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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Swearing under his breath, Marsh McLintock paced in front of Wagon Train’s historic church, its coat of fresh white paint gleaming in the afternoon sun, the steeple lifting toward a cloudless blue Montana sky. Perfect weather for Ella Bradley’s big day.

      And the groom was late.

      Marsh was ready to throttle him. Warner’s flight had landed in Missoula two hours ago. According to Marsh’s phone app, traffic on the 93 was moving just fine. Zero accidents. If Warner had missed the plane or had a snafu getting a rental car, wouldn’t he have texted Ella?

      But she’d heard nothing, so she’d asked him to come outside and watch for the guy. Marsh was only too glad to do it. He’d use his twenty seconds of privacy with the inconsiderate jerk to blast him for leaving a whole bunch of folks, including his bride, twiddling their thumbs.

      His heart ached for her. She’d been so excited about this wedding. The short engagement had fit her schedule perfectly since she’d be back to teaching in September.

      Planning the event on short notice hadn’t been easy, but she’d relished every minute. He should know. He’d helped her with most of it. Warner had claimed he was too busy building up his insurance agency.

      With her folks on a long-awaited dream trip through Europe and her sister Faye committed to a Shakespeare summer festival in Seattle, Marsh had been the logical backup. He and Ella had been buddies since kindergarten.

      He’d been secretly relieved when Warner had waltzed down to Florida for a month of sales training. Working with Ella was easier when her fiancé wasn’t around.

      They’d had everything running like clockwork until Warner announced he couldn’t leave Florida until this morning. Nobody would be available to pick him up at the airport, so he’d have to hire a rental, but he’d said that was fine. Supposedly he needed the time in Miami to finalize a big insurance deal.

      Ella had defended his choice, so Marsh had kept his mouth shut But this… being late and not bothering to communicate… there was no excuse.

      “Marsh.” Faye hurried out of a side door in her teal maid-of-honor dress. She’d inherited her mom’s brunette hair while Ella was a blonde like her dad.

      “Did he text?”

      “Not yet, and⁠—”

      “Damn it, Faye. He’d better be unconscious in a ditch somewhere. Otherwise, he’s the most inconsiderate⁠—”

      “Inconsiderate doesn’t even begin to cover it.” She handed over her phone. “Take a look at this.”

      He glanced at the image. Then he studied it more closely. A dark-haired woman in a bikini was plastered against a blond guy in swim trunks kissing him for all she was worth. While taking a selfie. “Please tell me that’s not⁠—”

      “Sure is. There are more where you can ID him, but this is the most blatant clinch. She posted them on her page an hour ago.”

      His stomach cramped. “Who is she?”

      “Her name’s Dinah. Lives in Miami and works for the same insurance company as Warner. I’ve been following her online ever since he made some reference to her on his page about three weeks ago. He wouldn’t dare post something like this, but she did. Fortunately she didn’t tag him, so only her contacts will see it.”

      “You haven’t shown Ella?”

      “I wanted you to be with me when I do.”

      “Maybe they were just fooling around. Maybe⁠—”

      “And maybe she’s the reason he delayed coming back until today.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      She met his gaze. “I think we do. Tell me the truth. Didn’t you peg him as a weasel from the get-go?”

      “Yes, ma’am, but I hoped I was⁠—”

      “Me, too, but we weren’t wrong.”

      “There’s still a chance this could be explained.”

      “But he won’t have to if we don’t show her the picture. We need to do it now or never.”

      “Then now it is.” He sucked in a breath and handed back her phone. “If it’s a misunderstanding, he can explain when he gets here.”

      “Wanna bet it’s not a misunderstanding?”

      “I want it to be.” He followed her to the side door of the church. “She loves him. She believes in him. She⁠—”

      “She’s gullible. We both know that. And he’s a smooth talker. Great salesman. That’s why he’s attracted the attention of the big brass. Ella would make the perfect corporate wife, so he⁠—”

      “She won’t thank us, Faye.”

      “I know. I can take it.”

      His body tightened, as if bracing for a blow. “Me, too. But I hate this for her.” He caught her arm before they reached the door. “Wait. Who’s in there with her?”

      “Just Mom and Brit, unless someone else popped in after I left.”

      “Did you tell either of them you were watching this woman’s posts?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone. What if I was wrong? But when I saw this one I came straight out here to get you. She’ll take the news better if you’re there.”

      “We should probably ask her to step out of the room instead of showing it to her in front of your mom and Brit.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let me see the picture again. If we stir things up and it turns out to be a joke or no big deal, I’ll feel like a⁠—”

      “Let me show you the rest. The relationship is pretty clear.” She tapped on her phone. “Oh, hell, she’s put up another one — the two of them cuddling on a beach towel. And she tagged him.” She scrolled backward. “She edited the other ones and tagged him there, too. Maybe she forgot before.”

      He looked over her shoulder and his gut clenched. “In other words, she wants his contacts to see these.”

      “Specifically, Ella.”

      “We’d better get in there.” He reached for the door.

      “Looks like revenge. Like he led her along and at the last minute announced he was getting married.”

      “That would be cold.” He followed Faye inside.

      “But it would explain—” She was cut off by Ella’s cry of dismay. “She just saw it.”

      Damn.

      The hall door flew open and Ella charged out, holding up the skirt of her wedding dress, her blue eyes wide with shock. “Marsh! Oh, my God, is he here yet? This can’t be happening! He wouldn’t— I can’t believe⁠—”

      “Maybe it’s a bad joke.” Marsh closed the distance between them and took her by the shoulders. The white lace under his palms disoriented him. She never wore lacey stuff.

      “More like a mean joke.” She was breathing hard. “She altered those pictures. I’m sure she did.”

      “Easy enough these days.” Her mom, nearly as tall as her daughters, hurried out of the room, fire in her eyes. “What an awful thing to do.”

      Brit stepped out from behind Ella’s mom. She barely came up to Liz Bradley’s shoulder, even with her dark hair in a bridesmaid’s updo. “I’m guessing she came on to him and he turned her down, so this is how she⁠—”

      “Oh, here he is.” Liz gestured toward the open side door. “Thank goodness you’ve arrived, Warner. I’m afraid you’re the victim of a social media attack.”

      Marsh let go of Ella and turned as Warner stepped inside.

      “Social media’s so jacked up. You can’t believe anything you see on there.” Ella’s fiancé didn’t look so good. He’d been attacked, all right, but social media wouldn’t have left a big puffy bruise on his cheek. “Hey, everybody!” His attempt to pull off a hearty smile didn’t go well. His wince of pain was obvious. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Marsh figured he’d stopped along the way to buy makeup, but it couldn’t disguise the damage. His bloodshot eyes looked like the result of a long, boozy night, followed by a hard slap by an enraged woman.

      “Warner, honey, you’re hurt.” Ella went to him. “What happened, sweetheart? Was there a brawl on the plane?”

      “Um, yeah, exactly. Don’t know what this world is coming to. Just give me a minute to change into my duds and we’ll do this thing. Your dress is lovely, Ella.”

      Marsh exchanged a glance with Faye. She looked ready to strangle Warner with her bare hands. He mouthed I’ve got this. He’d offer to help Warner change. And get the truth out of the bastard by whatever means necessary. There would be no wedding today if he had anything to say about it.

      “I hope the ceremony won’t be too much stress after what you’ve been through.” Ella gently stroked his cheek, the undamaged one.

      “It’s nothing compared to the stress of postponing it, my love. You’re my heart, my soul.”

      Marsh wanted to barf.

      “Okay, then.” Ella smiled. “It’s not like we could easily take a raincheck. Thank you for soldiering on…” She paused and her fingers trailed to his open collar. Drawing it aside, she gasped. Then she slowly lifted her gaze to his. “You have a hickey.” She said it calmly, almost conversationally.

      “I do? That can’t be right. You know, when I was taking a shower this morning, the shampoo bottle fell and caught me on the neck. I’ll bet that’s what⁠—”

      “Shut up, Warner.” Her voice quivered with fury. “I’m not stupid. You didn’t get hit by a shampoo bottle.”

      “Okay, so a cocktail waitress got a little too friendly.”

      “Is her name Dinah, by chance?”

      “Who’s Dinah?”

      Faye shoved her phone in front of his face. “Allow me to introduce you.”

      His eyes widened. “Um…”

      “That showed up on my phone, too.” Ella’s blue eyes glittered. “I thought it was a prank.”

      “Which it is, my love. Just a stupid prank. That’s all it⁠—”

      “And the hickey? Is that part of the prank, too?”

      “Like I said⁠—”

      “There was no brawl on the plane, was there?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Just how dumb do you think I am?”

      His expression turned sheepish. “Oh, c’mon, Ella. You know how guys are. One last fling before we tie the knot. Means nothing. It’s traditional to⁠—”

      “Did your friend Dinah know she was part of this grand old male tradition? Judging from that ginormous bruise, I think not.”

      “Oh, she knew, all right.” He switched from jovial to accusatory. “Hell, I was only there for a month. If she made assumptions, that’s on her. I had temporary written all over me.”

      “And guess what’s written all over you now, Warner? Here’s a hint. It’s a body part that starts with A and ends with E.”

      “You’re upset, sweetheart. I can see that. Let’s just get through the ceremony and then we’ll have a heart-to-heart. We’ll work it out. Every couple has their ups and⁠—”

      “Are you freaking kidding me? I would rather marry our famous wooden buffalo than you, Warner Stapleton the Third!”

      “Ella, please. We can⁠—”

      “The wedding won’t be happening, but the reception will, and you’re not invited!”

      “Aw, Ella, baby. Don’t be this way.”

      “Suck it, Warner.” She turned to her mom and paused to clear her throat. “I’m willing to announce the change in plans to our guests, but it might be less dramatic if you and Dad handled that. Meanwhile the four of us will head over to the Buffalo.”

      “We can do that, honey.” Liz gave her a quick hug. “You kids go on and get situated. We’ll be along.”

      “My truck’s right out front.” Marsh pulled his keys from his pocket. Since he’d been scheduled to drive the happy couple to the reception, he’d detailed it and parked it close.

      “Just let me grab our purses.” Brit dashed back into the room.

      Warner looked befuddled. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Marsh had a suggestion. Instead he took the high road. “You might want to notify your parents, your brother, and your best friend, who all spent their time and money to fly out here.”

      “Right.” He hesitated. “Can they come to the reception?”

      “Ask Ella. She’s in charge.”

      Ella glanced at Warner as if he were a nasty mess on the floor. “I wouldn’t mind, except I can’t imagine they’d have much fun. We’ll be trash-talking about you all night.”

      “You’d better text your relatives instead of going into the chapel, Warner.” Liz sent him a glare hot enough to melt steel. “I doubt you want to be around when Ella’s dad finds out about this. Gerald’s normally a mild-mannered guy. But when someone hurts a member of his family, he⁠—”

      “Good point.” He ducked out the door, leaving it open.

      Faye rushed over to peer out. “Guess he’s not a total dummy. He’s running.”

      “Oh, he’s a total dummy,” Marsh said. “He cheated on Ella. You can’t get any dumber than that.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a tiny smile. “Ready to party?”

      “You know it, Ellabella.”

      “Then let’s go make some noise.”

      That was his Ella, putting on a good show even if her heart was shattered. He’d help her get plastered tonight, and he’d stick around to pick up the pieces tomorrow. That’s what friends were for.
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      Adrenaline left Ella shaky and clumsy. Her voluminous skirt nearly tripped her up as she attempted the climb into Marsh’s truck. But his firm grip on her arm guided her safely into the passenger seat.

      Normally she got herself in and out of his truck, but not today. She glanced down. “Thanks. I’m a little wobbly.”

      His kind eyes were filled with understanding. “You’re allowed.” He gave her arm a squeeze. “You reduced him to ashes. Well done.”

      “Epic kiss-off speech,” Brit climbed into the backseat of the four-door truck.

      “Just wish Marsh had decked him, though.” Faye got in the other side.

      “I would’ve loved to.” He helped Ella tuck her skirt inside the truck. “But then we’d be stuck with his sorry ass. I wanted him gone, not unconscious on the floor.”

      Faye sighed. “You’re right. That would have been awkward.”

      “And besides,” Ella said, “he’s not worth getting your shirt dirty.”

      He gave her a grim smile. “Definitely not.”

      It was one of their private jokes. As kids they’d devoured reruns of Maverick, starring the suave gambler who was famous for defeating the bad guy without mussing his clothes.

      Closing the door, Marsh rounded the hood and swung into the driver’s seat. “Fluffy Buffalo, here we come.”

      He sounded cheerful, but his tight jaw and rigid body told a different story. Punching Warner to avenge her honor would have released that tension.

      But he was a McLintock. All nine of those brothers had impressive muscles, but using them to settle a dispute was always a last resort.

      As Marsh backed the truck out of the parking space, she wrangled her skirt so it wouldn’t spill over the console and interfere with his driving. “We should call the Buffalo and let them know the situation.”

      “I’ll do it,” Faye said.

      “You can if you want.” Marsh pulled onto the road. “But I’ll bet Clint’s been in touch with Tyra ever since it was obvious the wedding would be delayed.” He met Faye’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “Once your folks make their announcement, he’ll likely get on the phone.”

      “You’re right. I had mentally filed him under wedding guest and sort of forgot he’s the manager there. But even if he’s alerted Tyra, he won’t know Ella’s preferences.”

      “He doesn’t need to.” She swiveled in her seat so she could look at her sister. “Marsh and I arranged everything weeks ago.”

      “Yeah, but you might want to change a few things, like the congratulations banner. Do you still want⁠—”

      “Yes.” She ignored the sick feeling in her stomach. The adrenaline shakes were fading and reality was setting in. “It still works. Congratulations to me for dodging a bullet.”

      “For sure, girlfriend.” Brit settled back with a sigh. “This is awful, but the alternative would have been way worse.”

      “I totally agree,” Faye said. “Tonight we celebrate my big sis’s narrow escape from the clutches of a slimy troll. But you might want to rethink the music selections you gave the band.”

      “Oh. Forgot about that.” The playlist had to go. Her despicable fiancé had betrayed her, destroying their fairytale ending. How could he? And how could she have been so blind? Their moments of intimacy soured in her stomach like a fancy meal loaded with salmonella.

      “These folks are talented musicians,” Brit said. “I’m sure they can switch gears and give us a lot of fun stuff and plenty of sassy line dances. Maybe we should tell them to play the same tunes they did for Ella’s bachelorette party.”

      Faye nodded. “Excellent suggestion.” She glanced at Ella. “You good with that idea?”

      She managed a smile. “Works for me.” Her bachelorette party a week ago had been a blast. She’d been on top of the world, eager to start her new life with a man who adored her. Except he hadn’t adored her enough to be faithful.

      Faye gave her a long look. Then she shook her head. “You know what? We don’t need to hear what they played for the bachelorette party. We’ll see if they can give us the same vibe, just different numbers.”

      “The bachelorette tunes are fine.” Ella pulled herself back from the abyss. “I doubt they have an unlimited repertoire.” She faced forward again to avoid looking at Faye. Sympathy was liable to jumpstart the waterworks.

      “You never know until you ask.” Faye had her fake happy voice going on. “I’ll make the request and say it’s fine if they need to repeat a few of those bachelorette songs.”

      “But they should put them toward the end of the evening,” Brit said. “By then we’ll have consumed enough booze to neutralize the nostalgia. Right, Ella?”

      “Right.” She’d agree to whatever they’d been saying. She’d lost focus. Or not lost it, exactly, but switched to a different channel, the one that played the image of Warner getting cozy on a beach towel with someone named Dinah.

      She should probably feel sorry for that woman, who’d been duped just like she had. Even better, she should send the lady an online message and thank her for shining a light on Warner’s deceit.

      Maybe tomorrow. She didn’t have the bandwidth now. Rage and grief for her own self occupied every square inch of her being. All her beautiful plans were— Warner’s ringtone filled the cab. “Dammit!” She twisted toward the backseat. “Brit, where’s my purse?”

      “Here.” She handed it up to the front.

      Wrenching it open, Ella yanked out her phone. “He’s so blocked!” She tapped the screen quickly and sank back against the seat, gasping with outrage. “I can’t effing believe he did that.”

      Faye reached up and squeezed her shoulder. “If you’ll give me your phone, I’ll delete his contact info.”

      Taking a shaky breath, she let it out slowly. “That would be great.” She handed it into the backseat. “Thanks.” Then she turned and held out her purse to Brit. “If you’d hang onto this for me, that would be a huge help. I have all I can manage with this pup tent of a skirt.”

      “Be glad to take charge of it.”

      “Oh, and while I’m at it….” She tugged off her engagement ring and rolled down her window, prepared to fling it as far as it would go.

      “Don’t.” Faye’s command stopped her. “Sell it online. Donate the money to the Wagon Train basketball program.”

      “Great idea, but in the meantime⁠—”

      “Give it to me,” Marsh said. “I’ll put it in my pocket.”

      “Okay.” She handed over the ring and rolled up her window.

      Gradually her heart rate slowed, but her ears were plugged as if she was on a mountain road. When Marsh spoke her name, she could barely hear him. She glanced over, then shifted her gaze to the back seat.

      Faye was engrossed in a conversation with someone at the Buffalo and Brit was eavesdropping on the call and making additional suggestions. She returned her attention to Marsh. “What?”

      “You don’t have to go through with it.” He kept his voice low. “Faye and Brit will make your excuses and I can take you home. Going ahead with the party is brilliant, but you don’t have to be there.”

      “I don’t want to be alone, either.”

      “You won’t be. I’ll stay with you. We can get stinkin’ drunk.”

      “That sounds great.”

      “Then let’s⁠—”

      “But I have my pride. Like Coach Blake always said — never let ’em see you sweat.”

      “She was talking about basketball. This isn’t⁠—”

      “I know, but… it feels like hiding in the locker room while the game’s on the line.”

      “Folks would understand. But it’s your call.” He idled beside a reserved spot in front of the Buffalo. An employee came out and removed the orange cones blocking it so he could pull in.

      “Nice job on the parking spot.” She and Marsh had arranged this with Tyra, the Buffalo’s owner, last week. As per their instructions, the staff had roped off the area with teal and white ribbons to match the wedding’s color scheme. Teal pots of white roses lined the curb.

      “Sorry you didn’t spring for a limo?”

      “No way. An equine vet’s work truck is way more interesting.”

      He shut off the motor and glanced at her. “Well?”

      Sitting in what looked like the winner’s circle at the Kentucky Derby, she was so tempted to take his suggestion and bail. But Coach Blake had come to the wedding and would doubtless be at the reception. She lifted her chin. “I’m staying.”

      Admiration flashed in his dark eyes. “Way to go, champ.”

      She’d always cherished that look. She’d been treated to it after every game in high school, win or lose. Next to her family, he’d been her biggest fan.

      “The band’s fine with giving us new tunes,” Faye said. “They’ve written several songs they rarely get to perform because people want the popular ones.”

      “That’s exactly what we need,” Ella said. “New songs, original music. I can’t wait to hear it.”

      “Sounds like we’re ready.” Marsh opened his door and glanced into the back seat. “If you’ll both stay put, I’ll be around to help you out.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine, Marsh.” Faye opened her door.

      “Same here,” Brit said. “Just get Ella. That skirt is epic.”

      She sighed. “You’ve got that right. I feel like Scarlett O’Hara. I didn’t factor in the ride to the Buffalo. Or dancing! How am I supposed to dance in this?”

      “We’ll figure something out.” Marsh grabbed his hat from the dash, climbed down and closed the door.

      She watched with envy as Faye and Brit hurried toward the Buffalo in dresses that swirled around their knees.

      Opening her door, Marsh held out his hand. “Just take it slow.”

      She placed her hand in his reassuring grip. “Next time I decide to get married, I’m wearing shorts and a T-shirt.”

      “Just so you know, you look amazing in that dress.”

      “Thanks. I just wish I could see where I’m putting my feet.”

      “You know what? I’ll lift you out.” He let go of her hand. “That way I can make sure you won’t take a tumble.”

      “Okay.”

      “Duck your head and put your hands on my shoulders.”

      She tipped her head down and held onto him. He felt good, solid, trustworthy. What would she have done today without Marsh?

      He grasped her around the waist. “Good Lord, what’ve you got on under this dress?”

      “A corset. It’s supposed to make the dress fit more smoothly.”

      “Can you breathe?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Okay, then. Here goes.” He swung her down to the pavement. “Got your feet under you?”

      “Yes.” She lifted her head. He had such nice eyes, a warm, expressive brown. And long dark lashes she’d always envied.

      He loosened his grip on her waist but didn’t let go. She didn’t want him to, at least not yet. His touch steadied her. And reminded her how much she hated the corset.

      He smiled. “You’re gonna be fine, Ellabella.”

      “Yeah.” Why not kiss him? He’d been so sweet about this disaster. Rising on her toes, she pressed her mouth against his. His lips had a velvety texture. Supple. Becoming warmer. She lingered.

      His sudden intake of breath startled her. She pulled back. “Sorry. Probably shouldn’t have done that.”

      An emotion flickered in his eyes. “No worries. You’ve had a shock.”

      “That must be it. I didn’t mean to make things weird.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I hope not.” She heaved a sigh. “Because my world just got rearranged and if I somehow screwed up my relationship with you just now, that would be the last straw.”

      “You can’t screw up our relationship. It’s bulletproof.”

      That made her grin. “Covered in Kevlar?”

      “Absolutely.” He let go of her.

      She let go of him, too. As she moved back, she stepped on the hem of her dress. She threw out her arms and regained her balance. “This skirt is a hazard.”

      “Let’s get you inside. Then we’ll work on solutions to the dress problem.” He offered his arm. “Grab on. We just need to make it through the door.”

      “Assuming I’ll fit.” She looped her arm through his and they started toward the entrance. “I promise not to kiss you again.”

      He laughed. “Was it that bad?”

      “I didn’t say that. It’s just… kissing is not our thing.”

      “No, it hasn’t been.”

      Hmm. Was she imagining the slight huskiness in his voice?

      A ripple of awareness caught her by surprise. Wait. This was Marsh. Squiggly sensations in her stomach weren’t part of their dynamic any more than kissing was.

      Okay, he was right. She’d had a shock. Once it wore off, they’d be back to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Ella was vulnerable. Not herself. Marsh told himself that several times as they made their way to the entrance, where a sign that read Private Party in Progress hung on the door.

      With some jockeying, he managed to fit her and her big skirt through the opening without catching the delicate material on a splinter or a loose nail. The age of the building meant either one might be present and could put a large rip in her beautiful dress.

      She looked like an angel in that thing. He’d been tamping down his reaction to Ella in her wedding dress ever since he’d gone with her for the final fitting. The sight of her coming out of the fitting room had nearly brought him to his knees.

      In that moment he couldn’t avoid the truth any longer. He was in love with Ella Bradley. A little late in the game to be admitting it to himself. She’d been days away from marrying another man.

      But Warner was out of the picture. And Ella had just kissed him.

      Unfortunately, it had been a knee-jerk reaction brought on by emotional trauma, not a major shift in the way she thought about him. She was hurting. He’d be an idiot to put faith in anything she said or did right now. He needed to forget about that kiss. Yeah, that wasn’t gonna happen. His lips still tingled.

      As they passed hidden sensors at the entrance, the large wooden buffalo bellowed Welcooome tooo the paaartayyy. Clearly the buffalo had been reprogrammed for this event.

      Ella glanced at him. “Did you request that new message?”

      “Nope. I was thinking you did.”

      “Not me. Probably Clint or Tyra.” She surveyed the area. “Seems strange to see the place empty at this hour on a Saturday. I mean, empty except for Brit, Faye and Cecily. They look busy over there.”

      “Probably rearranging the place cards.”

      “Yes, we are,” Faye called out. “We wanted to set Warner’s on fire, but Cecily wouldn’t let us.”

      “That’s for sure.” Cecily, the blonde who’d waited tables at the Buffalo for years, left her task and came over to greet them. “No open flame allowed in this creaky old building.”

      Ella nodded. “l remember. No candles on the birthday cakes.”

      “No, ma’am. Anyway, I’m sorry about… everything.” She gave Ella a sympathetic smile. “Men suck.” Then she blushed and turned to Marsh. “Except for you, of course! You’re wonderful. And your brothers are wonderful, too. I didn’t mean to say that all⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Cecily. One bad apple can make us all look rotten.”

      “Not true. It makes some look even better. Right, Ella?”

      “Matter of fact, it does.” She didn’t look at him and her cheeks turned pinker than Cecily’s.

      Was she embarrassed that she’d kissed him? Quite likely. He’d let her know it would be their little secret.

      “I thought I heard you guys come in.” Tyra hurried out of her office. The air always seemed to crackle around her. Six years ahead of them in school, she’d been class president, head cheerleader and valedictorian. “The band just pulled up out back. They texted me that the music situation is handled.”

      Ella nodded. “Faye and Brit talked to them.”

      “And by the way, that dress is stunning on you.”

      “I’ve tried to tell her that.” Marsh said. “But she⁠—”

      “I appreciate the compliments, guys. You’re very kind, but I’m so over dragging this skirt around. Tyra, is there any chance you have some sturdy scissors in your office?”

      Cecily’s eyes widened. “You are not going to cut that skirt down. That would be a⁠—”

      “Hold it, sis.” Faye headed their way. “Just hold your horses, little lady. You’re not taking scissors to that dress. Not on my watch.”

      “It’s not like I’ll ever wear it again.” She paused. “Do you want it?”

      “Not me. I’ve seen how you struggle. But you could donate it to a clothing bank.”

      “I pity the woman who ends up with it. Pretty to look at, impossible to walk in, let alone dance.”

      “Maybe so.” Cecily stood back and gave it a once-over. “But I guarantee some woman will be thrilled to have it. I see your point, though. It takes up a lot of space.”

      “Exactly. Can you imagine the pileup if I get out on the floor?”

      “I can.” Tyra grinned. “Would be fun to watch.”

      “Then I hope the Buffalo’s insurance is paid up.”

      “You didn’t bring something to change into for the reception?”

      “I did not. That’s one detail that escaped me.” She turned to him. “I thought we had everything covered.”

      “You know what? Your house is minutes away. What if I make a quick trip to your place and grab something from your closet?”

      She looked at him and blinked. “Brilliant. Thank you. My blue sleeveless dress would be perfect.”

      “You can use my office to change,” Tyra said. “I might even have something I can put the dress in temporarily, so it’ll be easier to transport.”

      “Wonderful.” She turned back to Marsh. “You just saved the day again. Or rather, the night.”

      “What about shoes?”

      She lifted her skirt. “These will work. I was smart about that, at least.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll be back before you know it.” He dug out his keys and started toward the door.

      “Oh, one more thing.”

      He swung around. “A jacket for the trip home?”

      “No.” She hurried toward him, holding her skirt up to keep from tripping. “The nights are still warm enough.” She drew closer and lowered her voice. “But I’d love to ditch this corset. My boring bras are in the top drawer of my dresser, left-hand side. I’ll be eternally grateful if you’d bring me one.”

      “One boring bra, coming up.” She was regaining their normal buddy-buddy status. She’d asked about the bra without blushing.

      “Be sure and grab one from the left-hand pile, not a lacy one from the other side. I am not feeling sexy tonight.”

      Message received, Ella. That kiss was an outlier she wanted to forget about. “Got it.”

      “Thanks, Marsh.” She met his gaze. “We’ll laugh about this someday.”

      Another one of their favorite catch phrases. Yep, she was giving off nothing but buddy vibes, now. “Hell, I’m laughing about it, now. I’ll be back in a flash — your dress on a hanger and your bra stuffed in my pocket.”

      She grinned. “I owe you one.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Touching two fingers to the brim of his Stetson, he headed out the door.

      Whatever had prompted that kiss, she clearly didn’t want to follow up on it. And rightly so. The last thing she needed right now was a new lover. She needed a friend, though. He had that role down cold. He’d stick to it.

      As he backed his truck out of the reserved spot, Gerald and Liz’s SUV appeared around the corner and headed his way. The same employee who’d removed the cones replaced them once he’d cleared the space. Looks like he’d have it when he returned. That would save time.

      If the evening went as expected, he’d be escorting a tipsy Ella out to his truck. Having it smack-dab in front of the entrance would be convenient.

      Good thing he still had his key for this errand. He’d offered to give it back when she and Warner got engaged, but she’d asked him to hang onto it until after the wedding since he was so involved in the preparations. And sure enough, his key was coming in han— what the hell?

      The car Warner had been running toward sat in the driveway. And Warner wasn’t in it.

      Bile rose in his throat. Ella’s ex also had a key. Swerving to the curb, he cut the engine and exited the truck, ready for battle.

      He was on the front porch in seconds, his breath coming fast. Then he paused. Barreling in there without a plan wasn’t the smartest move.

      Warner’s presence here was proof of his self-delusion, which could lead to all kinds of unpredictable behavior. Was he cagey enough to lock the door after him? Nope. The knob turned easily.

      Body coiled, Marsh cracked the door open a couple inches. The rasp of Warner’s loud snore lowered his tension but raised his level of disgust. What a gold-plated bastard.

      He slipped inside and left the door standing open. Warner was down for the count. He hadn’t even bothered to take off the jacket he’d had on when he’d arrived at the church. Must have come straight here and made himself at home. The dead soldiers on the coffee table testified that he’d chugged three of Ella’s beers before passing out. What a gem.

      With his booted feet propped on the table, his body slumped against the cushions, his head lolling back and his open mouth emitting a gag-worthy stench, he’d make any marriage-minded woman revise her plans. His cheating was only one of many reasons not to hook up with this loser.

      Marsh took off his Stetson and hung it on the coat rack by the door. Ella would have to wait a little longer for her dress and bra.

      Careful to make no sound, he crossed to the coffee table and pocketed the key lying there. He moved the empty bottles and the small pot of African violets to the fireplace hearth. Then he kicked Warner’s feet off the table.

      The guy pitched forward with a startled cry and clutched his head. “What the⁠—”

      “On your feet, Stapleton.”

      He lifted his head, his gaze unfocused. “McLintock?”

      Marsh’s blood turned to ice. “On. Your. Feet.”

      “This isn’t your house.”

      “It’s not yours, either, asshole. Get out.”

      “She gave me a key.” He glanced at the coffee table. “Hey, did you⁠—”

      “You can leave on your own or I can throw you out.” He flexed his fingers. “Your choice.”

      “Whatcha doing here, anyway?”

      “None of your business. Out.”

      “You can’t order me around.” He settled back on the couch. “I’m Ella’s fiancé. She and I need to talk. Since she blocked my calls, I decided to⁠—”

      “Time’s up.” Grabbing the front of his jacket, Marsh yanked him to his feet and spun him around. Wow, the guy smelled like a garbage dump. He’d rather wrestle with a stubborn equine patient any day.

      “Let go! You can’t⁠—”

      “Watch me.” He pressed his forearm against Warner’s throat and pinned his arm behind his back at an angle guaranteed to deliver pain. Once he’d immobilized the creep, he shoved him toward the open door.

      Warner struggled to get loose, but booze and exhaustion worked against him. Even without those handicaps, he would have been toast. Marsh’s hours on the weight bench this summer were coming in handy.

      “I’ll bring charges!” Warner choked out the words, hampered by Marsh’s arm across his larynx.

      “I think not.”

      “I sure as hell will! This is assault!”

      “You already stand to lose business because of how you treated Ella.” Marsh propelled him down the steps and across the lawn to his car, hauling him upright whenever he stumbled. “Prosecute me and you’ll be finished in Wagon Train.”

      “I’ll sue for defamation!”

      “Here’s what you’ll do, Stapleton.” Tightening his hold on the guy’s neck, he released his arm and opened the driver’s door. Then he stepped back. “You’ll get in that car and drive home. And you’ll stay away from Ella. Permanently.”

      Massaging his arm, Warner turned around in an unsteady show of bravado. “You can’t make that stick.”

      Marsh locked his gaze with Warner’s. “Don’t test me.”
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