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To all my babes that know they can be a strong, modern woman, yet still shamelessly drop to their knees like the good fucking girl they are the moment their cowboy tells them to.




A Note From the Author

This book is intended for people 18+. It includes, but is not limited to, open door sexual content, minor breath play, alcohol consumption, talk of a cheating and manipulative ex, death of family members through dream sequence/flashbacks, talk of therapy, trauma and dealing with tragedy. Please proceed with this knowledge. I trust you know what you’re comfortable with.




ALEXA … PLAY

Nash & CeCe’s

LOVE STORY

[image: Holding the Reins]
Scan or tap to visit Holding the Reins
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/703Yprm7IjtgUVEaHvQ4Yk


	Wondering Why—The Red Clay Strays

	Wild Ones—Jessie Murph Feat. Jellyroll

	Hey Driver—Zach Bryan Feat. War & Treaty

	Cover Me Up—Morgan Wallen

	Any Man Of Mine—Shania Twain (CeCe’s Anthem)

	Takin’ Pills—Pistol Annies

	Feelin’ Whitney—Post Malone

	Holdin’ On To You—Dolly Parton Feat. Elle King

	Shake The Frost—Tyler Childers

	Simple Man—Rhett Walker Band

	Jackson—Johnny & June

	Cecilia—Simon & Garfunkel

	Love The Lonely (Out of You)—Brothers Osborne

	Foolin’ Ourselves—Evan Honer
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CHAPTER ONE

CeCe

“Oh, my dear! You dropped your hair curler thingy! Dear!”

I stop dead in my tracks and look down at the suitcase I’m struggling to haul behind me. The back pocket is unzipped just enough, and Mrs. Danforth—my best friend’s grandmother—is calling to me in her sing-song voice, holding my teal blue vibrator in the air as she chases me down through the Car Depot lobby.

My face instantly heats and turns a fine shade of pink as I move quickly to meet her, keeping my gaze on the spotless marble floor so I don’t have to meet the eyes of way too many people I’ve known since childhood.

I consider crawling under the big white reception desk and hiding there until they close the place at five. This is the last thing I need today—my flight was delayed, and I cried like a baby on the plane because I left my Kindle at my condo … correction, my old condo. I just want to get home, change into my pajamas and unpack, but something tells me I won’t be able to do that. Because even though it’s my first night home, it’s Sunday, so I know I’ll be lured to The Horse and Barrel with Olivia and Ginger.

I snatch the vibrator quickly from her weathered hands as she leans in and gives me a wink and a grin.

“Was I sly, dear?” she whispers.

My mouth falls open. Fuck my life. She knows what it is.

“Nothing to be ashamed of, honey. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do,” she says as she pats my arm.

Can Jesus choose this moment to come back? I could really use an apocalypse right about now.

“T-Thank you, Granny Dan,” I mutter, stuffing my Saturday nights into my bag and making sure the damn thing is zipped tight.

“Be sure to say hi to your mama, CeCe.” She waves.

I bulldoze my way to the door, hoping Ginger is waiting on the other side to drive me the last leg of my trip home.

Unfortunately for me, she isn’t, so I sit on the bench outside the car rental depot and marvel at my luck. Home for five minutes and I already have one embarrassing moment under my belt. Off to a great start. I accept my fate and toss my sunglasses on, praying Granny Dan keeps her mouth shut.

It’s a typical early July afternoon in Laurel Creek, Kentucky. The sun is still high above Sugarland Mountain in the distance, and shoppers are milling about down the town’s one and only main street.

I can smell baked goods from Spicer’s Sweets, our resident trendy coffee shop, and see the local patrons carrying bags from our upscale home décor boutique, Jennings Mercantile. It’s all very quaint and Anytown, USA like.

I take a deep breath of fresh mountain air and check my phone to see if Ginger has messaged me to indicate why she’s late, not that I should be surprised she is. Ginger Danforth always flows to her own routine. I’m just putting my phone back in my purse when I hear the tell-tale announcement loud and clear that Ginger has arrived in the downtown core. Dolly Parton blaring full blast from the rolled down windows of her white VW Bug that is currently careening around the corner of Main Street.

I stand and wave her down on the side of the road, and she pulls up, almost onto the curb. My best friend has never been known for her driving skills.

“Get in, quick,” she says as she pops the trunk and looks around like she needs to get the hell out of dodge, and fast.

“Did you do something illegal again? Cole can only get you out of trouble so many times,” I grumble.

I put my suitcase in her trunk, and make my way to the passenger side of the door.

“You have it backwards, babe. Having Cole arrest me would be a reason to break the law. That man can put me in handcuffs any day of the week.”

I swat at her for the lewd comment about my older brother who just happens to be the Deputy Sheriff and then smile before reaching over to give her a big squeeze.

“Ew … and hi.”

She grins at me and pushes her sunglasses back up.

“Alright, buckle up, baby. We need to get out of here before anyone else in town sees that pretty teal heat you’re packing in your suitcase.

I groan and put my head in my hands.

“Did your Granny text you the moment I walked out the damn door?”

She looks at me like I must be crazy.

“No, she called me, why do you think I was late? I had to pull over and laugh for five straight minutes.” Ginger winks and mortification washes over me.

Note to self: you’re home now, where everyone will know everything you do before you even think of doing it.
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Ten minutes later, we make our way under the arches of Silver Pines, my family’s full-service equestrian ranch, and a bittersweet mixture of peace and grief settles into my bones with the view of our ranch logo. The half a mile long, white fenced drive always looks the same, no matter what. It’s my haven, my safe space; and even with Dad no longer here, it’s still my only true home and the closest I’ll ever feel to him again. I haven’t been home since he died in January and the grief is no less crushing now than it was then. The old, massive white farmhouse, the ‘big house,’ comes into view in the distance.

“So, have you heard from the good-for-nothing prick again?” Ginger asks, doing her best to distract me.

“Not in the last hour,” I say and sigh. “He’s just malfunctioning because I was the one who left him. How dare I. The great Andrew Waterfield couldn’t keep his fiancée? What will Page Six say?”

Ginger snorts. “He should’ve thought about that before he stuck his overzealous dick in every woman under thirty in Seattle.”

“I think he got the message that I’m gone for good. I wrapped my ring up in the thong I found in his jacket pocket and left it in the middle of the kitchen table.” I start laughing and Ginger’s mouth falls open.

“You bad ass bitch, you.” Ginger shakes her head with a smile that tells me she’s impressed.

“I should’ve seen it before this winter. The late nights, the trips away, the elite club of assistants always accompanying him and his colleagues everywhere.”

“People tend to trust the man they’re engaged to; this is not on you.”

I nod and turn to let the sun hit my face through the window.

In my defense, Andrew is a rich, gorgeous, manipulative asshole that swept me off my feet my freshman year at Washington University. I wanted to believe in true love, so much so that I let it blind me. It took me over seven years, and my dad’s dying words to help me see the light. Finally, I went with my gut and got the hell out of Seattle and the toxic cloud that hung over us. I’m only twenty-five; I spent my crazy, wild years playing the aristocratic, soon-to-be wifey, and now, I just want to see my family, have fun, hopefully find a job and breathe.

As we pull up to the house and the gravel crunches under Ginger’s tires, a million memories and images flash through my mind. Grief is the oddest thing—it hits you hard in the moments you’d least expect. Cream soda in the pantry my dad used to love to drink on a hot summer day over ice, the old rake leaning against the house that created the most incredible leaf jumps in the fall when I was young, the tree swing where he pushed me on countless hot afternoons. Grief swells in my chest, overwhelming me. I half expect to see him bound through the front door, but I know in my head he never will again.

“I’m home, Dad,” I whisper.

Ginger squeezes my hand beside me. “He knows, babe.”
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CHAPTER TWO

CeCe

“Hell, baby, I feel like I haven’t seen you in a month of Sundays,” my mother, Jolene—aka, Mama Jo—calls to me through the kitchen.

She prances into the living room like a breath of fresh air, chasing my somber mood away instantly. Skinny jeans, bare feet, Farrah Fawcett hair tied back with a pink scarf and a Brooks & Dunn t-shirt hanging off her shoulder.

“Let me look at you.” She smiles as she leaps into my arms.

Wade, my oldest and grumpiest brother pushes his way through the front door with our old golden retriever, Harley. Harley nuzzles up against me like I’m his favorite human. I’m officially covered in fur and slobber but he’s the cutest dog alive, so I’ll forgive him as I rustle behind his ears.

“CeCe Rae,” Wade greets in his gruff, settled voice, tugging on my ponytail, always adding in my middle name.

“Sergeant,” I retort naturally.

He has a lot on his shoulders—our entire ranch for one, but it hits me so much more now than it ever did before. He looks exactly like my dad and just seeing his face reminds me that my dad is still here.

I let go of Harley and give Wade a big squeeze. He tenses a little as he always does. He’s not the touchy-feely type, but I know his heart is somewhere under that tough exterior.

“I’ll get your bags; Mama has you set up in Stardust.” He mentions one of the five tiny help cabins, each named after Willie Nelson albums on our ranch. Spirit, Stardust, Blue Eyes, Legend and Bluegrass.

“I got you new linens and it’s all clean and fresh for you, darlin’. I even stocked it with food.”

“Thank you, Mama,” I say as she tucks an errant strand of hair behind my ear, keeping her hands at the side of my face to look at me.

Jolene Ashby is still beautiful, and vibrant at fifty-eight and she never takes shit from anyone. She’s a true free spirit. I strive to be more like her every day.

“You look like you’ve been crying, baby.”

I make the universal sound for “yeah-huh.”

“So, how many times has that good-for-nothing bastard called you?”

I laugh at her assessment of my ex-fiancé, and sit down on the edge of the living room sofa. She looks at me expectantly, hands on her hips, but I don’t answer her, I just sigh in response because at this moment I’m not ready to talk about Andrew with everyone.

“Can I just have tonight? I promise I’ll fill you in tomorrow, all the details. I just want to breathe in the fresh air, unpack, and hide in my cabin with a book.”

Ginger creeps in from the shadows of the kitchen at the back of the house like my stay home plan summoned her.

“Oh, no you won’t.” Her boots make a quick tapping sound on the floor as she comes into the living room with a glass of Mama Jo’s sweet tea. “I already told everyone you’re home, we’re not missing Sangria Sunday. You can sleep tomorrow, no time for wallowing.”

“Who’s everyone?” I groan.

She flashes me a gorgeous, perfect smile, her pretty caramel eyes dance with mischief and her deep brown natural curls frame her face. She’s always been one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen in real life.

“The girls, of course. It is ladies’ night after all.” She grabs my wrist.

“Now let’s get some dinner into you and get ready. You are going to look like the single hottie you are.”

I look at my mom for help but she raises her hands like she wants nothing to do with it.

“Beats staying home alone with your vibrator.” She giggles.

“Mother!” I yell as she and Ginger double over in laughter.

This goddamn town.
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Two hours later, Mama Jo and Ginger’s wardrobe consultation service has put together an outfit I would never, ever wear in public at any other time. But, as they so eloquently put it, “the whole town knows I have a personal stash of sex toys now, so I may as well own it.”

There are more clothes spread out than this space can handle. My cabin is small, almost like a little apartment, but this one is my favorite because it has a big picture window over the kitchen sink, that looks out to one of the large horse corals on our property. And in the distance, you can see Sugarland Mountain in all her glory.

Mama has it set up like I’ve lived here forever—complete with decorative candles, throw pillows, and magazines on the living room coffee table. It only has one bedroom and one bathroom with dark cabin walls, but it’s perfect for me to start over in.

Back in the old days on our ranch, we had multiple horse trainers live on site, especially during my dad’s derby years. For the last ten years, we’ve had Wade leading the pack, so two of these cabins usually sit empty now that Cole lives in town with my favorite girl—my seven-year-old niece, Mabel.

I look myself over in the full length mirror that we moved to the living room for this makeshift fashion show.

I grunt and groan as I ask myself if I’m actually going to wear this: a dark jean mini skirt I keep pulling down to try to get it to at least meet my mid-thigh, and a red, lacy camisole of Ginger’s my breasts barely fit into.

I was blessed and cursed as an early bloomer but I’ve at least grown into my curves now. I adjust the layers of necklaces and big gold hoop earrings that Ginger added. She’s also styled my long hair into a mass of muted blonde waves and curls. I’ve never had so much hairspray in it, even at my prom.

“It just needs something,” Ginger says as she chews her bottom lip. “Take those sandals off,” she commands, raising one French manicured finger in the air.

“I don’t have any other shoes unpacked—”

“Don’t mess with my creativity, just take them off.”

She pulls her ivory colored Lucchese boots off her feet and tosses them to me. We’ve been sharing shoes since seventh grade.

“Yes,” she says. “Put these on first.” She tosses me a pair of high ivory socks from the middle of my bed.

“You want me to wear your babies?” I question. She rarely parts with these beloved boots.

“Yes, you need them tonight more than I do.”

I do as she says, popping them on and turning to see the finished product.

“Yes! Just like Dolly baby, if Dolly had smaller tits.” She winks and I toss a pillow at her from the couch.

“Just like Dolly,” I mutter as I look at my reflection in the mirror. Ginger kisses Mama Jo on the cheek and turns to me.

“Alright, get ready for some sangria and unsavory decisions!” She tosses on my sandals, locks arms with me, and pulls me out the door.

The sun is just thinking about setting as we get in the car and wave to my mom—she’s still standing on the front porch of my cabin.

“Bye, Mama,” I call out the window.

“Have fun, girls! Break some hearts, not the law.”

I giggle, shaking my head at her as we start the car and Jason Aldean croons through the sound system.

I’m so far from Seattle, and for the first time since I made the decision to leave Andrew, I feel totally, completely free.
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The Horse and Barrel is alive with women from all over town, and a few brave men that don’t want to miss out on their after-dinner beer. Sangria Sundays have been a ritual in Laurel Creek for as long as I remember. It’s a night just for the girls, the best country music plays through the vintage sound system; we dance, gossip, and enjoy cheap drinks, especially the house made sangria. Everyone in town knows you don’t seek good customer service from a woman on Mondays in Laurel Creek. Chances are, they’re probably still a little hungover.

The crowd isn’t disappointing tonight. The place is packed and my girls and I are sandwiched into the corner of the only rustic cowboy bar Laurel Creek has to offer. It’s been a couple of years since I’ve been inside but I can’t see much of a difference—aside from some new pine floors. I look around and take in the antique tin signs that adorn the entire back wall over the stage where house bands play on Friday and Saturdays. Jack Daniels bottles have been hollowed out and made into wall sconces over the dark rustic wood walls. Cozy booths have dim chandeliers hanging over them, and in the middle of the wide open space is a large dance floor. The entire east wall is a bar complete with neon lights and our town mascot, Archibald the Tiger, gracing the center as a large neon Tiger shrine.

“Someone remind me why the hell the giant Tiger is hanging there again? It freaks me out, it’s like it’s looking at me,” Avery Pope, the newest and youngest addition to our crew asks. I’ve just met her but she’s sweet and funny. Ginger tells me she moved here two months ago from Lexington to teach figure skating at the town sports facility. I’ve heard all about her. Apparently, she drinks my girls under the table and I can see why as she gulps down what’s left in her glass.

“Well, he’s a hero,” I say. We all love to tell this story and I’m an official expert after writing a paper on him in eighth grade.

“When the traveling circus used to come to town—”

“In like, the 1800’s,” Ginger pipes up.

“Yes, 1889,” I correct. “Archibald chased another tiger that got loose from the circus—a younger tiger, some even say a cub. The cub was on the train tracks and Archibald sensed the train was coming so he chased the other tiger out of the way and was hit by the train himself. He sacrificed his life to save the cub, it’s our town legend. There’s a statue of him near Cave Run Park.”

“Aww … ” Avery says.

“You know that’s all bullshit right?” a deep and even voice says from beside me. One I know well.

I brace myself and turn to meet the face I know is waiting for me.

“Is not,” I argue, one eyebrow raised.

“It’s true. Turns out Archibald was just a selfish asshole that always tried to escape from the circus, probably because they treated those animals horrifically.” A corded, inked forearm places a handful of napkins on the center of the table and I note the number ten, in Roman numerals incorporated into honeysuckle vines that disappear up into his rolled up flannel sleeve.

“Anyway, he got away one night and was all by his lonesome when the train hit him. The whole ‘saving a cub’ story was made up to make him appear like a hero. Good press. But none of it was actually true.”

Ginger and I gasp.

“How dare you?” Olivia Sutton, my other best friend and final portion to our lifelong trio pipes up.

“You get away from our table with those lies, and stop tarnishing our town lore Nash Carter!” She wags a finger at him.

He chuckles at Olivia before he responds.

“Alright, well I was bringing you this, just to welcome Rae home, but I guess I’ll just give it to another table then?” Nash holds up a fresh pitcher of the best sangria in three counties, grinning at us and goddammit, if he isn’t the most devastating specimen of a man I’ve ever seen. He always has been, but his looks are even more perfect than I remember and the worst part is, he knows it. He uses it to his benefit and I, for one, have had enough of men like that to last me a lifetime.

“No, no, no,” Ginger says, flashing him a wide smile. “No need to rush off, I’m sure we can work something out. I guess there could be two sides to every story. We’ll consider your version of Archibald’s history. Thanks for bringing us a refill … on the house, Nashby?” She winks and pats his forearm, calling him by a blend of his first name and my last name. He’s like my parent’s fourth child and has been since he was a teenager.

He nods and puts it on the table.

“My pleasure, ladies. Enjoy. Avery, see you tomorrow.”

She smiles at him and nods, fresh-faced. “Sure thing.”

I look her over—long dark hair, a skater’s figure, petite but strong, tan skin and olive eyes. She is beautiful and young and doesn’t know yet that he’ll probably just use her until he’s had his fill. He’s definitely banging her, I decide.

Nash puts a hand on my shoulder and leans down before he speaks. “Good to see you, Rae,” he says in his deep tenor, his eyes momentarily connecting with mine, as he gives me a gentle squeeze that makes me feel sort of melty all over.

I watch him over my shoulder as he walks away, trying to make sense of what is going on. Nash ‘The Rocket’ Carter—record breaking, slap shot scoring, Stanley cup winning, Laurel Creek fan favorite hockey star and my brother Wade’s best friend—now works as a server at the Horse and Barrel?

“I know what you’re thinking.” Olivia leans across the table. Her copper hair falls around her shoulders as she does, and her glossy pink lips turn up into a grin.

“He has been helping Rocco Pressley since he retired and moved back here in April. Rocco just can’t do it anymore, but he can’t let it go either. Nash doesn’t even get paid. He just apparently can’t sit still.”

“I didn’t hear that,” I say nonchalantly as I let myself take in the sight of Nash on the other side of the bar. He’s offensively gorgeous. I’ll admit it. Everything about him is ominous and big. At 6’4, he towers over me by more than a foot. He’s the rugged type with dark wavy hair, close-cut stubble and a wide jaw. He looks like he should be leaning back in a wooden chair, drawing off a cigar in his flannel and Wranglers. His stacked, muscular form has always been so perfect. Ever since the days of playing hockey with my brothers in the driveway or shoveling hay, shirtless at eighteen on our ranch as I watched him from my bedroom window. Although, it seems his NHL years have honed his body to almost godlike chiseled proportions, judging by the way his upper arms are testing the limits of his flannel right now. I notice he’s added even more ink to his skin since I saw him briefly in January at my dad’s funeral. Vines creep out of his shirt collar and trail up the side of his neck now. Nash’s eyes meet mine across the room for a split second before I look away. They’ve always sucked me in, deep cobalt and intense. They render me a bumbling idiot any time they focus on me.

There’s no doubt that Nash Carter is insanely gorgeous, but he’s always been a cocky, older brother type that treated me like a pain-in-the-ass kid and tormented me for as long as I can remember—at least until I left for college. He was always showing up at our house with a different girl on any given day, making out with them on our living room sofa when my parents weren’t home, with absolutely no regard for me keeping my lunch down. More memories flood my mind of him eating all the snacks in our house, tailgating with my brothers before football games, pulling my hair, knocking my hat off my head, and helping my brothers prank me to their hearts’ content.

It’s been a long time, but as I watch him exude the same confidence and charisma talking to the bar patrons, while adjusting his Dallas Stars baseball hat, I just know he’s still the same.

Nash Carter is a full-of-himself, womanizing superstar, and he’s the type of man I just ran half way across the country from.
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CHAPTER THREE

Nash

The last thing I ever expected to see midway through my typical Sunday night was that flash of honey-colored hair. No one has hair like hers, it’s not even blonde, it’s like the color of the sun itself. But here she is. CeCe Rae Ashby, all grown up and in the shortest, tightest mini skirt this bar has ever seen. A skirt that’s making me consider dragging her ass out the back door and tying a jacket around her waist because not only did I notice her, so did all the other men in this place.

Thankfully, on ladies’ night, the men are few and far between, so I can handle them if any of them get out of line with her.

I picture how her face looked in January, the last time I saw her, as I slice lemons and limes behind the bar. She was so heartbroken and pale then. Puffy, tear-filled eyes, long, black wool dress and her hair in a tight bun. Her dad’s funeral. I could only stay in town for one night because I had the All-Star Weekend starting in Nashville the next day. But I had to be there for the family when Wyatt died, at least for the bulk of it. Every damn one of them has always been there for me, even CeCe.

Aside from that day, it’s been at least five years since I’ve really seen her, but it doesn’t matter how much time passes, I fall right back into protective mode—just like when she was younger. It took all three of us boys to watch out for her when she became a teenager. She’s still just one of those girls who never understands her own beauty and that makes her all the more enticing to every man in this room. And for reasons I don’t understand, I can’t seem to take my eyes off of her tonight, either.

The last thing I need on a busy ladies’ night is to play CeCe’s bodyguard, but if she’s here, it’s bound to happen, so I suppose I’ll be adding that to my list of jobs.

I glance up at the large, framed photo of half the town in this very pub with The Stanley Cup that I brought home three years ago. The locals love having a hometown hockey player, but it means I always have to be on my game. Sometimes it’s exhausting but I try not to complain, if all I have to do is sign a few autographs and offer cheap drinks to keep this downtown core alive, I’ll do it. This town has always been good to me, and watching it thrive gives me a tiny bit of peace—something I don’t get a lot of.

I keep myself busy slinging whiskeys and mixing sangria pitchers as CeCe sashays her tipsy little self out to the dance floor an hour later with Olivia and Ginger—Charlie’s Not Angels, that’s what the Ashby boys and I used to call them after bailing them out of every situation imaginable. Drunken party pick-ups when they were in high school, covering for them when they smoked pot and almost burned the damn house down making pancakes. These girls were a full-time job. I wonder, as I wipe the bar down, why CeCe is even here. Last I’d heard, she was engaged to some hot shot lawyer in Seattle.

I can’t help but grin as I watch her. She looks as far away from Seattle as possible right now, with three glasses of sangria under her non-existent belt, and Morgan Wallen on the sound system. Out there on that dance floor, she’s all southern and all Kentucky. I restock the glasses at the bar as Shania Twain’s “Man! I Feel Like a Woman” comes on and the crowd goes crazy. It’s their damn anthem.

Visions of CeCe in braces and a long braid dancing in the Ashby living room to Shania’s Rock This Country tour flash through my mind. I can’t help but smirk at the memory, she’d just get into a rhythm and then crash into something clumsily and cuss.

“You feeling social tonight?” Asher, the weekend bartender, asks, knowing this is out of the ordinary. He came from New York to run Laurel Creek’s Fire Department and he’s been working here since before I came home and jumped in. I couldn’t say why the hell he moonlights on his weekends off, but he’s quiet, always sober and scary-as-fuck looking so it helps to keep things in line around here when he is tending bar. I grin at him. Normally, I come out and check on things periodically, but I mostly work in Rocco’s office, which is starting to feel like my office on Sunday nights. Of course, he’s one of those men that notices everything, probably why he’s a good firefighter.

“Yeah, just keeping an eye on Wade and Cole Ashby’s little sister.”

I nod in her direction and Asher looks toward the girls.

“So that’s CeCe Ashby, is it?” He looks her over in a nonthreatening way but it irks me just the same. I can’t get a read on the guy, even after four months of working with him, as hard as I try. “Well, I hate to tell you this but every man in here is keeping an eye on her. Nothing like a pretty, new smile to get the attention of drunken men.”

I grit my teeth and look her way. I ponder the drag-her-outside-and-toss-a-coat-on-her option as I avert my eyes, trying not to notice how her waist curves to the small of her back and the way her long, thick hair meets it. She certainly doesn’t look clumsy now as she sways to the music. Times have changed.

Just as I’m about to go back to the office so I can stop myself from feeling like a depraved pervert, all hell breaks loose in the crowd and our resident Not Angels are at the center of it, forcing me right out to the dance floor.

“You’re lucky I don’t smack that sleazy little smirk right off your face, Gemma.” I hear CeCe yell as I approach, her southern drawl is back in full force. Kentucky fire rises in her emerald eyes, as Olivia holds her back.

“What kind of a mother tells her daughter she’s coming to see her then gives up her only night to hang out in a pub?” she barks out.

“Says the girl in the booth next to me sucking back her second pitcher,” Gemma scoffs.

Gemma is a real treat and Cole’s ex-wife. She’s basically dumped Mabel on Cole full-time for the last two years while she revisits her youth. Having these two together a few pitchers deep is bad fucking news.

“I don’t have an amazing daughter I could be spending time with, but you do.”

“Come on, honey, she’s not worth it.” Ginger leans in to CeCe’s ear.

“Let her wallow in her self-pity and shattered dreams. She’s a worthless little slut anyway, cheating on Cole with half the damn town.” Ginger puts a hand on Gemma’s shoulder. “Isn’t that right, darlin’?” Ginger smirks sweetly just before Gemma lunges at her.

Fuck me.

It’s a flurry of nails and long hair flying as I cut right into the middle and pull Ginger and CeCe off Gemma, while Victor, my bouncer, holds Olivia back.

“I’m gonna have to call the cops on you girls. Jesus, it’s your first night back, Rae, and you’re already getting yourself into shit.”

“Please call Cole, let’s get his fine, grumpy ass down here.” Ginger giggles as I roll my eyes.

“She started it.” CeCe points at Gemma, and I grin. Fierce protector of her brother and the damage his first and only wife did to him.

“What are you even doing here, CeCe Rae? Your hot lawyer realized he out-classed you?” Gemma slurs, her hand on her hip.

CeCe lunges back at her. I take matters into my own hands this time and toss CeCe right over my shoulder, as I nod to Victor and Asher to get Gemma and her crew out of here. I cover CeCe’s backside with my hand so no one can see up her skirt. Looks like I have to drag her ass out of here after all.

“Nash Everett Carter, you put me down right now. I’m gonna beat that tramp’s ass for what she said about Cole.”

“Settle down, slugger, you’re gonna do no such thing.” I chuckle as I push through my office door and drop her onto the leather chair in front of my desk. Her hair tumbles over her shoulders and her chest is heaving with alcohol-induced fury.

“A couple glasses of sangria and you turn right back into a wild child, Rae?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest.

“She hurt Cole, she hurt Mabel. You should kick her out of your bar.”

I lean down so I can look into her eyes and try to calm her down. I grip both her wrists on the arms of the chair.

“Already done, but you’re gonna have to get used to seeing her if you’re home for longer than this weekend. She works at the hair salon and she’s here every Sunday. She’s usually peaceful,” I add.

CeCe looks up at me, her eyes are filled with something I can’t place. “I’m home to stay.”

Ginger and Olivia bust in, laughing uncontrollably.

“Just like old times, Nashby.” Ginger pats me on the shoulder.

I shake my head at her. This little shit disturber was always the one that started everything and CeCe was always her wing-woman, her back up, and caught in the crossfire.

“If you call causing all sorts of trouble ‘old times’ then yeah, just like old times … ”

“Always, it’s the only way to live honey,” she retorts.

With my hands on my hips, I look up and huff out a sigh before turning back to Cece, still sitting in the chair.

“Can you go back out there and keep the peace, Rocky?”

She narrows her eyes at me.

“As long as the trash has been taken out, yes.” She stands and fixes herself up as she leans into me. The scent of strawberries and fresh clean shampoo washes over me.

“Be a good boy and send us another one of those on the house pitchers … okay, darlin’?” She pats a perfectly manicured hand on my cheek and it sends an unexpected current straight to my dick.

Cole and Wade’s little sister, Cole and Wade’s little sister, I repeat in my head. Apparently, my dick doesn’t realize that’s a hard fucking no.

“I’ll be sure to get right on it, ladies,” I say sarcastically, removing her hand from my face and ushering them out of my office and back into the crowd.

I make my way back over to the bar shaking my head. Never a dull moment with the Not Angels.

“Send that table another pitcher but half the wine and brandy.” I pat Asher on the back and he nods.

“Sure thing, boss.”

My eyes follow CeCe back out to the dance floor. The way she’s moving to “Vice” by Miranda Lambert has me standing behind the bar like an old creep watching her.

Fucking Christ. Home to stay?

I’m gonna need to get a little more desensitized to CeCe Ashby. She’s looking like a whirlwind of things right now but the two that stand out the most are really fucking beautiful and really fucking off limits.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CeCe

“So he was too busy? For Christmas?” My dad’s face is kind but his brow is furrowed, like the weight of my happiness sits on his shoulders.

“Yes, he’s got two clients that are settling right now, and he had to stay behind to meet with them.”

“And no plans to set an actual wedding date? I was hoping to walk my daughter down the aisle before I check out.”

“Dad.”

“Sorry, baby, but I know my time is limited and I want to know—no, I need—to know you’re happy. You’re the most important thing in the world to me. I worry you’re not getting what you deserve, which is all the happiness your heart can hold.”

I pat his hand across the sofa.

“Andrew loves me.”

“But does he love you enough? A man should be there for you no matter what, so long as the creek don’t rise.”

I laugh at his age-old saying.

“And I’m sorry, baby, but a few clients settling isn’t exactly a natural disaster, if that’s even what’s really going on.”

I let the tears slide down my cheeks as I nod. How does my dad always know? I haven’t been happy in months. I have a strong feeling Andrew is sleeping around on me. And when I get home, I’m going to be paying extra attention to him to see if I’m right, but I can’t say anything now. The last thing I want to do is cause my sweet dad stress, especially now.

“Promise me something, CeCe Rae.” I look up at his hallow face, a ghost of the face he used to have, a ghost of the man that he used to be. Cancer has ruined him, but experimental treatment this Thanksgiving has given us this last Christmas with him and for that, I’m so grateful.

I choke back a sob and wipe my tears.

“Anything,” I say.

“Just don’t settle, baby. Find a man that will move heaven and earth for you. A man that knows your worth. You should be his entire heart, always.”

“I promise,” I say as I squeeze his hand.

“Cecilia Rae Ashby, get your shit kickin’ ass up!”

My eyes fly open, expecting to see the ceiling of my Seattle bedroom. The moment they open, pain floods my head.

“Ow … ” I groan.

“Yeah, I guess so. Jesus Christ, CeCe. Home less than twenty-four-hours and so far you’ve managed to shock the whole town with your … lady gear”—Oh God—“almost get yourself kicked out of the Horse and Barrel, and get into a fight with the mother of my child. What are you gonna do today? Set town hall on fire? Push Grady Thompson into traffic on his way to Spicer’s Sweets for his morning coffee? I can’t always save your ass, you know. It’s about time you grow up some.”

“Cole … stop shouting at me … my head,” I whine as I open one eye to see my pissed-off-as-fuck older brother, the middle child in our family, standing over me. Large and in charge, hands on his hips like he’s about to scold me the way he would Mabel if she misbehaved.

“You’re scary like this,” I mutter as I bury my head in the pillow.

“Good. Maybe you’ll learn to behave next time. You ain’t sleeping in on my watch, get up.”

I groan again.

“Hear you drank the Horse and Barrel out of sangria last night with your band of merry mates.”

Dammit, Nash. I’m too hungover for this.

“Water. I need water,” I mutter.

“I’m here to hang your curtains and get you settled. I put water and Tylenol on your bedside table. Get up and clean this place up, God’s sakes, girl.”

“Thank you, Cole.”

“You’re welcome, asshole.” His dark eyes soften. “Glad you’re home though,” he grunts and I smile into my pillow. I’m the only person on earth besides Mabel that he can’t stay angry at.

I chug down the water and Tylenol and lay back in my bed, listening to Cole crash around. After thirty minutes passes, it no longer hurts to open my eyeballs.

I get up reluctantly, tossing on my fluffy fleece robe over my pajamas.

Cole is already hard at work leveling my book shelf when I saunter out to the kitchen rubbing my eyes.

“I sure hope you’re planning to unpack and clean up today, it looks like a cyclone went through here.”

I look around my living room at the ten different outfits from the night before strewn across my couch.

“You know, I’m not a child. Nash didn’t have to tattle tale on me.”

“He’s just looking out for you is all, CeCe,” Cole retorts.

Sure.

Cole scrubs his face with his hand. “He said he had to cut you all off last night.”

“Nash Carter isn’t exactly a saint. I had like, five glasses. It’s the sugar that makes me feel bad. I can’t help it if he makes the sweetest sangria in three counties.”

“Sure … must have been the sugar,” Cole chuckles.

“Whatever, Nash judging me about having a good time is like the pot calling the kettle black.”

“He wasn’t judging you. He was worried about you. He didn’t know you and Andrew broke up. He wanted me to know so I could make sure you were okay this morning. He’s changed, CeCe. You’d be surprised.”

I snort back my laughter and mouth “okay” to him.

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” I toss my hair into a ponytail.

“I’m going to the big house for breakfast so I can withstand your yelling. I’ll be back before you’re done with that shelf.” I rub my head.

“Need something to soak up all that alcohol?” Cole smirks at me, showing me his dimples and contagious smile.

“Shut up, it was one night.”

“Let’s hope so, the last thing I need is Gemma saying my little sister beat her ass at our next mediation.

“Sorry. She just said some things, I’m not gonna let her talk about you like that.”

“What did she say?” His curiosity is piqued now.

“That you were good for a piece of ass, but that all you cared about was Mabel and would never be able to truly make a woman happy.”

His eyebrows relax at my words and his wide, dimpled grin forms as he speaks.

“If that’s all she’s got, I’m okay with it. I got the prize, I’ve got Mabes.” He walks over and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“No more bar fights, got it?”

I nod like a child.

“Okay, I promise. And Ginger says hi.” I grin.

“Fucking Ginger. You ever notice the only time you get in shit, you’re with her? Maybe go out with someone different and take it easy on Sangria Sunday, yeah?”

“Thanks for the advice. I’ll forget about the time you came home in your boxers and bare feet after Jason Handler’s wedding,” I joke.

“That was ten years ago, let me live it down.” I hear him call as I breeze through the cabin door.

The big house is fairly quiet when I enter, I can faintly hear a John Prine song coming from the kitchen. It’s there that I find my mother with yoga pants on and her hair in a long blonde ponytail, similar to mine.

“Morning, Mama Jo,” I croak.

“Morning, baby.” She turns to glance at me over her shoulder. “Oof … you look like wine and unwise choices.”

I grunt in response.

“I’m making bacon and eggs, figured you’d need it after last night.”

I pour myself a cup of steaming coffee.

“Please.”

I sit down at the kitchen island just as my phone starts to ring. I put my head in my hands. Andrew’s second call of the day and it’s only nine a.m. I silence it and sip my coffee.

“You might as well face him, or he’s never going to go away. You can’t avoid him forever. Just tell him what a good for nothing prick he is,” my mom says as she fries the bacon.

My phone lights up silently again before I can ever answer her.

“Fine!” I give in, as I stand with my phone. “I’ll take it on the porch.”

“Take Harley with you, put him on the leash or he’ll run halfway to the northside field, and don’t be long; this will all be ready in fifteen minutes or so.”

The words don’t leave her mouth before Harley is at my side looking up at me expectantly. I hook his leash into his collar as I answer Andrew, tucking the phone between my cheek and my shoulder.

“Andrew,” I say as I walk the dog towards the door.

“You can’t avoid me forever, Cecilia. You’ve made your point. It’s time to come home.”

The warm, early July sun hits my face as I make my way onto the wide covered front porch juggling Harley and my coffee.

“I’m not coming back Andrew. It’s over between us.” I keep my voice calm and even.

“The hell you aren’t. We have a life here, friends, we’re engaged, for Christ’s sake.”

I’m just about to lose my shit when Harley’s leash wraps around my ankle and I go ass-over-tea-kettle in my pajamas. My phone and my coffee both go flying, mercifully most of the scalding liquid hits the grass and not me.

“Harley!” I yell as he untangles himself from my hold and takes off across the yard. I go to sit up but I’m dizzy. Did I hit my head? Yep, definitely did.

“Fucks sake, Rae, are you alright?” Nash’s deep, familiar voice is hurried as he skids in beside me. Strong arms take hold from under me and pull me to a seated position.

“Did you hit your head?” I feel his hand gently press against my skull searching for damage. His large fingers feel good and warm.

“I think so, not too hard though … ” I mutter, wondering where the hell Nash Carter came from on my front lawn at nine a.m.

“Cecilia?” I hear Andrew’s muffled yelling from my phone in the grass.

Nash picks up the phone, his face sullen and his jaw tense as his eyes stay on mine.

A tattered cowboy hat, jeans and tack on the grass tells me he’s here helping Wade with the horses this morning.

“She’ll have to call you back, buddy,” he bites out, and then he hangs up the phone on Andrew.

Goddamn, cowboy Nash is fucking hot.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Nash

I was on my way back from cleaning tack in the west barn when she came into my sightline. I knew she was going down before she even made it down the front steps into the yard. Trying to juggle the dog leash, her phone and a coffee in her sock feet? Recipe for disaster.

As if looking after CeCe last night wasn’t already a fulltime job, the universe thinks I should do it again today. As last night wore on, more men started coming into the bar and the more men that came in, the more men I had to intercept as they made their way over to talk to her.

Because she was drinking—and because she’s like my family—it’s my job to protect her and make sure some sleazebag doesn’t pick her up. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

I tried to go back to get some paperwork done, but that lasted all of twenty minutes before I was back out to watch CeCe, and watch her I did. I watched her as she danced in my periphery, as she laughed and sang to Ginger, her arms up over her head as she moved. How she commanded all the attention in the room. The way her hips swayed under her tight little skirt made me wonder how her hips move in other scenarios, how they’d look with my hands gripping them pulling her down into my lap.

CeCe Ashby is almost eight years younger than me, but she’s all woman now. That clumsy, semi-awkward girl she used to be is long fucking gone.

When I heard her on the phone just now, declaring her freedom, I hung back near the barn so I could let her finish her conversation. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I just lost myself for a minute or two in the simple vision of her. The way the light hit her long ponytail in the morning sun and the smooth, sleek style she’s wearing now is a far cry from last night’s mass of waves and curls that hung down her back. Drunk CeCe was my long lost best friend and when the bar closed, she hugged me goodbye, those waves trailing down my arms. The strawberry scent of her hair hung onto my clothes until I got home, where I proceeded to remind myself I really need to get laid if I’m thinking about CeCe like this.

“Where on earth did you come from?” she asks as she focuses on my face.

“Cleaning tack for Mama Jo.” She still looks confused so I elaborate. “I help Wade three times a week now.”

“Oh … so because hockey is over, you think you’re a cowboy?” She laughs, flashing me a perfect smile as she tugs the front of my cowboy hat. I let go of her and stand, holding out a hand to help her up.

“Part-time cowboy, at least,” I retort.

“I guess I should be thanking you for helping Wade,” she replies, looking around her familiar surroundings that I’m sure feel just a little emptier since Wyatt passed. I can see it in her eyes as she takes in the mountain behind her.

“It’s kind of weird here now. I really wish I would’ve come home more before he got sick. I was so … involved with my own things,” she blurts out.

I nod, because I know exactly how she feels. So was I. I didn’t get back nearly as much as I should’ve for the man that saved my life, for all intents and purposes, until he was sick and unable to fish or ride or even sit on the porch and drink bourbon just shooting the shit like we used to.

Silence fills the space between us for a beat, filled with years of family connection and memories.

“Alright, guess I gotta go find this quarterback of a mutt now,” she says, rubbing the back of her skull and wincing.

“You okay?” I ask.

She doesn’t look okay. She looks dizzy.

“Yeah, I think so … ” she says, as she teeters to her left.

“I think I’ll just go with you.” I decide, grabbing hold of her arm. “If you did give yourself a concussion, I don’t need you going down all alone in the field.”

“You don’t have to come, it’s not your problem I can’t handle my crazy dog.”

“I’m coming, just go get some damn shoes,” I command.

She must have a concussion because miraculously, she listens and comes back out the door in record time, her socks long gone. She’s wearing flip flops and holds a fresh mug of coffee. We begin to wander the long drive that passes the cabins in search of Harley.

“Life support this morning,” she muses holding her mug up.

“Sounds about right, you were a handful last night. Come to think of it you’ve been a handful for me since you rolled back into this town.”

“What do you mean? Aside from almost hitting Gemma—which I don’t regret by the way because she’s a colossal bitch that never deserved Cole.”

I nod because I don’t disagree.

“I didn’t cause you any trouble for the rest of the night.”

“You just had me out on the dance floor having to stop almost every man in the place from hitting on you.”

“What do you mean? I had a chance for a one-nighter and you blocked me?” She giggles like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

I don’t find it funny.

“You were in no shape to make that decision, and that’s the last thing you need, judging by the phone call I just overheard.”

She stops in her tracks and turns to face me.

“A: Don’t eavesdrop, it’s rude. And B: I’m not looking for a husband but it’s just … I need to meet new people. I didn’t have a good relationship with Andrew and Ginger says—”

I scoff, interrupting her, “I’m going to stop you right there. Ginger Danforth is the last person you should be taking relationship advice from.” I look down at her, her eyes have that fiery look in them like she’s gonna sock me one.

“Who said anything about a relationship? I don’t want a relationship, just someone to have fun with, maybe, I don’t know. Ginger said it might do me some good and it’s none of your damn business what I do anyway, Nash. You’re the last person that should be offering me relationship advice. I mean, have you ever even had one?”

I shake my head. Fuck, no. “No, but the last thing you need around this gossipy little town is more rumors flying. Look how fast everyone knew that you couldn’t leave home without a damn vibrator stuffed in your luggage.”

Yeah, that was a fun visual to try to mentally block when I heard it last night.

“Good Lord, is there some kind of direct phone line to every resident in this place that gives daily updates on people’s embarrassing moments and personal lives? Also, don’t make me your problem just because you own the bar. It’s none of your concern what I do, I’ll be just
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