He showed her how to adjust the fit and volume.

He did a few other things while she tried not to hyperventilate. Finally Cody got in the front seat and hauled on something that brought a bubble canopy forward over the two of them. They had clear plastic—hopefully very solid—overhead, extending down on each side to about shoulder level. Cody’s seat and the back of his head blocked her view to the front, but she’d have a clear view up as well as to the sides. That view might be mostly sky, though, and right now, the sky was dark.

His voice came through the headset. “All right?”

She gulped and nodded, but of course he couldn’t see her, so she had to find her voice. “All right.” She tried to make it a statement rather than a question.

The plane started to vibrate, and the padded headset didn’t entirely block the engine sound. Mallory looked for something to grab onto. She didn’t want to touch anything she wasn’t supposed to. Everything looked sturdy enough, but then she’d thought the outside of the plane looked sturdy enough that she didn’t have to worry about breaking it with a touch, and apparently that was wrong. She settled for gripping her own thighs.

The plane started moving slowly forward. It headed past the rows of hangars toward the runway. Information came over the headset. It sounded like a weather report, but with a lot more information than you’d need on the ground. When they reached the end of the runway, Cody swung the plane around so they faced the length of the runway.

This was it. She was going up in the air, surrounded by nothing but thin metal and plastic.

Mallory gasped for breath. Right, she should probably remember to breathe. That might be important.

Cody mumbled something, a string of words she didn’t understand, having to do with the type of plane and where they were going. It took her a few seconds to decide he was speaking to other aviators or a control tower, not to her.

The plane picked up speed on the ground. The noise and vibrations increased. Mallory let out a squeak. Cody didn’t respond, so he must not have heard her over the engine sounds. That was good. Maybe. She didn’t want him to hear her panic, but she wanted him to hear her if she needed to end this.

He’d stop and let her out if she asked. She wanted to ask, but then again, she didn’t.

And then the front of the tiny plane lifted up, and the sound changed in a way Mallory could not identify. Her stomach seemed to drop as they defied the pull of gravity. The shadowy hills disappeared from her peripheral vision, leaving her surrounded by darkness. She leaned slightly left to look out the window and confirm that the ground was still there, barely visible past the wing in the gray light of dawn.

Everything got smaller. The airport hangars, lit by a few streetlamps, looked like sheds, then dog houses, then dollhouses. Then they were too far back to see, as the plane headed out over the hills silhouetted by the coming dawn.

“I’m going to keep it straight and steady for a while,” Cody said. “Let me know if you want to get back right away for any reason. If you feel good, we can do a bit more on the way back.”

A bit more what?

She’d worry about that later. “Slow and steady sounds good.” Her voice almost managed to sound steady too.

Over the next few minutes, the sky lightened at the horizon. Scattered clouds caught the first rays of the sun, turning the sky pink and blue and gold. She’d seen thousands of Hill Country sunrises, but not from the air. Was it only her imagination that the horizon had a slight curve? Maybe that was an effect of the canopy. Surely she couldn’t actually see the curve of the earth.

The land spread out below them, fields with tiny ranch houses, rolling hills with dark green trees, a ribbon of river in the distance. Mallory hardly knew where to look. Cody called out a few sights. How could they already be passing San Antonio? How could a city she knew look so different from the air? Chatter on the radio blurred together as background noise, other pilots announcing their locations and plans or asking permission to enter different areas.

“I’ll make a wide turn, circling around the far side of Austin,” Cody said, his voice louder than the other chatter. “Turning can be the worst for some people. Try not to move your head much, and you shouldn’t have trouble, but let me know if you start to feel bad.”

She’d forgotten to be nervous. “Don’t remind me that I’m supposed to feel sick.”

“You’re not.” The smile came through in his voice. “You’re supposed to be enjoying the view.”

“It’s amazing.” The word hardly seemed powerful enough. She was an English teacher; she knew how to use a thesaurus, but she doubted she’d find the words to capture the feeling of seeing the world laid out below her like this. She’d seen aerial photos, of course, but they paled in comparison to the reality. The clear canopy overhead had seemed a bit silly. Why would she need to look up, when everything was down? But it meant she had a view up as well as to the sides.

They passed under a small cloud made of fluffy bits like fleece on a sheep. Without warning, she was blinking back tears. She’d looked up at clouds often enough before. The view wasn’t that different merely because she was in the air. And yet this gave her an odd feeling of being out there, soaring through the clouds.

She never flew in her dreams, but now she wished she would. In the front seat, Cody would have a clear view ahead as well, and the wings wouldn’t be in his way when he looked down. She suddenly envied him.

After a while, Cody said, “We can have some fun if you want, make a circle over the town, but only if you want to. How are you feeling, on a scale of one to ten where ten is amazing and four is get me back on the ground as quickly as possible?”

How was she feeling? Overwhelmed. Off-balance. Thrilled, but also queasy. The constant heavy vibration was getting to her. “I’m okay, but maybe only a six. I don’t think I’m ready to try anything more dramatic yet. Sorry.”

“No reason to be sorry. I’ll keep her smooth and easy back to Last Stand.”

“This is smooth?” It wasn’t any worse than driving over a dirt road that needed to be graded in a car with poor suspension. It wasn’t any better either.

“When it’s hot or windy, the bumps get worse,” he said. “Farm fields tend to have a lot of updrafts if you’re flying low enough.”

Thank goodness her first flight was on a cool morning. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to fly a crop duster over farm fields in summer. And Cody found this fun? He’d done this day after day, year after year? He was at home up in the air, confident and relaxed in a way she hadn’t seen him since before his accident. She’d thought maybe that Cody was gone forever, but apparently he’d found himself again in the sky.

A few minutes later, he said, “You can see our ranches down on the right.”

Mallory peered out the window, trying to identify from the air sites she knew from the ground. By the time she figured out which road was which, the buildings were getting bigger. It felt like the ground was rising up to meet them, even though it had to be the other way around.

Cody spoke again, alerting other aircrafts to their descent. They headed for the runway, far too fast, it seemed to Mallory. She gripped her thighs again. She was probably going to have finger-shaped bruises. They touched down with a slight bump and stopped quickly enough to send her stomach sloshing forward and back.

She caught her breath as Cody taxied back toward his hangar, glad she didn’t have to stand up yet. He stopped outside the hangar, opened the canopy, and hopped out. Mallory fumbled with her seat belt, got it unlatched, and gratefully took his hand to get down, stepping only where he pointed.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “But I’d like to walk around for a minute.” She felt as if she were still vibrating. She needed to remind herself of the solid ground underfoot.

“Yeah, do that.” He started doing things to the plane. She walked between the rows of hangars and back. He had the plane in his hangar by the time she felt like all the pieces of her body and mind were in the right places.

She checked the time. They’d been gone about an hour. It hadn’t seemed that long, but they’d looped around San Antonio and Austin and returned in a fraction of the time it would take to drive that far. “How did we get back so fast?”

“We were going one hundred fifty miles an hour for most of it.”

Mallory gulped. She was glad she hadn’t known that earlier. So that was flying. It would be different in a large plane, no doubt. Didn’t they fly much higher? You’d see even more of the landscape, but from farther away. You’d also be packed among other people and would have only one small window, if you were lucky. She wouldn’t mind experiencing it anyway. Definitely with a window seat. Imagine flying all the way across the country with that kind of view.

Crop dusting must be different as well. It used a small plane, but the plane went back and forth across fields, flying low. You wouldn’t get such a variety of views, but it sounded like Cody enjoyed sharp turns and playing around a bit. She could see the appeal. She felt like she’d learned something entirely new about the world, like the first time she’d opened a novel and figured out that books weren’t all rules about how to live and scary warnings and parables about bad children getting in trouble. Life held more.

“Are you all right?” Cody stood to her left, watching her. How long had she been standing there, lost in thought?

“Yes. Quite all right. Very good, in fact.” Again, the words seemed inadequate. She studied his face. Maybe she’d learned something about him as well, getting a little glimpse of what he loved. “That was my first time.”

“Your first?” His eyebrows went up. “You mean your first time in an airplane? Wow.”

“I wasn’t avoiding it.” She squirmed. It felt like admitting she’d missed out on some very basic life experience. “It just never happened.”

He touched her arm gently. “I should’ve thought. I’m sorry.”

“You couldn’t have known.” Because she hadn’t had the nerve to admit it to him.

“I might have if I’d thought about it. I fly so much that I forget there are still people who’ve never been in a plane. Lots of people have never been in a small plane like this, but I assume most people have been on a commercial flight. But I can see how you might not have been.”

Yeah, because she never went anywhere or did anything exciting. She shrugged. “What would you have done differently if you’d known?”

“Well, not much, except maybe stay closer to town in case you needed an emergency landing.” A breeze tousled his hair. He pushed strands back off his face. “I gave you as smooth a ride as possible. This plane will be great for aerobatic stunts, but I wouldn’t do that kind of thing with someone else without their permission. Some people like to get a little wilder, sharp turns, spirals, a bit of up and down, but I’m always cautious on a passenger’s first flight.” He gave a wry smile. “I learned that lesson years ago.”

She snickered. “You mean you’ve had people throwing up all over your plane?”

“Not exactly.” He lightly touched her back to direct her toward the hangar. “But I have had a few people looking green by the time they get out. People like to fly over their houses, but that can mean making tight turns, which is enough to make some people sick.” They stopped by a long table against one wall. “But you’re okay?”

She thought about it. “Yes. I don’t know if the bracelet helped or what, but I don’t feel queasy now.” She took off the bracelet and set it on the table. “Actually, I’m ravenous. I skipped breakfast, because I didn’t want to be that person throwing up all over your new plane.”

He grinned. “That’s why I have air sickness bags. Also why I bought scones. Not so you could throw them up, but so we could have some after the flight.” He opened a white paper bag and slid four scones onto a plate. “I’ll get some coffee going too.” He turned toward a coffee maker a little farther down.

“You really know how to treat a girl.” Her face heated. Did that make it sound like this was a date? Was this a date?

No, he was simply trying to share something he loved with an old friend. Or an old acquaintance. An old something anyway. Or possibly a new friend. That would be nice. He’d fascinated her for years. Maybe she’d even dreamed of something more than friendship, but his lottery win put him out of reach. She wouldn’t be one more person chasing a billionaire bachelor brother.


Chapter Eight


Cody watched Mallory from the edge of his vision while he made coffee. She’d had a strange expression after the flight. Not queasy, but . . . dreamy maybe? Like her mind was elsewhere. Did that mean she was so bored she’d spent the flight planning her to-do list for the day? But then what had she said, she was “Better than fine”? Most people finished a flight in a small plane all smiles and bouncing excitement. Some were pale and wobbly, but they usually had something positive to say about the view.

Cody hadn’t met many people who echoed the feelings he had. Soaring through the air with the land spread out below gave him a sense of joyful peace. He felt in balance. More himself. But most people felt better on land, so he was probably the odd one.

The coffee maker bubbled and sizzled. “If you want creamer, there’s some in the fridge,” he said.

Mallory crossed to the full-size refrigerator beyond the table. She opened it and stared at the sodas, fizzy waters, and beer. “It looks like you’re ready for a party. You don’t drink beer before flying, do you?”

“No, but sometimes I drink it while hanging out and talking with other pilots.” He gestured toward a few battered but comfortable chairs in a corner. “The only thing better than actually flying is bragging about your flying adventures with other pilots. You may have heard something similar at the bait shop during fishing season. The advantage of telling tall tales about flying is that no one can demand to see the fish as proof.”

“Sounds fun.” She set the creamer on the table and broke a scone in half.

“Yeah, I’m starting to enjoy this money stuff.” He found a couple of mugs that didn’t have too many coffee stains. “You might know how Carly and the other experts set things up. We each get a monthly stipend. I’m living with TC on his ranch, and since I’m working for free, he doesn’t want rent. I’ve hardly spent anything in the last three months, so now I might be going a little wild outfitting this place.”

He looked around his new domain with satisfaction. The hangar would fit two small planes. It had more tables along the opposite wall, with storage cabinets above, and a shop sink for cleanups. He had a kit plane on order, and he could build it right here. This hangar felt more like home than the ranch where he grew up or TC’s ranch where he lived now.

“I doubt your stipend is enough to cover buying that beauty.” She jerked her head toward the plane now tucked inside the hangar, her nose shining in the morning sunlight coming through the open doors.

“Well, no.” It still embarrassed him a bit that he simply went out and bought a plane, even though everyone kept telling him he should figure out what he most wanted to do. He had, and this was it. “I applied to the family fund for these bigger purchases. They’ll calculate who gets what and sort it all out somehow.” He shrugged. “It’s not like we’re going to fight over who got the bigger share of a billion dollars. It’s really a ridiculous amount of money, so I decided not to worry about it.”

She sighed wistfully. “That must be nice. Not worrying, I mean. To be able to just do things without wondering if you can.” She broke another scone in half and started on it.

“It is.” That was the double ginger scone by the look of it, so he took the other half. “I was lucky to find someone who was ready to sell this hangar, so I didn’t have to buy land and build one. The hangar and the plane were big expenses.” He poured their coffee. “The biggest of my life. I tell you, it was weird, signing those checks. I never thought I’d be able to just to buy a five-year-old plane.”

“Why not a new plane?” She had a crumb at the corner of her mouth. He wanted to brush it away, but it was probably safer to keep his hands to himself.

“This is a kit plane, which means it was built by an individual rather than a company. I’d just as soon have one that has survived a few thousand miles of flying already. Besides, who’d want to spend a couple of years building a plane and then immediately sell it? You don’t often see newer kit planes.”

She looked from him to the plane and back. “You mean I was riding in a plane that was built by—” she waved her arms “—some random guy?”

He bit back his smile. “They have to be inspected before you can fly them, and I’ve already put enough hours into flying this one to feel confident it wouldn’t fall apart in the air.” If it had any problems at all, more likely it wouldn’t even get off the ground, but that sounded less dramatic.

She gave a theatrical shudder. “If you say so. You don’t own the plane you used for crop dusting?”

“No. I’ve always been a contractor.” It was one more reason he was happy to leave that world. It made sense to use the company’s planes. He couldn’t have afforded to work as a crop duster if he’d had to buy his own plane first. But working for a company meant he did what they said, where they said, when they said. He might be working twelve-hour days, or he might have a month off without pay.

“Well, I’m glad you found something you love so much,” she said. “I might envy you, if I hadn’t been watching all y’all struggle to figure this out, and I have to admit, you could’ve found worse things to waste money on. Not that I mean this is a waste!” She shook her head. “I’m trying to compliment you. I’m just not very good at it, apparently.”

“Maybe you need more practice,” he teased.

She stuck out her tongue. “So what are you going to do now?” She gestured at the plane. “Just fly every day?”

He leaned against the table. “Anything wrong with that?”

“Actually, I can see the appeal.”

He stared, wondering if that was a joke or snide comment.

She met his gaze. “Being up there . . . in the clouds . . . It makes me want to write poetry, but I don’t think I could find the right words. I can’t believe you get to do that every day.”

“I’m glad,” he said. “It’s nice to have someone who understands a little. But I have to admit, the idea of flying for hours every day, and then doing the maintenance on the plane . . . Well, it sounds great. But I suspect I might get bored after a while. I’d love to go up every day for an hour, like we did, but that still leaves a lot of day left. I have to figure out what to do with that time.”

“What about the ranch? TC’s llamas and ostriches, or the beef cattle?”

“Yeah, I’m helping TC with the ranch, but he could easily hire someone to replace me. It’s just a way to fill the time while I figure out the big questions about what to do with the rest of my life. I’m not a rancher at heart.”

She frowned over that. His phone dinged with a text. He checked it.

“Do you need to be somewhere?” she asked.

“No. Mama wants to know if I’m going to church with them. Let me tell her to go ahead. Unless you need to get to a service?”

“No thanks. That flight was more of a religious experience than anything I’ve had in church.”

“Yeah?” He studied her. “I’m not sure whether that says more for flying or less for your church.”

She grimaced. “You know how I grew up. It wasn’t so bad when my mother was alive. She chose Bible stories suitable for a child. But after she died, my father just read from his old Bible every night for an hour or three. Prayers when we got up, before meals, before bed. His religion was all about avoiding sin and begging forgiveness. Not that he needed to beg forgiveness, because he was the infallible patriarch, but everything I did or wanted to do was wrong.”

“Like theater.”

“Oh yeah. Even going to the theater is sinful, because it encourages pleasure over work. Acting is an abomination. Music is sinful, fiction is sinful.” She shrugged. “Pretty much everything enjoyable is a sin, you know.”

“No wonder you decided to be a heathen,” Cody teased gently. “Not all churches share those views, you know.”

“I know. Someday I’ll check out the local ones and see if I fit anywhere. But I needed a break.” She wriggled, as if shaking off old memories. “Let’s talk about something else. How did you know you loved flying in the first place? How did you figure it out when you were a kid? I can’t imagine your family did a lot of plane travel.”

“I always thought flying sounded cool. I like vehicles—cars, trains, motorcycles, whatever. I liked speed.” That had gotten him in trouble. “I really fell for flying at one of the county fairs. This group, Young Eagles, was giving free rides to kids. I got to go up in a four-seater plane. It lifted off the ground and . . .” He swept his hands up and out, trying to convey the soaring feeling of lifting off. “It felt right. Like where I was supposed to be. After that, flying was all I wanted. Before, I’d imagined being a rodeo star, going for those trophy belt buckles and cash prizes. Or maybe I’d be a racecar driver.”

She smiled. “Hour after hour of left turns around a track?”

“Yeah, after going up in the air, without roads or other vehicles crammed on every side of you, racing around a track lost some of its appeal. I knew I had to fly. I was twelve.”

He poured them each another cup of coffee. They nibbled on scones. She looked thoughtful again.

“What are you thinking?” he finally asked.

“If it weren’t for that group, the one that took you up on that plane ride, you wouldn’t have found the thing you love.”

“True.” He hadn’t thought about that day in a while. “I wonder if I could find the pilot again and thank him. I don’t remember his name. That part didn’t seem important when I was twelve, but I might be able to track him down. Was that what you were suggesting?”

“No, I was thinking about how kids discover themselves. How they get up on stage and realize they can be something more than they imagined. How they take a class that gets them excited about science, or they read a book, the right book at the right time to change everything. I wish we could do that for all young people.”

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “It’s tricky though, because how do you know what will be the right thing for that specific kid?”

She nodded. “That’s why we have to expose kids to as much as possible. Rodeo and raising animals, literature and theater, science and computers, flying and . . . Okay, I can’t think of what goes with flying. Caving, maybe, in the sense you explore a different part of the world. I’m not sorry my life took me in the direction it did. I like teaching, even high school English. I love theater, and I’m happy to help others love it. I’m grateful for the opportunity to give back to Last Stand. But I wonder . . .” She turned to look at the plane. “Would I have been different if I’d tried something like that at age twelve?”

Cody’s mind was racing in so many directions he didn’t know which one to follow. She had a point with exposing kids to new experiences. He wanted to think on that more. But for the moment, he jumped on something else she’d said. “You’ve mentioned a couple times about giving back to Last Stand. Why do you feel like you owe this town so much?”

“The people here rescued me. They literally saved me. And yes, I mean literally literally, not literally used figuratively.”

That sounded like an English teacher thing. “How so?”

She paced the corridor between the table and the plane. “Like I said, my father didn’t believe in theater or novels or music or dance. I only got to attend the public middle school and high school because it was too much trouble for him to homeschool me after Mama died. I was not on a good path. Either I would have been married off to some older man in my father’s church, or I would have run away with the first loser to show interest in me just to get away from my father. Either way, it wouldn’t have been good.”

He frowned, trying to chase down whatever bits of information he might have once known. It shamed him that he couldn’t remember more. His stomach hurt thinking of her in such a precarious situation. He knew both scenarios she’d mentioned could happen, along with worse things when a young woman didn’t see a way out. Back then, he’d been too wrapped up in his own suffering to worry about anyone else. It didn’t do much good to regret that now, but he did.

She wore jeans with a hole in one knee and a T-shirt from a heavy metal band. She had a tattoo on her right forearm—a phoenix, reborn from the ashes? That was appropriate. He still struggled to reconcile her with the girl he’d once known. He’d changed too, but not nearly as much.

“How did you go from that to an independent, single woman teaching high school English and theater?” he asked.

“Fortunately, because I had been homeschooled for so long and Mama took care of that, my father didn’t pay much attention to school stuff. He met with my teachers at the beginning of the year, told them what he wanted, and then assumed everyone was following his orders. He never looked at my class schedule or asked about grades. He didn’t care how I did in school. I was able to take that theater class my junior year and do plays after school by telling him I joined a youth Bible study.”

Cody and his brothers had snuck out of the house at night more than once and caused other kinds of teen redneck trouble. They’d usually been caught and felt the punishment a reasonable price to pay for the fun. They had been pushing boundaries and blowing off steam. Meanwhile, Mallory had been trying to live a double life, caught between her father’s rules and her own dreams.

“But he found out.” Cody still felt queasy at the memory of her father dragging her off the stage in front of the audience.

“He did.” She leaned against the table. She looked relaxed. But then, she was a good actor. “He knew about it for at least a couple of weeks, but he waited until opening night to confront me.” Her smile looked vicious. “He thought he’d turn Mrs. Rogers and everyone else against me. Instead, they turned against him.”

“What could they do?” Cody had rebelled against his own father, but he’d waited until he was eighteen and out of high school to do anything more dramatic than argue. He’d never seriously considered another option.

“They could—and did—help me figure out how to get legally emancipated at age sixteen. They found me a place to live with a family that had empty rooms once their kids graduated.”

“Why didn’t your aunt Julie take you in?” She ran the wild animal rescue outside of town, though that had only moved to Last Stand two years ago.

“She’s only seven years older than I am,” Mallory said. “She was in Africa when all that was going down. I wish I’d known Hallie’s family. My father tried to keep Mama away from them. After she died, we never saw them. I didn’t even have an address to write to them.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to make a joke about needing a physical address in this internet world. But her father likely didn’t have a computer at home and wouldn’t let Mallory have a phone. How would she have known about tracking down people on social media?

“People helped me apply for scholarships so I could go to college. Mrs. Rogers put me back on stage as soon as she could. The school counselor spent a lot of time with me, helping me sort out . . . everything.” She leaned closer, glaring into his eyes. “So when I say this town saved me, I mean it. That’s why I don’t like hearing criticism or suggestions that I should have escaped.”

“Yeah. Okay.” He hadn’t known any of that. Probably because he hadn’t been paying attention. He couldn’t go back and change the past.

They stood in silence for a minute. Mallory crumbled part of another scone, but she seemed to have lost her appetite.

He could let her know how much he admired her now. “You did escape though.” Cody stepped closer, until Mallory looked up at him. “You escaped what you needed to escape. Maybe we all need to break away from our childhood one way or another.”

She stared at him, face tense, eyes glittering.

He spoke softly. “I’m glad you found your way. And I’m glad you’re still here. You haven’t convinced me that the town deserves you now, no matter what they did for a teenager in trouble, but they’re lucky to have you.”

The moment stretched out. They stood close enough that their breath mingled, scented with fresh coffee and spices. Cody felt oddly connected to her. Was it that thread from their shared past? Because they both clawed their way to a life that satisfied, even if it might not be precisely what they’d dreamed? Or because she seemed to understand a little of the freedom he found in flight, while he understood a little of the escape she found on stage?

Finally she gave a short nod. She slid sideways along the table to put space between them. “I should get to the theater. Thanks for the flight.” She walked out of the hangar without looking back.


Chapter Nine


Mallory was too busy to waste much time thinking about Cody or flying. That meant she only thought about him and the flight a couple of times a day. Her schedule was packed with midterms, grading, rehearsals for the spring play, developing the Last Stand musical revue, helping students with grant writing, and of course the theater renovation. Cody was a regular for that, but Mallory usually gave him a job in another part of the building, because he could be trusted to do the work unsupervised. Also because he distracted her if he was too close. She didn’t have time to be distracted.

She didn’t have time to envy his good fortune, or make wishes the gods would use against her, or pine like a foolish teenager. She’d gotten her blessings when she escaped her father’s home and found a chance at a different life. She shouldn’t be greedy.

Finally spring break came, and with it a brief reprieve from her packed schedule. They paused play rehearsals, since many of the students were going on vacation or helping with farm and ranch activities. She still did some work with the musical revue students who were in town, less because they needed the practice and more because those kids wanted the excuse to see each other. Anyway, they planned to launch their show during the Bluebonnet Festival in April. The theater wouldn’t be ready yet, but the typical spring weather should allow for an outdoor performance.

She also scheduled a couple of volunteer work days during spring break, and she had her midterm grading, of course. Still, compared to a regular week, she had so much free time, she didn’t know what to do. She had to remind herself that it was okay to simply sit and read for an hour, and that she didn’t even have to read books she might use in the classroom. It still felt sinful, even if she’d rejected the idea that everything pleasurable was a sin.

She had so much free time that she couldn’t refuse the invitation to Valencia’s with Carly, Hallie, and the three older Tomlinson brothers. The excuse was showing Hallie more of the town, since she’d only lived there a month. Hallie had moved into the wild animal rescue their aunt Julie ran and had come up with a ridiculous fundraising idea about a male beauty pageant. That had gotten people around town talking about something other than the weird ladies who kept mountain lions and bears in their backyard. The pageant was mostly a ploy to get TC to donate a bunch of money in order to get out of competing.

Mallory wished she’d thought of it first.

As far as showing Hallie the town, Mallory saw the way TC looked at Hallie and had her own theories about what was really happening.

She got to Valencia’s a few minutes late. She didn’t like to be late, but she’d learned that anytime she appeared in public, she’d run into a student’s parent, and they’d want to talk about the student’s progress. She’d learned to go grocery shopping at odd hours to avoid people. She didn’t want to wait in the restaurant lobby for her friends. Once they were seated, people were less likely to interrupt, or if they did, Mallory could gesture at her friends and say, “I don’t want to bore everyone. Feel free to set up a meeting some afternoon.” Mostly people didn’t even follow up.

Hallie was actually a couple of minutes later than Mallory, but with three tall Tomlinson brothers filling the lobby, who would notice Mallory? She maneuvered things so that Hallie sat next to TC, because it was fun to watch them awkwardly flirt. Josh and Carly sat together, of course. That meant Mallory and Cody were across from each other in the booth, which was better than having him pressing against her side, but it also meant her gaze landed on him every time she glanced up. And that meant she spent far too much time surreptitiously studying the variations in his smile and the lines of his neck, which made her want to stretch over the table and bite.

The nachos, queso, and other appetizers were excellent. TC entertained the group by explaining the history of Last Stand to Hallie. Within a few minutes, Mallory’s muscles relaxed and her almost constant state of tension settled into something like calm. She needed this. She really ought to make more time for hanging out with friends. Of course, she said that every week or two, but during the school year it was hard to make it happen, especially when she took on extra projects like the theater renovation and musical revue.

When the waitress came to ask if they needed dessert, as if any of them had any room left, Cody slipped the woman a credit card. Mallory leaned forward. “What’s the split?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Our treat.”

Okay, maybe it was ridiculous. The Tomlinsons kept insisting they weren’t actually billionaires, because the billion-dollar lottery paid out over many years, but that still meant the family got something like sixty million dollars a year. Even with most of it going to charity, they could certainly afford to buy dinner for their friends. She couldn’t even imagine dealing with that much money.

On the one hand, it must be nice to have enough money that you could buy whatever you wanted and do whatever you wanted. On the other hand, she’d seen the way they all struggled to figure out how to handle their new fortune, and even more how to live with their newfound fame. She’d gotten angry at Cody for offering money for the theater renovation, because she thought he was trying to buy his place in the community instead of earning it. Now she saw he was simply floundering, probably guilty about having so much money and not knowing what to do with it.

The Tomlinsons could sell the ranch if they wanted. The brothers could retire. But then what? The question of “What would you do if you could do literally anything?” wasn’t as easy as it sounded. The Tomlinsons hadn’t slowed down any yet, except for maybe Cody giving up his crop dusting. Had he come up with anything else to do with the time he didn’t spend flying? She didn’t want to ask and put him on the spot. Okay, really, she didn’t want him to know that she was that interested in his plans.

He caught her eye and smiled. Whoops. Had she been studying him? She managed a smile in return.

The waitress came back, and Cody signed the credit card receipt. They exchanged greetings with other diners as they walked out.

The group stopped by the statue of town founder Asa Fuhrmann and then headed for Verflucht, August Wolf’s wine tasting room. He was a few years older than Mallory, but they’d become friends as adults, so he greeted her with a hug. While they were catching up, TC nearly got into a fight. This time, it wasn’t because someone wanted a piece of the billionaire bachelor brothers. Instead, apparently someone recognized Hallie as the person putting on the male beauty pageant, and the drunken lout decided to harass her.

They got out of there and headed to Hickory Hall to dance, which sounded fun until TC and Hallie stayed outside. Josh and Carly paired up, of course, which left Mallory with Cody. Good thing the current song worked for a line dance, so they didn’t have to fuss about who was dancing with whom. They got in line and moved through the steps of the Cowboy Hustle.

Two songs later, the music switched to a different beat. People started pairing up. Several women eased closer to Cody. He seemed unaware as he held out a hand to Mallory, palm up. “Dance?”

She put her hand in his. He pulled her into position, one hand around her back and the other holding hers. Her left hand went onto his shoulder, where she could feel his heat through his shirt. Their faces were a foot apart. She was eye level with his mouth and only had to shift her gaze slightly down to see the open collar of his shirt or glance up to meet his thick-lashed brown eyes.

She wanted to back away. She wanted to step closer and press herself against him.

She forced herself to look over his shoulder and let him lead her through the steps of the dance.

“I’m a little surprised,” he murmured.

She glanced at his face. “Oh?”

He smiled, but that word was too simple for the way one side of his mouth slowly curved up, and then the other, finally revealing his teeth. His smile wasn’t merely an expression; it was an entire process.

She dragged her gaze away from his mouth.

“You’re following my lead quite well.”

She frowned. “My father might not have approved of dancing, but I’ve been on my own for a dozen years. I’ve learned.”

He chuckled, and she felt the sound as if it moved from his chest through her hand and into her body.

“No, I meant that you’re following instead of trying to lead. I wasn’t sure you did anything without being in charge.”

What did that mean? It sounded critical, but his expression seemed almost . . . fond? And he wasn’t wrong. She liked being in charge. She’d fought for her independence, so she used it.

“Actually, I do know how to lead,” she said. “Sometimes our plays involve dancing, and I need to be able to teach both parts. But once in a while, I like enjoying the dance without having to choreograph it.” She enjoyed the follow role in partner dancing specifically because it meant someone else had to do the thinking, and she got to enjoy the ride.

He swung her into a spin under his arm, let her slide out so their arms stretched out between them, and rolled her back so she was tucked up against him.

She took a quick breath that sounded almost like a gasp. “Sometimes it’s nice to not be in charge.”

“Good to know.”

The song ended. They stayed tucked together for a few heartbeats. Then Mallory remembered to breathe, remembered to step back and let go of his hand. That was the thing about letting someone else take charge—that’s when people surprised you. She wasn’t sure she liked surprises.

Within seconds, four or five other women had surrounded Cody, clamoring for the next dance. His eyes went wide, his gaze darting around as if looking for escape. “Um, yeah, I’m not . . . I can’t . . .” He looked at Mallory and mouthed the word, “help.”

Oh, poor baby, buried in attractive women. Most men dreamed of that.

But he had a woman tugging on each arm. Another shoved Mallory aside to stand in front of him and pressed her upper arms to the sides of her breasts so they almost popped out of her low-cut dress. A trio of women in tight jeans and cowboy boots were working their way through the crowd in his direction as well. Pretty soon they were going to have another riot, like the one at the Christmas market. They’d tear Cody apart, or at least tear off his clothes trying to get at him.

She shook away that image.

Mallory spotted Josh and Carly, who were using the dance floor as an excuse for some public affection and light groping. She grabbed Carly’s arm. “Time to escape.”

Once Carly and Josh noticed anything besides each other, they elbowed past the demanding women and helped Mallory drag Cody out of the place. The bouncer/ID checker managed to detach some of the hands grabbing at Cody.

Hallie and TC were still in the parking lot. “We need to get out of here,” Josh told them.

Mallory glanced back. Music blared out the open door as several women slipped past the door guard to follow their group.

“The billionaire bachelor hunters are on the prowl.” Carly swung toward the women and yelled, “Back off!”

“Hey, we know Josh is yours.” The woman in the red dress had been a high school classmate. She now had two kids and had divorced last year. “Cody’s single though, right? We just want a dance!”

Cody shook his head. “No more dancing tonight, ladies. Thanks and sorry.”

One woman glared and pointed at Mallory. “You danced with her.”

A woman a few years older said, “Isn’t she a teacher? Why is she even out on a school night?”

Oh, right, because going out was fine for parents but not teachers. All the same, Mallory didn’t especially want gossip to get around about her chasing after one of the billionaire bachelor brothers instead of doing whatever they thought she should be doing, like grading papers.

Carly got their group moving. Fortunately, the other women gave up the chase halfway down the block.

“Oh my gosh!” Hallie said. “I can’t believe you have to deal with that. I thought this whole billionaire bachelor brother thing was an exaggeration.”

Cody shrugged. “No need to feel sorry for us.”

Mallory was still stinging from the dismissive comments about her. “Right, you enjoy the attention.”

“No, I mean it’s nothing you ladies don’t have to deal with on a regular basis.”

That jolted Mallory out of her dark thoughts. She stared at him.

“Come on,” Cody said, “you can’t tell me you’ve never had a guy chase after you and refuse to take no for an answer.”

Mallory slowly smiled. “Well, yeah. But if he really gets out of line, I can get away with giving him a knee to the groin. You gentlemen would never hurt a lady.”

“I guess you’re right.” Cody pulled the corners of his lips down and sniffled. “You can feel sorry for us.”

“Hardly.” She gave him a light, friendly punch on the shoulder.

The other couples pulled ahead. Cody stayed next to Mallory. He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and scowled thoughtfully. “This kind of thing is going to keep happening, isn’t it? It hasn’t been bad at the airport. It’s mostly men there, and they joke about my good fortune, but all they expect is free beer. People at the theater renovation have pretty much stopped making comments.” He shot her a glance. “You keep them too busy.”

“I try. But you’re also acting like a regular person, so they’re starting to see you that way.” She still caught whispers about him, but in general the teens had settled down, and the parents who had initially volunteered hoping to get close to Cody had been discouraged by the hard and dirty jobs she gave them in other parts of the theater. Either they’d stopped volunteering, or they’d gotten interested in the renovation for its own sake.

“Josh is lucky,” Cody said. “Carly liked him before he got rich, and now that they’re together, other women are leaving him alone.”

He watched the pairs in front of them. Josh had his arm across Carly’s shoulders. TC was talking and waving his hands around. Hallie looked up at him, her face lit with laughter.

Cody glanced over at Mallory and smirked. “And the way things are going, TC might be off the market soon too.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Mallory had a protective streak when it came to Hallie, but TC was a good guy. “That only leaves you and Xander, and Xander hardly leaves the ranch, so really it leaves you.”

For some reason, that made Mallory want to stand guard between Cody and all those women, maybe waving around a fake sword from the props room for effect. Now she really was being ridiculous. Cody was perfectly capable of saying no when he wanted. Maybe his new fans wouldn’t accept that answer easily, but as he said, most women had to learn to discourage aggressive men, and they had to do it gently or risk possible violence. She had no reason to worry about him.

“Help me out here,” Cody said.

She eyed him suspiciously. “What do you mean?” Surely he hadn’t also envisioned her waving a sword at his flirtatious attackers.

“You’re the theater expert. I feel like there should be some example we can use for dealing with this. Maybe from Shakespeare. Should I be disguising myself as a servant or putting on a donkey head or pretending to be a woman?”

Mallory couldn’t help a little snort of amusement. “I don’t think that would work.”

“Thanks? I guess a donkey head would attract a lot of attention anyway. But there must be something.”

He was joking, but it was an interesting thought, so Mallory mentally flipped through various plays, considering and discarding characters and plot devices. But Cody was too well-known and too distinctive to expect a disguise to work in his hometown. He might have developed his sexy swagger to hide a limp, but it was identifiable a block away. Plus he had the scar down his face. She could probably cover that with theater makeup, but it would be a shame to hide any part of him, and anyway she didn’t have that kind of time every morning.

He didn’t need a disguise. He needed a bodyguard. He was right about Carly discouraging people from harassing Josh. Josh was less approachable anyway, but few women would want to go toe to toe with Carly. For one thing, she was a lawyer, and who better knew how to make someone’s life miserable?

She slid her gaze to Cody. “You don’t need a character from a play. You need a literature trope.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I like that smirk.”

Fine. She let herself grin. “You need to go find yourself a fake girlfriend.” She turned down the street toward her house with a wave and left him staring after her.


Chapter Ten


Cody lurked in the parking lot by the fairgrounds waiting for Mallory. She had to be coming to the Bluebonnet Festival, since her students were performing. Finally he spotted her getting out of her car. He sidled up to Mallory as she tucked the scarf draped over her shoulders into the bodice of her nineteenth century-style dress. He resisted a smart aleck urge to offer to help, since he was hoping for a favor, not proof that she knew how to handle unwanted advances. “So about that fake girlfriend idea.”

She didn’t even glance at him. “No.”

“Oh, come on. It’s brilliant.”

“Obviously. It was my idea. It’s up to you to find someone willing to take on the role.” She looked at her reflection in the window of a van and brushed some strands of hair off her forehead.

He hadn’t really expected to persuade her through flattery. She’d tossed out the idea after dinner that night, waved goodbye to everyone, and blithely strolled toward her house a few blocks away. By the time he’d asked Carly what a fake girlfriend was in literature and recognized the brilliance of the suggestion, she was gone. So he had to chase her down at the Bluebonnet Festival, where she’d be introducing the young performers as they shared some of their Origins of Last Stand musical revue.

He looked over her shoulder at their reflections in the window. With her costume and his basic collared shirt, the tint of the glass and the dust muting colors, they almost look like a couple in an old historical photograph.

“But it was your idea,” he tried. “Don’t you want to see it come to fruition? Like a . . .” Mad scientist seeing their monster come to life? Hm, maybe not. “Like a play you wrote performed on stage.”

“I’m a teacher.” She finally turned to look at him. “I frequently tell people to go execute great ideas. And mediocre ones for that matter.” Her face was haughty and stern, except for a slight twitch of the lips that told him she was enjoying making him jump through hoops. “I gave you that idea for free. You’re the one who has to figure out how to make it work.”

“Right. And to do that, I need a good actor. You’re a good actor.” He put on a sad pout. “A good enough actor to convince people you actually like me.”

She snorted. “Plenty of women wouldn’t have to fake it.”

Sure. Plenty of women found his money enough reason to like him.

“Maybe so,” he said. “But the whole point of a fake girlfriend is that she doesn’t really like you, at least in that way. I can’t risk asking someone to pretend to be my girlfriend if she might fall madly in love with me and be brokenhearted when it’s over.”

She snorted again. Well, he was amusing her. That was the first step to breaking down her defenses. At least he hoped so. Her defenses might be invincible.

“That’s all the more reason why I need you to be my fake girlfriend,” he wheedled. “You’re a good actor. We can be honest with each other.” Maybe? He thought so. He hoped so. Perhaps he wasn’t being one hundred percent honest with her at the moment, but getting close to Mallory would be a long game. At this point, he felt like he was at the stage of offering a feral cat tuna and then standing back while it ate, to get it used to his presence, in the hopes he might eventually tame it a little.

“Plus you have that glare,” he said. “Yes, that one!” He gave a theatrical shudder. “It’s a thing of beauty. And you’re used to keeping teenagers in line, which sounds harder than bronc busting with a broken leg.” He was pretty sure she’d take all that as a compliment. “It doesn’t do me any good to have a fake girlfriend who will flee at the first sight of conflict.”

She studied him. Her expression softened. Of course noting how tough she was would be the way to get her to mellow. He was quickly coming to adore that side of her. There was probably something wrong with him. Maybe he wasn’t the human trying to tame the feral cat. He was the kitten trying to get the grumpy older cat to play.

She shook her head. “I don’t need that kind of gossip. I’m a high school teacher. I have a certain reputation to uphold if I want to maintain respect in the classroom and with the parents. Think about how a fake relationship between us would make me look.”

Gossip about the two of them would make her look bad? He knew he wasn’t the catch of the century, with his limp and his scars and his unpredictable seasonal work as a crop duster. He hadn’t gone to college or gotten a “real job” like she had. He couldn’t quote Shakespeare or debate the greatest American novel, and he always struggled with lie versus lay. Still, he’d thought she liked him a little.

He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Am I that horrible?”

Her eyes widened. “No, I mean . . .” Her hands fluttered. She was flustered, which gave him a cruel sense of satisfaction that eased his pain a little.

But that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her job to make him feel good about himself. “Sorry. Never mind. Forget I asked.” He turned away.

She grabbed his arm. “I mean I don’t need people talking about me chasing after one of the billionaire bachelors.”

He blinked a few times. “You . . . What?”

She heaved out a breath with a sound like a growl. “Your family won the lottery, and now half the women in the state are hoping to win the lottery by snagging one of you.”

He scrambled to catch up, shuffling the meaning of their conversation into a new order. “I think that’s an exaggeration.”

One shoulder twitched. “Yeah. Not half. Maybe only ten percent. But enough that if we suddenly start hanging out, pretending to date, people in town will talk. They’ll say I’m chasing after you for your money. They’ll think I’m going to quit teaching if I manage to snag you. I don’t need the administration and other teachers assuming I won’t be here in the fall when we negotiate classrooms and schedules.”

He couldn’t help grinning. She was worried about her reputation because he was a catch. Maybe it was only because of the family money, but at least she wasn’t avoiding him because he wasn’t good enough to be seen in public with her. He wanted to be good enough for her. She was smart and tough, and she challenged him. He wished he could borrow some of her drive so he wasn’t floundering so much trying to figure out how to live a useful life. She’d already given him directions to explore. Maybe it wasn’t fair to ask for more, but people kept telling him to figure out what he wanted. He had a lot to decide, but he knew he wanted time with her.

“That’s just it,” he said. “No one who knows you at all will believe you’re after my money, especially if you keep refusing it for the renovation. Believe me, the whole town knows your views on working toward success rather than taking easy money.”

Her mouth pulled down, and for just a moment, her chin trembled. “Yeah. They probably hate me for making them do all this work when you could swoop in and take care of everything with cash.”

“No, I really don’t think so. I heard a lot of jokes about it in the beginning, but they were pretty good-natured, and even those have trailed off. I honestly think people respect your views. Maybe even agree with them.”

“Yeah, right.” She blinked rapidly. Her face was almost stern, but the cracks were showing in her façade.

He wanted to gather her in his arms and comfort her. He resisted. If he could convince her to go for his fake dating plan, he might wriggle past her defenses. But he didn’t dare push too hard too quickly.

“I mean it,” he said. “You brought the community together in a new way. People are having fun with the renovation. The theater geeks and the jocks are working together. Parents of different ages are getting to know each other. Kids are working alongside their grandparents. The people who are getting paid, the electrician and plumber and the masons, they’re glad for the work. I can’t tell you how many people have just taken a moment to look around the theater, shared memories of being there in the past, and said something about how great it was to bring it back.”

She stared at him for a few seconds. Then she gave her head a quick shake, pulled a pocket watch from the folds of her skirt, and checked the time. “I have to go.”

“Great. We’ll talk more later.” He called after her, “Can’t wait to see the performance!”

He strolled toward the fairgrounds. That had gone as well as he could’ve expected, and maybe a little better.
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Mallory hurried toward the event stage, veering behind the rows of arts and craft vendors to avoid the crowds. She needed to forget all about that conversation, so she could step on stage and face the audience in the persona of an eighteen-thirties Last Stand woman. The Bluebonnet Festival drew in several thousand visitors every day, along with the locals who would be there to watch their children and grandchildren perform, or simply for the classic car show, pet parade, entertainment, or beer garden.

Darn Cody, getting her flustered right before performance. Just like in high school. Only he probably didn’t know how he’d shaken her. All she ever wanted was to feel like a part of this town, someone who led the community and gave to others instead of only taking. She’d fought for her place. People said they respected teachers, but they often didn’t act like it. To suggest the community saw what Mallory was trying to do with the theater and respected, even approved—

She couldn’t think about that. Not at the moment. She needed to focus on the performance ahead. Mariachi music still played, but they’d be wrapping up soon.

She never should’ve suggested the fake girlfriend thing. At the time, it seemed funny. And actually a rather good idea. People left Josh alone, now that he was with Carly. But Carly was gorgeous, sophisticated, and brilliant. Who would want to go up against that? She hadn’t been a lawyer long before the Tomlinsons had asked her to handle their family trust, so some people might think she’d lucked or romanced her way into career success. But she’d been close to the family for years, Cody’s best friend from childhood through high school, so it made sense they’d call on her, and she was clearly doing a great job with the work. People were only surprised she’d wound up with Josh instead of Cody.

Mallory didn’t have the same history with the family. She was generally friendly with them, but not really friends. No one knew about her very brief, interrupted romance with Cody when he was a senior and she was a junior. Good thing, because after that kiss, he’d dumped her for Amber. No, not dumped her, since they had never officially been dating. That hadn’t been much comfort when he showed up the next day with Amber hanging off him like a leech at the swimming hole.

And she had to stop thinking about all of this! The smell of fried food drifted over from the food court area. Later that might be appetizing, but at the moment, it made her stomach clench. She slowed as she approached the stage, taking deep, even breaths. A student spotted her and called out. She was smiling, outwardly calm, as she joined her teens.

“All y’all look amazing,” she said.

Up close, the fake mustaches looked funny on boys who were clearly in the throes of puberty, and the girls had to be sweating in their long dresses and petticoats, with the temperatures already in the high seventies. None of that would be obvious to the audience once they were on stage.

“Remember, we have a minimal set, with only a few props and no backgrounds, so it’s all down to your acting skills. Keep your faces turned toward the audience and project your voices.”

“We know, Ms. Moore!” Nevaeh said. The others nodded, bouncing with excitement. Maybe a few nerves as well, but mostly excitement.

Mallory let that feeling seep through her. The mariachi music ended, and the musicians took bows. “All right. Let’s go show Last Stand and our visitors what we can do.”


Chapter Eleven


Her work as emcee done, Mallory stood on the steps that led up to the outdoor stage, ready to provide a cue if needed. The kids did well. Oh, sure, they flubbed a few lines. Logan tripped over his own feet and almost crashed into Miguel, but they turned it into part of the fight scene, and it almost looked intentional. The improv exercises were paying off. Alissa and Breanna had the audience howling with laughter with their over-the-top flirting and then mock offense when a saloon guest thought they were prostitutes. The show was coming along. It would really shine in the theater, with a stage set, full props, good lighting, and that beautiful space restored to its historic condition. Not to mention air-conditioning so they didn’t sweat their makeup off.

She scanned the audience. Plenty of the students’ family members were watching, along with other people from Last Stand and a fair number of visitors. Cody clapped and whooped as loud as anyone. That was probably a mistake, as it drew a few glances, followed by nudges, followed by a group of women squirming through the crowd to surround him. One of them said something. Cody glanced down, shook his head, and returned his attention to the stage.

Would her death glare work from that distance? Better not to risk it. She didn’t want her students to think her displeasure was aimed at them.

The program ended, and the teens cleared the stage, joining friends and family members back on the ground while a country band set up their instruments. Mallory waded through the cheerful chaos, offering compliments and posing for photos. The sun beat down, and the temperature climbed. Next time, maybe she’d stick an ice pack under her bonnet.

Cody was laughing with the boys he’d helped direct and their families. It was good to see him taking part in Last Stand activities and connecting with the community. One of the divorced mothers started flirting with Cody. Savannah had about a decade on Cody, but she didn’t really look it with her short denim skirt, snug tank top, and carefully styled blonde hair. Normally Mallory would say more power to her, going for a younger man, but Cody was tired of all the attention and his smile looked forced.

Mallory could do him a favor. She hailed him, waving over the cluster of kids in between them. He scurried away from Savannah faster than the babysitter’s boyfriend when the parents’ car pulls up.

“Great job.” He offered her his water bottle.

“The kids did all the real work.” She gulped cold water and resisted the urge to stick the bottle, chilly with condensation, down her bodice. “I’m glad you were here to see them.”

Chico, one of TC’s ranch hands, swaggered up and punched Cody’s shoulder. “I hardly see you anymore with all the theater renovation work.” He looked at Mallory. “Aren’t y’all nearly done by now?”

“We’re getting there. The professionals are in charge this month, so I don’t think it takes that much of his time.”

“He’s been over there every day for the past two weeks, acting as assistant to the plumbers and electricians and whatnot,” Chico said.

Had he? She shot Cody a look. She hadn’t asked him to do that. She hadn’t known he was doing that. She hadn’t needed to be there because only the professionals were working. Come to think of it, things had been running very smoothly recently.

Cody gave a sheepish smile and shrugged. “Keeping busy.”

Well. That was interesting. He could do anything in the world he wanted to do, and he chose to help out on her project. Maybe not as a favor for her. Maybe because he was bored or enjoyed hanging out with the other workers. Still.

She tried to think of something to say. “I guess you can’t fly all day every day.”

“Oh, I can and I have, when I’m getting paid for it, but I got that out of my system. I have been thinking though.”

“I thought I was smelling smoke,” Chico joked.

Cody ignored that. “I looked into the organization that offers free flights for kids. I’d like to get involved with that. Carly warned me not to do it on my own, because of the legal risk, or I’d have my plane here today.”

“I still want a ride,” Chico said.

“You still don’t meet the weight limit,” Cody shot back. “Lose ten pounds, or wait until I get a bigger plane.”

“That’s prejudice!”

“That’s math,” Cody said. “I have to calculate the total weight of passengers, cargo, and fuel. With you in the back seat, we wouldn’t be able to take up enough fuel to make a flight. If you were going up alone, it wouldn’t be a problem, and before you ask, no, you can’t take my plane up on your own without a pilot’s license.”

Chico grumbled good-naturedly. The band started to play. People took seats on the grass or drifted away so they could continue their conversations without having to shout over the music. Mallory’s stomach grumbled. The scent of smoked meats and everything fried drifted over from the food area. Next stop, after she changed out of her costume.

“I need to go back to my car,” she said.

Cody glanced around. “I’ll walk you there.” Savannah hovered a few paces away, ready to pounce. A group of women Mallory didn’t recognize were looking their way and whispering.

Mallory gave a mental shrug and tucked her hand through Cody’s arm. As they passed the strangers, their gazes followed Cody. Mallory turned her death glare on the group. No one followed them.

They were halfway to the parking lot when another familiar figure swaggered into their path. Mallory gave a low growl and tightened her grip on Cody’s arm, steering him to circle around the man. “Ignore him.”

“Your father?”

He swayed and raised a shaky hand to point. “You, girl! Seeped in sin. Unfortunate! Unfortunate!”

Mallory gritted her teeth and tried to ignore her father’s rant as they passed by him. He lunged and grabbed her arm, yanking so hard it felt like her shoulder would pop out of the socket. She gasped in pain and stumbled. If she hadn’t been holding Cody’s arm, she might have tripped on her long hem and fallen.

“Hey!” Cody swung around Mallory, supporting her while he grabbed her father’s wrist with his free hand. Whatever he did made her father grunt and release her. Cody kept his body between them. “Back off. You have no rights here anymore.”

Her father muttered and swore, but he didn’t follow them as Mallory scurried toward her car and Cody caught up with her.

“Is he drunk?” Cody whispered.

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t he consider drinking a sin?”

“Yes. That’s why he’s so angry when he does it.”

Cody glanced back. “What’s all that about unfortunate?”

She sighed. “Mallory is an English nickname for an unfortunate person.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m not sure if my mother knew that when she chose the name. She might’ve been prophetic, or she might have merely thought Mallory was pretty.”

“It is pretty, and I don’t think you’re unfortunate.” He hesitated. “Do you?”

They reached her car, and she popped the trunk. A few other people wandered through the parking lot, but no one paid particular attention to them. Mallory tucked her scarf and bonnet into a duffel bag in her trunk. Then she peeled her dress off over her head, leaving her in shorts and a tank top.

“Whew. Much better.” She folded the dress, put it away, and opened a small cooler. “Drink?” She chose a bottle she’d filled with sweet tea. She tipped her head back and drank deep.

When she lowered the bottle, Cody was watching her with a funny expression. Ah, of course. He’d asked her something. He probably wondered if she was trying to avoid answering.

“I feel fortunate now,” she said. “At times the name seemed to fit.”

“What? Oh. Right. Um. That’s good.” He took a swig from his water bottle, even though it appeared to be empty.

She grabbed sunscreen and started applying it on all her newly exposed skin.

Cody cleared his throat. “Need any help? Um, with your back?”

“No, I can reach. I’m pretty flexible.”

He made a funny sound in his throat.

Mallory squinted at him. “Are you feeling all right? You’re not getting heat exhaustion, are you? For goodness’ sake, grab another cold drink. I always bring extras.”

He let out a weak chuckle. “I’m fine. So. Anyway . . .” He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced back toward the fairgrounds.

“Don’t let me keep you if you have someplace to be. Also, thanks.”

He looked back at her, forehead wrinkled. “For what?”

She finished rubbing sunscreen on her legs, taking a few more seconds to decide if she really wanted to do this. She straightened and met his gaze. “I’ll be your fake girlfriend.”

“What?”

“I owe you.”

Cody gave his head a quick shake, like he was struggling to keep up. “You don’t have to do that. I mean, you don’t owe me anything. I’m not going to let a bully hurt someone.”

“What?”

They stared at each other. Mallory got the feeling they were having two entirely different conversations. She played back the last few minutes.

“Oh, my father. No, I didn’t mean that. I meant you’ve been helping a lot with the theater. More than I realized. Why are you doing that?”

He blinked. “Well. Why not? I have free time and some skill that could be useful. I like being useful. It’s a good project. Good for the town.”

“You care about the town.”

“Of course I do! Last Stand is a great town. It’s easier to see that now, but leaving was never about the town.”

So would he stay? She hadn’t dared to hope it. Hadn’t allowed herself to want him when he might leave again.

Even if he stayed in Last Stand, he might not want to be with her. But he might. They could get to know each other as the adults they were now. But only if she stopped avoiding him and let him in. Hope was scary. It crept in anyway.

“Thank you,” she said. “You could do anything, and you chose to spend the time helping at the theater.”

“Ah. Well, you don’t owe me for that either,” Cody said. “Basically, you don’t owe me anything for anything. I do what I want to do.”

Mallory raised an eyebrow. “It sounds as if you don’t want me to be your fake girlfriend after all.”

Cody laughed and ran his hands up over his face and through his hair. “I do. But I don’t want you to do it because you feel like you owe me for something, when you really don’t.”

“So I’m supposed to do it for fun?”

“Um.” He rubbed his head. “Yes?”

“You have strange ideas of fun.”

Actually, it might be fun. She’d get to spend time with Cody—although that could be painful, pretending they were a couple but knowing they weren’t. If she let herself pretend, she might start to believe it. She might miss him when it was over.

Still, she’d get to use her death glare, which didn’t get nearly enough exercise when school was out in the summer. People would gossip, but they did that anyway. If people thought she was only after Cody’s money, they’d at least have to admit that she had what it took to attract a Tomlinson boy. That alone should shoot her status up quite a few points with a lot of the ladies in town, even disregarding the fact that the Tomlinsons were now the billionaire bachelor brothers.

It would have to end, at some point. The lottery fuss would die down, and he wouldn’t need the protection any longer. He’d decide he actually wanted to date someone for real. Or he’d move away again. He could appreciate Last Stand without wanting to stay there forever. If he left, they’d have a built-in excuse for their breakup, without blame to either one of them. Otherwise, they’d have to make an excuse for the breakup. Or simply tell everyone the truth, once it no longer mattered. How long would that take? Could she have until the end of summer with him?

However it ended, it would hurt. She would miss him.

And it was foolish to mourn that future now, when he was right in front of her. If the only way to get a few dates with Cody was to fake it, that was better than nothing.

She looked past Cody’s shoulder. Savannah had followed them, or else she’d simply come to the parking lot for her own purposes. Either way, she was lingering by her truck, craning her neck to watch Cody and Mallory and not even being subtle about it.

“Okay.” Mallory leaned forward to whisper in Cody’s ear. From Savannah’s perspective, it might look like they were kissing. “Let’s have some fun.”

A tremor ran through Cody’s body. Her breath must have tickled him. She inhaled his scent as she leaned back.

“Great! So what happens next?” Those sexy lips smiled.

“Next?” Mallory pulled her gaze away from his mouth and licked her lips. Her brain felt like it had short-circuited. It must be the heat. She pressed the cool drink bottle to her bare skin above the tank top.

“Do I take you out to dinner?” He gave her a sly look. “Go back to your place after? And immediately sneak out the back, of course.”

She glared for form’s sake. It wouldn’t do any good to imagine him coming back to her place and staying. Good thing she had an excuse for being flushed and overheated.

He grinned. “Sorry, I know. Your reputation. That’s why I’m asking. I don’t want to cross any boundaries. But obviously this only helps if people actually believe I’m in a serious relationship, so how do we make it look like we’re dating?”

She crossed her arms. “You can start by buying me some barbecue. And some ice cream. Maybe a funnel cake later.”

“I see that I express my affection through food,” he said. “I must’ve learned that from Mama. Glad you’re not trying to impress me by ordering mineral water and a lettuce leaf.”

She narrowed her gaze. “You date me, you get this.”

“No complaints. I’d rather go to Valencia’s or Hutchinson’s barbeque than some restaurant for rabbits. But if you’re worried about your reputation, you might not want to get too crazy with the food.” He winked. “You don’t want people thinking you’re pregnant. Then we’d really be the talk of the town.”

Mallory rolled her eyes. “I’ll keep my fried pickles separate from my ice cream. And now I want fried pickles. Do you think they have them?”

Cody laughed and held out his hand. “Is holding hands okay?”

“I think it’s necessary if we want to look realistic,” she said primly. “But tell your brothers and your mama the truth. I don’t want them thinking . . .”

“That you would actually date me?”

She slapped his arm. “No, you idiot, that there’s something between us when it’s not real. I know your mother. She is going to be ecstatic about anything that might keep you in Last Stand, so don’t give her hope if there isn’t any.”

“Ah. Right. Okay, fair enough. My brothers will tease me either way, but I don’t want to upset Mama. Of course, she’ll be upset that I’m lying to everyone else, but given the circumstances, I can probably get away with it. I guess you can tell some of the other teachers or your principal if you think you need to.”

“Are you kidding? The teachers gossip worse than the high school kids. Let me pack up a few things. Then we can grab food and listen to music. By the end of the day, all of Last Stand will know—or think—we’re dating.”

Cody frowned. “Possibly some out of towners as well. Did you hear? You know how that guy at Verflucht knew about Hallie putting on the male beauty pageant? Somebody recorded them in Char-Pie, when she tricked TC into agreeing, and put the video on social media.”

Mallory paused, staring into her car trunk but not really seeing anything. Did she care if photos or video of her with Cody got out? Her natural inclination toward privacy said yes. But they were already going public in Last Stand. All the people she knew and cared about were here. So what did it matter if the rest of the world got nosy?

She busied herself with packing sunscreen and cold drinks into a bag. The difference was, here she could eventually tell people it had all been an act to help Cody fend off gold diggers. Most people would even believe her. Once the gossip got out beyond their town, spreading on social media, who knew what would happen? People could say anything, and she couldn’t stop them.

She backed up and closed the trunk. Oh well. It wasn’t like she had a pristine reputation to maintain. She was trying to teach high school and renovate an old theater, not marry into British royalty or something, and even the British royals had plenty of skeletons. It wasn’t like she and Cody were making sex tapes. As long as they behaved themselves in public, which obviously they would, everything would be fine.

She turned and held out her hand. He took it and linked their fingers. The heat ran up her arm and swamped her whole body. It was clearly too hot to be holding hands. But they had to make this look good. Holding hands, hugging, flirting, maybe a few light kisses. Sure. Easy.

Everything would be fine.


Chapter Twelve


Plenty of people saw them at the Bluebonnet Festival, judging by the looks and whispers. Maybe Mallory didn’t exactly look happy about that, but she held his hand and let him buy her food and he even got her to laugh a few times. After that, operation fake relationship stalled a bit. Mallory was back to her busy school schedule, and TC’s ostrich business was growing rapidly—literally, as they had a batch of youngsters who seemed to get taller by the day. Things were so hectic that he didn’t have a lot of downtime with his family, but he did manage to go for a ride with Carly one sunny afternoon.

“Rumor has it you and Mallory were looking cozy at the Bluebonnet Festival,” Carly said as soon as they were away from the barn.

“Yeah. She agreed to be my fake girlfriend to fend off other women. Didn’t Josh tell you? I assumed he would, or I would’ve texted you myself.”

Carly shot him a look. “He told me something. I want to know what’s really going on. I understand how you benefit from a fake relationship. But why Mallory? Are you sure you’re both on the same page?”

“I’m not only spending time with Mallory to trick people. I mean, I do like her. I had to talk her into it, but she agreed. She doesn’t expect anything more.”

“Okay. She’s a big girl. If she agreed, she had her reasons.”

“I guess.” He frowned for a few seconds. “I’m not sure what they were. Maybe she felt sorry for me.”

Carly gave him another look, one that suggested she saw more than he intended to reveal or even knew he was feeling. “Sounds like you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

He gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Maybe. I guess I wasn’t thinking far enough ahead when we started this. She probably suggested it as a joke, but it kind of made sense. Only now I’m not sure what to do. She’s worried about her reputation, that people will think she’s only after my money. It’s not like I have a lot else to offer. I can let her be the one to officially call it off, but you know how gossip goes. People will come up with seventeen different variations on the breakup no matter what we say.”

“Wow.” Carly tipped her hat back and wiped her forehead. “That’s a lot to unpack. I guess my first question is, how do you really feel about Mallory?”

“She’s great. That’s why she was perfect for the role of fake girlfriend. I like hanging around her. People know and respect her. And I don’t think there’s one woman in a thousand who would want to go toe to toe with her in a fight, not even over millions of dollars.”

Carly flashed him a pitying look. “They’d be fighting over you, sweetie, not just your money.”

He shrugged again. What could he say? He was trying to figure out how to do good in the world, and he had even made some progress, but his money allowed him to do that. Money was the most exciting thing about him.

“Circling back,” Carly said, “has fake dating Mallory made you think about dating her for real? Is that something you’d want?”

They rode in silence as he spent some time deciding how to answer that. He liked Mallory. She was clever and funny, and she challenged him. He kept finding himself wanting to play with her hair or slip an arm around her waist or see if the skin on the underside of her forearm was as soft as it looked. He’d wanted to get closer, to sneak past her defenses, but it wasn’t fair to treat her like a game to win. If she let him in, he’d need to treat that like the privilege it was.

“I’d have to stay in Last Stand,” he said. “She wouldn’t leave.”

“Do you have somewhere else you need to be?”

He chuckled. “I guess not. I just didn’t think I’d ever live here again.”

Being back was easier than he’d expected, what with everyone in his family too busy figuring out what to do with the lottery money to hassle him much. Or maybe Josh and Mama were simply too happy to waste time nagging Cody. Mama’s joy at having him home mainly got expressed in hugs and thrusting food at him and comments about how good it was to have him back home. He could live with that. The lottery win had eased Josh’s money worries, and Carly had eased—well, Cody didn’t want to think about exactly how his best friend had gotten his older brother to relax and enjoy life more. It was good though.

Maybe Josh and Mama actually saw him as an adult who could make his own decisions now. He’d left to get away from the expectations and bitter memories. He shouldn’t be surprised to find they had faded over ten years.

The money had put him in a weird position with the rest of the town as well. The initial lottery fuss had largely died down, so he had to put up with the occasional joke, but people had stopped hinting about loans and asking for donations to questionable causes. As Carly had suggested, telling people to send all requests to the family trust worked, after you said it a dozen or so times. He still had the issue of women wanting his attention, but a real relationship with Mallory would take care of that even better than a fake one.

So maybe he could stay in Last Stand. “I wouldn’t mind being closer to my brothers and Mama and you.” They were riding close enough that when he stretched his arm out, he could poke her leg. “And any nieces and nephews who come along after you and Josh get married.”

Her cheeks went pink. “Guess you’d better stick around then.”

Cody didn’t want children for himself, but he could totally get into being the cool uncle who spoiled the kids and lured them into relatively safe mischief. Settling down in Last Stand, with Mallory or anyone else, probably meant raising a family though. He didn’t want that. He was rich enough to hire nannies to take care of any kids, but kids also deserved a father who paid them attention. Cody thought babies were cute, if they were sleeping. He enjoyed playing with kids five and up, but he much preferred giving them back to their parents after an hour.

“I need to figure out what I’m doing with my life before I make any decisions about where I’m going to live,” he said.

He enjoyed the theater renovation work, the physical labor, the camaraderie with the guys doing the masonry and plumbing, feeling useful. The way things were progressing, they’d be done by June, in time for Mallory and the teens to have their summer musical revue for the tourists.

Then what? He could go back to flying as a job, not crop dusting, but maybe charter flights for tourists or hunters. That would keep him as busy as he chose to be, earning money he didn’t need, but would it fulfill him?

“I keep asking the question,” Carly said. “What would you do if you could do anything? I don’t know why it’s so hard.” She smirked, secure in her relationship with Josh and her job running the family foundation and taking on pro bono legal cases for people in need.

Cody groaned. “If you’d asked me a year ago, I wouldn’t have thought that question so hard. Now that I actually have to figure out what to do for the next twenty or thirty years, I have no idea.”

“Be optimistic. You might have another fifty years ahead and no need to work.”

Cody blinked a few times, trying to process that. As a teenager, he’d been able to do rodeo and dream of being a fighter pilot because he didn’t really care what happened to him in the future. Being a responsible adult seemed like a waste of a life, when he was fifteen. The adrenaline rush in the moment seemed worth any danger.

His car accident had shown him the real risks. He’d wished he died so he didn’t have to deal with the repercussions. Living was much harder than dying. Then his father had died at fifty, so Cody didn’t expect to see sixty, let alone eighty. But he’d tried hard to avoid following in his father’s footsteps in every other part of life. Logically, the fact that his father had a heart attack at that age didn’t mean Cody would. And if he was really worried about it, he could make sure he got regular checkups and deal with any issues.

Had he simply been making excuses to avoid thinking about his future?

He shook his head. It was hard enough to deal with the next decade. Without dreams or goals, unlimited money almost seemed like a burden.

Not that he was planning to give it all away. He’d take the struggle of figuring out how to live without needing a job over the alternative.

If he did stay in Last Stand, could he convince Mallory to give a relationship a real try? Did he want to take that chance?

“I need more time to think,” he said. “Please don’t tell Josh or anyone about all of this.” If he told his brothers or his mama he was truly interested in Mallory, they’d want to help. That he could definitely do without. “Or Mallory,” he added, because that would be even worse.

“Of course not.” She tipped her cowboy hat back and looked across at him. “I’ve known you since kindergarten. I’m always on your side. I’m here if you want to talk.”

“Thanks. If I figure out what I think, I’ll let you know.”

He felt better after that conversation, but thinking didn’t seem to get him anywhere, so he kept busy, dodged questions, and let people assume what they wanted. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it worked in the short term.

The heat wave came at the beginning of May, earlier than predicted. Cody had been hoping to get a few ranch chores finished early and leave the rest for the hired hands, so he could go back to the theater. Mallory was so busy with teaching and the school play that she hadn’t been to the theater in person in two weeks. Cody had been supervising a team of retirees in stripping and repainting the decorative wall panels alongside the stage. They were too young to remember how the theater looked at the height of its glory, but they did have memories of going there decades before, when the theater had been in better condition, so they were enthusiastic and he could trust them with the delicate work. Meanwhile, he was up on scaffolding, tackling the carving on the front of the balcony. Cody couldn’t wait to see Mallory’s face when they revealed the completed work.

Instead, TC put out a call for all hands on deck, because they needed to get two dozen llamas sheared. The poor beasts had wonderfully thick, woolly hair, which might be nice in winter but wasn’t suitable for a Texas summer. Cody made a run into town to buy or borrow more shears. By the time he got back, people were dividing into groups of three.

Mallory was there. Cody hadn’t expected that. It took him a minute to remember that it was Saturday, and the women had a meeting scheduled to plan their big fundraiser for the wild animal rescue. Mallory was going to work the silent auction table, so she must have been at the meeting with Carly, Mama, and Hallie and Julie from the rescue.

Mallory had already formed a team with Cody’s mama and Herman, which was pretty funny, because that meant Mallory was the tallest of the three of them. Herman could wrangle about as well as anyone under normal circumstances, but he was still recovering from a busted shoulder. Mama didn’t do heavy physical work much anymore, while Mallory hadn’t grown up on a ranch. While it might be entertaining to watch the three of them wrangle a four-hundred-pound llama, he didn’t want any of them getting injured.

He headed that way, trying to think of how to politely suggest he take someone’s place.

“Oh, there you are.” Mama stretched up to kiss his cheek. “I’ll go help Bernajean in the kitchen. That’s more my speed.”

“Sounds good.” He took a pair of shears out of the bag and handed Mama the rest. “Can you make sure each group has shears?”

She took the bag and bustled off, leaving Cody with Mallory and Herman. Herman nodded once and turned away, whistling.

Cody looked at Mallory. “Hi.” He wasn’t sure if he should give her a kiss or even a hug. She didn’t seem big on public displays of affection, especially in front of people she knew, and she was watching his mama as she offered the next group shears.

“Hey.” Mallory turned back to him, but sunglasses hid her eyes. “You understand I have no idea what I’m doing when it comes to llamas.”

“That’s all right. I’ll wrangle the animal. Herman can shear, and you can put the wool into bags.”

“I can probably handle that.”

He suspected she could handle anything she had a mind to do. “If the llama is real ornery, we might ask you to glare it into submission.”

That got a smile from her.

Herman chuckled. “Speaking of, let’s grab ours before all the mild-mannered ones get taken.”

“I’m not sure we have any mild-mannered ones,” Cody said. “But maybe we can get one that’s difficult in a playful way rather than difficult in an I will stomp your head way.”

They wound up with Llamanade, a large female. She wasn’t one of the orneriest, but she did seem to have a huge reservoir of saliva even for a llama. By the time they finished with Llamanade and then Llama Lama Ding Dong, they were damp and filthy.

“Ugh.” Mallory plucked her shirt away from her stomach, her arms held out from her body as if she didn’t want any part of her to touch any other part. “I need a shower. Maybe in one of those industrial safety showers for labs that use hazardous materials. This is worse than when I helped the science teacher with the pumpkin chunkin’ and the catapult malfunctioned and splattered pumpkin guts all over us.”

“I’m sorry I missed that,” Cody said.

TC hollered to get everyone’s attention. He thanked the group and invited them back for dinner in an hour. Cody would have walked Mallory to her car, but when he turned around, she was gone. He headed inside to try to wash off the smell of hot llama spit.

When Mallory returned, she looked cleaner, cooler, and happier. She gave him a smile. Or was it more of a smirk, with only one side of her mouth pulled up and that amused look in her eyes. At least she took his hand when he offered it and let him link their fingers. They got in line for Bernajean’s chili and corn bread and ate sitting on a porch step hip to hip.

Old man Johnson pulled out a banjo. He hadn’t helped with the llama shearing, but word of the party must have spread, and he’d play music in exchange for the meal. Other musicians joined him with guitars, mandolins, and a harpsichord.

TC and Manny dragged out the cornhole platforms. Cody slid a look toward Mallory. “How’s your arm?”

“You know I coached softball?”

“No, but somehow I’m not surprised. Did you also play softball?”

“I don’t teach anything I can’t do myself.”

“Well, then.” He stood and offered his hand. She took it long enough to get to her feet, gave a quick squeeze, and dropped it as they headed toward the cornhole arena. Walking close beside her, Cody whispered, “You’re not living up to your end of the bargain and making it look like we’re dating.”

“Maybe I’m only dating you for your money,” she whispered back, “and I can’t actually bear to touch you.”

At his affronted look, she snickered. “We know everyone here. We don’t need to fool them. We might as well save it for the billionaire bachelor tourists.”

“I don’t know.” He glanced around. People were still arriving. “I’d like to get the message to some of the women in town too.”

“You know, you could just talk to them and say you’re not interested.”

“You seem to have mistaken me for someone who has a spine. You Last Stand women are scary.”

She laughed, bumped her shoulder against his, and grabbed the beanbags. A couple of the hired hands went up against them. The two teams took turns tossing the beanbags, aiming for the holes in the wooden platforms. Mallory did have a good arm. Better than Cody’s. They probably would have won that game even if the guys on the other team hadn’t been more interested in trying ridiculous trick shots backward or through the legs.

Then they played TC and Hallie. To even the match a little, Cody started pestering Mallory. He stood right behind her and whispered in her ear when she was trying to throw. She retaliated by bumping his arm right as he released a beanbag. That called for escalation, so he tried to tickle her during her turn and barely avoided an elbow to the gut. During his next turn, she grabbed his butt and squeezed. His beanbag went flying high into the air and landed halfway between the two teams. He turned and stalked toward her as she backed away, hands held up in defense.

“You wanted to convince everyone we’re dating,” she choked out between laughing.

He snagged her around the waist, swung her around, and dipped her as if they were on the dance floor. She was laughing too hard to do more than grab his shoulders.

“Witch,” he said.

She grinned up at him. “You asked for it.”

“Hm. You know there are other ways to make it look like we’re dating.” He leaned toward her slowly, giving her a chance to turn her head away or scold him. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted in a little gasp before he closed the distance between them and pressed his mouth to hers.

The kiss only lasted a couple of seconds, a gentle brush of lips. Cody straightened and set Mallory on her feet. She clung to his shoulders. He held her waist. The world seemed to be spinning. They’d backed into a patch of darkness, away from the light spilling out from the house. Mallory’s face was in shadow except for a slight glint reflecting in her eyes. They stared at each other.

Something hissed a few feet away. They jerked apart and turned to look at an ostrich thrusting its head over the fence.

“Someone doesn’t approve,” Mallory said.

“No, that just means she wants a treat.” Cody ran a hand through his hair. It was possible he got a little carried away there. Should he apologize? But she hadn’t stopped him, and she wasn’t complaining now, merely standing two feet away with a look he could best interpret as wary. Maybe she assumed the kiss was merely part of trying to trick other people.

It hadn’t felt that way.


Chapter Thirteen


Cody caught up with Mallory near the huge porch where the musicians were playing, unsure what to do or say.

Someone stepped out of a group that had been chatting. “Um, Cody?” It was Amber. “Sorry to interrupt, but can I talk to you for a minute?”

Cody wanted to snap, “Not now,” but Mama’s lessons had dug in too deep for him to mouth off. He grabbed Mallory’s hand. “Help,” he muttered.

She rolled her eyes. “Just talk to her,” she whispered. “Find out what she wants, and if she can’t have it, tell her so.”

“But—”

“Don’t be a baby.” She pulled out of his grip and walked away.

That stung, but maybe she had a point. Amber wasn’t some random stranger who heard about the lottery win and decided to track down one of the “billionaire bachelor brothers” to convince him he needed a trophy wife and she should be it. Cody knew Amber. Surely he could give her one conversation and politely make his lack of interest clear.

“Sure.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “What’s up?”

She glanced around. “In private?”

Cody smothered a groan. This sounded like trouble. Still, he might as well get it over with. “Fine. We can talk . . . over by the ostriches.” That would be far enough from the crowd that they wouldn’t be overheard, but entirely unromantic, with nosy birds frowning at them.

They stopped a few feet from the fence of the ostrich pen. Cody kept his back toward the lights from the house so he wouldn’t have to control his expression. “What did you want to talk about?” He hoped that came out neutral, neither encouraging nor rude.

“Okay.” She took an audible breath. “I know people are supposed to apply through the family fund, and I totally get that. All y’all must be tired of everyone pestering you and . . . and all that. But I want to keep this private. I know it can’t stay secret forever, but I’m afraid I’ll lose my job, and I’m just not ready for everyone to know and look at me different. You know?”

“Um.” Cody felt like he’d come in halfway through Spanish class during a test after missing most of the semester. “Not really. Maybe you can back up a bit.”

Her laugh sounded a little shrill. “Right. Sorry.” She sucked in another breath and leaned over to peer past him.

Cody glanced back. They were still alone, except for a couple of ostriches sticking their heads over the fence. They probably weren’t spying for some enemy, although the way this conversation was going, almost anything might happen next. When Amber spoke again, he had to lean closer to catch her words.

“I have an autoimmune disorder. It’s taken the doctors a while to figure out the problem, and we tried a drug that didn’t work. Now they want to put me in a new treatment trial, but it’s experimental. It’s going to be thousands of dollars out of pocket. I can’t afford that—” Her breath hitched.

“Wow.” Cody didn’t know what to say. “Sorry.”

“I’m trying to keep it secret, because I’m afraid I’ll lose my job if they think I won’t be able to keep up the pace.” Her voice shook. “Maybe it’s not fair for me to ask you for a special favor, but I just wondered if—” She paused to take a couple of breaths. “I want to make sure rumors don’t get around town yet, and it’s not like I don’t trust Carly and your mama and all, but, well, to be honest, they intimidate me. I figured we used to be friends or whatever, and maybe you’d know if there’s a way to apply for the money without putting my name on it? I can show you the doctor’s letters and all that.”

One of the ostriches stretched forward and pecked at her hair. Amber jumped and flapped a hand at it. “Lay off!”

Cody pulled her farther from the fence. He was glad the darkness hid his burning shame. This should teach him about making assumptions. He’d been avoiding Amber because he thought she was just another selfish woman wanting a rich guy. Instead, she was sick and desperate to find a way to pay for her treatment. Even if it was a hundred thousand dollars, that wouldn’t put a dent in their billion. If he’d listened to her back when she first tried to get his attention, he wouldn’t have spent the last couple of months stressing about Amber, and she wouldn’t have been stressed about the treatment.

Amber smoothed her hair where the ostrich had mussed it and kept her gaze down. “Telling you all that was harder than I expected. Anyway, maybe think about it and let me know?” She took a step away.

Cody caught her arm. “Yeah, okay. We’ll figure it out.”

She looked back at him, the porch lights catching the side of her face enough to show hope and a few tears. “You mean . . .”

“I’m not sure exactly how to handle it, but we’ll handle it. I promise.”

She threw herself at him, squeezing him tight in a big hug. “Thank you!”

Cody staggered back a step. “Um. Okay.”

Amber let go. “Sorry. I got carried away. It’s just, the relief . . .”

Cody shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “Yeah. It’s fine. I just don’t want anyone to think—Mallory—”

“Oh, Mallory won’t mind. She’s not the type to get jealous over a little thing like that, and anyone can see the way you look at each other. But yeah, I know how rumors go. So I’ll just say thank you.” She held out a hand. They shook. “And I’ll wait to hear from you? Or do you want me to send over some paperwork?”

“Let me figure out the best way to handle this. I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Amber bounced back to her friends, who probably had some questions, given the glances they were shooting his way, but she just tossed her head and laughed.

Cody stood in the darkness for another minute, letting his new understanding of the situation settle in. He felt like an idiot. He’d acted like an idiot. Had Mallory known what was up? But no, Amber was trying to keep it a secret.

She’d said Mallory wasn’t the type to get jealous. The whole fake dating premise depended on people believing that Mallory would hurt anyone trying to steal her man. But when Cody tried to imagine Mallory fighting over a guy, he couldn’t. She’d be more likely to walk away, because any man who was even tempted to cheat or leave her wasn’t worth her time.

He’d kissed her, and it had felt like something real. Then she’d pushed him toward Amber as she walked away. Cody didn’t know what any of it meant. It reminded him too much of that one amazing night in high school when he’d kissed Mallory backstage. It was wonderful, but she was sweet and innocent and vulnerable, so he’d panicked. And because he was a stupid, selfish jerk, instead of simply talking to her, he’d called Amber that night, asked her out, and shown up with her the next day. Had Mallory been pushing him toward Amber now so Cody couldn’t betray her again? It didn’t seem like the kind of thing she’d do, not now when she was so tough and in charge. But Cody knew how childhood wounds could stay with you.

He went looking for Mallory and couldn’t find her in any of the groups behind the house, those playing cornhole or throwing axes or playing music or dancing.

He went inside, where Xander sat on a stool at the kitchen island scribbling on a notepad.

“Hey. Where is everybody?” Cody asked.

“Everybody?” Xander pushed his glasses up and blinked at Cody. “Last I looked, at least forty people were out back.”

“Right. I guess I meant where’s our gang?” Cody opened the fridge, looking for beer.

“Josh and Carly left a while ago. I figured I’d give them some privacy before I head home. Mama is still out back with Bernajean and Julie. Last I saw TC, he was dancing with Hallie.”

Cody spotted some bottles of beer, and it was the good stuff. “Have you seen Mallory in the last ten minutes?”

“She left.”

Cody felt like someone had punched him in the chest. He closed the fridge door without getting a beer.

Was Mallory upset about the kiss? It went beyond their agreed guidelines for the fake relationship, especially since they’d been off in the shadows, not performing for an audience. But if she’d been really upset, wouldn’t she have said something at the time? She couldn’t be jealous about him talking to Amber. Mallory had insisted he do it. Was she trying to push him and Amber together, so she could escape? Had she seen that hug and decided it meant something?

“What’s wrong?” Xander asked.

Cody slumped onto a stool. “I’m an idiot.”

“Okay.”

Cody managed a chuckle. “Thanks for agreeing.”

“Pretty sure we all feel like idiots a lot.”

“You’re the smartest of any of us.”

Xander shrugged. “What are you an idiot about tonight?”

“Apparently, I don’t understand women at all. Or maybe I shouldn’t limit myself. Maybe I don’t understand people.”

Xander nodded. “That’s how I always feel. Why do you think I’m in here instead of out there with all those people? Crowds make me feel like I have no idea how to be human.”

“Yeah?” Cody hadn’t realized Xander didn’t feel smart sometimes. Sure, he was awkward in big groups or with strangers, but that was only because he was a little shy or preferred more time alone, right? Cody gave his brother a couple of awkward pats on the back. “At least you have other things going for you.”

Xander had brains and an amazing skill with numbers and a way with animals. Women thought he was cute, and now he was rich. What did Cody have? Money, but not much else.

Cody rested his elbows on the table, his chin in his hands. “You know how Carly keeps telling us to figure out what we want to do now that we can do anything? Have you figured out your answer?”

Xander shrugged. “I was already doing what I wanted to do. I don’t want to travel or build a mansion or anything like that. Sometimes I wish we’d won five million instead of a billion.”

“Why five million specifically?”

Xander doodled on his notepad. “Five million is enough to pay off the bank loan and put a couple million in long-term investments for growth. We could still buy TC his ostrich ranch, and Josh and Carly could build their new home. It would make things easier without being so confusing.”

“I see your point.” Cody was suddenly exhausted. He rubbed his face. “I guess I wouldn’t mind seeing more of the world. Maybe flying my own plane across country, stopping wherever looks interesting. Not alone though.” He twisted on the stool to face Xander, resting one elbow on the table to prop up his head on his fist. “You want to come?”

Xander made a face more appropriate to a demand that he clean up after a herd of cows with diarrhea. “No thanks. Can’t be away from the animals.”

Actually, Xander would probably rather deal with diarrheal cows than strangers around the country. Apparently Cody was the only one in the family who had any urge to go beyond the boundaries of Last Stand. And now even he was thinking about coming home for good.

The idea still gave him a jolt of panic, but now that was quickly followed by the thought that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. He could put the past behind him. He had a future to build.

“You didn’t mention a new house for yourself,” Cody said.

“I like our house. I know where everything is. It’s plenty big enough for Mama and me.”

Did Xander really imagine himself living in his childhood home with his mother for the rest of his life? Cody decided not to ask. If that was what Xander wanted, fine. Cody was pretty sure Mama wouldn’t want to live alone. She might be excited about potential grandchildren, but she’d be lonely living by herself.

Or maybe she wouldn’t. Cody had to remember that he didn’t understand people. He wasn’t even sure he understood himself.

He should drag himself off of the stool and head to bed, so he’d have energy for the theater renovation tomorrow. But his bedroom window was at the back of the house. Would he be able to fall asleep with all the music and talking? He’d slept in plenty of noisy places, but the bursts of hollering and laughter might keep him awake.

Maybe he should text Mallory. Make sure she wasn’t mad. But if he asked if she was mad, she might ask what he thought she would be mad about, and he’d have to tell her he thought she might be jealous. That probably wouldn’t go over well. He could just text a good night. Let her know he was thinking of her.

Or not.

“How’s your new plane?” Xander had doodled a plane on the sketch pad. It was even the correct type with realistic dimensions.

“Great. You want to go up with me again?”

Xander nodded without looking at Cody. “I like being up in the air. I just don’t want to go anywhere.” He drew some hashmarks on the plane for shading.

“Any time. Morning’s best now that it’s getting hot. Less bumpy. Hey, I was thinking about getting active with this group that gives free plane rides to kids.”

“I thought you didn’t like kids much.”

When had Cody said that? Years ago, maybe. Trust Xander to remember, and to believe Cody instead of telling him he’d change his mind one day.

“I’m not crazy about little kids, you know, the ones that throw tantrums and need their diapers changed. And no, I don’t want to hold anybody’s baby. But I’ve been working with the teenagers from the theater class. They’re pretty cool. I think I could go as low as twelve, maybe even ten years old. That’s old enough they can sit still and follow rules.”

Xander shot him an amused glance. “Did you sit still and follow rules at that age?”

“Ha. I was not a typical kid, to our father’s dismay.”

“Actually, you probably were typical,” Xander said. “I’m the weird one. But yeah, ten and up is a good age for flights. Any younger, and you’d have to have a parent accompany the kid.”

“Yuck, parents,” Cody joked.

“I’m still surprised you’re interested in working with young people.”

“Well, I’m not about to open a day care or even teach high school.” Cody still couldn’t imagine what Mallory had to deal with every day. “But I am looking forward to being the cool uncle once Josh and TC have kids.”

It took Cody a few seconds to realize he hadn’t included Xander’s kids in that imaginary future. It was hard to picture Xander with a spouse and kids. Cody didn’t know of anyone Xander had ever dated, though that didn’t mean much, since Cody had moved away when Xander was fifteen. Mama would’ve mentioned it though, if anything had been serious. His little brother had a lot to offer, but it might take a special person to see it.

Xander hadn’t reacted to the omission, so better to let it slide. It was after midnight, which shouldn’t feel so late on a Saturday night, but Cody wanted to be at the theater early, before Mallory arrived, so he could check on the work done in his absence. He still hoped they could surprise her with some clean decorative panels ready for painting—at least if the next day didn’t have any more unexpected demands.

He slid off the stool and held onto the counter as he swayed. “I’m off to bed. Wow, I’m wiped out.”

Xander shifted his gaze toward Cody, his mouth curved in the tiniest smile. “Wrestling a few llamas wore you out? I guess you’ve been away from the ranch too long. You’ve gotten soft.”

“Hey.” Cody punched his brother’s shoulder. “Anyway, I don’t think it was the physical labor. More like the mental stuff. I had a couple of shocks today, and I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

“If that wears you out, maybe you need more practice.”

Cody grabbed Xander from behind and wrestled him off his stool, the two of them laughing until they were breathless. When Cody finally headed to his room, he went with a smile. Maybe he had been away too long. He was enjoying getting closer to his brothers again. He had some things to figure out, but he didn’t have to do that alone.

He sent Mallory a quick text that said thanks for her help that day—she could decide if that was about the llamas or being a fake girlfriend or Amber—and good night. He fell asleep feeling hopeful.


Chapter Fourteen


Mallory threw herself into work the next day. If she was busy, she didn’t have to talk to Cody. She didn’t have to ask what that kiss meant. She didn’t have to hear that it meant nothing, because it was merely performing for the audience. After all, he’d begged her to be his fake girlfriend because she could act and keep a secret, and because he assumed they had nothing real between them. How could she blame him for believing she wasn’t interested in him? She’d been dismissive of his recent good fortune and chilly to the point of rudeness. She’d made her bed of lies, and now she couldn’t climb out of it.

She updated all her notes at home, where she had better internet, based on the reports she’d been getting from the professionals Cody’s money had allowed her to hire. Then she headed to the theater to make sure those reports were accurate.

She parked in back of the theater. The loading dock door was wide open. They’d started opening it for airflow, temperatures permitting, so the big fans inside could push out the paint and varnish fumes. The professional workers had keys so they could work during the week when she was at school. She hadn’t expected any of them to be in on the weekend, but thieves wouldn’t be so obvious, would they?

She crept cautiously through the backstage area. An older woman’s voice came from onstage. Priscilla Corbyn? Certainly not a thief then. Mallory stepped out from behind the curtain.

Cody stood with some of the senior volunteers—three women and two men—laughing at something Priscilla was saying. They stood near the side wall, where a large hanging sheet hid one of the decorative panels that flanked the stage. Mallory glanced to her left. A similar sheet hid the decorative panel on that side.

She walked forward slowly, almost feeling like an outsider. But as soon as they spotted her, they shouted warm greetings. Hailey Decker hurried over and took Mallory’s arm. “Good, you’re here.”

“I am. I didn’t expect anyone else here yet.” Mallory glanced at Cody, who grinned back.

Hailey clapped her hands together. “We couldn’t wait to show you.”

Cody and one of the other men stood to each side of the draped sheet. They pulled on something, and the sheet fell.

Mallory hadn’t seen the decorative panels since the worst of the flaking paint had been rubbed off, turning them from a hideous scene from Dante’s Inferno to a slightly less hideous patchwork of faded paint and bare wood. She’d hoped the panel could be salvaged but feared it wouldn’t be worth the trouble. Now the panel was completely clean and sanded, its masks and figures of muses quietly dignified in wood grain the color of caramel.

Everyone was watching her. They probably expected more of a reaction than silent staring. She swallowed and found her voice. “It’s beautiful. Better than I imagined.” She blinked suddenly moist eyes. “And you did all this, while I . . .”

“While you educated Last Stand’s children,” Priscilla said. “We got the easier end of the deal.”

“Thank you. It’s gorgeous.” She looked at Cody.

“Don’t thank me. They did all the work.”

“Go ahead and take some credit, young man.” Priscilla poked his arm. “You should get a kiss out of it, if nothing else.”

Cody chuckled, his tan cheeks flushing. No doubt Mallory had gone red to match. But they were supposed to be dating, and whatever he said, he’d been here keeping an eye on things. For the town. Maybe even for her.

And most of all, it gave her an excuse to kiss him, even if it was only a performance for this audience. She held his gaze as she stepped closer. She tried to keep her expression serious, but her lips refused to obey that command. By the time she reached him and slid her hands over his shoulders, she was smiling too hard to kiss properly.

He tipped his forehead down to meet hers. “Hi.” His hands settled on her hips.

She brushed her cheek past his to whisper in his ear. “Do you think you deserve a kiss?”

His hands tightened. His voice came out husky. “I don’t know about deserve, but I’ll take one.”

She hovered her lips an inch from his. This was happening. It was really happening. She closed the distance. Their lips brushed. Came back for more. Caressed and explored. She parted her lips—

Clapping and cheers broke the spell. Mallory and Cody jerked back. Then they were laughing, sharing a moment of embarrassment and joy that was a poor substitute for a kiss but still pretty darn good.

They ate kolaches someone had brought from the German bakery and drank coffee from the big urn that turned up one day, maybe borrowed from a church. Mallory caught Cody watching her. “What?”

“You look relaxed. I was wondering when you’re going to feel like you need to dive back into work.”

“Funny. I was just thinking I need to do this more often. Enjoy being part of the community without . . .” She waved vaguely.

“Trying to make it better than it already is?”

“Yeah. Maybe.” She touched her arm through his because she could. “Thanks for helping out.”

“It’s been fun. Makes me feel like part of the community too.” He leaned in for a quick kiss and winked as he pulled away. “This part is fun as well.”

“Yeah.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. Fortunately, other volunteers started to arrive. She sent Cody back to work on the balcony, not quite out of sight, and definitely not out of mind. Then she found enough tasks to keep herself busy, almost—but not quite—too busy to think.

She sat at the desk in the wings, double-checking the budget while hammers pounded and people chatted nearby. She normally only wrestled with numbers at home, where she had fewer distractions, but it seemed the task most likely to pull her focus away from Cody. Plus, it gave her an excuse for being discombobulated. She found herself staring at the computer without seeing anything. She had to stop thinking about him and wondering what it meant. It didn’t have to mean anything. Sure, kissing was fun. At least with the right person. They had some chemistry—she was ninety percent sure he felt it too—but that didn’t mean . . . It only meant . . .

It meant she needed to focus on her numbers.

She glanced up as someone crossed the stage toward her, recognizing him by the way he moved even before her mind consciously identified Cody. He had a strange expression, worried . . . and was that pity? He had no reason to pity her. It wasn’t like a few kisses had sent her mind spinning into dreams of real romance.

Not that she would admit, anyway.

“Have you checked your messages in the last hour?” he asked.

“What? No. It’s been so noisy I didn’t notice any coming in.” She fished her phone out of her pocket. She had multiple messages. The first one was from Julie.

Cody rounded the desk and put a hand on her shoulder as she read. “It’s okay,” he said. “They’re all right. No one’s hurt.”

His words barely penetrated as she read about how Hallie had been attacked by the man who had stalked her back in Houston. She’d moved here to put distance between them and recover from the brain injuries caused by his hands around her throat, cutting off her oxygen.

But he’d found her.

“I talked to her a little while ago.” Mallory’s voice sounded far away, wheezing through her tight throat. “She was fine. We’re having lunch later. She said someone was at the door with a package—” She broke off.

“That was probably him.” Cody’s hand rubbed her shoulder gently. “You couldn’t have known. But she had the security system, and frankly, it sounds like she kicked his butt hard, and she’s fine.”

“Not fine.” She shrugged off his hand and stood. “You’re not fine after something like that.”

“Well, no. But she’s not injured. And now she has you and your aunt Julie and the rest of us here to help her recover.”

“I suppose you got the news from TC.”

“Yeah. If you hadn’t noticed, he’s crazy about her.”

“She did say something about that this morning.” Mallory pushed her hands through her hair. A couple of the teens were watching them.

“Is everything all right?” Breanna asked her. She glared at Cody as if ready to do battle if he’d upset Mallory.

“Yes,” Mallory said. “No. Get everyone together. All the students. I want to talk to you all.”

Breanna nodded and scurried off.

Cody frowned. “About this? Will Hallie want everyone to know?”

“It hardly matters. The news will be around town within an hour. I want the kids to hear it from me and to know they can talk to me.”

“Huh.”

“Call it a teachable moment.”

“Okay. Can I do anything?”

Mallory considered. Julie and TC were with Hallie. It wouldn’t help to have more people fluttering around her. The police would take care of the stalker. They had a small group of volunteers at the theater that day, because the work requiring brute force had been finished, and not everyone wanted to do the more delicate restoration work. Or maybe most people had given all they felt like giving and lost interest, leaving the remainder to the theater kids and retirees with extra time. Mallory could ask Cody to distract the retirees while she talked to the kids, but they were already packing up their tools and talking about lunch and book club.

“Help your fan club get out of here.” Mallory jerked her head toward the older volunteers. “Then when I talk to the kids, hang back and just . . . watch. See if anyone looks like they’re going to need a one-on-one follow-up.”

His eyebrows drew together. “How will I know? I don’t spend that much time with teenagers.”

She rolled her eyes, a bad habit she’d picked up from the teens, but it came in so handy sometimes. “They’re just people. If someone looks particularly upset, or scared, or guilty, let me know.”

Cody glanced at the group of teenagers gathering on the stage. “But these kids won’t have anything to do with Hallie and her stalker.”

“No, but they may be dealing with something similar at home or in a relationship. This is a chance to talk to them about that kind of situation, with enough distance that they might not feel attacked and defensive.”

He studied her. “Wow.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He lifted his hand to her shoulder and gave a brief squeeze. “The kids are lucky to have you.” Before she could think of an answer to that, he headed toward the older group, smiling and bantering as he got them on their way.

Mallory sat cross-legged on the stage, and the teens formed a rough circle with her. Some of her students were missing, because they had ranch chores or a job or simply weren’t willing to give up their weekends, but the most enthusiastic ones were there, about fifteen in total.

“I just got some news about my cousin Hallie,” Mallory said. “You may have met her, but if not, I’m sure you’ve heard of her. She and our aunt Julie run the wild animal rescue outside of town.”

She answered a few questions about that. Cody came back from escorting the older group out. He hesitated for a moment before grabbing her chair from behind the desk and moving it closer to the group, maybe ten feet away. When Mallory glanced at him, he gave her an apologetic look and patted his left hip. It took her a few seconds to figure out the message. His old injuries probably made it hard for him to sit cross-legged on the floor. She tended to forget about that accident, despite the scars on his face. He always seemed so him, cool and confident and sexy, like the world should reshape itself to meet his requirements.

Mallory focused back on the teens and explained how Hallie had come to Last Stand after a stalker had injured her, but the man had gotten out of prison and followed her there.

“She’s all right now, because she learned self-defense and took precautions. Self-defense is something every young woman should know—and maybe every young man as well.”

“We get in trouble for fighting,” Miguel said.

“I’m definitely not recommending you start fights,” Mallory said. “But if you get attacked, knowing some self-defense moves could help you get away with fewer injuries.”

“My mom and I did a women’s self-defense course in Austin,” Trinity said. “It was pretty cool. Maybe we could get the teacher to come here.”

“Great idea,” Mallory said. “It’s always better to be prepared before you get into trouble.”

“I guess your cousin didn’t know self-defense when the guy bothered her in the first place.” Braden wasn’t in her theater class, but he’d joined the stage crew to be closer to his girlfriend, Lucy, so he’d been showing up to help with the renovation whenever Lucy volunteered. Mallory studied his expression, a sort of smirk. This type of conversation made a lot of people uncomfortable, especially teens getting a lecture from an adult.

“No, she didn’t,” Mallory said. “We don’t expect something like that to happen to us. Sometimes the victim gets embarrassed. We don’t want the attention or to put up a fuss. Or we think if we ignore the problem, it will go away. Sometimes even the police don’t take it as seriously as they should, if they don’t see visible injuries. But it is serious. This guy put his hands around Hallie’s throat and squeezed. That’s called strangulation.”

Braden gave an awkward laugh. “Some people are into that kind of thing.” He nudged Lucy. “Right, baby?”

Lucy stared at her hands clenched in her lap as a flush swept up her neck to her face.

Mallory glared at Braden. “He cut off the oxygen to her brain. It damaged her memory, and she’s still recovering. A few seconds more, and he could have killed her. It’s no joke.”

“Sheesh, okay.” Braden hunched his shoulders and made a face like he was imitating someone snooty.

“You should have learned some of this in health class.” Mallory didn’t trust health class to cover all the important things teens should know, however. “It’s important that we all work together to prevent violence. Check in on your friends. Are they being pressured to do things they don’t want to do? Do they have unexplained injuries? Do they apologize a lot for the person they’re dating, or make excuses for a relative? And remember, anyone can be a victim of violence. Girls can be abusive, and people in same-sex couples can be victims.”

Braden snickered and opened his mouth, but Mallory focused her death glare on him and he subsided. She knew some people used humor to lighten the mood when they felt awkward, but her blood still boiled at the thought of Hallie’s stalker, and she would not tolerate anyone treating this situation as a joke.

They talked more about warning signs, healthy relationships, and how to get help. Most of the kids were taking it seriously. A few looked uncomfortable or bored, but Mallory had long since learned that you couldn’t always tell what was getting through to a teen. Sometimes the ones who seemed completely closed off were really soaking up information.

“I hope you can talk to your parents or guardian if you’re worried,” Mallory said, “but if not, you can always come to me. Or choose another teacher you trust, the counselor, the principal, someone at your place of worship. There are help lines as well, if you don’t want to talk to anyone you know personally. You always have options. Any questions?”

They were silent for a minute. Then Alissa said, “I’m sorry about your cousin.” The other kids murmured agreement.

Mallory’s face felt odd, caught between a smile and tears. “Thank you. Let’s call it a day. I want to check on Hallie. Trinity, if you get the number of the self-defense teacher, we’ll see about hosting some training in town.”

This was a good conversation. An important one. It was also sort of a downer, and she wanted to end on a high note.

“Oh, by the way—we are on schedule to get the theater opened midsummer!”

The kids cheered.

“We still need to raise money for a digital projector,” Mallory said. “We don’t need the projector for our summer program, but once we get it, the theater can show movies.”

“We can also do some cool effects with it,” Miguel said. “I can’t wait until we can perform our plays here instead of the school gym.”

Mallory nodded. “Remember, the big fundraiser is coming up soon. We have some great donations for the silent auction, but if your families have anything else, let me know as soon as possible so we can plan for it.”

Tickets to the fundraiser were going to support the wild animal rescue Julie and Hallie ran, but Mallory was handling the silent auction table in exchange for including some donations that would go to support the theater renovation. They wouldn’t raise fifty thousand dollars for a projector from that one event, but every little bit helped.

“Is there any way we can go to the fundraiser as workers?” Breanna asked. “I can’t afford it otherwise.”

Many of the teens nodded. The event was expensive, so even parents who were going might not bring their kids. Maybe Mallory could get a few of her students in as helpers. But she didn’t want to step on Julie and Hallie’s toes. They’d want to greet people at the door. The caterer would provide the waitstaff, and it probably wasn’t a good idea to have teens going around to collect empty—or partially full—champagne flutes.

“What if we did some of the skits from the Last Stand revue?” Logan asked. “We could entertain everyone and at least see the party.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Mallory said. “Let me think about it.”

The kids got up, chattering enthusiastically. Mallory was glad to see them excited about their theater program again, as long as they also took some time to consider her words about domestic violence.

She sat where she was for a minute, the weight of her worries and all she had to do making the simple act of standing up feel impossible. But she couldn’t collapse now. People needed her, and she was grateful for the opportunity to help.


Chapter Fifteen


Cody studied Mallory. She wasn’t getting up. He wanted to go to her. But she’d given him a task, and that came first. As the kids scrambled off the stage. Cody said, “Hey, Logan. Can you help me tidy up these tools?”

The boy’s gaze lingered on the other students heading down the aisle, but he said, “Yeah. Sure.”

They crouched by the milk crates used for tool storage and checked that everything was in the right crate. After the other kids filed out of the main theater, Cody asked softly, “So is Lucy the girl you like?”

The boy heaved a sigh worthy of an overacted melodrama. “Yeah.”

“And Braden is the boy who isn’t treating her right?”

Logan froze for a few seconds. His gaze shifted sideways to Cody. “Um.”

“Forget about snitching or whatever. If she’s in trouble, she deserves help.”

“Yeah.” Logan tipped back to sit and look at Cody. “I don’t really know anything. It’s not like I’ve seen him hit her or anything like that. It’s just—well, you heard him. That joke about choking. He says stuff like that. And sometimes he puts his arm around her or hugs her, and she flinches.”

“Like he’s squeezing her too tight?”

“Maybe. Or she just doesn’t like the attention in front of everyone? She’s kind of shy. I’m trying to be a good friend, like you said. But he’s always there. I never see her by herself anymore. I’m afraid he’s going to get her to drop out of theater. She held out through the spring play, because she’d committed to doing the part, but he’s been hinting that they’ll be too busy this summer for her to do the musical revue. I asked too busy with what, and he just gave me this look.” Logan imitated a sleazy smirk that looked wrong on his face.

“Okay,” Cody said. “Thanks for telling me.”

“But what should we do?”

“You keep doing what you’re doing, and let me or Mal—I mean, Ms. Moore—know if things get worse. We’ll handle it.” Cody had no idea how they would handle it. You couldn’t force someone to leave a bad relationship. He hoped Mallory would have ideas.

“Okay. Can I go?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” He watched Logan leave and then joined Mallory at the desk as she slipped her laptop into a backpack. She looked up at him with raised eyebrows.

“You asked me to watch for reactions during that conversation,” he said.

She grimaced. “Braden?”

“Yeah. I don’t know. Maybe he’s just a jerk. Lots of teenage boys are.”

“Some teenage girls too. I don’t know Braden that well. I have him in an English class, but he’s one of thirty there. I don’t get to know them as well as the theater students.”

“Logan was staring at Lucy with puppy dog eyes, so I asked him. She’s the girl he likes.”

Mallory shivered, although even with working air conditioner the theater wasn’t that cool. “Logan has a crush on a girl he thought wasn’t being treated right by her boyfriend.”

Cody nodded. “He hasn’t seen anything you could definitely call violence. Hugs that might be too tight. Jokes like the one today. I don’t know what we can do without more information.”

Mallory closed her eyes for a few seconds, her face a picture of grief. When she opened her eyes, her expression firmed, though her eyes glinted with moisture. “Keep watching. Be ready to get involved if they need us. I hope Lucy knows now she can talk to me if she’s in trouble.”

“Yeah.” Cody hated this helpless feeling. “I doubt she’d come to me, but if you need anything I can provide—money, a plane ride out of town, someone to drag Braden to the police station—let me know.”

Mallory smiled. “You do have an unusual list of credentials.”

“Always happy to help.” He wished he had more to offer than money and muscle, but they were better than nothing. He was trying to find his place in life. If he didn’t yet have his own goals, he could do worse than helping Mallory with hers. “You done here?”

“Yeah. I’ve had enough of the theater for today.”

They walked up the aisle. “You were impressive,” Cody said. “You’re so good with kids.”

“I did go to college for training.”

“Sure, but every teacher could say that. I don’t remember too many teachers talking to me like I was a real person.”

She raised an eyebrow. “They thought you were imaginary?”

He laughed. “You know what I mean.”

“I do. That was one reason I went into teaching. You don’t have to be young to relate to teenagers, but you can’t be a great teacher if you’re burnt out.”

“How long does that take?”

“Anywhere from one to twenty years, from what I’ve seen. One of the best teachers at the school, in my humble opinion, works with the gifted students. She’s sixty, but she went back to school in her forties to become a teacher, after a divorce, so she probably can’t afford to retire yet. I can’t imagine having the energy to teach at that age, but she’s so enthusiastic.”

They paused in the lobby to check the restrooms and make sure nobody lingered. “I’ve run into a couple of my old teachers since I’ve been back,” Cody said. “I guess they’re still teaching. It’s freaky.”

Mallory chuckled. “Try teaching with them. My only consolation is that it probably disturbed them even more when we first saw each other in the teachers’ breakroom.”

Cody tried to imagine that and couldn’t. It might be entertaining to show up pretending he was a new teacher in order to see their expressions, but he probably couldn’t pull it off. Everyone knew about the billionaire bachelor brothers, since their lives had been covered thoroughly in the society news. Cody didn’t feel like his family was either society or newsworthy, but life was weird.

He shook his head. “I can think of a few teachers who seemed burned out even back then. Though with my brothers and me in the classroom, I’m not sure I can blame them.”

“The students aren’t the problem. The burnout comes from administrative red tape and unreasonable parents.” Mallory made a face. “Plus news of school shootings and active shooter drills and the occasional student death in a car accident or suicide, not to mention suspecting students are being abused at home or in a relationship.”

Cody shuddered. “Okay, you’re officially tougher than me, my brothers, and the ranch hands. Maybe all of us combined. I don’t know how you do it.”

They went out, and Mallory locked the door behind them. She managed a smile. “What disturbs you the most? The threat of violence or the threat of red tape?”

She was trying to lighten the mood, so he played along. “Hm. There is a reason we have Carly and a whole team of accountants and whatnot handling the family fund.”

Cody couldn’t imagine what Mallory had to deal with every day. The enthusiastic theater kids were fun for a few hours a week, but she had big classes all day, every day, and a lot of the students wouldn’t want to be there. And that was the easy part? She must really love kids.

They walked down the street in the heat and humidity. “You’ll be a good mother someday.” If Cody spoke a bit sadly, it was only because that future would take her even farther away from him.

Mallory actually recoiled, like a heroine in a horror movie who shouldn’t have opened the door to the creepy basement. “I should hope not.”

He gave her an amused look. “You’d rather be a bad mother?”

“I don’t want to be a mother. I’ve never wanted children.”

Cody didn’t know what to say to that. He had trouble even getting his mind around it. Granted, he didn’t want children, but he assumed most people did, especially women, and certainly anyone who went into teaching must love kids, right?

“People tell me I’ll change my mind,” Mallory said. “At fifteen, I figured maybe they were right. What did I know about how I’d feel as a grown-up? But I haven’t changed my mind yet, and I don’t think I will.”

“But you became a teacher. You’re around kids all the time.”

“Exactly. That’s more than enough. Anyway, I like teenagers. Kids ten and up, really. I find toddlers frustrating, and I have no interest in babies.”

“Huh.” Even Cody thought babies were cute enough, though he preferred them in other people’s arms.

She paused and gestured toward the parking lot. “Isn’t your car that way?”

“Yeah.” He pushed hair off his face, which was already damp. “You want a ride home? I know it’s not far, but it’s hot.”

She hesitated. Finally she said, “Okay. Thanks.”

They got in his car, and he turned the air-conditioning on high. It started blowing cold within a few seconds. Mallory leaned forward and aimed the vents on her side at her face and chest. “Oh my. Air-conditioning that works right away. Heaven.”

“I take it yours doesn’t?”

“My car takes several minutes before either the AC or the heat start working. It’s fine. I live in town so I can walk most places. It’s my main exercise, given my busy schedule. If the AC worked faster, I’d be tempted to drive more, and then my only exercise would be wrestling with red tape.”

He headed for her house. “Today was a lot. You okay?”

She rubbed her face. “My brain is buzzing with all the things I still need to do this weekend, and I want to check on Hallie in person, but what I really want is a cool shower and a cold drink and some time with my babies.” She shot him a look. “My fur babies, which is the only kind I need.”

“Got it. Ferret children.”

“There’s nothing wrong with not wanting children!”

“I didn’t say there was.”

She threw herself back against the seat and crossed her arms. “Going child free is becoming more acceptable, but many people still don’t get it. I get tired of having to justify my choice.”

He wanted to tell her he understood, but would she think he was merely trying to soothe her, or worse, trying to flatter her so she’d sleep with him without the expectation of marriage down the line?

“You’ve had—” she started.

“I don’t—” He spoke at the same time but broke off. “Go ahead.”

“Nothing important. I was just noticing you’ve had this car for years. I’m surprised you haven’t upgraded.”

He shrugged. “I probably will eventually, but I like Cammy.” He patted the dashboard.

“You named your car?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” He grinned as they turned onto her street.

She shook her head. “What were you going to say?”

“Just that I don’t want kids either.” He kept his gaze ahead, even though the street was empty for the next block. “Kind of nice to know I’m not the only one in the world.”

“Yeah.” Mallory sounded casual, but a quick peek showed she wasn’t looking at him either. “Despite the stereotype that says women want marriage and children while men want to play around, men can be at least as clingy and in a hurry for a family. Anyway, I think most people simply assume that’s what you do—you get married and have kids. It’s how you be a grown-up.”

Cody gave a mock shudder. “Ugh. Grown-ups. Well, I guess neither of us is exactly typical.” He pulled into her driveway but left the car running for the air-conditioning. Did he have to say goodbye? Could he find an excuse to linger?

“You’re good with the teens too,” Mallory said. “Not that I’m suggesting that means you should have kids, just—” She broke off.

“I’m surprised, to be honest. I haven’t spent much time around anyone younger than twenty in the last decade. But the teens are fun. I mean, not all day every day or anything, but that’s your problem.”

“You’re a good example for them.”

He laughed out loud. “If you say so. I guarantee none of my teachers expected that. I guess maybe I’m an example of someone who screwed up a lot but managed not to kill himself and is finally doing something vaguely useful once in a while.”

She twisted to face him. “You’re more than that. The first part, yeah. But now you’re an example of someone who got rich and still thinks it’s worth giving back to the community, not just in money but in labor.”

His face was heating despite the air-conditioning. He shifted awkwardly. “Well, you wouldn’t take my money.”

She was studying him. He met her gaze. Time seemed to stretch out, and he heard his own heartbeat. They’d gone through a lot of complicated emotions in the last twenty-four hours, and he wasn’t sure where to go from here.

“Do you want a sandwich?” she asked. “My lunch with Hallie and Carly was moved to dinner.”

He blinked a few times. Leave it to Mallory to throw him off-balance no matter what he expected to happen. “Sure.”

They went inside. Mallory dropped her backpack near the front door and headed to the kitchen. Scuffling noises came from the room where she kept the ferrets.

“Can I visit the ferrets?” he asked.

“Of course. Keep the door closed so they don’t disappear in the rest of the house.”

He paused with his hand on the door handle. “Or can I help you with the sandwiches?” He should have asked that first.

“I’ll manage. Go entertain my fuzzy overlords.”

Within a few minutes, he lay on his back with two ferrets crawling over him and one trying to get up the leg of his jeans. They tickled. They made him want pets of his own. Granted, he had access to the dogs at Josh’s ranch, and the lazy cat that hardly moved, and the horses. Plus he had the ostriches, llamas, and bison at TC’s ranch. But none of those were his. It would be fun to come home to animals that were glad to see him most of all. It might even be nice to have the responsibility, now that he didn’t have to accept jobs in other parts of the country at the whim of employers.

When Mallory joined him, he sat up. A gray ferret with white paws scrabbled up his chest to sit on his shoulder. He stood carefully, his hand ready to grab the ferret if it fell, and crossed to the couch where Mallory sat. She handed him a plate with a thick sandwich piled with meat, cheese, and veggies.

The ferret on his shoulder hopped off onto the back of the couch. Several other ferrets hauled themselves up to join them. With their short arms and long, thin bodies, they didn’t look like they should be able to do pull-ups like that.

Cody lifted his plate away from one twitching nose. “What happens if they get a piece of the sandwich?”

“They’re curious about everything, but they probably won’t actually eat it. They imprint pretty hard on their own food. Princess there loves the freeze-dried salmon so much she’d gorge herself sick if she could get enough of it. But offer her regular cooked salmon, and she doesn’t even recognize it as edible.”

“More like cats than dogs then, in the sense of finicky eaters.”

“Well, I’ve never had a ferret suddenly decide it didn’t like its food anymore.” Mallory let a pure white ferret, probably an albino, sniff at her sandwich.

Sharp little claws scratched Cody’s arm as a dark brown ferret with a mask tried to climb up him. He gave the critter a boost, and it stood on his shoulder, exploring his hair. “I haven’t seen too many ferrets.”

“They’re a pretty popular pet, except in California and New York, where they’re illegal.”

“Illegal? Why?” The second question came out in a bit of a squeak as the ferret stuck its nose in his ear and snuffled.

“Obviously because they are vicious monsters.” Mallory picked up a cream-color ferret and held its nose to hers. It’s ridiculously long torso and short back legs dangled below her hand. “Isn’t that right, sweetie?”

The ferret licked her nose. She plopped it in her lap and scratched its belly. It attacked her hand with all four paws and its teeth, but she didn’t even flinch.

“Actually, I think it’s because people were afraid ferrets would get loose,” Mallory said. “Or owners who didn’t want to take care of them anymore would turn them loose, because people can be stupid and mean.”

“I see why you went into teaching. You have such a love of humanity.”

She shot him her death glare, but within a few seconds, it collapsed under the weight of giggles. When she recovered, she said, “These particular beings of botheration worried they’d have a feral ferret population like we have with feral cats. But ferrets can only be sold already fixed, unless you have a special breeding license, so it’s just silly banning them as well, unless you’re going to ban lots of other pets.”

“Yeah.” Cody tried to study Mallory without looking like he was doing it. It was nice to see her relaxing with her animals, but she had a lot going on, and he knew her too well to imagine she’d simply forgotten or stopped caring about Hallie and Lucy and the upcoming finals week and the theater renovation. Would she want to discuss options or make plans? Or was his best gift helping to distract her? He couldn’t decide, so he let her lead the conversation.

They ate their sandwiches, chatting casually about ferrets and other pets and nothing much. Finally Mallory leaned back with a sigh that sounded more resigned than relaxed.

“I know you have things to do,” Cody said. “Should I get out of your hair, or is there any way I can help?”

“I want to call Hallie. I can’t even remember offhand what else. Laundry, and cleaning the ferret litter boxes, and checking email because I’m pretty sure there’s something about the fundraiser. I guess if we’re going to plan a student performance there, we need to do it.”

Cody took his plate and hers and stood up. “Let me handle the fundraiser performance.”

“Are you sure?”

He looked down at her. She was so strong and determined, but her fatigue and worry were showing through. He might not have much to offer, but he could do this. “Absolutely. I’ll work with the kids to plan something for the fundraiser, and I’ll talk to Carly and Mama as needed to figure out the schedule and so on.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Since she was in an unusually agreeable mood, he kept going. “I’m pretty sure I can also handle cleaning ferret litter boxes. You can make sure Hallie is okay.”

She gazed up at him for several seconds. She held her hand out toward him. He took it, and she used his grip to help herself up. They stood with her hands clasped, looking into each other’s eyes.

“Thanks.” Her lips slowly curved in the sweetest smile. “Let me show you where I keep the ferret litter.”


Chapter Sixteen


Mallory wasn’t even sure how she got through the next six weeks. Hallie hadn’t been injured in the attack, her stalker was back in prison, and the event seemed to have pushed Hallie’s relationship with TC to a new level, so that was okay. Everyone survived finals week, and Mallory got her grading in on time, if only barely. She kept an eye on Lucy and Braden. She didn’t see any behavior she could clearly report as threatening or dangerous, and Lucy ignored a few attempts to draw her out.

And every time Mallory managed to look up from the overwhelming pile of tasks that almost buried her, she saw Cody. He might be breaking up a petty argument between the renovation volunteers, who were quite reasonably getting burned out on the never-ending work, or setting up a meeting with Carly for the students doing grant writing, so she could give them feedback. He arranged supply deliveries and updated her spreadsheets. She double-checked them a few times, to make sure he wasn’t paying for supplies and not listing them in the budget. While she appreciated generosity, she would not appreciate him going behind her back. The numbers all seemed to add up, and the respect that showed impressed her more than piles of cash would.

Cody came to her house, since they wanted to maintain the fiction that they were dating, and let her focus on her grading while he entertained the ferrets, gave them fresh food and water, and cleaned litter boxes. He even made sure she ate, fixing sandwiches or ordering pizza or bringing leftovers from the ranch.

Then one Sunday morning, she walked outside, perhaps with a little more awareness of her surroundings than she’d managed lately, and noticed that her yard no longer had weeds. She had xeriscaped landscaping, because she couldn’t be bothered with nonsense like mowing grass, and anyway what was the point of putting in something that needed so much precious water? But weeds still pushed up through the pebble layer covering the ground, especially around the few bushes and the big shade tree. Only now they were gone.

Mallory stood on her front walk and blinked back tears. She’d never had a partner, someone to share the workload and maybe take on a bit extra when she was swamped. She liked being independent and knowing that she could handle everything—and would, even if it nearly killed her. But this . . . She could see the appeal.

It was temporary. He needed a fake girlfriend, and he had plenty of free time to help out. It was a fair trade. He only flirted in front of an audience, and he hadn’t made a romantic move since the kiss at the party after the llama shearing, which was probably for the sake of the other people there. She hadn’t noticed anyone watching them off in the shadows, but her attention was otherwise occupied. Eventually Cody would find other ways to spend his time. He’d find a woman who wasn’t as cautious and challenging as Mallory.

Mallory gazed at her weed-free yard and focused on breathing. She had a full day ahead and no time to waste. But the morning air was pleasantly cool and scented with Texas lilac. When had she last taken a moment to look around? To breathe deeply and appreciate her little slice of the world?

She’d have more time soon, with the school year ended. Granted, she’d still have the theater renovation and the musical revue, but in comparison, summer stretched ahead as empty as her current social calendar. She’d have time to sleep in, read, play with the ferrets, maybe join her friends for horseback rides.

She’d have more time with Cody. But what did that mean? She’d assumed if she had any chance at a romantic relationship with him, it would be temporary. Something wild and wonderful that she could remember on future cold nights. Not something long-term. Not something real. Mallory knew if she ever wanted marriage or a long-term relationship, she had to find someone who shared her uncommon views on parenthood. But he didn’t want kids either.

She gave herself a mental shake. He’d said he didn’t want kids; that didn’t mean he wanted to not have kids with her, so to speak. It didn’t even mean he wanted something wild and temporary. He probably didn’t look at her and think “wild.” How could he, when she turned down his offers for another ride in the plane because her schedule was packed with teaching, meetings, grading, and supervising the renovation? It was a Sunday morning, the semester had ended, and she’d planned to take advantage by going to the theater for a solo walk-through so she could double-check all the work and plan for the rest.

Instead she pulled out her phone. Cody might not even be up yet, so she texted instead of calling: If you’re planning to fly this morning and have an empty seat, I’ll take it.

He replied moments later: I’m at the airport now. Come on out!

Mallory went back inside for her car keys and to fill a bottle with water to drink on the way. See? She could be spontaneous and make time for a fun activity with a handsome man.

This time, she watched and listened carefully as Cody went over the parts of the airplane in the preflight check and explained what he was doing. She didn’t understand most of it, and she didn’t pressure herself to learn it all right away, but she liked seeing how he had everything under control.

“It’s getting hot today, so the flight will be bumpier.” Cody handed her the wristband that helped with nausea. “Let me know how you’re feeling on a scale of one to ten every so often. If you get below five, we’ll head back.”

“Oh, so you don’t mind if I feel sick, as long as I don’t throw up in your plane.”

He grinned. “Exactly. No, if you’ve had enough at any time, for any reason, just tell me. But if you only feel a little sick, we might be able to do something to help. It’s a lot easier to help if I know you need help.”

That sounded like a dig or a hint, but maybe she was reading into it. She knew she had trouble accepting help.

Mallory settled herself in the back seat. It still felt a little irrational, taking to the air in this tiny assemblage of metal and fiberglass, with the guy who’d crashed his car in high school. But she told herself the nerves were excitement rather than fear. Besides, Cody wasn’t that kid anymore. She trusted him.

That thought gave her a little chill despite the heat. She was literally trusting him with her life. And it wasn’t even hard to do.

Cody finished his checks and drove the plane down the aisle between hangars, heading toward the runway, his voice a murmur as he spoke over the radio to . . . someone. Were they taxiing? Or did you only taxi once you reached the runway? She didn’t care enough to ask. The sun already beat down and promised a hot and muggy June day. Even with the canopy open partway, providing some airflow, Mallory quickly felt uncomfortably warm.

Cody’s voice murmured over the radio, talking to the tower or other pilots. He closed the canopy and locked it in place. For a few seconds, the heat and noise and shaking were almost unbearable. Then the engine revved as they headed down the runway. Airflow through the vent increased, and they were lifting off the ground, higher and higher and higher, leaving behind the tiny airport building and the hangars.

Cody leveled out the plane when the ground was far enough away to almost look fake, like one of the detailed landscapes model railroad aficionados built, except that it stretched forever in all directions. The tiny mirror mounted on the canopy frame probably worked as a rearview mirror for Cody, but it meant Mallory could see his reflection. It showed the scarred side of his face almost in profile, but what caught her attention was the width of his smile. She had to smile in response.

“How are you feeling?” Cody’s voice came through her headphones. “Scale of one to ten.”

“Six,” she admitted. The small plane bumped like a truck with poor suspension on a dirt road, and wasn’t it wild that air had enough physicality to shake an object that must weigh over a thousand pounds? Mallory aimed the air vent at her face and focused on breathing. Pretty soon, she felt better, either because Cody did something to help or because she was getting used to the bumps and had cooled down. “Eight now,” she said.

“Good.” The smile came through in his voice, but she checked the little mirror to be sure, or maybe simply because she liked seeing his smile.

They cruised for a while. She lost track of time, because it didn’t matter. She didn’t need to do anything except gaze at the landscape and breathe. The view filled her up from the inside, like a spring bubbling up to feed a brook or rain seeping into parched soil. As for the breathing, she must have been doing that all along, or she wouldn’t still be alive, but when had she last noticed her breath? She’d been meaning to try meditation for stress relief, but she’d never found the time, when she could be doing something useful.

“Are you feeling adventurous?” Cody asked.

Was she? If she told him she simply wanted to enjoy the experience as it was, he’d accept that. She’d return to the ground having had a delightful, awe-inspiring morning.

On the other hand, it was summer, she’d turned in her grades, and all she’d done to celebrate was sleep past six a.m. She loved seeing the world from this new vantage point, but she was still a passive observer. Could she handle more?

“Um. Depends how adventurous.”

“We can try a roller coaster, by which I mean I’ll pull the plane up a bit and drop it down again, like a roller coaster. You’ll feel like you’re being pushed into your seat and then like you’re floating, but with the seat belt holding you down, of course. We can also try a tight turn.”

“Um. The first one. Please.”

“Okay. I’ll wait till we’re nearly back to the airport, so if it makes you feel sick, we can get down quickly.”

She stuck out her tongue at the back of his head. “You’re not supposed to remind me about feeling sick.”

“Why would I? Because you don’t. You feel amazing. Right?”

Actually, she felt flushed, because his words could almost mean something different, that she felt amazing to him. She gulped and got out, “I feel pretty good.”

“I’ll take it.”

Take me, her mind whispered. Stupid brain.

They flew in silence for a while longer, until she recognized the landscape around Last Stand.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Well, I’m not likely to get any more ready.”

“Fair enough.”

A few seconds later, she felt extra heavy and was pressed down in her seat. Before she could fully process that, everything shifted, and her spine was stretching up. She felt like she might soar up and bump the canopy, except her seat belt held her down. For a moment she imagined she was flying, not the plane, but her own body, floating in space.

A few seconds after that, everything returned to normal, or at least to the normal of being in a tiny plane flying through bumpy air.

“Okay?” he asked.

She couldn’t answer.

“All right, hold on,” he said. “I’ll get you down ASAP.”

“No.” She had to force the first word out. After that, they came more easily. “I’m okay. I’m—I just—I need a minute.”

“Got it.”

They cruised in silence as her mind and body settled back together. She’d been on a few roller coasters, the small traveling kind in carnivals that came to county fairs. The experience of feeling extra gravity and then none at all in the plane wasn’t unlike a roller coaster, but it wasn’t quite like one either. Was that merely the knowledge that the ground was a lot farther away? Something physical? All Mallory really knew was that she’d felt something she’d never felt before. She wasn’t even sure she liked it. But she was sure her view of the world had changed slightly, like a kaleidoscope turning a tiny bit to reveal an entirely new pattern.

A few minutes later, Cody asked, “You want to try a tight turn, or should we save that for another time?”

She shouldn’t pass up any opportunity for new experiences, but then, on the other hand . . . They could do this again. Multiple times. She could save a few experiences for later and savor this one now.

“Another time, I think.”

Maybe one day, she’d have the nerve to take the control stick for a few minutes, once they were high up in the air and she didn’t have to worry about takeoffs and landings. She didn’t think she’d ever want to train as a pilot, but who knew? The world was full of unexpected possibilities.

They landed and headed back to the hangar. By the time Mallory got out of the plane, sweat beaded on her forehead. She had the urge to drop to her knees and kiss the solid ground under her feet.

“Well?” Cody had a hopeful half smile. “Any thoughts?”

“I think . . . I think I’m sorry.”

His face fell. “Sorry you went up again?”

“No! I can’t pretend to understand what it’s like to fly as a job, or how it felt to lose your dream of being a fighter pilot, or even what flying is like for you. But I was wrong to accuse you of running away from Last Stand. I thought I had my feet firmly planted on the ground. But maybe that means I’m too tied to the real world. Maybe it’s okay to fly sometimes.”

He looked confused and a little wary.

Mallory sighed. “I’m trying to apologize.”

“Oh. Okay. Um, accepted.”

“You’re amazing, you know.”

He laughed. “What? Now I know you’re not feeling like yourself.”

She held his gaze. This was important. “You’re a pilot. You control that thing. It can’t be as easy as you make it look.”

“Well . . . It’s just something I learned to do. Anyone could learn it.”

“I’m not sure about that. And I’m sure not everyone would take the trouble to learn, or find a way to achieve their dream despite every complication.” She put her hand on his chest. “You are remarkable. I need you to believe that.”

He looked stunned for a moment. Then he grinned. “Thanks. I’m glad you like flying. Just let me know when you’d like to go up again.”

“Not every day but . . . once in a while, I think it would be good for me. It’s . . . There’s a kind of freedom. I could use more of that, I think.”

He took a step closer and put his hands on her arms. “Yes. You deserve it. We can’t have that kind of freedom every moment, but why not take it when we can? There’s no reason to chain yourself to the ground.”

Mallory gulped and nodded. She wanted him to pull her closer, but of course he wouldn’t, and she didn’t quite dare make that move. She was too churned up with thoughts and feelings to risk rejection—or even to handle acceptance.

She had to take a couple of extra breaths before she could speak. “I feel like I should walk around a little. Get my equilibrium back.”

He gave her arms a gentle squeeze. “You do that.” He dropped his hands. “I’ll put the plane away. If you take off before I’m done, I’ll see you at the theater later. We only have a few more chances to rehearse before the fundraiser performance.”

He turned back to the plane, and Mallory started walking. She focused on the solid ground under her feet, familiar and comfortable, and yet even the act of walking over cracked cement and weeds felt different.

She thought about the life she had, and the life she might get if she let go enough to take it.


Chapter Seventeen


Mallory dressed for the fundraiser in a replica of Western wear from the eighteen-thirties. It included a full-length skirt over petticoats, with a blouse tucked into the skirt and a little shawl tucked into the front of the blouse. It was quite a change from her usual jeans with tank tops or T-shirts, but it sure beat having to buy a fancy modern dress and wear high heels. She wouldn’t want to wear the historical outfit every day, but putting on a costume helped her get into character. In this case, she became more gracious and polite, trading her snark for coolly haughty disapproval when appropriate. After all, nineteenth century Western women might have acted prim and proper on the surface, but they must have had steely resolve underneath to survive before indoor plumbing or doctors who knew the importance of washing their hands before helping a woman give birth.

She arrived early to put the final touches on the silent auction tables. For most of the evening, Mallory would stand in the center of the large square formed by the tables, so she could answer questions about the items or how the silent auction worked. It also got her out of having to circulate and make tedious conversation. Various auction items were earmarked for either the wild animal rescue or the theater renovation, depending on the donor. They still needed to raise a substantial amount if they were going to buy a new digital projector. That wasn’t urgent, but some people got more excited about the idea of the movie theater reopening than they did about teens performing for tourists. Mallory didn’t care what motivated them to donate their time or money, as long as they did it.

Hallie practically skipped over to the table. “You look great! It kind of hurts my brain to see you dressed that way, but it works on you.”

Mallory curtsied. “Just pretend I’m one of our ancestors who time traveled to our present to help her descendants. You look like a million bucks.”

Hallie twirled in her gorgeous green dress. “I feel it. And we’re going to make a million bucks tonight!”

“That might be overly optimistic.”

“It feels good to be optimistic. Why not try it?”

“Some of us are constitutionally incapable.” But Mallory had to smile at Hallie’s joy. Her cousin deserved all the happiness in the world. After a rough patch, it looked like her life was on track and heading for wonderful things.

Mallory spotted TC, handsome in a tuxedo, scanning the room. “I think your sweetie is looking for you.”

Hallie glowed even brighter as she turned. The fundraiser would be a success in part because of their whisper campaign that the “billionaire bachelor brothers” would attend. That drew people from Austin and San Antonio and maybe even farther cities. Many of the guests would stay the night in town, giving a nice little boost to local businesses. Everyone benefited—everyone local, that was. The fundraising team had not bothered to whisper that Josh and TC, the oldest two brothers, were thoroughly taken, but no one seeing those couples could doubt it.

Hallie danced off to find TC, like a fairy scattering magical stardust all around her. Mallory shook her head with reluctant amusement. She couldn’t even imagine being so enamored with someone that she bubbled and glowed like that. If Mallory bubbled and glowed, it would be because she’d had an accident with some toxic substance inappropriately stored in the props room.

Cody headed toward her with that loose-hipped swagger that completely hid the limp he insisted he still had. Mallory didn’t much care for men in suits, but she had to admit the tux made Cody look even more sexy and dangerous, with his shaggy dark hair, scarred cheek, and smile that promised wicked pleasures. He leaned over the table to speak to her, and she leaned toward him from her side, drawn like a magnet to its opposite pole.

“The teens are in place. We got a few raised eyebrows from the caterers when I snuck them in through the kitchen, but they’re too busy to complain. We’ll go on in five minutes.”

Mallory flicked a glance over the room. Most people had found their tables and started on the wine provided by Verflucht. Other people chatted in small groups or checked out the auction items, but the kids should have plenty of room to move for their “flash mob” performance.

“Perfect,” she said. Their faces were inches apart. She was still his fake girlfriend, and if he needed protection from women hunting rich husbands anywhere, this was it. She stretched the extra few inches and brushed her lips over his. She heard a slight intake of breath, and when she pulled back, his smile had faded, his eyes dark and intense.

Mallory swallowed. “You’ve been trying the wine.”

His tongue flicked over his lips. “I’ll get you a glass.”

She straightened and re-tucked the shawl into her bodice. “After the performance. They’ll start serving dinner at seven, so you’d better get the show going.”

“On it.” He strode toward the kitchens, swerving once to speak briefly to TC and Hallie.

Mallory couldn’t shake the feeling that she should be going with him, doing a pep talk before the performance, checking that everyone’s costume was in place. But Cody had insisted he and the teens could handle the whole thing, from the planning to the performance. It hurt a little to let go of her control, but it felt good too. She was already staffing the silent auction table and making a brief speech about the theater renovation after dinner, before the live auction. Logically, she knew she couldn’t do everything. For once, it was nice to not even try.

The mellow instrumental background music stopped. Logan stepped out of the corridor that led to the kitchen, dressed like an old West cowboy and strumming a guitar. He had a pleasant voice, not exceptional but with perfect pitch, and he sang “The Texas Ranger.” Other students followed him out, including one with a mandolin, one with a fiddle, and two more guitars. They spread out and strolled between tables as they sang, but as the song ended, they were all near the small stage set up for the speeches and live auction. No Lucy though. Was that because Braden was trying to get her to quit theater?

Mallory leaned on a table as her students performed short comedy and melodrama skits. By the time they trailed out singing “Git Along, Little Doggies,” her face hurt from grinning. Many people in the audience joined in on the chorus of that one.

Cody stood on the other side of the stage, clapping along with the audience as the teens left. He looked toward Mallory, and their gazes locked. Even at that distance, it felt like something sparked between them. Satisfaction and pride in the kids and joy and—maybe she wouldn’t analyze it too closely. He snagged a glass of wine from a table and strolled toward her. He offered the wine with a little bow.

“Don’t think you can impress me by stealing wine from someone’s place setting,” Mallory said.

“Just call me a wine rustler.” He shrugged. “Actually, it’s my place setting.”

“Well then.” She picked up the wine and took a sip. “Nicely done. The performance, not stealing wine from yourself.”

He put one hand on the table and leaned toward her. “Told you we could manage without you. How much does that hurt?”

She leaned toward him, meeting his gaze, and dropped her voice to a purr. “Do I look hurt?”

The grin dropped off his face, leaving him looking a little stunned. His gaze dropped to her mouth, and he rubbed his lips together. Suddenly Mallory felt overdressed in her layers of petticoats. She should have worn a cute little number like Hallie, so all this heat would be able to escape.

“You look good,” he said.

She straightened and gave a little sniff, retreating into her haughty, well-bred lady of the past persona. “I don’t know what all these young ladies are thinking, showing their ankles.”

“They’re showing a lot more than that.” Cody grinned but didn’t take his eyes off her. “Would it offend your propriety if I requested a dance later?”

“Dancing is acceptable as long as there’s room for a Bible between the two persons. A Bible turned sideways, that is.”

He chuckled. “Whatever you say. But if I could have a dance with modern Mallory too, it might do more for my reputation as a man who is not looking for a girlfriend.”

Mallory kept her smile in place, though her face felt a little stiff. Of course that was what he really wanted. She was safe, because he thought she didn’t want anything from him.

He was wrong. She didn’t want his money, but she wanted him. The last few months had convinced her of that.

“I shall do my best to protect you from the wily advances of sinful ladies.” She dropped the prim tone. “Although if you could bring yourself to dance with a few of the guests, it will help make the evening a success. Some of them probably did come here to meet the billionaire bachelor brothers. Dance with a few of them, maybe even flirt a little. It’s not like you have to marry them.”

“I suppose I could drive them off with the force of my personality.” He scowled dramatically. “That’s probably enough to make most women think twice about whether it’s worth a few million dollars to see this every morning.”

Mallory leaned forward, locking her gaze to his. “No. You are as good-looking as any man in this room and better than most. You may be as good-looking as any man in the county, and as Hallie has pointed out, we have an excess of handsome men around here. Do not put yourself down. It only makes you look foolish, because you can’t see what we all see.”

He stared. “What—I—what—”

Mallory wasn’t sure she wanted him to see how strongly she felt. It made her vulnerable, and she hated being vulnerable. But it was worth it if he believed her. “Anyone would be lucky to have you. As a friend, a lover, a partner, whatever.” It was becoming hard to get the words out. “You are kind, and that counts for so much. More than you can imagine. You can be funny, and you can be serious, and you can make me think harder than I ever have. You help me see the world in a new way. All that counts for more than your looks. But you are also handsome, with the scars, not despite them, and everything put together makes you one of the sexiest men alive.”

He gazed at her, eyes wide and lips parted as she glared, willing him to believe her. Then she leaned even farther forward and pressed her mouth to his again, this time firm, almost angry, a demand that he believe her.

His hand slid behind her head, and they kissed, open mouthed, across the table, and it was everything she’d dreamed of and nothing she could have imagined.

He released her, and she gasped for breath, grasped for sense. “You’re still the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

He gazed at her, his smile growing, but before he could speak, Aunt Julie got up on stage and announced through the microphone that everyone should take their seats, so dinner could be served.

Mallory backed up. Suddenly she didn’t want to hear what he had to say. She wasn’t sure she could handle it. “Better grab your seat. Mine’s over there.” Maybe he’d take her advice and dance with other women all night long. Then they could pretend this had never happened.

But was that really what she wanted?


Chapter Eighteen


Cody’s mind stuttered over what had just happened, but he tried to match Mallory’s casual tone. “I’m at twelve.” He glanced toward his table and frowned. “Why am I at a table that is entirely full of women?”

“Hallie took bribes.”

Cody swung back toward Mallory. “She what?”

Mallory snickered. “She had people asking how they could be sure they’d have a chance to meet the billionaire bachelor brothers. We joked that she should take bribes to guarantee them a seat at a table with one of you. Hallie ran with it. She’s pretty ruthless. Of course the extra money is going to the animal rescue. It’s not really a bribe so much as a premium ticket.”

Cody gave a reluctant chuckle. It was for a good cause. “Poor Xander. He’s not that comfortable with new people even when they don’t want something from him.”

“He’ll be all right. They put him at a table with a bunch of ‘entrepreneurs’ who want to discuss business ideas. Carly prepped him on what to expect, so he’s ready to ask about manufacturing costs and market research and so forth.”

Cody crossed his arms and narrowed his gaze. “How come nobody prepped me?”

“I’m sure you can flirt with women and turn them down if you don’t want them,” she said dryly. “It worked out all right with Amber, didn’t it?”

“Yeah. Did you know what she really wanted?”

Mallory shook her head. “And I’m not asking. But I knew you couldn’t avoid her forever. A fake girlfriend might fool the outsiders, although I imagine you’ll still have women trying to”—she made air quotes—“steal you away. I don’t look like much competition in this.” She gestured at her old-fashioned outfit.

“That’s only because they’ve never seen you in a fight.” It was a weak joke, and it wasn’t like Mallory went around getting into fights, but Cody felt like his mind was trying to go in about six different directions at once.

Mallory gave that comment the half-hearted smile it deserved and slid through the gap between the silent auction tables. She headed toward her dinner seat without a glance back.

Where did people get the idea that he had practice with turning down women? He dated some, sure, but it wasn’t like women flocked to him. The time in his life he’d been most popular was in high school, before the accident.

Mallory thought his scowl scared women away. Would that work here?

Probably not, since these women knew about the lottery. Besides, he didn’t know if he had it in him to intentionally scowl at people, especially when they were paying hundreds of dollars simply to sit at a table with him. He didn’t want to let down the people who had worked so hard to put this fundraiser together.

But that didn’t mean he’d sit down and expose himself to that kind of awkward attention one minute before necessary.

Xander stood against the wall, arms crossed and shoulders hunched, probably trying to be invisible.

Cody wandered over to him. “Hey. Would you say I’m good-looking?”

“No.”

That was exactly what Cody expected, and yet it hurt. Mallory was trying to build up his self-esteem or something. Xander wouldn’t lie to him.

“I don’t think about those things,” Xander continued. “But everyone else says you are.”

Cody blinked a few times, but his brother looked as serious as always. The best response Cody could come up with was “Huh?”

“Josh is brooding and handsome, apparently. TC is goofy and”—Xander winced as he got the word out—“cute. You’re sexy.” He frowned over that, as if he didn’t understand the concept. “I don’t know what they say about me, and I don’t want to.”

“What—but—That’s all since we got the money though, right?”

“No, they’ve said that for ages. I don’t get it either. We all have brown hair and brown eyes.” Xander seemed to struggle to think of another noteworthy characteristic. “TC is the tallest and I’m the shortest, but that’s only a couple of inches difference. We basically all look the same.”

Maybe based on a list of physical characteristics, they did look alike—except, of course, for Cody’s scars. But add in personality, and you’d hardly know they were brothers. Josh was serious. Cody might have said dour or grumpy rather than brooding, but maybe that made Josh seem responsible, a good caretaker. Some women would like that. Carly did, for all she’d been a free-spirited teen ready for any adventure. She’d grown more serious as she aged, so maybe that was why she fit with Josh now, or maybe she wanted Josh to balance out that side of her.

TC had energy, enthusiasm, and a sense of humor. Cody had heard Hallie call TC “cutie pie” often enough. He wouldn’t want the term used on himself, but he could admit it fit TC if it fit any guy. The way they nuzzled and cooed at each other was enough to make Cody want to move out of TC’s house. Since he didn’t know where he’d go, he generally just groaned, rolled his eyes, and occasionally made gagging noises for their amusement. He would never admit out loud the pang of envy he felt.

Xander was thoughtful and intelligent. Maybe people made him nervous, but anyone who bothered to look closely would see the appeal of a brilliant guy with a soft heart for animals. At the moment, Xander was looking past Cody’s shoulder with a frown. Cody turned to see what had caught Xander’s attention over by the entrance. Julie, who ran the wild animal rescue, was greeting people at the door. She looked back at Xander and Cody and waved a hand to motion them closer. Behind her stood a fairly young woman in a long white dress.

“I’ll see what’s up.” Xander headed over there.

Cody stood where he was, ignoring the chatter all around as he returned to Xander’s comment. He couldn’t get his mind around the word sexy. What did that even mean? Some women liked “bad boys.” Did they think his scars made him look dangerous?

He looked over at Mallory. Objectively, she wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. Most people probably wouldn’t call her the most beautiful woman in this room. But when she was around, he didn’t notice anyone else. When she said she liked the way he looked, he believed her. Maybe the rest didn’t matter. Maybe he was the one who struggled to look past his scars. Anyway, it wasn’t the most important thing, as Mallory had noted. Cody now had the opportunity to be or do anything he wanted. He wanted to be useful, to make a positive difference in the world. He was still figuring out all the ways he could make that happen, but he didn’t doubt he could make it happen, and that felt great.

Xander crossed the room to the table where their mama sat with some of her friends. Sure, she got to sit with people she knew and liked. Cody couldn’t resent it though, since they had been trying to keep Mama out of the spotlight. Xander hovered by the table. Then he pulled out a notebook, scribbled a note, handed it to their mama, and headed back toward the door.

Cody stepped out to intercept him. “Something wrong? Need help?”

“No, I’ve got it.” Xander headed toward the women at the door.

Darn. If Cody had been a little quicker to rush over there to see what Julie wanted, he might be the one with an excuse to sit down late for dinner. He took a deep breath, tried not to scowl, and headed for table twelve.

He passed by the table where Carly and Josh sat with, yes, a bunch of women, even though Josh and Carly were engaged, for goodness’ sake. He leaned over Carly’s shoulder and whispered, “I’m going to get you all for this.”

She tipped her head back slightly to murmur in his ear. “Just ask lots of questions. Get them talking about themselves.”

Cody considered that as he sat at his table, feeling like a hamburger patty surrounded by hungry dogs. He forced his mouth into a smile, even though he’d rather be almost anywhere else, but most of all at a private dinner with Mallory. “Hi. I’m Cody. Why don’t we go around the table and all y’all can introduce yourselves?”

That worked pretty well. When questions came his way, he answered as vaguely as possible and finished with a question for the woman who’d asked or the table as a whole. While the women took turns telling him about themselves, as if this were a job interview, Cody had a chance to eat. His tastebuds told him the meal was delicious, but his mind was on Mallory and that kiss and what she’d said and future possibilities.

He was halfway through dinner when he noticed Logan slip past hurrying waitstaff and scan the room. Looking for Cody? If the teens needed something, obviously that had to be Cody’s first priority. If that meant missing some of this endless fancy dinner, so be it. Cody waited for a break in a woman’s story about her cotillion or something, pushed his chair back, and murmured, “Excuse me a minute.”

Logan grinned as he spotted Cody, and they met along the back wall. “What’s up?” Cody hoped the answer would include a problem that would take at least an hour to solve.

“I sent pictures of the performance to Lucy, since she couldn’t be here,” Logan said. “She messaged back that she broke up with Braden!”

“That’s great. Or rather . . .” Cody trailed off. He shouldn’t be happy about a relationship ending, or if he was, he probably ought to hide it.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going after her right away,” Logan said. “I’m trying to be a good friend, like you said. But I’m sure it was partly what Ms. Moore said that day, and what everyone’s been saying about the stalker who went after her cousin. Ms. Moore’s cousin, I mean. But Lucy is done with that creep, and even if I never get to date Lucy, I’m glad she’s free.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Maybe Cody shouldn’t be commenting on a teen relationship, but he couldn’t help responding to Logan’s broad grin. The thought of Lucy no longer with the guy who thought choking jokes were funny loosened something in Cody’s gut, even if he felt a slight pang of disappointment that he hadn’t been able to help rescue someone. That was foolish vanity. What counted was that Lucy didn’t get sucked into a long, abusive relationship.

“She’ll need her friends more than ever,” Cody said. Breakups didn’t always last. The most vicious jerks sometimes managed to be charming enough to persuade women to give them more chances.

Logan nodded. “We’ll be there for her. All the theater kids. Now she can join the summer musical revue too. Anyway, just thought you and Ms. Moore might want to know.”

“I’ll tell her. Thanks.”

Logan headed back out through the kitchens. Cody considered speaking to Mallory right away, but he probably shouldn’t leave his own table for too long. Besides, if he waited until after the event, he might be able to persuade Mallory to go somewhere with him for a celebration.

Time still dragged through the multicourse dinner and the blessedly brief speeches. They announced a countdown to the end of the silent auction, resulting in a last rush of people outbidding whoever had outbid them.

The live auction finally started, with an energetic auctioneer who made it fun. Cody bid on a couple of things that weren’t going for much, because he didn’t want the donors to feel bad and it was an easy way to send money to the wild animal rescue.

He’d donated a one-hour flight in his aerobatic plane. The auctioneer pumped him up so much that he doubled over with laughter and was tempted to crawl under the table to hide. The flight finally went to a swaggering, middle-aged rancher who whooped at his win and called out to Cody, “You and me are gonna do some tricks, boy! I got my pilot’s license, but I’ve only flown in a Cessna.” Well, Cody would give him an adventure, and it would be a lot more fun than if Hallie had stuck with her original plan of a bachelor auction featuring the Tomlinson brothers.

Finally things wrapped up. People who didn’t need to pay for and collect auction items drifted out or hung around to talk. Mallory, Carly, and Julie sat in the middle of the silent auction tables and collected money from anyone who’d won silent auction items. Carly’s accountant friend had her laptop out, her fingers flying over the keys as she updated the totals as divided between the wild animal rescue and the theater renovation.

Josh helped the auctioneer handle the live auction wins. They either took their money or passed people tickets to take over to the silent auction tables, if they had items from both. Xander was scheduled to help with that, but he was stuck at his table, looking bored and a little desperate.

Cody wandered past Xander’s table. A cadaverous man was making a long-winded spiel in a monotone voice. That had apparently driven away some of the other business hopefuls, leaving the table mostly empty.

Cody didn’t wait for a pause in the oration, since he might have had to wait an hour. He put his hand on Xander’s shoulder. “They need you over at the auction checkout.”

Xander fled as fast as he could untangle himself from the tightly placed chairs and long tablecloth, shot Cody a grateful look, and hurried away.

The cadaverous man paused with his mouth open, blinking. Cody said, “I’m sure you have the guidelines for submitting business proposals for funding,” and walked away without waiting for an answer.

Cody joined TC at the exit, saying last goodbyes as people left. It probably made things worse, having two of the “billionaire brothers” there, because people wanted to linger and chat, but Cody took cues from TC on how to nudge people out as quickly as possible, with handshakes, thanks, and vague promises of “later.”

Under normal circumstances, Cody would’ve escaped as soon as he could excuse himself from the dinner table, but he was waiting for Mallory. He wanted to hear how the theater fundraiser had gone. He wanted to celebrate with her if it had gone well. He wanted to share Logan’s news about Lucy and see Mallory smile.

He wanted all that badly enough that he hung around while the caterers cleared tables and the last guests drifted out, ignoring his sore feet in the pinching dress shoes and the temptation of TC’s ranch, with cold beer in the fridge.

When it looked like things were wrapping up at last, he headed to the kitchen and found two untouched bottles of champagne. It wasn’t beer, which was a disappointment, but the champagne would feel more like a celebration. He filled a tray with clean glasses and carried it to the auction table, where he poured drinks and handed them out to the women.

Mallory peeled off her historical costume to reveal yoga pants and a tank top. Cody had never thought seeing a woman strip out of heavy skirts to reveal more clothing underneath would be a turn on, but it was oddly fascinating and sexy.

His brothers joined them, looking a little worse for wear. Josh and Cody had already removed their tux jackets and bow ties. TC got rid of his. Cody didn’t think that was nearly as sexy as Mallory’s modest striptease, but Hallie watched TC with an appraising look that suggested she had a different opinion.

When everyone had a drink, Cody lifted his glass in a toast. “I hope this event raised a fortune. But no matter how much money we made, all y’all worked incredibly hard, pulled off an amazing event, and can be proud.”

The others cheered or murmured assent, clinked glasses, and drank.

TC finished his champagne in one go and gave a shake like a dog flicking off water. “Woo! I needed that. I’m parched from all the talking.” He sounded hoarse.

Xander’s face looked pinched. “My head is pounding from all the listening.”

Hallie stood up. “You boys sure did your part, getting people here and making them feel like they got their money’s worth. As far as the wild animal rescue goes, we exceeded our target by over twenty percent!”

They cheered. TC scrambled to refill his glass for another toast.

Cody gazed at Mallory. “How did the theater renovation do?”

Her eyelids drooped with fatigue, but her smile was smug. “With this and the grant money, we can pay our bills and buy that digital projector.”

More cheers. Cody wished he could hug Mallory, pick her up and spin her around, and then hold her close, but the tables between them worked as well as a wall.

Finally everyone headed out. Josh had his arm around Carly, and Hallie snuggled close to TC. The sight gave Cody a soft, happy feeling. He and Xander exchanged a glance, part affectionate amusement, and at least on Cody’s side, part envy.

“Do you need a ride?” Cody asked Mallory as he carried one of her bags out.

“I wouldn’t mind the walk.” She tipped her head back. “The night air feels nice. It got a bit stuffy in there.”

“I thought that was just the guests. Put your gear in my car. I’ll walk you home and come back for it. I assume you don’t need any of this tonight.”

“I don’t. But if you walk me home, you’ll have to walk back and drive out to your place, and it’s late.”

She hadn’t said she didn’t want his company, so Cody grinned. “Like you said, it’s a nice night. I can’t think of any way I’d rather spend it.”


Chapter Nineteen


They dropped off her things at Cody’s car and walked through town. Mallory was glad not to be carrying the bags back home. She’d had a lot more energy when she’d headed to the event hours before. But now she had the satisfaction of knowing they’d raised money and built enthusiasm for the theater renovation and the musical revue. Even better, soon the renovation would be over, and she could return to normal life—or whatever this was. All the questions about “What would you do if you could do anything?” had gotten her thinking. Did she want to keep teaching? Could she make a living running the theater? Movies, special events, the summer show . . . It was a thought. She loved the kids, but she’d have some as employees. She could still volunteer to direct the high school plays. She wouldn’t miss grading English papers or going to staff meetings. She certainly wouldn’t mind having more free time to read, hang out with her friends, go flying with Cody . . . If he stuck around.

“Oh, I have more good news!” Cody said. “Logan told me that Lucy broke up with Braden.” A comical look of horror crossed his face. “I can’t believe I just gossiped about high school students’ relationships. I can hardly believe I know about high school students’ relationships. See what you’ve done to me?”

So Lucy had made a smart choice, and she hadn’t needed Mallory’s broad hints about being there to talk, or any of the dozen plans Mallory had considered if Lucy really got in trouble and needed to escape.

“Well,” she said. “Good. It all worked out, and I didn’t even have to get involved.”

He winked. “Hurts a little, doesn’t it?”

She shot her death glare at him. Cody slapped one hand to his heart, staggering as if wounded.

Mallory chuckled. “All right, I admit part of me isn’t willing to accept how easy it was. We won’t know for a while if it really is. She could go back to him. He could pester her until she gives in, or he could get violent if she doesn’t.” She shivered a little. Even prison hadn’t been enough to deter Hallie’s stalker.

Cody rested his palm on her lower back. “All that is true. We’ll deal with it if it happens. But Lucy has plenty of friends who are surrounding her with support right now. She has a family to watch out for her. She has you. She knows you’ll help with whatever she needs.”

“Of course I will, but it’s not always easy to ask for help.” Mallory hadn’t known how to do so at sixteen. No doubt that was why she wanted to rush in with help before anyone asked, but it was hard to help people who weren’t ready to accept it. Mallory knew Lucy’s parents though. They were divorced, but they got along reasonably well and both cared about Lucy. Maybe she should warn them to be on the lookout for repercussions. Or maybe she should warn Lucy and encourage her to tell her parents.

“Logan said he thought your discussion about Hallie’s situation encouraged Lucy to end the relationship,” Cody said. “So if it makes you feel better, you did help.”

She elbowed him in the side, but not hard. “It does make me feel better, but I’m not sure I like you knowing me that well.”

He merely dipped his head toward her, his grin wicked and a glint in his eyes. That look would send women panting, so it was a good thing he didn’t bring it out often. Mallory liked to think she was not easily influenced by a man’s looks, but she was tempted to drag him into an alley and see if his passion fulfilled the promise. She expected it would.

She settled for rolling her eyes to show how unaffected she was and tucking her arm through his just to keep him on his toes. She was walking on his scarred side, and he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Somehow that little sign of trust made her heart squeeze. She’d blame the fatigue.

She stopped when they were across the street from the theater. She gazed at it, the front cleaned of grime, the marquee announcing Coming Soon: The Story of Last Stand. It had been an exhausting year, but she’d done everything she’d hoped and dreamed. This was her gift to the town. Not the last gift she’d ever give, but one that made her feel as if she’d started to repay the community for standing by her. She wasn’t good at expressing love through words. She often felt her emotions would overwhelm her if she started to let them out. But she could show her love through acts of service.

She squinted, focusing on a window. At first she’d thought the glint was reflected light, but now she wasn’t sure. “Is there a light on inside?”

“Huh. It’s flickering too much for the hall light, unless a bulb is going out.”

They crossed the empty street. Anxiety fluttered in Mallory’s stomach. The closer they got, the more her senses shouted that something was wrong.

“The light is coming from inside the theater,” Cody said. “It’s . . . getting brighter.”

The front window let them look down the hall, but they got only a narrow slice of the main theater room. The light seemed to be coming from the left, the glow dancing, shifting but getting brighter overall, definitely not merely reflected light.

“Do you have your keys?” Cody asked.

Mallory grunted in annoyance. “They’re in the bag in your car.”

Cody rattled the door handle. Then he pulled out his wallet, grabbed a credit card, and slid it between the door and the frame. He pushed and wiggled, probably destroying the card, but finally the door popped open.

“We’re going to need to replace that lock,” Mallory said. That much was clear, simple, and something she could handle. She didn’t want to think about what lurked behind the door. This building had given her so much joy, but now it felt like entering an ogre’s lair without armor or weapons.

They strode through the foyer. Crackling sounds greeted them in the short hall that led to the theater, and Mallory’s nose wrinkled at an acrid smell.

They stepped into the main theater. Mallory gasped. A figure stood on the right side of the stage, splashing gasoline on a pile of rags and scrap wood lying below the decorative panel the retired group had worked so hard to restore. The sharp bite of the gasoline carried even past the bitter smell of burning from the other side of the stage, where flames licked up the second decorative panel from the bonfire set up below it.

Cody gave a wordless shout and ran forward. The person on stage swung toward them. Light from the flames illuminated the side of his face. Braden. He pulled out a lighter and flicked it frantically. As Cody closed the distance between them, Braden cursed and threw the lighter on the pile of flammable materials he’d assembled. He raced backstage, and Cody followed.

Mallory stumbled after them on numb, trembling legs. Shouts and thumps came from backstage. She stopped by the second bonfire, not yet lit. Thank goodness he only had a cheap lighter that hadn’t stayed lit. She grabbed a bandanna from her pocket and carefully fished out the lighter. It might make no difference, with the whole pile soaked in gasoline, but she couldn’t stand the sight of it there.

A glowing cinder floated past her and landed on crumpled, wet-looking paper. She slapped her hand on it.

She swung toward the fire on the other side of the stage. More cinders floated through the air, toward the second pile of gasoline-soaked material, toward her with her hand now damp with gasoline.

She shook her head, trying to think. The renovation crew had always made sure anything flammable was properly stored before closing down for the day, but they still had fire extinguishers for just this kind of emergency. As long as Braden hadn’t found them, removed them, sabotaged them.

She lurched toward her desk. There. A large fire extinguisher sat near the desk, almost hidden in the stacks of supplies. She grabbed it. Now could she remember how to use it? And she needed to call the fire department. She should do that first. But the flames were growing hotter, smoke billowing so she could hardly see across the stage.

Cody ran back with his phone in his hand. “I had to let him go.” He spoke into the phone then. “Yes, we need fire trucks at the old theater.”

Mallory crouched low, hoping to avoid the worst of the smoke, and scuttled close enough to the flaming bonfire to use the fire extinguisher. Her mind screamed at her to drop everything and escape. It screamed that they could lose the whole theater by the time firefighters arrived if she didn’t do this.

She squeezed the lever. Nothing happened. Right, it had a pin. She pulled the pin and sprayed foam across the pile, back and forth. In a few moments, the fierce glow diminished as billowing white clouds from the fire extinguisher joined the choking black smoke. Mallory could barely see through her watering eyes.

Cody came up beside her with a second fire extinguisher, fumbling with it while he still had his phone to his ear. Mallory dropped her empty extinguisher and took his. Judging by the way the flames still danced across the decorative panel, Braden must have sprayed gasoline all over it. She concentrated this stream on the panel, emptying the second fire extinguisher as she coughed on the smoke and let tears wash her eyes.

Finally the flames were out, as far as she could tell through the smoke and fire extinguisher powder. They still had the other pile, ready to burst into flames at a hot look. She grabbed Cody’s arm and went that way, out of the worst of the smoke. The second pile looked stable enough for the moment.

“Did—” She coughed. “Did he do anything backstage?”

“Broke through the back door.” Cody sounded hoarse too. “That’s all I saw. We need to get out of here.”

They held onto each other as they stumbled back up the aisle, squinting through the stinking smoke. The lobby was a little better, but they got out in the fresh air before they tried to speak again.

“That was Braden,” Mallory said.

“Yes. Revenge on you and the theater kids for supporting Lucy, I guess.” Cody paced in a tight circle, bristling with angry energy. “We can testify he was here. Maybe one of the neighboring businesses has a security camera out back.”

“I picked up the lighter he dropped. It might have his fingerprints.”

“Well.” Cody pushed a hand through his hair and gave her a half-hearted smile. “That’s something.”

Mallory swayed, exhaustion and grief threatening to overwhelm her. Cody slid his arms around her waist. She rested her cheek on his shoulder.

“So much for paying for the projector.” She could barely get out the words. “It will cost thousands of dollars just to deal with the smoke damage. And that panel—it’s ruined. After people spent so many hours on it.” Her throat closed up. She pressed her face into his shirt.

He murmured something, but she couldn’t hear him over the sirens drawing closer.

They answered questions for hours. The fire chief, Frank Harding, scolded them for staying inside as long as they did, but he admitted they’d helped preserve the evidence of arson as well as the theater.

Police Chief Shane Highwater said, “We sent a car to Braden’s house. He’s not there, which sent his parents into a tizzy. We’ll find him. We also have a car watching the girl’s house in case he decides to express his feelings about their breakup more directly.” He shook his head. “You really think this kid tried to burn down your theater because his girlfriend dumped him?”

“He was there when Mallory talked to the kids about abusive relationships,” Cody said. “You’ll have to ask Lucy if she specifically referenced that when she broke it off, but when I chased him out the back, he said something like, ‘Next time you’ll mind your own business.’”

Chief Hightower shook his head. “Somehow I doubt he’s right about that, Ms. Moore.” Hightower waited until she lifted her tired gaze to his. He held out his hand. “Thank you for looking after the town’s young people. We’ll get all the evidence we can tonight and clear the scene so you can start cleanup.”

She shook his hand. Her throat ached and her eyes burned and she didn’t know how they’d get the theater open by Independence Day now, but she wouldn’t go back and change anything. If this disaster saved Lucy months or years of suffering, it was worthwhile. The theater was only a place.

It was her place, her dream, her gift to the town. It was still only a place.

Finally they got to go home. Cody sent Mallory to take a shower while he checked on the ferrets. She washed away the grime and smell of smoke and put on an old T-shirt and sleep shorts. Also socks, because it was risky to go in the ferret room with bare feet. They might attack socks, but that was better than having raspy little tongues tickling her toes.

She dragged herself to the ferret room and flopped down on an empty patch of floor. Cody deposited the ferret he’d been playing with on her chest. Mallory stroked the soft fur, her eyes closed as whiskers tickled her chin. A minute later, she heard the shower running again. She might have fallen asleep on the floor, if it weren’t for the furry noodles using her like a jungle gym, all tiny claws and snuffling noses.

When the sound of the water cut out, Mallory dragged herself up. She wanted to collapse in bed, but her stomach grumbled. The delicious dinner had stuffed her full, but that had been hours ago. Cody was probably hungry too. A glance around the room showed that he had taken care of the ferret chores. She staggered to the kitchen and opened the fridge.

She was still staring into the fridge, trying to process options, when the bathroom door opened. She glanced over. Cody had a towel wrapped around his waist. Mallory blinked at the expanse of bare chest. Of course he wouldn’t have spare clothes with him. Did she have anything that might fit him?

Did she want to offer it if she did, or simply enjoy the sight of him walking around her house wearing only a towel? She was too tired to actually do anything but not too tired to enjoy the view.

“You okay?” he asked.

How long had she been staring? “Yeah. Um, you want something to drink?” At least she had the smoke as an excuse for the husky way her voice came out.

“Desperately. Water’s fine or sweet tea.”

“I was thinking about making a sandwich. Or maybe just a bowl of cereal.”

“Yeah, I could eat something. Doesn’t matter what. I don’t suppose you have any clothes that would fit me?”

“Um.” Her T-shirts would be tight on him. Very tight. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She imagined him squeezed into her yoga pants and stifled a giggle. “I have some historical costumes for men hanging on a rack in the laundry room. Help yourself.”

She got out cereal and milk and was halfway through a bowl when he returned wearing an off-white cotton work shirt and tan canvas trousers.

“Howdy, cowboy,” she said.

“I’m glad you haven’t entirely lost your sense of humor.” He leaned on the counter across from her. “It looks like my rented tux is going to be a purchased piece of trash, but at least I have my own underwear. If you don’t mind, I’ll sleep on your couch tonight. I’m too tired to walk back to Jamison House and drive home.”

Or he didn’t want to leave her alone. She wasn’t sure if she resented or appreciated that. “Okay.” She pushed the cereal and milk toward him. He filled a bowl.

She finished hers. She could barely keep her eyes open, even with the tasty sight sitting across from her. “I’m going to bed.”

“Good. Sleep as long as you can.”

Tomorrow was Sunday. No, it was already Sunday morning, past three a.m. She’d planned to sleep in after the fundraiser and then do some chores. Maybe read a book and play with the ferrets. Now she had a long new list of things to do, and if she started thinking about that, she would cry herself to sleep.

She circled the counter toward him. “Thanks for—for everything, tonight. These last few months. Even if some of it was wasted—” Her throat closed.

“Stop.” He put his hands on her arms, squeezing gently. “There’ll be time enough later to deal with everything. You don’t have to think about it tonight.”

As if thinking or not thinking was that easy. As if she could turn off the worry.

She drew in a deep breath and sighed it out. Her lungs still ached from the smoke and maybe from the grief. “If you’re still offering, I’ll take money to finish the renovation.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I’ve asked enough of the town. They came through, and it’s not fair to ask them for more.”

He leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “Don’t worry about anything right now. Just sleep.”


Chapter Twenty


When Mallory woke the next morning—and technically it was morning, a few minutes shy of noon—and staggered out into the living room, Cody was gone. She picked up the piece of paper sitting on the couch and squinted blearily.

I hope you slept well. I have things to do. Don’t panic. We’ll get through this.

Well. He probably had chores at TC’s ranch. Or maybe he wanted his own clothes. The old-fashioned Western wear was folded neatly on one end of the couch, not nearly as wrinkled as it would be if he’d slept in it. She hadn’t even thought about bedding last night, but it appeared he’d found a clean blanket from the stack she kept for the ferrets. He probably took off the costume to avoid damaging it, or for his own comfort, and slept in . . . She wouldn’t go there.

In any case, he was gone. Fine. She didn’t have to deal with making conversation before coffee, and he wouldn’t see her messy hair and bloodshot eyes. She didn’t miss him, because that would be ridiculous, and she wasn’t ridiculous.

She dropped the note and headed to the shower. She wasn’t sure if she still smelled like smoke or if she simply couldn’t get the memory out of her nose, but if nothing else, another shower would wake her up. Maybe. That might be overly optimistic.

And she wasn’t panicking. She didn’t panic. She took things seriously, some things, when it was appropriate, and she worked hard to do what needed to be done. That’s all. She’d figure out how to deal with the damage to the theater, even if it meant working on the renovation for the rest of the summer instead of launching their musical revue on Independence Day as planned. The kids would be disappointed, but they’d understand.

Had she really told Cody she’d take his money to cover the costs? Had she found the point at which she’d let someone bail her out?

She thought about it as the water ran over her body, first hot, to wake her up, and then cool, because on a humid June day, she didn’t need to get out of the shower already hot from the inside.

Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to get bailed out after this unexpected challenge. After all, she accepted donations from all kinds of people. If Cody, or the Tomlinson family, wanted to provide enough to cover all the remaining costs, why refuse? She’d wanted the town to support the renovation, and they had. She’d wanted the teens to put in the work, to feel they earned what they got, and they had. At this point, refusing Cody’s money was merely pride, or . . .

Or wanting him to know she didn’t care about his money. That she saw him for who he was, and had always been, and was becoming. That he was more than a guy whose lucky family had won the lottery.

And that was another form of pride. She wanted Cody to know she wasn’t like the women who flocked to Last Stand from Austin and San Antonio, or farther away in Houston and Dallas, or even outside the state, hoping to flatter a billionaire bachelor into falling in love with them.

She probably shouldn’t be so judgmental about those women. She’d cut ties with her father because of how judgmental he was, so it was hypocritical to throw stones. And she definitely should have more faith in Cody. If he’d thought she was after his money, he wouldn’t have asked her to be his fake girlfriend. If he’d had any illusions about her six months ago, he’d lost them when cleaning her ferret litter boxes and tolerating her short temper during finals grading. He knew her as well as she knew him, which was to say, possibly better than they each knew themselves.

After breakfast and coffee, she almost felt human. She indulged herself with twenty minutes hanging out with the ferrets. She wasn’t even surprised to note the full food dishes and water that had clearly been changed that morning. Mallory picked up Snuggle Bear and settled on the couch with him curled on her chest. Most of the ferrets woke up when you picked them up, and then they were more interested in playtime than cuddles, but Bear would often doze on her for a while. She kissed his tiny head and rubbed his cheek, pausing to give scritches to other ferrets as they crawled over her.

Finally she sighed, returned Bear to his bed, gave quick pets to every ferret she could find, and headed toward the theater. She was halfway there when she remembered that her keys were still in her bags in Cody’s car. No matter. She now knew how easy it was to jimmy open the front lock, and if that failed, she could try the broken back door.

She approached the theater, where the sun glared off the windows so brightly she squinted even with her sunglasses. Her head throbbed in response.

She reached the door and stared at the lock. The shiny, obviously brand-new lock. How had that happened?

She shook her head. It wasn’t so surprising. No doubt the entire town already knew about the fire last night. Possibly the fire chief or police chief had called someone first thing this morning to replace this lock and fix the back door.

Or Cody had. If he could get up early to do ranch chores, he’d been in better shape than she was that morning.

The door opened. Mallory jumped back.

“Oh, sweetie, come on in out of the heat.” Cody’s mother hustled Mallory into the lobby.

Mallory pulled off her sunglasses and stared. The scents of coffee and baked goods almost drowned out the smell of smoke. Mallory’s aunt Julie stood behind a long table piled with muffins and cookies.

“What—” Mallory blinked a few times and tried again. “What—”

“It’s a bake sale!” Ava beamed at her. “Cody spread the word this morning. All the churches announced it. We were so sorry to hear about the fire. I’m just glad you two are all right.”

Ava pulled Mallory into a hug. Mallory absently patted the woman’s back. The fact that Cody’s mother was hugging her, when she might very well be screaming at Mallory for dragging her son into a burning building, barely registered. She was still too confused about the bake sale.

“Practically everyone in town has been by,” Julie said, “either to buy something or to drop off more baked goods to sell or just to donate funds. We haven’t counted it, but we must have made over five hundred dollars already.”

Mallory blinked back tears. Five hundred dollars wouldn’t come close to covering the smoke damage, but it truly was the thought that counted.

“I assumed everyone would be so burned out by now—” Mallory slapped a hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean—that was not an intentional pun. What I meant to say was, I figured people had given as much as they were willing to give.”

Ava patted her arm. “Then you underestimated us. Now why don’t you go back there and make sure they’re doing things the way you want.”

Mallory finally registered the sounds drifting out from the theater. Apparently her brain was still a little slow.

“We’re giving a discount on coffee and snacks for people who are working.” Julie winked. “But you can have some for free.”

“My friends are helping Bernajean prepare a big spaghetti dinner tonight,” Ava said. “We’ll charge fifteen dollars a plate, and TC is covering the cost of ingredients, so it’s all profit for the theater.”

Mallory could only nod, give a watery smile, and hurry to the hallway where she could brush the tears out of her eyes in privacy.

The theater was a bustling hive of activity. They’d already cleared away the bonfire piles and the residue from the fire extinguishers. The retired group was back at work on the damaged panel. Could it actually be salvaged? The air still smelled of smoke, but a series of large fans pushed the air backstage. They probably had the big delivery door open back there.

Teams were scrubbing the walls. The stage already gleamed. Familiar voices came from the balcony, the chatter and laughter of her theater kids. A young man in jeans and a black shirt with a pastor’s collar led another group of teens in sprinkling white powder over the new seats. Baking soda, for odor control? The young people worked their way down the rows.

Mallory wandered through the beautiful chaos, briefly responding to greetings. She found Cody at her desk. She stopped a few feet away, and they gazed at each other.

“Hey, sleeping beauty.” He got up and came around to her. “How are you feeling?”

“On a scale of one to ten? About a million. All these people . . .”

He shrugged. “I slept for a few hours and then got up to spread the word. It was announced in every church in town. I guess that’s the advantage of a disaster on a Saturday night.”

“What was announced, exactly?”

He glanced around. “This. A work party. I’m not even sure whose idea the fundraiser was. We’ll have to get professionals to clean the upper parts of the walls and the ceilings, but a lot of this we can take care of ourselves. People are dropping off air purifiers. We’ll let those run for a few days and leave out bowls of baking soda. And if that doesn’t take care of the smoke smell, you can work a fire into a skit to explain it. It’ll be like scratch and sniff theater, no scratching required.”

Mallory chuckled. Cody looked tired, unshaven, his hair mussed, dark circles under his eyes. He was beautiful.

“I said I’d take your money,” she said. “I mean, if you were still willing to give it. You could have just written a big check and saved yourself a lot of hassle.”

“Yeah.” He dipped his head toward her with a crooked smile. “But I knew you didn’t really want the money. You wanted the whole town to do their part. So . . .” He waved an arm toward the dozens of people hard at work. “They’re involved. If you need more money than we raise, the Tomlinson fund will supply it. But don’t ever doubt that this town is behind you and believes in you.”

She was going to cry, right here in front of everyone. She blinked rapidly and rubbed at her throat. Could she blame her choked voice on last night’s smoke?

Cody glanced toward the theater aisle. “Okay, I was not expecting that.”

Mallory turned. Her father was coming slowly up the aisle, looking left and right and glowering at what he saw. Mallory turned toward the man and waited. Cody’s hand rubbed gentle circles on her back. She realized she’d crossed her arms to hug herself. She forced her shoulders to loosen and her hands to drop.

Her father stopped below the stage and scowled up at her for a moment. Then he glanced around and headed to the side, where a few steps led up to the stage. Of course he would not want to speak to her from a lower vantage. She stayed where she was until he stopped in front of her, and then she waited for him to speak.

“I heard about . . .” He glanced around. “This. I’m glad you are safe.”

Well, that was better than telling her she was ignoring a sign from God that trying to reopen the theater was sinful. Mallory was quite certain Braden was no sign from God.

Her father shuffled his feet. “I want to apologize for what I said the other day. I was not myself.”

The last time they’d spoken was at the Bluebonnet Festival. He was absolutely himself, but under the influence, which he would not see as the same thing. Arguing was pointless, especially when she had more important concerns.

“I accept your apology.”

He studied her, frowning slightly, perhaps debating whether her cool response hid other meanings. “I regret the estrangement between us. It’s not too late to mend fences.”

“Isn’t it? What would I have to do to get in your good graces again?”

He smiled. “Come back to the church. That’s a start, and we can build on it.”

“Your church? No thank you.” She glanced at the youth group cheerfully washing chairs as the young pastor encouraged them and occasionally clapped along to country music coming from an old boombox. She might be ready to try church again, but one that prioritized love, not damnation. One that celebrated joy instead of trying to suffocate it.

He took a step closer, his thick eyebrows drawn together. “A child and parent should not be divided. You and I are the only family we have.”

She looked around. Cody stood beside her, not interfering but ready to offer whatever support she needed. Carly and Hallie lurked just backstage, with twin scowls promising they were ready to fight on Mallory’s behalf. Her students, her kids, were mostly distracted by their jobs and their laughter as they worked to rebuild their dreams.

“You’re wrong,” she said. “I have a huge family. All I need. You’ll have to find your own elsewhere.” She turned and walked away, hoping he wouldn’t try to follow. Cody murmured something behind her, maybe stopping him. Mallory didn’t look back. She joined Hallie and Carly, who hugged her and fussed over her.

When she looked around again, her father was gone. Cody answered a question from the retired group and then turned toward her. Hallie gave Mallory a nudge. She hardly needed the suggestion. She stepped out to meet him mid-stage.

“Hey.” His smile was soft, his eyes gentle. “You okay? I mean, you’re amazing, but do you feel okay?”

Mallory nodded. “Today has been . . . unexpectedly wonderful. Thank you.”

“It’s all you. They’re here because they love you as much as you love them and this town. Because they believe in your dreams.”

“I hope they believe in their dreams.”

He grinned. “Okay, then, the dreams you helped give them. Speaking of which . . .” He ducked his head a little, looking almost shy. “You’ve inspired me too. I bought a bigger plane, five seats. Turns out a pilot can help people lots of ways. Getting patients where they need to go for special treatment. Taking humanitarian teams to disaster areas. Flights for sick kids and people with special needs. Flying rescued animals to adoption sites.”

“So you might have a bunch of dogs in your passenger seats?” She grinned at the image.

“Well, they’d be in crates, I think. But yeah. I might be glad for the headset muffling sound.”

“Wow.” Her heart swelled with pride, even as a little, selfish part of her wondered if he’d have time left for her, if he’d even bother to stay in Last Stand. “Sounds like you could be busy full time.”

“As much as I want to be anyway.” He shrugged. “My brothers are staying busy with ranch work. I’m about ready to be done with llama spit and ostriches pecking at me. Time to get back to what I really love, and help other people love it too. Like we talked about, I still want to take up kids to help them fall in love with flying or just to show them a different view of the world. Adults too.” He put his hand on her arm. “Your flights reminded me that plenty of grown-ups haven’t had those experiences and might enjoy them.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Did you just call me a grown-up?”

He laughed. “Right? When did we get all responsible? Well, you got there ages ago, but I’m still figuring it out. Carly’s helping with the legal side of things, so the family won’t be hurt if I screw up.”

“You’re not going to screw up. But yeah, I guess you billionaires have to worry about frivolous lawsuits.”

He gave a dramatic sigh. “Our lives are so hard.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Turn it down a notch. I’m a theater teacher. I can tell when someone is overacting.”

For a minute, they simply smiled at each other. Finally, Mallory had to ask. “Where are you going to live while you’re doing all this charity work? A bigger city, or—” She broke off, short of breath. Maybe she hadn’t gotten over the smoke inhalation yet.

Or maybe that was wishful thinking. She couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving again.

“What? No, I’ll stay here.”

She had to close her eyes for a moment as she tried to even out her breathing.

His breath caressed her ear. “Turns out everything I need and want is right here in Last Stand.”

She opened her eyes. If she turned her head, their lips could meet. Instead, she said, “I don’t want to be your fake girlfriend anymore.”

He leaned back slightly. “No?”

“I think I failed at the fake relationship thing. It hasn’t felt fake in a long time. If you thought—if you wanted someone who wouldn’t fall for you—” Her throat closed up. She shook her head rapidly. Finally she choked out, “I didn’t manage it. You’re too amazing.”

“Hey.” His hands came up to cup her face. “I thought you could tell when someone was acting.”

She couldn’t speak, but she asked the question with her eyes.

“I’ve been acting from the beginning,” he said. “Pretending all I wanted from you was a little help keeping other women away. I didn’t think you’d let me get close any other way.”

“Oh.” She had trouble processing that. “You mean . . .?”

“Yeah. It’s not fake. Hasn’t been for a while. Maybe never was.”

His arms came around her waist. Hers slid around his shoulders. She buried her face against his neck.

Clapping and cheers rose throughout the theater. Mallory suddenly realized they were on stage, in a building with surprisingly good acoustics. She chuckled against Cody’s neck.

“Whoops.” His shoulders rippled with laughter.

She leaned back enough to see his face. “Good thing we were giving up on the fake relationship, because the whole town is going to know about it now.”

“Oh, well. It’s our town. They’re our friends.” He gave her a wicked look. “How about we give them a show?”

She leaned into meet his kiss as the cheering got even louder.

The End
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