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Chapter 1
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Noah Tanner itched everywhere. 

Weddings had always made him uncomfortable, but he’d never actually broken out in hives before. An unusual reaction, but then this was an unusual wedding. 

His ex-fiancée was marrying his best friend, and half the town of Calamity would be there to witness it, but the real draw was to see Noah standing up as the best man, an object of pity—or scorn—depending on your point of view. The Tanner men were known for making a few enemies in their time.

If Noah was lucky, one of those enemies would shoot him before he made it into the wedding chapel. But in his twenty-eight years, he’d never been that lucky. Especially with women. They’d been leaving him since he was eight years old, so he should be used to it by now. It was the pity of the people around him that he couldn’t stand. That was one of the reasons he’d offered to be Shawn’s best man, so he could face down the nosy townsfolk.

What else was a jilted cowboy to do? 

For six long months, he’d endured the unwanted attention and curious glances of just about everybody in town. Heard the gossips whisper about him whenever he ventured into his favorite diner or tavern. The day after Amber McNair dumped him, the neighboring ranch families had felt so sorry for him they’d even started a meal train, dropping off casseroles and baked goods to his ranch house for a solid week.

That’s why he intended to stand up tall and proud as the best man, proving to friends and strangers alike that his heart was just fine, thank you very much. And that he wished nothing but the best for the happy couple.

If he could just stop itching long enough to do it.

Angry, red welts covered his arms and torso. That was the only reason he was still in the chapel parking lot with no time to spare before the Saturday evening ceremony began. He sat in the driver’s seat of his blue Ford pickup truck, his white dress shirt unbuttoned and spread wide open as he rubbed calamine lotion over his bare chest. 

After squeezing out the last pink drop from the bottle, he wiped the lotion off his hands with an old gray towel that he kept under the seat. Then he buttoned up his shirt and used the rearview mirror to put on his black tie.

Thankfully, most of the hives would be hidden by his rented tux. He did have one near the base of his right thumb, and another behind his left ear, but as long as he could refrain from scratching them, they shouldn’t be too noticeable.

They itched like crazy though since he hadn’t treated them with the telltale pink lotion. His friends used to tease him unmercifully about his aversion to marriage. He didn’t want them to know that matrimony actually caused him to have an allergic reaction. Which was why he usually avoided weddings.

Until now.

It might be understandable for the bride or groom to get cold feet, but not the best man. Hell, he wanted to be there for Shawn and Amber. If for no other reason than to dispel the ugly rumors going around Calamity that he was a lonesome, heartbroken cowpoke.

He pulled on his black suit jacket, then heaved a long sigh. It was almost time to face the music. To Noah, Mendelssohn’s Wedding March sounded like a funeral dirge. It was, in a way, since it signaled the death of a man’s freedom. Hard to believe it had only been four months since Shawn had sheepishly asked for Noah’s blessing to date Amber and he’d given it without hesitation, hoping his best friend since first grade would have better luck in love.

Now the happy couple were ready to vow until death do us part. 

A cold shiver ran up his spine at the thought of walking into that overcrowded chapel. But what choice did he have? There were more than three hundred guests inside, all waiting to see how Noah would react to his ex-fiancée exchanging vows with his best friend. He’d have to stand up in front of all of them and not flinch under their eagle-eyed scrutiny. Nor scratch at any of the hives that were currently driving him mad.

He adjusted the awkward boutonniere on his lapel. The floral decoration of wild lavender sprigs and fresh eucalyptus refused to stay upright on his jacket. Sweat beaded his brow, even though the September sun hung low in the cloudy sky, painting the horizon with dazzling hues of yellow, orange, and red. He cracked open his driver’s side window and gulped in a breath of cool Texas air. 

It smelled like rain.

A moment later, his cell phone buzzed on the console. He looked down to see a text message from the groom pop up on the screen. Picking up his phone, he saw five words written in all caps:


WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?



He glanced at the time. “Damn.”

It was six forty-five and the ceremony was due to start promptly at seven. The last thing he wanted to do was show up late. He picked up his black felt cowboy hat from the passenger seat and placed it on his head. Then he turned and reached into the back seat for the wedding gift he’d bought for the happy couple. 

The sound of loud, screeching tires drew his gaze to his back windshield just in time to see a shiny black pickup truck racing out of the parking lot, taking the corner on two wheels.

The next moment his passenger door was yanked open, and a young blond woman leaped into the front passenger seat. “Follow that truck!”

Noah shifted around and gaped at her. “What?”

“Go!” she shouted, a high flush in her cheeks. “I can’t let them get away!” Then the stranger turned to him, her smoky-blue eyes wide and frantic. “Move it, cowboy!”

She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, and he liked the way she wore that rose-pink dress and those slingback heels. But the woman was obviously crazy.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “Except to a wedding.” 

“We have to go now!” She rummaged in her tan leather purse, blond curls spilling from the loose bun at the nape of her slender neck. She pulled out a narrow black cylinder and pointed it at him. “Don’t make me use this.”

He’d seen the effects of pepper spray before, and he sure as hell didn’t want it used on him. Now Noah just had to decide if he’d rather endure the pain of the blinding spray or miss the wedding. It was a tough choice. Then he took a closer look at her weapon. 

“Wait, that’s hair spray!”

“Yeah, and it stings!” Desperation strained her voice. “So, step on it! My baby’s in there!”

That was all he needed to hear. 

Noah switched on the ignition, shifted into gear, then gunned the engine. The woman flew back against the gray leather seat as his pickup truck shot out of the parking space.

He pulled onto the street, heading in the direction the black pickup had taken and ignoring the posted speed limit. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me your baby had been kidnapped?”

“It just all happened so fast...” Her voice trailed off as she leaned forward in the seat, peering out the front windshield for some sign of the black truck.

“How—” 

“There it is,” she cried, pointing as the kidnapper barreled through a yellow light into a busy intersection five car lengths ahead of them.

They were almost to the intersection, but the traffic light went from yellow to red. 

Noah slammed on the brakes. His pickup screeched past the crosswalk and almost into the crossroads, just missing the heavy traffic streaming in front of them. 

Thud. 

The wedding gift in the backseat slid into the floorboard behind. Crunch. Yipes. expensive crystal wineglasses inside the package had to have shattered.

Noah winced and twisted in his seat to reach for the gift. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as he feared.

“What are you doing? She’s getting away!”

“I didn’t have a choice,” he snapped, his heart still pounding at the close call. “We can’t catch anyone if we’re in a three-car pileup. In fact, I’d like you to put on your seat belt.”

“Then what do you want me to do?” she asked, ignoring his request, “the Texas two-step? You’re letting her get away!”

Clenching his jaw, Noah leaned over and yanked her seat belt across her body. He caught the soft scent of vanilla and felt a tendril of her silky hair brush his cheek. From this vantage point, he also accidentally glimpsed the lacy edge of her light-pink camisole and a sweet dose of cleavage.

He mentally shook himself, then cinched her seat belt into place, just as the stoplight turned green. He hadn’t looked down her dress on purpose, but he hadn’t looked away immediately, either. 

Some hero. Disgusted with himself, he floored the gas pedal.

He wove in and out of the thick, Saturday-evening traffic, searching for any sign of the black pickup. Block after block, he scanned side streets and crowded parking lots. His pretty passenger did the same, her gaze moving between the front windshield and her passenger window. Neither one of them said a word, the silence growing heavy and tense between them as time ticked away.

Noah couldn’t imagine what was whirling through her brain. Someone had stolen her baby. She had to be terrified.

Ten minutes passed as they drove around the town of Calamity looking for the elusive black truck. Then fifteen minutes. Then twenty. But the kidnapper had gotten away.

Noah’s hands clenched the steering wheel. His chest was heavy. Maybe he should have taken his chances and run that red light. 

If anything happened to that baby...

“We lost her.” The woman beside him sighed.

His gut twisted. He pulled off the street and drove into a feed store parking lot. “Look, don’t worry. We’ll call the sheriff and give him a description...”

“That won’t do any good.”

“Sure, it will.” He parked his pickup in an empty stall, then reached for his cell phone on the console. “I got the license plate number. The sheriff will track down the vehicle in no time.”

She bit her quivering lower lip. “You don’t understand.”

How could he? He didn’t have a child. And since he definitely planned to remain a bachelor, he’d never know the depth of her heartache and terror.

Or the depth of her love.

At the sight of one lone tear trailing down her cheek, Noah tugged the teal silk handkerchief out of the front pocket of his tuxedo jacket and handed it to her. He wanted to do more. But what? 

“Hey, don’t cry. I promise to do everything in my power to help you find your baby.”

“It’s all my fault,” she whispered.

“You can’t blame yourself.”

“Yes, I can.” She nodded. “I screwed up. I should have known something like this might happen. I thought I could just live a normal life, but I was wrong.”

Hmm, that piques his curiosity, but they didn’t have time for long explanations. “What’s your name?”

“Josie.” She sniffed. “Josie Reid.”

She was a Reid? He frowned, trying to place her. The Reid family had been among the first settlers in Calamity, along with Noah’s own ancestors, but he’d never met Josie Reid before. He would have remembered those blue eyes.

“Do you want me to call Sheriff Kane for you, Josie? We need to report this as soon as possible. He’ll get every deputy out on the streets and contact the state police.”

She shook her head. “Forget it. They won’t help me.”

“The sheriff sure as hell will,” Noah exclaimed. “He’s a good man, and we’re talking about a kidnapping.”

“I’ve been in contact with his office for the last three days, but the sheriff’s department couldn’t be bothered. Now she’s gone.” Josie took a deep, shaky breath. “Who’s going to give her tuna for breakfast? Or let her sit on a windowsill so she can watch the birds in the trees?”

He blinked. What kind of mother fed fish to her baby for breakfast? Or even worse, let her sit in an open window?

“Who will check her for ear mites?” She dabbed at her eyes. “And make sure she doesn’t choke on a hairball?”

He drew back. “Wait a minute. Are you talking about a real baby or a—” 

“My cat. Her name is Baby.”

He let her words sink in, still not quite believing it. “You mean, I skipped out my duties as best man to chase after a cat?”

“She was kidnapped!” Josie’s gaze narrowed on him. “You’re angry?”

“Damn straight I’m angry, but not nearly as angry as Shawn and Amber will be that I missed their wedding.”

“Surely if you just explain...”

“Oh, right,” he said. “I can just hear it now. Sorry, I missed the ceremony, guys. See, this woman jumped into my pickup and threatened me with hair spray because someone stole her cat.” He swallowed a groan, imagining what every person in that chapel must be thinking about him at this very moment. 

She lowered the teal handkerchief and blinked as if seeing him for the first time. “You’re wearing a tux... and a boutonniere.”

“That’s right.” He adjusted the lopsided boutonniere on his lapel. How could this woman have duped he. “You just hijacked the best man.”

“Best man?” Josie leaned forward, staring at him in disbelief. “Why didn’t you say something when I jumped in your truck?”

“Because I thought I was helping you save a child from a kidnapper. That seemed more important at that moment.”

“Baby is important to me. She’s the only family I have left...” Her voice trailed off, then she shook her head. “Forget it. I didn’t mean to cause you so much trouble.” She unlatched the seat belt, then reached for the door handle. “Look, go back to your wedding and have a wonderful time. I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

“Hold on,” he said. “I promised to help you and I will.”

She looked at him over her shoulder. “You thought I’d lost a baby, not a cat, so don’t worry about it. I won’t hold you to your promise.”

“The one thing you need to know about me.” Noah met her gaze, “is that I always keep my word.” Then he thought about the wedding. He’d already missed out on the ceremony, but he could still show up for them.

“Why would you help a total stranger?” she asked and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Noah, Noah Tanner.”

“Look, Noah, I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but I’d better handle this on my own. Just take me back to the chapel parking lot and you’ll never have to see me again.” 

He hesitated, then checked his watch. “Sorry, but we’re going to have to sit here for just a bit longer. The last thing I want to do is show up at the chapel as everyone is leaving. That would really set tongues wagging.” 

Her frown deepened. “What does that mean?”

“It’s... complicated.” Noah had hoped that appearing as the best man for Shawn and Amber’s wedding would finally put all the rumors about him to rest, but now everyone would assume he’d been too heartbroken to show up at the ceremony. Which made him look even worse than a jilted cowboy—it made him look like a coward.

He shifted uncomfortably in the driver’s seat, barely able to stomach that thought. 

“You stay here, then.” She reached down to grab her purse off the floorboard. “I’ll walk.” 

He stared at her in disbelief. “We’re a ten miles from the chapel.” 

“I walk a lot. No sweat Chet.”

He shifted his truck into gear and pulled out of the parking space. “Fine, I’ll take you back. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then her mouth curved into a wry smile. “Takes one to know one.”
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Chapter 2
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As soon as the words came out of her mouth, Josie wanted to take them back and judging by Noah’s long silence, he’d taken her all wrong. The loneliness of the past few weeks had gotten to her, along with the shock of losing her cat, but it was too late to take it back now. 

Besides, she might need his help, and that was something she never thought she’d admit aloud. At twenty-five, she’d learned the hard way not to depend on anyone but herself, but this time was different. She’d made a solemn promise and intended to keep it. If that meant roping in a big, stubborn cowboy to get the job done, then that’s what she’d do.

It was dark by the time they arrived at the wedding chapel’s deserted parking lot, with only a shimmer of moonlight shining through heavy clouds in the Texas sky. The headlights on Noah’s pickup illuminated her ten-year-old, red Mazda Miata at the far end of the empty lot.

“Tell me that’s not your car.”

“Yes, it is,” she said, trying not to sound defensive. It had been a long day and it seemed to be getting worse with each passing moment. Her car sat lopsided in the parking space, the driver’s side back tire was as deflated as her hopes of rescuing her cat tonight. 

He whistled low as he pulled up behind it. “Looks like somebody took a big knife to that tire and slashed it up good.” 

“That somebody is named Doris. I saw her slash the tire right before she nabbed Baby. I was walking toward the chapel when it happened. Then she grabbed the cat carrier out of the back seat.” 

“You didn’t lock your car?” 

She bristled at the question, already feeling so much guilt. “Of course, I locked it. But I left the car window open a crack, even though I wasn’t going to be out of the car more than a few minutes and the temperature is mild. I never imagining anyone could fit their arm in there to unlock the door. Then Doris was gone before I could stop her. That’s why I had to jump into your truck.”

The fact that Doris had gotten away so easily made Josie’s breath catch in her throat. Not only had the woman taken her precious cat, but she’d also stolen the cat carrier that Loretta herself had hand-painted to resemble an English Cottage. 

Josie had to save Baby. Her sweet gray tabby cat was three years old, and they’d been inseparable since the day she’d rescued Baby as a kitten at that animal shelter in Austin. The same day her life had changed forever.

“Doris is the catnapper?” Noah parked his pickup behind the Miata, the headlights revealing every dent and scratch on her beloved car. 

“Yes, Doris Dooley. Do you know her?”

He shook his head. “The name doesn’t sound familiar. Does she live in Calamity?”

“She does now. Doris and her husband Miles moved here recently.” There was more to it, of course, but Josie didn’t feel like elaborating. “She must have been following me today, because I sure didn’t tell her where I was going.”

He frowned. “I have so many questions. But the first is, why in the world would anyone want to kidnap a cat?”

She didn’t like his tone. “First of all, Baby is adorable. Second, she’s the best cat in the entire world.” 

“I like cats just fine.” He shrugged. “I’ve got a barn full of great mousers and believe me, they’d never let me put them in a cat carrier, much less ride along in the back seat of my pickup truck.” 

“Well, I didn’t have any choice. We arrived in Calamity three days ago and I couldn’t leave her alone in a hotel. Besides, I don’t believe the Dooleys will hurt her. They kidnapped Baby for leverage.”

Thunder rumbled in the sky above them and Josie shivered.

Noah looked at her like she was off her cracker. “Leverage?”

Josie hesitated. How much should she tell him? She’d met this cowboy less than an hour ago. She had no idea if she could even trust him or where his loyalties might lie. “It’s a long story, and it’s been an even longer day.”

“You’re right. Let’s get your tire fixed and get out of here before we get caught in a downpour.”

Lightning flashed in the distance, making the dark clouds above them glow. Relieved that he wasn’t pushing her for answers, Josie climbed out of the pickup and walked to her car. She’d bought the used Miata during her college years and paid it off by working two jobs. Despite its age and wear, this car had been one of the few things she could depend on. 

Noah followed her, knelt down beside the tire and examined the rim, running one hand over it. 

“I’ve got this.” She opened the trunk moved and her suitcase aside before pulling out the spare tire and setting it on the ground beside her. “You don’t have to wait around. I’ll just put on the spare and be on my way.”

“I don’t think you will.” Noah shook his head.

She rolled her eyes at the way he underestimated her skills. The skills she’d had to learn growing up without a family or a home to call her own. He’d probably run for the hills if he knew the things she’d had to learn to survive. 

Noah was a big man. She was five-eight in her bare feet, but he stood a good six inches taller in his black leather cowboy boots. 

A shiver ran through her, but not from fear. There was something about Noah Tanner that made her want to forget the only reason she’d come to Calamity. Forget about everything except the way he looked at her with those deep-brown eyes and there was an electricity between them she couldn’t deny.

Josie took a step back from him. The stress of the past few weeks was getting to her. Taking a deep breath, she turned toward the trunk and retrieved the car jack from beneath a panel. 

“Thanks. Bye.” She waved.

“I’m not going anywhere.” He widened his stance and folded his arms across his chest. “And neither are you, at least not in this car.”

“Oh, really?” She closed the trunk, smiling that he believed he could boss her around. “Why not?”

“Because when Doris slashed that tire, she also hammered the top of the rim hard enough to make it undriveable. We’ll have to tow it to a shop to replace that rim, and that won’t be open until tomorrow morning.” 

Her heart sank. 

She brushed past Noah to inspect the flat herself. Darn, darn, darn. He was right. The tire rim had been damaged beyond repair. She knelt to run her fingers over the battered metal rim, afraid to imagine how much a replacement might cost. She barely had enough money to make it to San Antonio.

“Look, it’s about to rain,” Noah said, his tone gentler now. “And I’m starving. Why don’t we grab a bite to eat and figure out what to do next.”

Josie wasn’t sure if he was talking about her car or her cat, but it didn’t matter. She hadn’t eaten anything since the complimentary breakfast at her hotel that morning, right before she’d checked out. Maybe a little food would help her think more clearly. 

“Okay,” she said, then looked up at him, her old survival instincts kicking in. “Why are you doing all this for a perfect stranger?”

He chuckled. “Because my granny would kick my behind if I left a lady stranded in a parking lot at night. Besides, I promised to help you, remember?” 

“And like I told you before, I’m not holding you to that promise.” Her stomach growled. “But I could use a bite to eat.”

“Then let’s go.” 

Thunder boomed above them, and raindrops hit the ground around them.

They dashed back to his pickup truck and jumped in. Noah switched on the ignition and the truck roared to life. 

Josie welcomed the warmth of the cab as she brushed the raindrops off her face. She needed some time to think about what to do next, but guilt gnawed at her for going out to dinner at a nice restaurant while Baby was in Doris’ clutches. 

Today had not gone as planned, but that didn’t mean her life wasn’t on track. After she rescued her cat, fixed her car, and got matters settled here, she’d be on her way to a new life in San Antonio.

Then she could put Calamity in her rearview mirror and never step foot in this town again.

* * *
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Noah turned his pickup onto a long, gravel driveway. 

The rain had stopped, but occasional flashes of lightning lit up the countryside, illuminating the pastures and fields surrounding them. He glanced over at Josie, suddenly realizing he wasn’t itchy anymore. The calamine lotion had finally done its job. 

Or maybe it was the distraction caused by the intriguing woman beside him. Or both. Either way, he was feeling much better now.

She peered out the front windshield, a puzzled expression on her face. “What’s going on?”

“We’re here,” he announced, feeling guilty for misleading her. Then again, she had threatened him with hair spray.

“I thought we were going to a restaurant. All I see is a barn.” 

The large, rustic barn looming in front of them was painted a classic red and trimmed with white along the eaves and windows. The Dutch gambrel-style timber roof was sloped on each side, and scores of twinkling white lights outlined the arched roof, square windows, and the large wooden barn doors. 

“It’s more than a barn,” Noah explained. “This land belongs to the groom’s parents, and they turned their old dairy barn into a reception hall. It’s large enough to hold up to four hundred and fifty people.”

She gaped at him. “Are we at the wedding reception?”

“That’s right and inside that barn is a live band with plenty of free beer and champagne.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The farmyard was packed full of cars and pickup trucks, but he managed to fit his pickup into an empty spot near the corral fence. “Hey, you were invited to the wedding, right? That’s why you were at the chapel.”

Josie just stared at him. “No, I didn’t even know there was a wedding until I arrived. I’d just stopped off to leave a donation to the church that Loretta had asked me to deliver. That’s why I left Baby in the car. I wasn’t going to be in the church five minutes tops. What do you think I am? A monster? I’m not the kind of woman who would leave my cat in the car for the duration of an entire wedding ceremony.”

“Loretta?” He scowled.

She said nothing and her silence made him curious. 

“Josie? Who is Loretta?”

She waved a hand. “Part of that long story.”

He took a deep breath and held it for a couple of beats. “Look, it’s been a crazy day. We’re both hungry and I need to make amends for running out on the wedding, so would you be my plus one for the reception?”

She blanched. “What? Are you asking me to be your date?”

He held up one hand. “Don’t take it the wrong way, this isn’t a date.” Noah hesitated. “Here’s the thing, the bride is my ex-fiancée and I think everything will go more smoothly if I’d show up with a date.”

“Your ex-fiancée? Sounds like your story is as long as mine.” 

“Yep, she married my best friend after breaking up with me six months ago. But I’m fine with it.”

Josie’s mouth dropped. “You’re... fine with it?”

He nodded. “That’s what I said.”

The longer she looked at him, the more he regretted bringing up the idea. The woman had made him miss the wedding ceremony, but that didn’t mean she owed him anything. He just couldn’t stand the thought of walking into that barn full of people all by himself.

“Forget it. Stupid idea.” He switched on the ignition, then reached for the gear shift, cupping his hand over the knob. “I promised you dinner, so let’s just head back into town and find a nice place to eat.” 

“Wait.” Josie laid her left hand over his on the gear shift. The warmth of her soft palm rippled through him. “Let’s do it.”

“Huh?”

Her mouth curved into a mischievous smile. “Let’s walk into that reception and convince everybody we’re madly in love.”

He eased his hand from under hers. “Now hold on. We don’t need to go that far. I just thought it might be easier to show up with a pretty woman on my arm.”

“Because you don’t want anybody feeling sorry for you?” 

There was an undertone of bitterness in her voice, but when he looked into her blue eyes, he saw compassion. “Something like that. Plus, I know for a fact there is a kick-ass buffet in that barn.”
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