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 Sweet Southern Comfort

WELCOME TO CRICKET CREEK, KENTUCKY, BIRTHPLACE OF NOAH FALCON, Noah read as he drove his red Corvette convertible past the city-limits sign. He had won several awards as a major-league relief pitcher, but this little bit of hometown recognition never failed to bring a smile to his face. Of course, he’d never dreamed he would be returning home to audition for the community theater. His life wasn’t exactly going as planned.

Noah’s smile faded as he turned onto Main Street. The once-thriving little town was all but deserted, even on a Saturday afternoon. Several of the shops had FOR LEASE Signs in the windows, and other storefronts were looking run-down.

He supposed that the sluggish economy had taken its toll on the small river town where the locals earned a living on charter boating and tourism. He guessed that here, like everywhere else, it was difficult for the local stores and restaurants to compete with nearby suburban chains. Some of the antiques shops had survived, and he smiled when he stopped at the red light and spotted Myra’s Diner, where he had consumed many a cherry  Coke, double cheeseburger, and giant onion rings with his rowdy teammates after high school baseball games.

As Noah idled there at the light, he remembered Myra Robinson, as feisty as she was tiny, who had somehow managed to keep Noah and his cronies pretty much in line. All she had to do was raise one eyebrow in their direction and they would pipe down . . . well, at least for a minute or two. He also recalled Myra’s niece, Jessica, who had caused quite a stir when she had shown up on her aunt’s doorstep pregnant at sixteen. But free-spirited Myra lived by her own rules. She had taken her niece in and after sweet little Madison was born, she charmed the town with her mop of blond curls and big blue eyes. Noah shook his head thinking that here he was, twenty years later, auditioning for a play that Jessica’s daughter wrote. As he passed the diner he did notice that there seemed to be some construction going on inside and hoped it meant that the restaurant remained on solid ground.

“Yes!” Noah shot a celebratory fist into the air when he saw that Grammar’s Bakery, home of the best butter cookies on the planet, was still in business. “Thank God for small favors!” he said to the blue sky and then slid his sleek red car into a parking spot directly in front of the bakery. He glanced at his watch. If he was lucky they would still have a few cookies left. He unfolded his jeans-clad legs from the driver’s seat and eased his road-weary body to a standing position before stretching. At least nobody in here would poke fun at his cowboy boots or western-cut flannel shirt. It was a bit on the cool side to have the top down, but on a bright, sunshiny day like this Noah couldn’t resist. “You can take the boy out of the country . . .” he said under his breath and then grinned. Man, it felt good to be back home.

A bell jingled when Noah tugged the door open, and he had to stop in his tracks and take a deep breath of air  scented with cinnamon and yeast. “Please tell me you have some butter cookies left.”

“I think so.” A teenage girl with a pale blond lopsided ponytail glanced up from wiping the counter and gave him a bored smile.

“Sweet. I’ll take them all.” Since it was Saturday afternoon the shelves were already mostly bare, but he glanced in the glass display case and breathed a sigh of relief when he spotted a couple dozen butter cookies dotted with pastel icing. A fat cinnamon cake topped with mounds of crumble called his name, and so did a flat, crispy elephant ear. Oh, and he needed a loaf of white and a loaf of marble rye . . .

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” boomed the big voice of Mabel Grammar. She stood there with her hands on her ample hips and grinned while the double doors to the kitchen swung back and forth behind her. “Noah Falcon?”

Noah pushed his mirrored aviators up onto his head and grinned back. “The one and only.”

“No truer words were ever spoken.” Mabel laughed, causing her double chin to jiggle. “Well, aren’t you just a sight for sore eyes?” She dusted floured hands on her apron and ambled out from behind the counter.

“And so are you, Mabel,” Noah told her and gave her a big bear hug. “It sure smells good in here.” After he stepped back he noticed that the teenager’s jaw had dropped.

“Noah, this is Chrissie.”

“Uh-uh . . .”

“You mean you’re not Chrissie?” Noah asked with a grin.

“No, I mean . . . yes. Really? You’re Noah Falcon?” She stood up from her slouch and suddenly appeared less bored.

“Yep.” Although Noah bestowed his best Dr. Jesse  Drake soap-opera smile upon her, it grated a little that he wasn’t worth the time of day until she knew he was famous. He had experienced much of the same after he was no longer a major-league baseball player, and now that he had been booted off Love in the Afternoon, his net worth had taken a nosedive once again. His personal life had taken a tumble too. No one wants a has-been, only a right-now, and it was beginning to wear on him—but he kept his smile in place and gave her a wink. She was just a kid and meant no harm.

Chrissie’s eyes widened. “Dude, my mom was so upset when you got all blown up in that car wreck.”

“What?” Mabel took another step back and gave him a once-over. “What’s this about a car wreck?”

“On television,” Noah explained. He hadn’t seen his untimely death coming either, but before he could elaborate Chrissie interrupted with an excited wave of her hands.

“He plays Dr. Jesse Drake on Love in the Afternoon.” Mabel slapped her leg. “Oh, that’s right. I’m never home in the afternoon to watch.”

“You should totally TiVo it.”

“Chrissie, honey, I have no idea what in the world you’re even talkin’ about. I have a tough enough time workin’ my remote.”

“My mother never misses it,” Chrissie gushed. “She said she knew you back in high school. She said you were superhot.”

“Thanks . . . I think.”

“N-not that you aren’t now,” Chrissie quickly amended and then blushed. “You know, for an old dude.”

“Oh, Chrissie, good one,” Mabel said and slapped her leg again.

“What?” Chrissie frowned for a second, and then she said in a rush, “Oh, not old . . . old.”

“Chrissie, honey, you’d better quit while you’re  ahead.” Mabel chuckled but then pressed her lips together when Noah gave her a look. “Oh, Noah, I think you’re still cute as a button with those dimples and all.” She reached up and pinched his cheeks.

“You meant ruggedly handsome, right?”

Mabel patted his cheeks. “You betcha. Well, except you could use a shave.”

“That’s my sexy soap-opera stubble, I’ll have you know.” When he playfully arched one eyebrow and struck a pose, Chrissie whipped out her cell phone and snapped a picture. Great—he looked like a total asshat. Plus, he wanted to keep his presence here on the down low for a while. He would have asked her to delete it, but she seemed so thrilled that he didn’t have the heart.

“Camera didn’t break, did it?” Mabel asked Chrissie, who looked at her like she was one taco short of a combo.

“Miss Mabel!”

“Oh, Noah knows I’m just yanking his chain,” she said with a wink in his direction.

“My mom is gonna freak,” Chrissie announced when she looked at the picture.

Noah laughed. Although his hometown had always showered him with pride, Noah’s friends and family also made certain that he checked his ego at the door. What they didn’t know was that except when he was on the baseball field or in front of the camera, his hotshot persona was just that—an act that he wasn’t always comfortable with. He’d much rather be noshing on chili cheese fries at Myra’s Diner than eating sushi at a fancy restaurant, but if he wanted to continue with his acting career he had to keep up his over-the-top image.

“Well, now . . .” Mabel waved her hand toward the glass cases just as the bell above the door tinkled. Noah turned to see a tall, slender woman enter the bakery.  “Noah, do you see anything that strikes your fancy?” Mabel asked.

“Um . . .” Noah opened his mouth to answer but paused when the woman’s eyes widened a fraction before she pushed her rimless glasses up and sort of looked down her nose at him. Not understanding what he had done to deserve such a reaction, he tried to coax a smile from her but failed. When she abruptly turned away, Noah studied her profile, thinking that she looked a bit familiar, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He was used to getting smiles instead of snubs, and he racked his brain but came up empty.

“Well, hey there, Olivia,” Mabel said to the woman and got a warm smile in return. Her brown hair was pulled back into a tight, controlled bun, and from her creased slacks to her ironed oxford shirt everything about her screamed prim and proper. Oh . . . but she had a full, sensual mouth that was shiny with pale peach gloss, making Noah fantasize that she was wearing black lace lingerie beneath her neatly pressed pants. He could just imagine her loosening her bun and shaking her hair free . . .

“Noah?” Mabel persisted. “Have you decided what you want?”

“Yeah . . .” he answered, but cookies were no longer on his mind. “I have.”

When he failed to elaborate, Mabel shook her head and turned to Olivia. “What brings you in today?”

“Do you have any butter cookies left?” Olivia asked hopefully. Like her appearance, her voice seemed all business but possessed an unexpected throaty edge along with a hint of the South.

“I believe we do,” Mabel answered and then glanced at Chrissie.

“Um, Miss Lawson, I’m afraid that Dr. Jesse Drake, I mean, Noah, um, Mr. Falcon already spoke for them.”

“Oh,” she said in a disappointed tone and glanced down into the glass case.

When she licked her bottom lip Noah heard himself say, “I’ll share them with you.”

“Thanks . . . but no,” Olivia replied in a gracious but not overly friendly tone. She smiled, but it was a tight little smile that matched her tight little bun. By rights Noah should have been totally put off.

But he wasn’t. Not even a little.

Women young and old usually fawned all over him. He never quite understood it, but he had come to expect it, and Olivia Lawson’s snooty attitude intrigued him.

“Put her cookies on my bill,” Noah said firmly to Chrissie.

“I appreciate your kind offer.” Olivia inclined her head at him and bestowed another tight smile upon him. “Truly. But that won’t be necessary.”

Noah glanced at Chrissie and then back at Olivia. “I insist.” He gave her a megawatt smile that had never failed him.

Until now.

Olivia’s chin came up a notch and a delicate eyebrow arched above her glasses. “No . . . but thank you,” she said smoothly but firmly, like Southern Comfort sliding over cracked ice.

Noah realized that Mabel and Chrissie were looking back and forth at them like a tennis match, which caused his competitive nature to rise to the occasion. But he had to wonder why Olivia Lawson had such a bur up her butt anyway. Again, her name sounded familiar and yet he still couldn’t place her. Okay, the ball was in his court, so he smacked it. “In fact, you may have them all. I suddenly have a craving for cinnamon cake instead.”

“I wouldn’t dream of denying you the cookies, Mr. Falcon. I eat them all the time. I’m sure it’s been a while since you’ve had one.”

“Sad but true. Ah . . . and as I recall they simply melt in your mouth, don’t they?”

Olivia’s cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. “Yes, and I hope you enjoy your treat.”

“But I’ll be in Cricket Creek for a while, so I can part with them. Chrissie, give Miss Lawson the cookies.”

Chrissie stood behind the counter with a white bag and a tissue paper in her hand and eyed them uncertainly until Mabel stepped in. “Oh, for pity’s sake! Chrissie, divide the cookies between the two of them. They’re on the house.”

“Mabel, no!” Olivia fisted her hands on her hips and looked at Noah as if he had just committed a crime, when all he was trying to do was be a nice guy.

What’s up with this chick, anyway?

“In fact, I’ve changed my mind. I’ll take the elephant ear. And a carton of chocolate milk.” When Chrissie opened her mouth to protest, Olivia pressed her lips together and silenced her with the raise of one hand.

“Okay, Miss Lawson,” Chrissie said and bent her head to her task.

“Thank you,” Olivia replied more gently, but she appeared a bit flustered. “How is your essay coming along, Chrissie?”

Chrissie sighed with the drama of a teenager. “Okay, I guess. But I won’t lie. I hate it.”

“Writing a good essay is the key to doing well in college. Just remember to back up your thesis. Rough draft is due on Tuesday.”

Chrissie nodded glumly. “I know.”

“So, you’re a teacher at Cricket Creek High School?” Noah tilted his head in question.

“Yes, English and drama,” she answered and then looked at him a bit expectantly. There was something here he wasn’t getting and he was dying to know just what, but she turned her head, dismissing him. He heard  Mabel chuckle and looked her way, but she tried to disguise her mirth with a cough and then straightened up some loaves of bread.

Noah turned his attention back to Olivia, who accepted the white paper bag along with the carton of milk with a smile. For some reason the image of Miss Prim and Proper eating the big, flat, sticky elephant ear and washing it down with chocolate milk from the carton struck him as funny, but he wisely kept his amusement to himself, something he normally didn’t do.

“You know I’m always willing to stay after school and help or you can e-mail me. Don’t hesitate. Okay, Chrissie?”

“I won’t,” Chrissie replied. “Thanks, Miss Lawson.”

“You’re welcome. See you on Monday,” Olivia said and turned to leave.

“Thanks for stopping in, Olivia,” Mabel said and was rewarded with another warm smile. Noah, however, got a brief polite nod as she breezed past him, leaving behind a sultry floral scent that was even more enticing than the aroma of baking bread.

Noah watched her walk out the door and then moved to the side and angled his head past a wedding cake in the front display window. He watched Olivia pause and glance at his Corvette, raise her chin, and then sashay across the street. “What? She hates sports cars? Come on, it’s an American classic.”

“She drives a hybrid,” Chrissie explained.

“Figures,” Noah mumbled but then watched her until she was out of sight.

“Somebody sure is smitten,” Mabel observed in a deep singsong voice.

“Uh . . . ye-ah,” Chrissie echoed with a head bop. “Wait. What is ‘smitten’?”

Noah turned around to face two smiling women. “I’m not smitten. I’m . . . perplexed.”

“I think you mean intrigued,” Mabel commented and widened her eyes when Noah gave her a look. She waved her hands in the air as she took a step back. “I’m just sayin’.”

“Am I wrong or does the woman dislike me for no apparent reason?” He looked from Mabel to Chrissie.

Chrissie nibbled on the inside of her cheek and wiggled her shoulders back and forth while in thought. She suddenly stopped and pointed at him. “Maybe you knew her, like, you know, when you lived here?”

Noah rubbed his chin. “Olivia Lawson . . . ? Doesn’t ring a bell, but then again, I was drafted into baseball when I was eighteen. I’ve been away for a long time.” He shook his head. “And my life before that was pretty much consumed with baseball too,” he said, more to himself than to them, but it was true. Everyone thought he lived a charmed life, but it wasn’t without cost, lately leading him to behavior he wasn’t proud of. He hoped that coming home would heal him in more ways than one. “Mabel, has Olivia lived here all her life?”

“Far as I know. She’s around thirty-five or -six and you’re what—thirty-eight?”

Noah nodded.

“So you would have gone to high school together,” Chrissie said thoughtfully. “I bet Miss Lawson was a total nerd-ball and you were this hot athlete. Like in the movie She’s All That. She was probably secretly in love with you. My mom said all the girls were.”

Mabel rolled her eyes. “Do not egg him on.” “Hmm . . .” he mused and then mumbled, “Olivia Lawson. Olivia . . .” He snapped his fingers. “Livie Lawson?”

Mabel shook her head. “She doesn’t go by that anymore, but she was called Livie as a kid.”

Chrissie looked at him with interest. “So you do remember her?”

“Oh, yeah.” Noah closed his eyes and nodded. “Chrissie,  keep a few cookies out for me, but gather the rest of them up and tie the box with a pretty ribbon.” He paused and then said, “No, wait—do the same with the cinnamon cake.”

“Uh-oh. What did you do? Stand her up for the prom?” Mabel asked.

Noah winced and then raked his fingers through his hair. “Well, no, it’s not quite that bad . . . but not exactly that good either. It’s all coming back to me now.”

“Are you going to tell us?” Chrissie asked with a little bounce.

“No. Sorry, Chrissie, but wish me luck, okay?”

“Okay,” she replied but gave him a disappointed pout.

“Mabel, do you know where I might find her?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. Remember Jessica Robinson from down at the diner?”

Noah smiled when he pictured the golden blond beauty with amazing amber eyes. “Oh, yeah.”

“Well, her daughter, Madison, wrote an award-winning play, and the Cricket Creek Community Theater is putting it on for the summer run.”

“I know all about it,” Noah replied.

“Really? How?” Mabel asked.

“I’m here to audition for the lead.”

Mabel and Chrissie exchanged a look.

“What?” Noah asked.

“Oh, boy.” Mabel turned to Chrissie. “Give the man a cookie. He’s gonna need it.”
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 A Cold Blast from the Past

Olivia stomped into the Cricket Creek Community Center and sat down on a folding chair so hard that the legs tipped sideways. With a little yelp she righted herself and managed to rescue her milk, but her elephant ear fell to the tile floor with a plop. “Oh . . . f-fudge!”

Madison looked up from her script and grinned. “For a second I thought you were going to drop the f-bomb. I should have known better.”

“Cursing is a sign of a bad vocabulary,” Olivia commented, reaching down for the bag.

“Then at least come up with something more creative than ‘fudge.’ ”

“Duly noted,” Olivia agreed as she opened the milk carton and inserted the small straw.

Madison leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. “So, what’s got your Hanes Her Way in a wad?”

“How’d you know I wear those?”

Madison scrunched up her nose. “Just a guess. So tell me.”

“Noah Falcon,” she answered tightly and broke off a piece of elephant ear. “Want some?”

“Thanks.” Madison accepted the offer and then tilted  her head to the side, causing her long, curly blond hair to slide over her shoulder. “Wait.” Her big blue eyes widened. “How did you know about Noah Falcon? I’ve been dying to tell you, but I was told to keep it hush-hush.”

“Hmm?” Olivia washed down her bite of crunchy goodness and then frowned. “Know what?”

Madison glanced left and right. “Noah Falcon is reading for the male lead,” Madison told her in a high-pitched whisper. “Isn’t that exciting?”

“What?” Olivia leaned forward. “No way!”

“Yes,” Madison said with a smile but then shook her head. “Wait—you didn’t mean that in a good way, did you?”

“Not so much . . .”

Her smile faded. “I don’t get it. Noah Falcon will bring attention to my play and warm bodies into the seats, Olivia. He’s a professional. This is amazing news. I thought you’d be over the moon. The man is famous, not to mention smokin’ hot.” She leaned back and fanned her face.

“Madison, have you seen him act?”

“Well, no, but—”

“He’s a baseball player, not an actor.” Olivia peered at Madison over her glasses and then removed them. She only needed them for reading but was always forgetting to take them off. “I’m certain that Noah Falcon got the job on Love in the Afternoon for his looks, not his talent.”

“Um, Olivia . . .” Madison tilted her head with a look of warning, but Olivia was on a roll and wouldn’t be shushed.

“Sure, he’s eye candy and his mug would look good plastered on a poster,” Olivia continued hotly, ignoring Madison’s wide eyes and shaking head, “but he would never do your warm and witty play justice.”

“We don’t really know that,” Madison insisted, with  a little eye-roll-slight-nodding gesture. “In fact, I’m sure he’s going to be amazing.”

Olivia snorted. “Yeah, right, he—” She stopped short when Madison gave her a hard nudge beneath the table. Oh . . . no. Olivia’s heart started beating in rapid alarm. She swallowed and then mouthed, “He’s standing right behind me, isn’t he?”

Madison gave her a short, choppy nod.

“Well, now,” began a deep, silky voice that added even more heat to Olivia’s already hot blush, “maybe, just maybe, there’s more to me than meets the eye.”

Olivia shifted in her seat and slowly turned to see Noah Falcon leaning one shoulder against the doorframe. Scuffed cowboy boots were crossed at the ankles, and a white bakery box with a pretty ribbon dangled from his fingers. “How long have you been standing there eavesdropping?”

“Olivia!” Madison whispered, but Olivia was fixated on Noah.

“Hey . . .” He straightened up and pointed over his shoulder. “The sign out front says that this is the community center. I’m part of the community and the door was open.”

Olivia arched one eyebrow. “You haven’t been part of this community for a very long time.”

“Well, now.” His slow grin did funny things to Olivia’s stomach. “I’m back.” He set the box on the table. “And I come bearing gifts.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t want your cookies?” she sputtered, but then she looked at Madison with embarrassment. She needed to get herself under control and present herself as a professional. She inhaled sharply and folded her hands together. Losing her composure was totally out of character for her and she didn’t like it one bit. “But thank you for bringing them,” she added in a nearly calm manner. Madison,  thank goodness, didn’t appear upset. In fact, she had a slight grin on her face. Weird . . .

“I thought you might say that.” Noah pushed the box closer. “So I didn’t bring cookies.”

“Oh.” Olivia was curious but feigned indifference. She glanced at Madison and couldn’t understand why she looked like she had just won the lottery. Noah Falcon was the devil in disguise, and Olivia wasn’t about to let him ruin Madison’s wonderful play with an uncaring attitude and subpar acting.

“Excuse me.” With her smile intact, Madison stood up and extended her hand. “I’m Madison Robinson.”

Noah grasped Madison’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Well, as an adult. I remember you as a child. But, listen, I really enjoyed reading Just One Thing. I laughed at your insight into the human condition, especially between men and women. You have a lot of knowledge for someone so young.”

Madison smiled. “Thank you. My mother always said I was an old soul. I never really understood what she meant until recently. But, as you know, I spent my early childhood in Myra’s Diner. From the playpen on, my entertainment was watching people. While my mom and aunt ran the business, I sat with coloring books and toys, but my favorite thing to do was to simply observe. I always found it fascinating.” She looked from Noah to Olivia and then chuckled softly. “Still do,” she admitted.

Olivia lifted one shoulder in question and wondered what she’d done that was so amusing. She got that a lot.

“Thanks for coming into town to audition. I was very excited when your agent called me. He sent me a head shot and résumé.”

“No thanks necessary. I’m glad to have a reason to come home, if only for a while. I know that I have been gone for a long time, but I still think of Cricket Creek as  my hometown, and the people here have always been supportive of me.”

Olivia barely refrained from rolling her eyes. He sounded so sincere . . . Maybe he was a better actor than she gave him credit for.

Madison tilted her head to the side. “Well, I’m flattered that someone of your caliber would want to audition for a small production like ours.”

“Thanks, Madison. I’m looking forward to the opportunity.”

What? Olivia raised her eyebrows at Madison, but the young playwright’s focus was on Noah. So he had a few commercials, a couple of bit parts, and two years on a soap opera. Big deal! Okay, so she taped Love in the Afternoon and watched it every evening while eating her dinner. It wasn’t like she cared about the silly story line or watching Noah play Dr. Jesse Drake. It was just something to do while she ate dinner. Although she had to admit that she hadn’t seen Dr. Jesse Drake getting blown to pieces coming and, okay, maybe she shed a tear or two. But while Noah Falcon possessed a certain amount of charisma, his acting left a lot to be desired. Madison might be flattered that a television actor was auditioning, but she was about to be disappointed. Olivia couldn’t wait to see the look on Noah Falcon’s smug face when he failed to land the part. Filling the auditorium was only half the battle.

“Hey, if I can give back to Cricket Creek by generating some excitement and attention to your play, then I’m happy to do it.” He smiled. “Well, I just wanted to pop in and introduce myself. I’ll be back for the open casting call.”

Madison shook her head. “There’s no need. You’ve got the part.”

“What?” Olivia squeaked. “But, Madison, don’t you want him to audition?”

“I have a monologue memorized,” Noah offered.

Madison waved a dismissive hand. “That’s not necessary.”

“Madison,” Olivia insisted, “don’t you at least want him to read with me? You have some sides picked out. Let’s do a couple of them.”

Noah frowned. “Sides?” He looked at Olivia for help, but she remained stubbornly silent.

Madison gave Olivia a “What’s up with you?” look and then said to Noah, “Scenes I handpicked from the script to read.” She grinned. “Were you thinking green beans or mashed potatoes?”

Noah laughed. “Well, I am getting hungry. I can’t wait to eat at your aunt’s diner. I’ve eaten all over the country and there aren’t any onion rings or bacon cheeseburgers that compare to Myra’s.” He glanced at Olivia. “Or cookies from Grammar’s. Right, Olivia?”

“I haven’t eaten all over the country, but if I had to guess I’d say you’re right,” Olivia answered honestly and then stood up. “That’s another important reason we need for this play to be a success. Myra’s and Grammar’s are holding on for now, but we’ve got to bring in some tourists this summer. A lot is riding on the play’s success.”

Noah folded his arms across his broad chest. “And you don’t think I will take this seriously.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Sure you did, between the lines. You think I haven’t changed.”

Noah took a step toward her, crowding her personal space. But instead of backing down, Olivia put her index finger in the middle of his chest. “If the shoe fits . . .” she said—and then she didn’t know where she got the nerve, but she angled her head and gave him a little poke—“wear it.”

“Hmm . . . that was a bit trite for an English tutor.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed?” Her heart beat faster when she realized that he did remember her from high school, when she’d tutored him—no, make that attempted to tutor him—in English so he could play baseball. What he’d really wanted was for her to do the work for him, but she had refused and made him actually study. “Because I’m not.”

“Surely you can be more creative than that, Miss Lawson,” he taunted softly and inched even closer. To her credit, she stood her ground, but she hated that Noah Falcon still had the ability to make her weak in the knees.

Though she’d rather eat chalk than let him know it.

“I wanted to stay on your playing field,” she countered, with much more moxie than she felt. She heard Madison gasp and knew she needed to back it down, but her mouth was taking on a life of its own.

“My playing field? Did you forget I was in the major leagues?”

“You’re on my turf now.” Oh, wow, did she really say that?

He arched one eyebrow. “Maybe I was paying more attention to you than you thought.” Noah looked down at her finger and then slowly back at her face. His eyes settled on her lips, making Olivia have the insane urge to fist her hands in his shirt and pull him in for a long, hot kiss. Crazy! Some of what she was thinking must have shown in her expression because his gaze lingered, as if daring her to do it. “Ever think of that?”

“No, and just maybe I wasn’t paying as much attention to you as you thought,” she replied, but her breathless voice lacked any real bite and gave her away. Fudge! “Ever think of that?” She tried to add an edge to her tone while tapping her cheek as if in thought. “Mmm, I’m thinking . . . no.”

“Really, now? Somebody’s got a chip on her shoulder.”

“And somebody has a big head.” Oh, she really needed to shut her mouth!

“Ah . . . Miss Lawson, trite again.”

She ground her teeth. “But oh so true.”

“If you say so.” He gave her a lazy grin that somehow infuriated her. She’d never poked or shoved anyone in her life, but suddenly she wanted to give Noah Falcon a hard push, stomp away, and slam the door, leaving him standing there staring after her. She shot him a glare that always quelled her rowdy students, but he had the nerve to chuckle. Okay, now she really wanted to kiss him . . . No, wait—shove him. Hard. Kiss him and then shove him . . . Yeah, that would be the ticket.

And so she did. Well, shove him, anyway.

To her delight his eyes widened a fraction, but it was like shoving a brick wall—he barely budged, making her want to try again, and she was considering it when Madison suddenly applauded, capturing the attention of both of them.

“See, now, that’s what I’m talking about,” Madison announced with a smile.

“What?” Noah and Olivia asked simultaneously, turning to face the happy little playwright.

Madison stood there beaming and then raised her hands into the air. “You two have explosive chemistry. You are Ben and Amy in Just One Thing. Amazing! I don’t have to look any further.” She wiggled her shoulders and did a little jig. “Olivia, I’ve never seen you lose your cool!”

“You’ve never seen me pushed over the limit.” Olivia narrowed her eyes at Noah.

“It was fairly easy,” he replied in a bored tone, but his eyes were full of humor.

“I know! And it’s awesome!” Madison gushed. “Olivia,  I was wondering if you would be able to bring the emotion needed to Amy’s character.”

“You were?” Olivia asked with a little frown and tried not to feel offended. But then again, like her mother and aunt Myra, Madison wasn’t one to pull any punches. “Seriously? I studied theater at Cooper College and I was a barnie for years.”

“A Barney?” Noah asked. “You look more like a Fred.”

“Very funny. I was referring to performing in regional summer stock while school was out,” she explained and was proud that she kept from rolling her eyes. “The plays were originally performed in barns, so the actors were called barnies,” she continued in her best schoolteacher tone.

“Is there going to be a quiz at the end of this conversation?” Noah asked. “Because I haven’t been taking notes.”

“Wow, that’s a shocker,” Olivia shot back, but when he laughed she had a difficult time not laughing with him. She pressed her lips together and arched an eyebrow for good measure. “Lucky for you, no.”

“Phew.” When Noah swiped his hand across his forehead, Olivia could barely suppress her grin. Like all great athletes, he had a touch of arrogance, but she somehow got the impression that despite his success Noah Falcon didn’t take himself too seriously. She had to admire him for going after what he wanted in life instead of running scared like she always seemed to do.

Olivia suddenly thought of the box beneath her bed full of playbills, rave reviews, and acting offers left unaccepted for reasons she had recently begun not to regret exactly but at least to question. Chasing her dream would have meant leaving her father all alone, and she couldn’t stand the thought. But sometimes she wondered what it would have been like to give it a shot. She sighed and looked down at her feet.

“Hey, Olivia,” Madison said, “Cooper College has a well-respected fine arts curriculum. I’ve seen you in several local productions, so I know you’re a great actress, but still . . . you’re always so put together that I wondered if you had the fight in you to play Amy.” She fisted her upturned hands and shook them. “You do! Oh, this is fantastic! Thanks, Noah!”

“I guess all I needed was someone who could bring out the worst in me,” Olivia commented when Noah stood there looking so darned smug. She was glad neither of them knew what she was really thinking.

He tossed his head and laughed. “I’m more than happy to do my part.”

Olivia leaned one hip against the edge of the table and gave him a stern look. “I certainly hope so, because like we said, there’s a lot riding on this production. Its success means so much to this community, not to mention that Madison has written a gem of a play. You really do need to take this seriously, Noah.”

Olivia was expecting a flippant response but was surprised when his grin slipped and a shadow crossed his features. He looked at her for a long, silent moment, and she caught a glimpse of vulnerability that he was quick to mask. “I will,” he answered simply. “You have my word.”

Olivia felt a guilty pang wash over her. Had she really hurt his feelings? The thought disturbed her. “Noah . . .” she began, “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t worry about it,” he interrupted. The cocky grin returned, but this time she wasn’t really buying his attitude. “Madison, it was a pleasure and an honor. I need to go and get settled in at the place I’m renting and then head to Myra’s for a cheeseburger. Call me when rehearsals begin.”

“I will,” Madison replied with a smile.

“Olivia.” Noah gave her a polite but somewhat distant  nod that bothered her as well, but before she could think of anything more to say, he turned and walked out of the room.

“You can quit staring at the door. He’s gone,” Madison said.

Olivia abruptly turned to face her. “Okay, what just happened there? Do you have a clue?”

Madison nodded slowly. “Maybe . . .”

Olivia’s heart was pounding hard, but she inhaled a deep breath and attempted to appear calm. “So, are you going to enlighten me?”

Madison pressed her lips together and said, “No. This is something between you and Noah Falcon.”

“There isn’t anything between me and Noah Falcon but friction,” Olivia insisted. “Explosive chemistry?” She rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.”

“Explosive chemistry. Sexual tension,” Madison said with a slow shake of her curly head. “Call it what you want.” Her eyes danced with delight. “But you two have it in spades.”

“We do not! We are like . . . like oil and water, for goodness’ sakes.”

“Right . . . Wow, for someone who has always been a notorious matchmaker you sure are clueless when it comes to yourself, Olivia. Oh, and are you going to tell me about your past with Noah?”

“We don’t have a past,” Olivia sputtered but felt her cheeks grow warm.

“Really?” Madison untied the ribbon on the white box and opened the lid. “Coulda fooled me.” Unable not to, Olivia peeked over Madison’s shoulder. “Oh, cinnamon cake. One of your favorites, if I’m not mistaken?” She plucked a hunk of cinnamon crumble off the cake and popped it into her mouth. “So there’s no past? That’s not the vibe I was getting.”

Olivia plopped down on a folding chair and tossed  back a swig of her chocolate milk as if it was something stronger. “Well, unless you consider nerdy-tutor-hot-athlete unrequited love a past.” She shook her head. “Classic.”

Madison sat up straighter. “So you were in love with Noah Falcon?”

She snorted. “Every girl at Cricket Creek High School was in love with Noah Falcon. It was a silly high school crush and . . .”

“And what?”

“Nothing! Can we change the subject?”

Madison laughed.

“What?”

“Girl, you need to loosen up and let your hair down.”

Olivia looked at her young friend for a long, thoughtful moment.

“I know . . . trite. Must be in the water tonight.”

Olivia narrowed her eyes and then tilted her head at Madison. Her heart pounded when she had a sudden lightbulb moment. “Yes, but you know what?”

“No, but judging by the look of wonder on your face, I’m about to find out. I don’t know if you could surprise me more than you already did today, but give it a go.”

“Madison, I’m sorry. I was rude.”

“A little. But you know me. I think it’s better to speak your mind, and you did get a lot of things out in the open.”

“You’re right.”

“I know. Look, I’m thrilled that Noah Falcon is here, but the last thing we need is a prima donna who thinks he simply needs to show up. You were right to call him out.”

“No, I mean about me.” Olivia reached back and started tugging the band from her bun. “Ouch,” she mumbled and pulled harder.

“Olivia, what in the world are you doing?”

“You are absolutely right,” she repeated firmly. “In fact, I couldn’t agree with you more and it’s about doggone time.” She tossed the band over her shoulder. “There!”

“Um, I meant letting your hair down figuratively?”

“I realize that.” Olivia raked her fingers through her hair and shook the long tresses free. “But this is a symbolic start to a new . . . me.” She smiled bravely, but her lips trembled slightly, ruining the effect.

“Oh, Olivia . . .” Madison stood up when Olivia’s eyes filled with unshed tears. “What’s going on with you?”

“I’m not sure,” Olivia answered more to herself than to Madison. “Hormones?” She gazed down at the floor for a moment, then back up at Madison.

Madison put her hands on Olivia’s shoulders. “Hey, I was only teasing about letting your hair down. I should learn to keep my big mouth shut. We could all learn from the exemplary manner in which you conduct yourself.”

“Yes, but pretty stuffy and boring.” Olivia sniffed, but then arched an eyebrow. “Except perhaps tonight,” she added in a small voice.

Madison grinned. “Well, yeah, no argument there,” she admitted and squeezed Olivia’s shoulders.

Olivia put her cool palms to her warm cheeks. “I poked the man in the chest! What was I thinking?”

“You weren’t thinking, Olivia. You were feeling.”

Olivia groaned. Was she ever!

“But, hey, for the record, I love this new spunk you’re suddenly showing!” Madison rose up on tiptoe and gave Olivia a hard hug. “And you know how much I value your friendship.”

“Thank you, Madison. I am so glad that you and your mother have moved back from Chicago,” she told her as she returned the hug.

Madison grinned. “I am too . . . but don’t tell my  mother. It would take the fun out of complaining about missing the city all the time.”

Olivia laughed, but when she pulled back she glanced at the wall clock and suddenly remembered who was due to arrive any minute.

“Oh, no . . .” Madison commented. “I know that look. What’s going on, Olivia?”

“Promise me you’re not going to be angry about this thing I might have done.” Olivia held her thumb and index finger an inch apart and then mouthed, “Little thing.”

“Might have?” Madison took a step back and looked up at Olivia.

“Well, okay, did. But before you say anything just hear me out, okay?”

“You know me—but I’ll try.” Madison took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay, lay it on me.”
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