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Blurb




I shouldn't want him. He's older than me, he's a rough bar owning cowboy, dangerous.



But every time I'm near him I've never felt safer.

I've always been a good girl, following my parent's rules, church every Sunday, and good grades in school.

But when Jason walks into my life I'm willing to break every rule for him, only he won't let me.

This bad boy cowboy is conforming to my parent's rules proving he's worthy of me.

Until one of the guys at church start getting a little too pushy, trying to lay claim on me, stalking me, and spreading lies around the church.

Until this guy goes too far and I see a side of Jason I've never seen before, a side that could ruin everything.



Slide into the saddle and gallop into this sizzlin’ cowboy romance set in the kind of small town that treasures porch swings and sweet tea!







Dedication



To the coffee that kept me going and the kids that call me Mommy.
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Get Free Books!





Would you like some free cowboy books?

If you join Kaci M. Rose’s Newsletter you get books and bonus epilogues free! 

Join Kaci M. Rose’s newsletter and get your free books!

https://www.kacirose.com/KMR-Newsletter



Now on to the story! 












Chapter 1

Chapter 1


Jason







I’m watching Sage and Colt dance, and the love on their face for each other is enough to make my heart clench; there’s just no hiding it. I won’t admit it to my family, but I want that too. As the oldest, I’m watching my younger siblings fall in love, and I’m so happy for them, but it makes the clock tick a little louder. 

It’s not that I don’t want to find love; I do. Because I own the bar in town, people have preconceived notions on who I must be. I’m not some rough and tough cowboy who sleeps around. 

This is the second wedding in two months. And there will be another wedding for Megan and Hunter coming up. That’s three weddings in a year. Mac, my youngest brother, and I are the old holdouts now, as everyone likes to joke. 

I look around the wedding reception and notice a lot of people I don’t know. Sage has invited all her friends she met when she was traveling. 

In the back corner, I see a table with one of those groups. It looks like a mother and father with a few kids around Sage’s age. They’re talking and seem to be having a good time. 

Then I see her. Long blond hair and the sweetest smile as she laughs at something someone at the table says. I’m drawn to her in a way I can’t explain. Then, as if she feels my eyes on her, she turns to look at me. Her eyes meet mine, and I’m a goner. 

I know what the guys have been talking about. One look and I know this girl is mine. My heart is attached to hers, pulling me toward her. I take a deep breath, stand, and make my way to her table, never taking my eyes off her. When she realizes I’m heading her way, her eyes widen, causing me to smile. 

I reach the table, and everyone looks at me.

“Hello, I’m Jason, Sage’s brother. I just wanted to introduce myself,” I say, looking at my angel. 

“Well, hello, Jason!” The older man with just a bit of grey hair at his temples greets me while standing up to shake my hand. “I remember Sage talking about you. Please sit and join us.”

I take the seat next to my angel and smile at her. She now looks shy, and I hate to take my eyes away from her, but I want to know who these people are she’s with. 

“My name is Grant Stevenson, and this is my wife Maria. These are our kids.” He continues, “This is Royce my oldest, Maggie, and my youngest Ella.”

Ella.

My angel’s name is Ella. 

I smile at everyone but turn my eyes to Ella. She looks too young for me. I’m not old but at twenty-eight, I’d bet I’m almost ten years older than. 

Crap, is she even legal?

“Can I get you a drink, sweetheart?” I ask her.

She smirks. “Don’t laugh, but Sage introduced me to a Shirley Temple, and I think I’m addicted.”

I smile. “You should try a Mai Tai if you like those.”

“Oh, nothing with alcohol.”

I frown. “Not old enough to drink?”

“That’s not it. I’m twenty-one. We don’t believe in drinking alcohol.” The look on her face says she knows my reason for asking.

Then it hits me. She doesn’t believe in drinking alcohol, and I own a bar. 

Lovely. 

“Well, I’m going to get your Shirley Temple. When I get back, maybe you’ll explain that a bit more?”

She nods and smiles. “Okay.”

I make my way to the bar at the other end of the large event barn where Sage’s wedding reception is being held. I get to the bar and order my drinks when I feel a hand on my shoulder. When I look over, it’s Sage. 

“Hey, I saw you talking to Maggie’s family.”

“Yeah, what can you tell me about them?”

“Oh, they’re very conservative, and I know Maggie wants to stay in the same town as her family.”

“Not Maggie, Ella.”

“Ella caught your eye?”

I can’t help the smile that covers my face. “Yeah.”

“She’s… young.”

I sigh. “I know, but it’s only seven years.”

Sage looks at me like she’s reading me.

“I want you happy, Jason, so you know I’m on your side, but they aren’t like us. They don’t date.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re religious, small-town people. Great people, but they don’t date. They do courtships, where you have chaperones on the dates. They don’t believe in sex before marriage. Hell, they have their first kiss on their wedding day.”

I look at my Ella from across the room. To think no man has ever kissed her lips is almost more than I can take. 

I look back at Sage, and her face is full of concern. 

“Jason, you own a bar which is everything they don’t approve of. They don’t dance, or drink. The girls wear dresses or skirts only, no pants. They’re the kindest, sweetest people, but they’re going to be so protective of her.”

“Well, I guess you need to put in a good word for me. She’s it, Sage. I can’t change that.”

She sighs. “You have one hell of an uphill battle ahead of you, big brother.”

“Guess it’s a good thing I love the climb.”

“Just ask for her phone number. When you text, it will be a group text with her and her mom and dad. Phone calls will have someone else on the line too.”

I hug Sage. “Thank you, and in case I haven’t told you, you look stunning today.”

“Thanks, and you have, but you can’t ever compliment a bride too much!” 

I pick up our drinks and head back to the table. Grant gives me a knowing smirk but once Ella catches my eye, I don’t notice anyone else. 

“So tell me more about this no drinking,” I say to get the conversation going. 

“Oh, it’s just our religion. We don’t believe in drinking alcohol, dancing, sex before marriage, that kind of thing. We dress modestly and treat people the way Jesus would.”

I nod. “Tell me you at least drink coffee?”

She laughs. “Oh yes, I live on coffee.”

“Good, me too. Where are you from?”

“Mountain Gap, Tennessee. It’s a small town in the middle Tennessee.”

I spend the next several hours sitting and talking with her family. I can’t learn enough of my Ella, so when her father gets up to get some more water for his wife, I want to talk to him. 

“Grant, hang on.” I turn to Ella. “Sweetheart, you want another Shirley Temple?”

The smile that fills her face is my reward. “Yes, please!”

“Okay, I’ll be right back.”

I walk up to the bar with her father, and I like that he cuts right to the chase. 

“I’m guessing you aren’t here for my sparkling personality.” He smiles.

I laugh. “No, I’d like to get to know Ella better. She mentioned you’re around another few days since Sage isn’t leaving for her honeymoon right away?”

“We are,” he says but gives nothing away. 

“I’d like to invite Ella out for a tour of the ranch. Maybe horseback riding if she’s interested. I’d be honored if you would join us,” I say, remembering what Sage said about them always having chaperones.

“You know we don’t date?”

“Yes, Sage told me a bit about courtship. I’m not asking for anything other than to spend the day getting to know her a bit more. Letting you and her get to know me.”

“How old are you, Jason?”

“Twenty-eight, sir.”

I must look nervous because he smiles. “My Maria is six years younger than me. I met her when I was your age. Ella is a lot like her mother.”

He nods and looks back at the table. 

“Sage is an amazing person. She and Maggie became good friends, and I’m sure Royce was crushing on her for a bit, but she was always upfront that her heart was Colt’s. I respect that. You’re from the same stock so for that reason, I’m not saying no, outright. Sell yourself to me. Who are you, Jason? Make it good; this might be your one chance.”

Damn, this guy is good. I’m glad Ella has someone so loving watching out for her and protecting her, but I don’t see him being okay with a bar owner wanting to get to know his daughter. 

Taking a deep breath, I decide to go for honestly. “I’m the oldest of the family and get so much ribbing because three of them are now married, and another is engaged. They can’t even get me on a date. I’ve had two serious girlfriends, one in high school and one when I was about twenty-one. She broke up with me when Waylon died, and I inherited the bar.”

I watch him open his mouth. “Let me finish please.” He eyes me then nods. 

“Right after that, one of the girls in town was drugged. It was my sign to clean things up. So I did a remodel. I brought in a great friend of mine who I went to school with to be the chef, and we turned it into a restaurant. He just won a BBQ award recently. I put in a stage, and we have live music on Friday and Saturday nights. I was just approached to consider becoming a small concert venue stop on a country music tour. One show a month, and we are in negotiations for that. It stands to bring some good revenue to the town. I love this ranch and the land, but it was never my dream to run it. That’s Blaze and Sage, and now Colt. It wasn’t my dream to own the bar either, but it’s not really a bar anymore. It’s a family friendly place in town to eat and hear some good local music.”

I pause for a breath. “I’m telling you this because I want to be honest. I’m hardworking, love my family with all that I have. I don’t go to church every Sunday, but Mom gets me there more often than not. I know I’m probably the opposite of what you want for your daughter but when I saw her tonight from across the room, I just knew I had to meet her and that she would be in my life. I can’t explain it, but I can’t just walk away. Not unless she makes me. I have nothing to hide, and I just want you, your family, and her to get to know me.”

I feel like I’ve talked in circles and said too much but at the same time, not enough. He looks deep in thought, and his reaction could go either way. If he were to say no, I’m not sure what I would do. I don’t think I could stay away from her. 

“Well, why don’t we see if she wants a tour of the ranch tomorrow. Normally, I’d say no, but I know Sage is good people. I love my girls, but it’s their choice, their life. I’m just here to weed out the bad guys, the ones without good intentions. I look forward to getting to know you more, Jason. But to be clear, this isn’t a yes. This is let’s get to know each other.” He shakes my hand, and we grab our drinks and head back. I feel a bit of relief as part of the hill has been tackled.

I set Ella’s drink in front of her and sit back down. 

“Thank you.” She smiles. “What were you talking to Dad about?”

“You.” Her face falls, but I smile. “I’d like to give you a tour of the ranch tomorrow. Sage has been talking about starting a garden, and you mentioned you love gardening. I’d like your thoughts on where to place it, and how to get started. I thought maybe we could go for a ride on the horses. I also invited your dad to join us.”

She looks over at her dad, and he nods. “It’s up to you, Ella bug.”

She looks over at her mom, then her brother and sister. My heart races and my mouth is dry as I wait for her answer. She takes so long I start to second guess myself. Maybe she isn’t interested like I thought. Maybe she is just being nice to the creepy older guy sitting next to her. 

Then she looks back at me. “I’d love to, Jason. Sage has asked us to come up to the main house for breakfast. Will I see you then?”

I let out a huge breath I didn’t know I had been holding “Yes, I’ll be there.” I can’t help the huge smile that has taken over my face. 

“Well, I think we’ll call it a night, but maybe you can help us, so we don’t have to bug Sage. We got in today and haven’t even been shown where we’re staying. She said the main house,” Grant says. 

“Yes, Jason can show you,” Sage says from my left. I hadn’t heard her come up. “Jason, her parents are staying in the guest master. Royce is in the midnight room, and Maggie and Ella are down the hall in the garden rooms. You’ll each have your own space, but the girls will share a Jack and Jill bath.”

Sage says goodbye to everyone, and we head out of the barn. The night air is cooler than inside the barn, and the sky is clear. Ella walks beside me and looks up at the sky. 

“It’s so clear out here, it makes the sky look so big.” She’s still looking up when she trips over a rock on the side of the path. 

I reach out and catch her, pulling her against me to stop her from falling. Having her body pressed to mine, it’s like time stopped. Her eyes meet mine, and mine are locked on her. My heart races. When my mind works again, I set her back on her feet and step away, putting space between us. 

I watch her look down, and her face turns red, “Sorry,” she mumbles.

“No need to be sorry, sweetheart. I’ll always catch you. Let’s head to the main house. The sky is amazing from the front yard there.”

She smiles, and I feel like I’ve just won the lottery. Knowing I made her smile is the best feeling in the world. I get in my truck, and she and her family follow in their van. We must go back out almost to the main gate and swing back down to the driveway to the main house, and I smile the whole way. 








Chapter 2

Chapter 2


Ella







I watch the main house come into view, and it’s just beautiful. It looks more like a mansion than a farmhouse, but Jason is right. The front yard is wide open, perfect for stargazing. When Dad parks the van, Jason is right there, opening the door for me. 

He’s nothing like I thought he would be when Sage would talk about him. All night, all I wanted was to keep him talking to hear more and learn more about him. He’s interested in what I have to say too. 

Then on the way out, when I tripped, and he caught me, his skin on mine was electric I can still feel his chest pressed against mine. I know now why my parents have a limited touch rule until marriage. If I feel like that when we touch, I know I’ll want to be that close to him all the time. 

“Look, you can see the sky well from here,” Jason says, pointing up. 

“I wish I knew more about constellations. I bet you can see many of them from here.”

My Dad, brother, and Jason grab our bags, and we head inside. We walk in the side door into a kitchen dining room area. Beyond that is a massive living room. 

“Sage lives here?” I ask as I take it all in. I’m pretty sure this downstairs is bigger than our whole house!

“Well, we all do,” he says and looks a bit shy.

“What?” I ask. 

“This was Sage’s family’s home, and she had it remodeled. She asked all of us kids to move in, so we live in the family wing. Sage and Colt will have the master. Blaze and Riley, and Megan and Hunter have already said they’d stay here until they have kids. Riley is pregnant, so they’re remodeling one of the family cabins and will move in there when it’s done, but that’s still a year or so away. Mac and I have our own rooms too.”

We head upstairs, and Jason stops at the landing, and my family stops behind us. 

He points to the right. “Down there’s the family wing. In front of us and to the left are the guest rooms.” He points to a room in front of him to the left. “This is your room, Royce, the midnight room.”

Royce nods and heads in with his bag. Jason turns down to the left, and we head down the hall. He stops at the end and looks at my parents. 

“Sage has you two in the master here. You girls can pick from either of those rooms. We call them the garden rooms; one is done in roses, and the other in sunflowers. 

I follow Dad into the sunflower room and take it in as he sets down my bag. Pale-yellow walls, light-wood floor, all white furniture, and a soft pale-yellow comforter on the bed. A farmhouse décor and several photos of sunflowers. The dresser has sunflower pulls to it as well. 

“I love this room; it’s bright and modern but cozy too.”

“That’s all Sage. She had so many home design magazines when we were working on this house. She planned every room,” Jason says. 

Dad goes to the far end of the room and takes in the view from the window. I walk over to Jason who is standing in the doorway and has entered the room.

“I really enjoyed talking with you tonight,” I say with a shy smile. 

“I did too. Is it too early to ask for your phone number, so we can chat?”

“No, let me get my phone.”

Dad turns around. “All texts must be via group chat with her mother and myself. Calls must be planned and chaperoned until we’re more comfortable with you. We monitor her phone.”

“I understand, and I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

We exchange numbers, and Jason heads off to bed. I’m lying in bed replaying the whole night when my phone goes off. 

I see it’s Jason, and he follows the rules by including Mom and Dad. 



Jason: I had a really good time tonight. Good night, Ella. I’ll see you at breakfast. 

Me: I had a good time too. See you at breakfast.

Dad: Good night, kids.



I have to laugh. That’s Dad’s way of saying it’s too late. Jason takes the hint as well, and I fall asleep with a smile on my face. 

***I wake up the next morning to the smell of bacon and coffee. Remembering where I am and that I’m meeting Jason for breakfast and a day on the ranch gets me out of bed. 

I decide to dress country and wear a black and red plaid shirt dress with black leggings under it, so I’m ready for whatever the day brings. I top it off with a thin brown belt to give the dress shape and my brown cowgirl boots. I leave my long blond hair down and give it a little curl, swipe on some mascara, and I’m off. 

I head downstairs and find Royce already there, along with a couple I don’t recognize as well as Sage, Colt, and Jason in the kitchen. 

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Jason says when he sees me. I love that he calls me that.

“Oh my God, I love your outfit!” Sage says. “You always have the best style. I need to go shopping with you again soon. I miss that.”

“Anytime,” I say. 

“Hi, I’m Megan, and this is my fiancé Hunter,” the girl I don’t recognize says. She’s still in her pajama pants and a t-shirt with her brown hair pulled up in a messy bun. Hunter has that classic blond hair, blues eyes, and muscular build. He smiles and nods my way, but he barely takes his eyes off Megan. 

Everyone seems to pile into the kitchen after that, and the whole house buzzes as everyone piles their plates. I’m trying to figure out where to sit when Jason comes up beside me. 

“Here, let’s sit at the kitchen island. Is that okay?” he asks. It’s right next to the dining room table, so I nod. Over breakfast, we talk about food, what we like and what we don’t. We talk about music and animals. I find out that Hunter is a vet and runs the animal clinic in town with his dad. His dad works in the office, and he does the house calls. 

After breakfast, Dad comes up to us. “So, what’s on the agenda?” he asks Jason. 

“Well, I thought we could walk the grounds here and show you around. There’s a spot we were looking at for a garden near the family graveyard back on my parents’ side. Then we could end up here for lunch and go horseback riding this afternoon to see more of the property. Be back for dinner?”

“Sounds perfect,” I say, and he smiles at me.

Dad nods. “Okay, let’s go.”

“If you see something you want to check out, just let me know,” he says. “I thought we’d start in the barn here. This is where Sage keeps the horses she’s training.”

We walk in the barn. It’s huge, as long as a football field easily. The front looks a lot like a stable where the back resembles what I would expect an animal barn to look like. 

“Sage is training all these horses?” I ask. There must be almost twenty of them. 

“No, some are ranch horses, some are here for breeding. Riley was helping with the training until she got pregnant. Now, Blaze won’t let her; he’s crazy protective.”

He talks a bit about some of the horses and how they sort cattle in the different fields as we walk to his parents’ side of the ranch. 

“Why is the ranch split like this?” Dad asks. 

“Well, my parents’ side, the east side, was the first part. Sage’s side, the west side, was her family’s land. To spare you the details, her dad was an abusive drunk, and Mom and Dad adopted her at age twelve. She saw them ignore the land after she left and said she wanted to buy it. So, we came up with the plan and Dad opened a savings account. We all worked to save money. That’s how Sage got into horse training. I took a job cleaning the bar after school before they opened. Later, I bartended before I started managing it. We all stayed at home and saved as much money as possible. When we bought it, we merged it into all one ranch but to even the load, we run it this way. Blaze and Mac run the east side, Sage and Colt run the west side, and we all help where needed.”

We make our way behind his parents’ house and up a footpath to a graveyard.

“This is the family graveyard. My whole family has been buried here, starting with my great-great-grandparents who settled the land here.”

The graveyard has a stone border and wrought-iron fence and gate around it. Some massive trees give it shade, and it looks very peaceful and well kept. 

“Sage was looking over here for a garden. What do you think?” He walks over to a huge empty area to the side of the graveyard. 

“The ground looks good, but the trees would throw off some shade. You want it in a wide-open area, with nothing to block the sun.”

I’m enjoying my time with him, and I’m dreading having to leave tomorrow. I’ve been wondering all day if this can go anywhere. Will my parents allow it because he isn’t from our church? They always made comments about finding a nice church boy for Maggie. 

After lunch, we head out horseback riding, and I love it. He seems to be more himself on the horse; he laughs more and is more relaxed. I feel more relaxed too, and Dad is getting along well with him. I hope this is a good sign.
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