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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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      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.”

      She laughed, breaking the strange tension between them. “Then what are we waiting for? I’m good at pretending, so let’s go, cowboy.”
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      Before Noah could prepare himself, Josie was out of the pickup and waiting for him in the thick, rain-soaked grass. He swore softly under his breath and opened the door to his pickup truck.

      Now, he was doubting this plan. He’d never known a woman like her before. What if nobody in that reception hall would believe they were dating, much less in love? Then he’d look like an even bigger fool.

      She started toward the barn.

      “Hold on.” He caught up with her.

      She turned and slipped on the wet grass.

      He darted to catch her, his arm went around her waist, and he pulled her upright against him to steady her. The feel of her soft curves against his body took his breath and Noah realized just how lonely he’d been these past six months.

      Her eyes widened and she let out a soft gasp.

      “Thanks, I’m fine,” she said, stepping away from him. “It’s these heels. They’re not made for traipsing around a barnyard.”

      He chuckled. “Have you ever been in a real barnyard before? Because this one’s been cleaned up pretty nice. At least the only thing you have to worry about is getting mud on your fancy shoes.”

      “I’m a city girl, so no, I’m not familiar with barnyards. But I do understand people. So, if we want to convince your friends we’re a couple, we need to make it believable.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She smiled, then held out one hand. “Step one, hold my hand.”

      Noah hesitated, looking over at the barn and picturing their entrance. She was right. They couldn’t do this halfway or nobody in there would buy it.

      “Good idea.”

      She stared up at him expectantly, then finally reached for his hand, lacing her delicate fingers with his. She gave his hand a light squeeze. “Don’t be nervous.”

      “I’m not.” Noah wasn’t nervous, he was confused.

      This ruse suddenly felt too real. And Josie was a wild card—he knew nothing about her other than her life seemed to be a mess. The last thing he wanted was for this situation to get any messier.

      “Look,” he said. “We need to set some ground rules before we go inside. First, let me take the lead and do all the talking. Second, we stick together so we can keep our story straight.”

      “We don’t have a story and you seem a little rattled, so maybe I should handle that part. I’m pretty creative.”

      “No, I’ll do it. I grew up around these folks, so I know the best way to handle this.” He sucked in a deep breath as they approached the barn doors. “And third, we’re not going to stay long, so all you have to do is smile and look pretty.”

      She glanced over at him. “Wow, I can’t believe you’re still single.”

      “Neither can I,” he muttered. He squared his shoulders and opened the barn door.
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      Josie just wanted her cat back.

      So, what was she doing in this barn in the middle of nowhere with a thickheaded cowboy who thought women should be seen and not heard?

      Then she remembered that her current situation was mostly her fault. She was the one who’d left Baby in her car. The one who had hijacked the best man before the wedding. And the one who had agreed to Noah’s proposition when she was half-starving.

      As usual, she had no one to blame but herself. But that didn’t mean she was ready to give up and despite what Noah had just told her, she had no intention of following his rules.

      When they walked into the barn together, they were met with loud music, louder conversation, and the rich, tangy aroma of barbecued beef. Her mouth watered and her gaze moved directly to the buffet at the opposite end of the large reception area.

      She was impressed that a barn could hold this many people. Some wore suits and designer dresses while other guests sported a more relaxed style that included cowboy boots and denim blue jeans. The one thing they all had in common was that everyone seemed to be having a fun time.

      As if on cue, the band finished the song just as the barn door closed behind them. A sudden hush fell over the room as all the wedding guests looked in their direction.

      Then a flurry of furtive whispers filled the air.

      She glanced up at Noah, who stood frozen in place. For a big, tough cowboy, he looked very pale under his black cowboy hat. That’s when Josie knew she had to act.

      “Noah,” she whispered.

      He turned his head toward her, his hand tightly gripping hers.

      Without even considering the consequences, she leaned up on her toes and kissed him—right on the mouth.

      For a moment he didn’t move, then he leaned in and deepened the kiss.

      They each pulled away after only a moment, but Josie’s heart was racing in her chest. She stared into his eyes and squeezed his hand. “One more thing.”

      He blinked, looking a little dazed. “What?”

      “I’m taking the lead,” she whispered. “Just smile and look sexy.”
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        * * *

      

      He’d made a huge mistake.

      That was Noah’s first thought as Josie led him through the gauntlet of round tables toward the center of the large reception hall. The last thing he wanted was to create a spectacle at the reception, especially after his no-show at the wedding. But he could feel every eye in the place on them as he walked hand in hand with Josie until they reached the small sweetheart table where Shawn and Amber were seated.

      He saw the newlyweds exchange a puzzled glance before with uneasy smiles. Shawn’s gaze moved from Josie to Noah, then back again.

      “Glad you could make it,” Shawn told him.

      Noah stepped forward, ready to offer his apology. “I’m sorry for missing…”

      “Noah,” Josie said, “I’m not going to let you take the blame for missing the ceremony.” She slipped her arm through the crook of his elbow and moved so close to him that wisps of her blond hair tickled his jaw. “Especially since it’s all my fault.”

      Noah tensed as he looked down at Josie. She wasn’t following any of his rules.

      “I’m Josie Reid.” She fixed her gaze on Shawn and Amber. “The truth is, I have a stalker who slashed a tire on my car just outside your wedding chapel.”

      “Oh, no!” Amber said.

      “Noah came to my rescue, even though that meant he had to miss your wedding ceremony. I don’t know what would have happened if he hadn’t been there for me.” She gazed up at him, her big blue eyes glistening with tears. “He’s my hero.”

      Noah stared at Josie, shocked at how easily she’d explained his absence. Or maybe he was still reeling from that kiss they’d shared. He wanted to kiss her again just to see if he still had the same reaction.

      Then her earlier words came back to him: I’m good at pretending.

      That kiss was for show. Just like this pretend date. And it seemed to be working because both Amber and Shawn looked as if they were buying her story. It was true, although she’d left out some significant details.

      “Please don’t blame yourself,” Amber said. “We understand. We were very worried about Noah, but we never imagined something like that keeping him away.”

      “I really wanted to be there,” Noah said. “You have no idea how much.”

      Shawn rounded the small table and wrapped Noah in a bear hug. “I know, man. I’m just glad you’re here now.” He took a step back, a wide grin on his face. “And that you brought such a sweet gal with you. How long have you two been dating?”

      “Well…” Noah began.

      “It feels like I’ve known him forever. We met and we just… connected. I’ve never experienced anything like it.” She gazed lovingly up at him, then turned back to Shawn and Amber. “I guess when you finally meet the right person, you just know.”

      “Absolutely.” Shawn smiled, then reached out to clasp Noah’s shoulder. “You’re good at keeping a secret, you son of a gun. I couldn’t be happier for you.”

      Thanks.” Relief flowed through him. This had been easier than he’d imagined. Shawn and Amber weren’t angry with him. Just the opposite, in fact. He’d never seen the two of them so happy. “Congratulations to both of you.”

      He turned to Amber and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I may have missed the ceremony, but I promise to always be there for you two if you ever need me.”

      “We know you will,” Shawn said. “And we might just take you up on that offer. Amber’s already talking about building an addition to the house.”

      “One thing at a time,” Amber said. “Josie, are you sure you are okay? Are you safe?”

      “I am now.” Josie smiled. “Noah is helping me with my car. I never dreamed I’d find a man like him.”

      “Oh, that is so sweet!” Amber placed one hand over her heart. “I’m so glad you found each other.”

      “We feel the same way,” Josie told her. “And I have to say, you look stunning in that gown. Where did you find it?”

      As Josie and Amber chatted about the wedding gown, Noah stared at them, a little stunned at how this had all unfolded. Then he glanced around him, noticing many of the guests weren’t watching him anymore. Had it really been this easy?

      “Noah?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      Josie smiled. “I know you want to dance with the bride, so now seems like the perfect time. Maybe I can talk the groom into showing me the way to the buffet.”

      “My pleasure.” Shawn grinned at Noah as he led Josie away.

      Noah turned to Amber as the band played “Unchained Melody”. “You don’t have to dance with me. I know it’s… awkward.”

      “Awkward?” She put one hand on his arm and steered him toward the dance floor. “I think it sounds like the perfect way to put all these busybodies in their place. I’m so tired of the whispers and gossip about us. Aren’t you?”

      He gaped at her as they took the dance floor and swayed to the music. She and Shawn had seemed so happy these past few months. It had never occurred to him that Amber might have been caught in the fallout of their broken engagement, too.

      “I’m very tired of it. Maybe now the Nosy Parkers will start minding their own business.”

      She laughed. “I guess there’s a first time for everything. Although, I’m sure there will be plenty of gossip about you and the mysterious blonde. I had no idea you’ve been dating someone.”

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” he said, eager to change the subject before he gave himself away. “By the way, I’m glad you broke up with me.”

      She looked up at him in surprise. “Really?”

      He nodded. “I can see you and Shawn belong together. He’ll make you happy.”

      “You made me happy, too. You just weren’t in love with me.”

      “What?” Taken aback, he almost stepped on her toes. “We dated for a year before I proposed. We never argued and always had fun together.”

      She smiled. “That’s called friendship. You loved spending time with me, but you weren’t in love with me. We’re friends, Noah. And my hope is that you find someone you can fall in love with.” Amber nodded toward Josie. “Maybe it’s her.”

      Noah looked in that direction, surprised and a little nervous to see Josie was eating a plate of barbecue while in an animated conversation with his granny.

      “Or maybe I’m just happier alone,” he said. “Like my dad was.”

      The music came to an end before she could reply. Amber reached out and hugged him, her cheek resting on his chest. “I’ll always love you, Noah.”

      “As a friend?”

      She stepped away far enough to smile up at him. “As one of my best friends.” She turned to Shawn and stepped into her husband’s arms.

      “I better go rescue Josie again,” Noah said. “Congratulations, you two.”

      Shawn reached out and shook his hand. “Don’t be a stranger. You’re welcome at our place anytime.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” Noah left the newlyweds on the dance floor, feeling an odd sense of freedom.

      He started toward Josie’s table, but he got waylaid by friends and neighbors. They exchanged small talk and made jokes, and he felt more at ease around them than he had in months.

      And he had Josie to thank for it. When he finally broke away from the crowd, Noah moved toward the bar, planning to grab a drink for both of them when he heard a familiar voice behind him.

      “There you are!”

      Noah turned around to see his granny. She was just over five feet tall and wore a green silk dress, along with sensible shoes. Her snow-white hair was pulled back into a neat French braid.

      “I like Josie,” she said. “I think she’s good for you.”

      He stifled a groan. Noah had been afraid his granny might have that reaction when he showed up with a date. She’d been so distraught after his breakup with Amber, he didn’t want to disappoint her again. “Josie is nice, but you just met her.”

      “I know, but I have a sixth sense about these things.”

      He laughed, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Granny, but I don’t believe in your magical powers. Besides, I’m not ready to get serious with anyone.”

      “If you say so.” She patted his arm. “Just don’t be afraid to take a chance again. I don’t like the idea of you rattling around in that big ranch house all by yourself.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, wanting to let her down easy. She worried too much about him. He looked around the barn. “Where did Josie go?”

      Granny hitched her thumb toward the barn doors. “She got a text. The girl took one look at her phone and ran outside.” A twinkle lit her shrewd green eyes. “Maybe you’d better make your move in case it’s from another fella.”

      “Thanks for the advice, Granny. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Neither do I.” She placed one thin hand on his shoulder and gently pushed him toward the doors. “Now go after her before it’s too late.”

      He laughed, then leaned down to kiss her cheek before heading outside to see Josie.

      But she was nowhere to be found.
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      Josie trudged along the corral fence, wishing she’d worn different shoes. Her heels kept sinking into the wet soil and she’d almost fallen twice. There was just enough moon peeking through the clouds to light her path as she disappeared into the dark night.

      She’d never felt so alone.

      When she reached the end of the corral fence, she kept walking, wanting to be certain the wedding guests clustered in groups outside the barn couldn’t see or hear her. She tried to ignore the twinge of guilt at abandoning Noah without a word, but she’d barely made it out of the wedding reception without bursting into tears—which would have certainly ruined the image he’d wanted them to project as a happy couple.

      And they’d actually pulled it off.

      She’d watched Noah dance with the bride while savoring barbecued brisket. Amber was not only beautiful, but sweet. She had no doubt that Noah was still in love with her. Josie had never been in love like that, and maybe she didn’t deserve to be. Not after putting her cat in jeopardy.

      She finally stopped and glanced over her shoulder, the barn lights now just tiny, bright pinpricks in the distance. She kicked off her heels with a soft moan of relief, relishing the sensation of the cool, damp grass against the soles of her aching bare feet.

      Josie couldn’t imagine what Noah’s sweet grandmother must have thought when she’d suddenly disappeared—or Noah himself, for that matter. She was supposed to be by his side at this reception, continuing the fiction that they were a devoted couple. But the only love she was feeling tonight was for Baby. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, not letting herself imagine the worst.

      She reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone. The text message from Doris was still on the front screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me. I have news about the feline.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her heart pounded, and she fought to catch her breath. Panic had fueled her long walk and now it was overtaking her.

      “Get it together,” she muttered. “Baby is fine.”

      There would be no reason for Doris to hurt her cat. She and Baby had each been in worse situations before and survived and they’d make it through this one too. No matter what Josie had to do to rescue her cat.

      A lone coyote howled in the distance, and for some odd reason, the sound calmed her. She needed to remain calm to deal with someone like Doris.

      “You can do this,” she whispered.

      Josie hardened her resolve, then brought up Doris’ number on her phone. Her index finger hovered above it, but she wondered if she needed to give this more thought.

      If Doris made an actual threat to her or to Baby during the call, then the sheriff’s office might finally be able to do something. Quickly finding the voice recorder app on her phone, she turned it on. Then she activated the speaker on her phone before she called Doris, so the recorder would pick up their conversation.

      The phone rang twice, the sound eerily loud in the silence surrounding her.

      Doris answered on the third ring. “Well, it’s about time. I was beginning to wonder if you even cared about your cat. Of course, you missed out on the normal bonding experiences as a child, so nothing you do would surprise me.”

      Josie tensed but didn’t take the bait. “Is my cat all right?”

      “She’s settled in here very nicely and seems to feel right at home. Thank you so much for letting us keep her while you get affairs in order.”

      “You took her from me,” Josie said. “And I want her back immediately.”

      Doris grunted. “Poor Loretta. She passed away so suddenly and before she had a chance to let me review her new will. Did you know I used to work as a paralegal?”

      “What do you want?” Josie asked.

      “You know very well what I want,” Doris said, her voice as sweet as honey. “To see that new will Loretta wrote and signed—no doubt under duress—right before she died. If you allow me to review her will, without any fuss, then afterward we’ll have a glass of sweet tea together while you reunite with your cat.”

      “And if I don’t give you the will?”

      “Then we can do this the hard way and take it to court, but I should warn you that judges around here don’t take kindly to folks exerting undue influence on the elderly. Especially someone like you.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Josie said, still unable to believe she was even having this conversation. “You’re holding my cat for ransom?”

      “Of course not,” Doris said evenly. “That would be illegal. I’ve taken Baby into protective custody. A woman like you isn’t a good influence on an impressionable kitty. You even abandoned her in the back seat of a car.”

      Josie closed her eyes, a sense of dread enveloping her. “You can’t do this.”

      “I already did.” Doris cackled. “And just so you understand, your troubles are just beginning if you don’t do the right thing.”

      “Loretta loved you and Miles,” Josie said. “She loved Baby and she even loved someone like me. All I want to do is honor her last wishes.”

      A sharp laugh carried over the phone’s speaker. “Love? You don’t know anything about love. You used Loretta. You lived in her house, ate her food, and even stole her last name. But that doesn’t make you family.”

      “I never claimed to be,” Josie said, squaring her shoulders. “And you’ve got it all wrong.”

      “Baloney,” Doris snapped. “That’s just another one of your lies. But here’s the truth. If you want your cat, then bring me Loretta’s last will and testament. If you don’t, you’ll be sorry you ever stepped foot in Calamity.”

      The call ended abruptly. Josie just stared at her phone, then she slowly pressed one finger on the screen to turn off the recorder.

      “Problems?” said a deep voice behind her.

      Josie gasped, then spun around to see Noah emerge out of the darkness. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was going to ask you the same question, but that phone call explains… quite a bit.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

      “You’re the one who doesn’t understand. When I couldn’t find you, I was afraid that maniac might have taken you too. What did you think I was going to do when you disappeared? Just dance the night away?”

      “I didn’t think about that,” Josie breathed. Aside from Loretta, nobody had ever worried about her before. “After Doris texted me, I just wanted to get away from the crowd and the noise.” She looked around, realizing how isolated they really were out here. “How did you find me?”

      “I’ve always been good at tracking critters and it’s dark enough out here that it was easy to see the glow of your cell phone screen.” He narrowed his gaze. “I still have questions. And the first one is, what are you really doing in Calamity?”

      Josie hesitated, fighting the urge to confide everything to him. Her grief. Her fear. Her loneliness. But she’d always kept that part of herself locked up tight—aware that revealing it would only make her more vulnerable.

      That phone call with Doris had rattled her and even though she’d recorded it, now she worried that going to the police might endanger Baby. She couldn’t take that chance, but maybe she could take a chance on Noah. “It’s going to sound weird.”

      “I can deal with weird.” His face relaxed into a smile. “Weird runs in my family, so you won’t scare me off if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

      “I’m serious. It could get… dangerous.”

      He took a step closer. “Look, I’m already involved. I missed the wedding ceremony because I had to rescue my girlfriend from a stalker, according to the story you told in that barn.”

      “I know, but…”

      “And that hot kiss between the two of us convinced everyone at the reception, including my friends and family, that we’re a couple.”

      “Maybe that was a mistake.”

      “That’s why it concerns me that my girlfriend is not only being blackmailed, but also threatened with a lawsuit.”

      Josie opened her mouth, and then closed it again. Because it was clear Noah still had more to say and she owed him that much after everything she’d put him through today.

      “Because in a small town like this, news spreads like wildfire. And I’ve already heard enough gossip about me to last a lifetime. So, I’m not only on your side, but I will do everything in my power to get you and your cat out of Calamity as quickly as possible.”

      Josie wasn’t surprised Noah wanted to get rid of her, but his words still stung a bit. “How much of that phone call did you overhear?”

      “Enough.” He searched her face. “Look, I don’t care what secrets you might have. I have secrets, too. But I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you the short version.” Josie sucked in a deep breath. “Three years ago, I met a woman named Loretta Reid at an animal shelter in Austin. I worked there part-time while finishing my master’s degree in history. She was retired and volunteered there. We both bonded over the same kitten.”

      “Baby?”

      She nodded. “The kitten was very attached to me, so Loretta offered to bring us both home. She had a room to rent, and she knew I was looking for a new place to live after my roommate got married.”

      “You took a risk.”

      “Yes and it was actually the best time of my life.” She sighed wistfully. “I never knew my parents and I grew up in foster care. I changed families several times, never quite fitting in anywhere, but living with Loretta was different. For the first time in my life, I felt like I really belonged. Like I had a real family. I rescued Baby, but Loretta really rescued me.” She blinked back the tears welling in her eyes. “Loretta passed away six weeks ago after a sudden illness.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She shrugged. “There’s more to the story. You see, Loretta is originally from Calamity and still has a second home here. Her great-nephew is Miles Dooley. He’s her last surviving kin, so he and Doris were expecting to inherit Loretta’s sizable estate after she passed away.”

      “Expecting to inherit? Did that change?”

      “Loretta made a new will. She told me about it the day before she passed away and made me promise I would take it to her lawyer in Calamity. She’d gotten ill before she’d had a chance to do it herself.”

      “Just to be clear,” he said slowly, “Doris stole your cat so she could blackmail you into handing over Loretta Reid’s new will?”

      She nodded. “I think Doris wants to destroy it. They were staying with us in Austin when it happened. Loretta told all of us she made a new will, but not why or what was in it.” Josie gulped back tears. “What’s so odd is that Miles could still be the sole beneficiary of the new will. Perhaps Loretta just made minor changes or gave some of her money to a charity, like the animal shelter or the church she asked me to leave her donation with.”

      “You don’t know?” His brow furrowed. “Can’t you just read it and find out?”

      “I would but I don’t have it. And that’s how we get to the wildest part of all.” She met his gaze. “The new will is in Loretta’s house, here in Calamity, where Doris and Miles are now squatting.”

      “Squatting?” He whistled low. “Wow, this just got a lot more complicated.”

      Josie hesitated, wondering if she’d shared too much. But she couldn’t do this alone.

      “I still can’t believe Miles would agree to something like that. They lived in a rental here before but moved into her house shortly after she passed away.”

      “But how come Doris seems to be spearheading this blackmail campaign? What’s Miles’ role in all of this?”

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen or heard from him since the funeral and Doris hasn’t mentioned him at all, but he has to be in on this, right?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know the guy. What do you think?”

      “Miles has always been so sweet—the polar opposite of his wife in just about every way.” She looked up at the moon, wishing she knew the answer. “I wish I could talk to him instead of Doris, but my calls to him have gone to voicemail. I was hoping he could help me get my cat back.”

      “It’s getting late,” Noah said. “Let’s talk this all out tomorrow when our heads are clearer. I can drive you back to your hotel and then pick you up in the morning.”

      A cool breeze rolled over the hill, making her wish she’d brought a wrap. “Actually, I’d like you to just drop me at my car again.”

      “One of your tires was slashed, remember? Your car isn’t drivable.”

      “I may not be able to drive it anywhere, but I can sleep in it.”

      He scowled. “Nothing doing.”

      “I had only planned to stay one night in Calamity, but this is day four. Besides, the back seat of my car is pretty comfortable, and I can put the money I save toward the tire repair.”

      He looked at her for a long moment. “Come home with me.”

      Josie laughed as she slowly shook her head. “Sorry, cowboy, but we’re just pretending to be a couple, remember?”

      “The way I see it, if you stayed at my place while you’re here, that could benefit both of us.”

      “No—”

      He held up his palms. “Just hear me out. You come back to my ranch house and stay in the guest room. It’s even got a lock on the door, so you’ll be plenty safe there. And I don’t care how comfortable the back seat of your Miata might be, it won’t be as cozy as the guest room’s king-size bed and attached bath.

      Josie was tempted and not just by the thought of a king-size bed. She could get lost in those sexy brown eyes if she wasn’t careful. “No strings attached?”

      “No strings.” He held up two fingers in the Boy Scout salute.

      “That sounds tempting,” she said, though still wary. He was a stranger, but she’d seen how well liked and respected he was by the people at the wedding. “What’s in it for you, Noah?”

      “Simple, we continue the ruse that we’re in love.”

      “But I’m going to be leaving for San Antonio as soon as I get my cat back.”

      He smiled. “That sounds good to me. I always thought a long-distance relationship might be the answer to my problem. At least then, folks around here will finally start minding their own business.”

      “But it wouldn’t be real.”

      “Of course not. It would just give me time to let everything blow over. Then I’ll break up with you.”

      “Smart,” she said, laughing. “It just might work.”

      “Then it’s a deal?” He held out one hand.

      “Deal.” She reached out to shake it, the warmth of his touch sending an odd tingle through her. “Starting tomorrow, I’m going to take drastic action. I’m not letting Doris Dooley push me around anymore.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure that’s smart? Just from overhearing that one phone call, she doesn’t exactly seem stable.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Okay,” he said, “then I’m in.”

      “You are?” she asked, surprised. “Because this could get ugly, and you’ve already had to face down one scandal.”

      A cool, brisk wind came up from the west, catching Josie by surprise. She quickly bent down to pull on her shoes and when she stood up, she noticed that Noah had moved and positioned himself to block most of the wind with his body.

      “I promised to help you,” he said, “and I keep my word. Now we just need to come up with a plan.”

      “Oh, I have a plan,” she said, slowly looking him up and down. “What I really need is a decoy.”
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      The next morning, Josie opened her eyes, then sat up in bed in a moment of panic. Sunlight streamed through a window with gauzy white curtains, and she could hear a dog barking in the distance. To her surprise, Josie had slept through the night without stirring.

      “Noah’s house,” she whispered, as the events of yesterday came rushing back to her. Her stolen Baby, the car chase, that kiss with Noah. Part dream, part nightmare.

      Last night, she’d taken a chance by coming home with a man she’d just met, but once they’d arrived at his ranch, shortly before midnight, he’d been the perfect gentleman. The house had loomed large in the moonlight, at least two stories high with a wide front porch. Inside, Noah had briefly shown her around the first floor, then taken her up to the guest room and wished her a good night’s sleep before disappearing down the long hallway.

      Now, snug and cozy under a thick bedspread, Josie relished the warm cocoon of the bed, and she was reluctant to leave it. She’d just started to doze off again when she heard the sound of Noah’s voice from outside the house, though she couldn’t make out his words.

      She climbed out of bed, her bare feet padding over a large blue area rug before stepping onto the hardwood floor near the window. Parting the curtain, she squinted against the morning sunshine lighting the room.

      Then she caught sight of Noah outside the barn, wearing a sleeveless white t-shirt with his blue jeans and cowboy boots. He held a five-gallon feed bucket in each hand, the heavy weight of them making muscles bulge in his bare arms and shoulders. A large yellow Labrador romped around him.

      Josie smiled at the dog’s goofy antics.

      She turned away from the window, the idyllic scene outside at odds with the chaos inside of her. She wanted to race over to Loretta’s house and rescue Baby from the Dooleys, feeling like she’d already wasted too much time. And she needed to find Loretta’s will. Which meant she couldn’t let Noah, or his cozy homestead, distract her from the reason she’d come to Calamity.

      She walked over to the nightstand to check her phone. There were no more cryptic text messages from Doris. However, there was a short message from an old friend who had just heard about her new job at the museum in San Antonio and wanted to wish her good luck.

      “Oh, Brett.” She exhaled loudly, sending him a quick thank-you text. “If I told you I was on a ranch in the middle of nowhere with a sexy cowboy who promised to help me rescue my kidnapped cat, you wouldn’t believe it.”

      The loud whinny of a horse sent her hurrying back over to the window. Noah was leading a beautiful bay gelding out of the barn.

      Josie cranked the window open and shouted. “Hey, are you going riding?”

      He looked up in her direction and waved. “I sure am. Do you want to join me?”

      “Yes! Don’t leave without me!”

      She whirled around and moved straight toward her suitcase, where she grabbed a pair of blue jeans and a matching knit top. Josie had loved horseback riding since was seven years old. There was a horse camp for foster kids every summer and she’d been able to attend every year until she’d aged out.

      After quickly combing her hair into neat ponytail, she pulled on a pair of sneakers. She’d never owned cowboy boots, but sneakers had worked well enough for riding before. By the time she made it outside, Noah was saddling a second horse, this one a palomino mare.

      “They’re both so beautiful,” Josie said, slowing her steps so she didn’t spook the horses. She reached out to gently stroke the neck of the palomino.

      “They’re my favorite horses for checking fence lines.” He tipped up his black cowboy hat. “Have you ridden before?”

      Josie nodded. “Yes, I got a lot of riding experience at horse camp when I was a kid, but that’s been a while ago.”

      She let her gaze roam around the yard. It had been too dark to see much when they’d arrived her last night. The house looked even larger in the daylight and was directly across from the barn. A well-kept lawn separated the two.

      The front of Noah’s house had neat rows of landscaping blocks sectioning off large plots, but there were few plantings. Just a scattering of daylily plants with bright-yellow blooms and some leafy round mounds of chrysanthemums that hadn’t started to bloom yet.

      “You have a really nice place here,” she said. “So big and roomy.”

      “Thanks. I try to keep everything neat and tidy but sometimes it can get away from me when it starts to get busy around here.”

      She laughed.

      “This is the perfect horse for you,” he said, untying the reins of the palomino from the fencepost and handing them to her. “She’s got a great disposition and stays pretty calm.”

      Josie liked watching Noah work with the horses, especially the way he’d stroke them and talk softly to them. For a big man, he had a gentleness that surprised her. She watched him put some tools in a saddlebag, then they mounted their horses and started down the long driveway.

      Josie took a deep breath of the fresh country air as she rode. It was a perfect time for a ride, the morning sun warm on her face and a slight breeze ruffling her hair. Still, it was difficult to let go of her worry about Baby and how she could get her back. The one thing she did know is she wasn’t leaving Calamity without her cat.

      She glanced over at Noah, who rode slightly ahead of her. He sat tall and straight in the saddle, the muscles in his broad shoulders flexing beneath his chambray shirt as he held the reins. For a moment, it all seemed surreal. She hadn’t even known this man twenty-four hours ago, and now she was enjoying a morning horseback ride with him.

      “We’re going to ride the fence line on the south pasture where my Longhorn cattle are grazing.” Noah glanced back at her. “I need to make sure there aren’t any gaps in the fence where my cattle might break through.”

      Josie gently spurred on her horse to pull even with him. “How often do you have to do that?”

      “This time of year, I usually check it about once a week. The barbed wire can get too loose if a tree limb falls on it or just from natural wear and tear. And cattle can put pressure on it too, because like people, they think grass always looks greener on the other side of the fence.”

      She chuckled. “That is true.”

      They kept chatting about cattle and ranch life until they reached the pasture, where they were greeted by the coos of mourning doves in a grove of cottonwood trees. A few cows and a massive bull looked up and watched them as they neared the fence. The rest of the herd grazed on the dewy pasture grass, apparently undisturbed by their presence.

      Noah took the lead, slowly walking his horse along the fence line as he studied the hardiness of fenceposts and wire. Josie let her horse fall in behind him, curious to watch him at work. He stopped a couple of times, usually to tighten up a loose wire by hammering it back on a fencepost with a staple-shaped nail.

      It was easy for Josie to forget her troubles the longer they rode. She remembered experiencing that same sense of peace at her summer horse camps. If it was in her budget, she’d get a horse of her own to board near her home.

      “So, what’s in San Antonio?” Noah asked as they finished their fence inspection and rode back toward the barn. “Are you from there?”

      She reached out to smooth her hand over the mare’s sleek gold coat. “No, I’ve never been there before. I’m heading down there because I accepted a job offer as the interim curator at a private museum. They specialize in local area artifacts and history.”

      “Interim? Does that mean you’re hoping to get the permanent position?

      “Yes, I’m hoping it works out that way. Although, I’m lucky to even be getting this opportunity. I just graduated with my master’s degree in history and only have internship experience in the field.”

      They turned into the long driveway, the horses instinctively heading toward the barn. “Even if they don’t hire me for the position,” she said. “I’ll get great experience to add to my resume.”

      “That makes sense. Seems like history might be a tough field to find a job. What made you interested in it?”

      Josie hesitated, not sure how much she wanted to share. “I’ve just always loved reading stories about the past. Time and places can change, but people seem to be pretty much the same through the centuries. For good or for bad.”

      “I can see that.” He slowed his horse to a stop in front of the bar, then climbed down from the saddle. “I’ll finish up here if you want to head back to the house.”

      Josie reluctantly climbed off the saddle, wishing she could just spend time with the horses instead of dealing with the problems that awaited her. But Baby was counting on her. So, the sooner she solved those problems, the sooner she could leave for San Antonio and start making her own history.
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      When Noah walked through the back door of his house later that morning, he saw Josie sitting at his kitchen table. She’d showered and changed into a sapphire-blue sweater and a pair of black leggings. Her blond hair was still damp and swept up into a high ponytail.

      “I see you made coffee,” he said, walking over to the sink to wash his hands.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” She cradled a cup of coffee in her hands. “I always need at least one cup to get me going for the day.”

      He poured a cup for himself before joining her at the table. “I usually make a full pot every morning, then just keep topping off my cup.”

      She smiled. “A man after my own heart.”

      He stared down at his cup, feeling a sudden awkwardness at their situation. It was one thing to fake being a couple in front of other people, but having Josie in his home, looking like she belonged there, was something else altogether. “I can cook us some breakfast as soon as I clean up.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m fine. I already found some cereal in a cupboard and helped myself. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Okay, good.” Noah cleared his throat. “By the way, I called a friend of mine and he’s going to tow your car to his auto shop and give us the damage report on that tire and rim. He promised to call me by this afternoon.”

      “That sounds good because we need to talk about my plan to rescue Baby and⁠—”

      The doorbell rang, cutting her off. They exchanged glances.

      “Are you expecting someone?” she asked.

      He shook his head and walked toward the front door. “Not this early.”

      Familiar voices were gabbing on the porch as he opened the door and Noah stifled a groan. Two of the busiest busybodies in town had decided to pay him a visit.

      “Morning, cousin!” Shelby Tanner greeted him and sailed past him into the house.

      Taylor Tanner winked at him as she followed her sister over the threshold, carrying a covered wicker basket in each hand. “Hope you don’t mind a little company, Noah. It’s been a while since we paid you a visit.”

      “This is a surprise,” he said dryly, closing the front door behind them. He loved his cousins, but they also knew how to push his buttons. “What brings you here so early?”

      “Early?” Shelby exclaimed, making a beeline for Josie. “It’s almost nine o’clock. We’ve been up for hours.”

      “We’ll just stay for a minute,” Taylor promised him before joining her sister at the kitchen table. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your pretty guest?”

      Noah cleared his throat, watching Josie’s smile widen. “Josie, these are my nosy cousins, Shelby and Taylor, and they’ve come here to gather intel about our relationship. They lease a great coffee shop in a building I own downtown, but apparently, they don’t have anything better to do on a Saturday morning.”

      Shelby laughed. “Good try, Noah, but you’re not going to chase us away with that kind of sass. We weren’t able to make it to the wedding last night, so we didn’t get a chance to meet your new girlfriend.”

      Josie stood up and held out her hand. “I’m Josie Lou Reid, and I can’t wait to see what you have in those baskets.”

      Taylor chuckled as she shook her hand. “Josie Lou, you’re a girl after my own heart. And just ignore Noah’s grumpiness. He’s not a morning person.”

      “That’s not true. I’ve been up since dawn and taking care of this ranch, while you two have been plotting to descend on unsuspecting family members.” Noah moved closer to the table and peered into one of the baskets. “Of course, I might be more understanding about this unannounced visit if you’ve got something good in there.”

      “Get your nose out of that basket, Noah Tanner,” Shelby scolded him as he tried to snatch it from her. “You’re going to make Josie think you don’t love us with that kind of talk. So just admit that we’re your favorite cousins and I’ll let you have your fill of raspberry muffins, still warm from the oven of Blue Moon Coffee Shop.”

      “You two are my favorite by a mile,” he said, taking a seat at the table. “Josie, just wait until you taste these muffins.”

      He pulled a raspberry muffin out of the basket, noting the odd expression on her face as she looked between the three of them. “Here you go,” he said, setting the wrapped muffin in front of her. He lowered his voice. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered back. “I’m just enjoying the moment.”

      The moment stretched into half an hour, with Shelby and Taylor doing most of the talking. Finally, after inhaling four muffins, Noah turned to his cousins. “I’m glad you two could stop by, but we’ve got some important errands to run this morning.”

      “Oh my,” Shelby said, exchanging a pointed glance with her sister. “That sounds intriguing. Care to share?”

      “Nope,” he said, rising from the table.

      Josie stood up too. “Thank you so much for dropping in. It was a pleasure to meet both of you.”

      “Oh, honey, the pleasure was all ours,” Taylor said. “Now don’t let Noah run you off; he can be a little grumpy sometimes.”

      “He’s like a slice of pecan pie,” Shelby added. “Crunchy on the outside, but sweet and gooey on the inside.”

      Noah shook his head. “That’s the worst comparison I’ve ever heard. I’m not a pecan pie.”

      “You’re right.” Taylor grinned. “He’s more like a peanut roll. Nutty and a little salty.”

      “Or maybe a honey bun?” Josie chimed in with a mischievous gleam in her eye. “Sweet and irresistible.”

      “Oh, girl, you’ve got it bad,” Taylor said, and both cousins laughed on their way to the front door.

      At the threshold, Shelby turned back. “But all joking aside, Josie. You couldn’t find a better cowboy than Noah. He really is a keeper.”

      Noah felt heat creep up his neck. “Okay, well, thanks for stopping by.”

      “We do have a small favor to ask of you, Noah,” Shelby said.

      “Uh-oh.” Noah looked between his two cousins. “So those muffins were a bribe?”

      Taylor grinned. “I wouldn’t put it like that, but some might. Really, though, it’s a very small favor. Shelby and I just received a last-minute invitation to a conference for small business owners in Dallas. It starts on Monday, and we just need you to keep an eye on the coffee shop for us while we’re gone.”

      “And maybe open it a couple mornings this week,” Shelby added, “when Kayla, our assistant manager, isn’t available. You’ve done it before, so you know it’s not hard.”

      “We’ll owe you for this favor, too,” Taylor said. “For instance, we’d be happy to watch the ranch if you and Josie decide you want to take off on a romantic getaway somewhere.”

      “Maybe Hawaii.” Shelby wriggled her eyebrows. “Or somewhere in the Caribbean.”

      Noah held up both hands. “All right, stop trying to convince me. I’ll do it.”

      They both reached out to give him a hug, then kept thanking him as they made their way off the porch. He watched his cousins until they drove away, then he closed the door and turned around to face Josie. “Well, I think we fooled them.”

      “Did we?” Josie asked, wiping the crumbs off the table. She looked up at Noah. “Is your family always like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Just dropping in to see you, cracking jokes, and asking for favors. Like they belong here.”

      He didn’t understand her question, then remembered she grew up in foster care. “I guess so. It’s just always been that way, even if they are a little too curious about my love life. At least they’re not trying to play matchmaker anymore.” He shuddered. “They were exceedingly bad at it.”

      Josie carried the plates and coffee cups over to the kitchen sink. “Do you think they’ll be disappointed when I suddenly leave town and never come back?”

      He sighed. “I’ll worry about that later. Now, tell me about this rescue plan of yours.”

      “First, you need to get cleaned up and ready to go. I’ll fill you in on the way there.”
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      Noah cruised his pickup along one of the tree-lined streets in the designated historic district of Calamity. The late-morning sunlight cast a tranquil glow over the stately Tudor, colorful Victorian, and grand colonial homes in the well-kept neighborhood. Somewhere, a dog barked, followed by the sound of children laughing.

      “There’s Loretta’s house.” Josie pointed to a Queen Anne Victorian that stood three stories high at the end of the block. “I recognize it from her pictures.”

      Noah swallowed a groan. He’d already threatened to turn around and take them back to his ranch when he’d heard Josie’s plan, but she’d just find a way to come back here without him. That didn’t mean he still couldn’t try to talk her out of it.

      “I meant what I said before, Josie.” He eased his pickup closer to the disaster he was certain awaited them. “Your plan is illogical.”

      “It’s perfect.” She pulled her ponytail tighter, then took a deep breath. “And it’s the only way I know how to get my cat back and look for Loretta’s will.”

      “You can’t just sneak into the house. What if Doris catches you?”

      She smiled. “Doris won’t catch me because you’ll be here to distract her.”

      “If she even lets me in the door.”

      “I think you’re seriously underestimating your powers of persuasion.”

      “Huh?”

      Her gaze moved over him in a way that made him momentarily forget what they were talking about, and he didn’t like that one bit. If he wasn’t careful, he’d find himself sitting outside a wedding chapel covered in hives again. After he’d shed his wedding attire last night, the itchy, red welts had almost completely faded away. The message seemed all too clear: Stay single or suffer.
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