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This is for the women who put on a brave face. The ones who stand taller, shove those shoulders back and smile, even when you would rather roundhouse kick all the bullshit in the face and then cry over it.

There’s something beautiful about embracing that balance. Lean into the strength and the softness, being the hero and the rescued, the reader and the main character.

And I think you deserve a little extra for being so fabulously fierce AND such a good girl.

Daddy Foxx is waiting…




Looking for an immersive reading experience?

Listen to the Bourbon & Proof playlist here
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Listen to the duet audiobook narration here
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A NOTE ABOUT BOURBON & PROOF

While this story is a work of fiction, there are some heavy subject matters that you should be aware of before diving in.

The following is a list of potential triggers that are not meant to be spoilers or tropes, but rather a warning of what’s inside if you need it:

Violence and death on page, descriptive gore, violence toward women, discussion of deceased parents and family, scenes inside of a hospital, “daddy” kink, vulgar language, spit-play, use of sex toys, D/s play, and multiple descriptive open-door sex scenes.





THE RULES OF BOURBON [image: ]

Every bourbon is whiskey, but not every whiskey is bourbon. There are rules for bourbon to be called bourbon.


	It must be made in the United States

	The mash must be at least 51% corn

	It must be aged for at least two years in a new, charred, oak barrel

	The whiskey cannot enter the barrel higher than 125 proof

	Nothing can be added but water and only to lessen the proof when necessary



In Fiasco, Kentucky, there’s one more rule that loosely relates to the bourbon that’s made there: Never fall for a Foxx brother.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ]


ACE

THE SCREEN DOOR slams shut behind me as I drag my fingers through my hair slicked in sweat and river water. Unbuttoning my shirt, I toss it into the trash. I can burn it later. The caked dirt and blood along the collar and cuffs are hard to see on a black shirt, but they won’t go unnoticed at the dry cleaners. I wear a suit to the distillery every day, but killing someone is few and far between. If it was planned, then I would have changed and called in the necessary support. I don’t fucking like surprises.

All I have going in my favor is that it’s the Fourth of July, and in Fiasco, that’s the perfect time for someone to disappear. Everyone is in town celebrating and enjoying the distractions of dancing and fireworks. I prefer to avoid both. And truthfully, tonight, that worked out for the best.

I pull on a pair of Wranglers I typically wear to the stables and tuck my wallet in my back pocket. Not wanting to go upstairs, I dig out a pair of socks from the dryer. My black undershirt is still damp, but I need to get out of here. Right now, I want to disappear for a while, take one of the horses out for a long ride, and clear my head.

“Where are you goin’?” Griz asks when I turn the corner into the kitchen.

Swallowing down my frustration, I pour a heavy-handed splash of bourbon into the first glass I see sitting on the counter, ignoring the question that I don’t have an answer to.

“Things get out of hand?” he presses as he gives me a once-over. I’m good at masking emotions, but I just put a man down, and I’m still pissed about it.

I drain what’s left in my glass. “Why aren’t you in town?” As I pull on my boots, I add under my breath, “Usually can’t drag you off that stage.”

“Atticus,” he says in a more biting tone, eyeing the way I’m trying to get the hell out of here. “Not gonna ask for the details…”

He never does. My grandfather knows there are things that need to be handled sometimes, and asking questions only makes those things linger when they’d be better off forgotten.

When I still don’t respond, then push out of the screen door, his voice carries through it. “Find something that’ll ground you, Atticus. If it’s those horses or a woman, I don’t care. But the only way I’ll stop hovering is if you can figure out a way to balance all of this without letting it consume you. You’ll only be able to do it if you have something more—something to care about.”

I love him, but sometimes I could do without him telling me what’s best. I’ve taken on enough of the family legacy. I like the ease of being on my own, caring for the family I already have, and getting lost in the details of making good bourbon. He just needs to let me do life my own way.

Picking up my pace, I move past the garage and toward the stables. I grab a saddle, pads, bit, bridle, and reins to suit up my fastest horse. An old black stallion that’s pretty as hell, but he’s an asshole of a horse when he’s not running and always trying to bite me. I don’t care. He’s fast. And that’s all I want. To feel the wind on my face and my heart pounding so loud the beat drowns out everything else.

The sticky air hits my skin, and I tilt my head up toward the purple-tinted sky—a storm’s coming. When the road bends and forks, I slow down and realize something’s off. It should smell like damp earth and the sugared air that Fiasco inherits from our distillery, but instead, exhaust and burning rubber have my instincts flaring. Fuck this day. Every part of me urges me to ignore it and keep riding. There are no headlights in sight, but as I move to the left of the fork, I hear music. An angry anthem jacked up loudly but muffled through speakers. Pulling on the reins to bring me to a stop, I squint to make sure I’m seeing what I think I am. The outline of a classic muscle car. It’s too dark to be sure, but I have a gut feeling that it’s a 1969 Ford Mustang. And it’s idling too close to the riverbank for my liking. There shouldn’t be any cars this far out, not to mention perched along a muddy edge on the side of the river that’s running angrier from the heavy rainfall this summer.

Nearly blinding me, headlights flip on, the music cresting louder and clearer as the driver’s door swings open. A riff of an electric guitar and aggressive bass has my horse stepping back, just as AC/DC screams out about being back in black.

What the hell is she doing out here?

I try to see if there’s someone in the passenger seat. Maybe she was fucking around with someone. It isn’t uncommon for people to park on the trails. But the dim interior light only proves that there isn’t anyone else in the car.

“What are you doing out here?” I shout over the music, trying to keep the horse at a distance, but despite pulling the reins, he moves us closer.

She mumbles something to herself and looks up at the night sky. “Playing with myself,” she yells back sarcastically. And then follows it with a raspy and unconvincing, “I’m fine.”

I know she isn’t fine. She wouldn’t have said that if she truly was.

My horse skirts to the side of the car to be out of the glare of the headlights for me to see her better. It’s dark outside, but the reflection of the dashboard light catches her just right. I give her a once-over. She isn’t drunk; she’s smarter than that to drive out here wasted. That isn’t it. But the way her dark, wild curls are messier than usual, how her tank top hangs too loose around the neckline, and smears of blood color her eyebrow and collarbone have me down and off the horse before I even notice her feet. No shoes.

It’s like an alarm has been set off.

Bloodshot eyes find mine as I rush toward her. She holds her hands up, warding me back from touching her or coming any closer. My gut sinks at thinking about what the fuck happened. Who would have done something to make her hands shake and voice sound like she’s been screaming.

“Where are they?” The words come out gruffer than I want, but it’s taking a helluva lot of willpower to tamp down my rage.

Her blue eyes snap to mine, knowing what I’m asking. You’re not dealing with this on your own. I’ve witnessed Hadley Finch in a lot of moods over the years: pissed off, playful, prim and proper, but not shaken or on edge like this. This is panic and anger, and those two things never go well together.

It’s clear someone was pawing at her and got rough. As much as I’ve found her annoyingly optimistic, gradually appealing in the past handful of years, and slightly unhinged beneath her surface, she’s as close to family as one can get without having our last name. Hurting her will never be acceptable or even remotely tolerated. This isn’t going to end well for anyone involved.

Blinking back tears, she lifts her chin. “I took care of it. Knocked him out with a cinderblock.” Good girl. Her face breaks for just a moment, squinting to cry, but she composes herself almost as fast. “I don’t know… He may be more than knocked out.”

I stay quiet, studying how she’s working really fucking hard to keep it together. When she finally meets my eyes, I tilt my head to the side and say, “Don’t make me ask again, Hadley. Tell me where.”

She exhales, swallowing roughly. “The stables. At my father’s stables.”

A part of me wants to hold her and tell her I’ll fix this, but it’s clear she doesn’t want a hand anywhere near her. Fuck. “Do you need to see a doctor?” I bite out.

Tears finally fall as her eyebrows knit together, but she shakes her head. “Didn’t get that far,” she mumbles.

I can feel my adrenaline spiking as I watch her let out another trembling breath. This will not happen again. Clenching my fist, my jaw twitches at the thought of her being hurt in a place where she should be safe. Without another word, I’m striding back to my horse and turning us back the way we came.

“Where are you going? Ace, I don’t need you—”

“Don’t finish that sentence, Hadley. You go to the main house, and you stay there, shower, do what you need to do. But do not come looking for me. I’ll come find you.”

She slams her foot against the side of her car. “I’ve had enough of men telling me what to do tonight!” she seethes through gritted teeth. Eyes watering and fists clenched, she shoots daggers my way.

I’ve always told myself that I tolerate her in my life because she loves my brother the same way I do—without an ulterior motive. Just because. I’ve never needed to ask Griz what he thought of her; he considered her one of us the first time she smiled as she destroyed him in a chess game. It’s a long list of moments that would be categorized as mundane and unimportant, but they mean something to my family—to me. Hurting her isn’t going to go unpunished.

“Then I’m asking,” I say back in a calmer tone. I mount my horse and wait for her to acknowledge what I’ve asked.

She’s so goddam stubborn that she stares at me, battling with herself. Her chin wobbles and watery eyes start spilling again, but she doesn’t say anything. On an exhale, she simply nods.

I ride fast, head down, and pray that nobody sees me. I don’t slow until I reach the stables at Finch Stables, passing her father’s estate on the way. I ignore the logic that keeps ringing through me to stay out of it. To call my brother, Grant, instead and have him come out with a patrol car. But I’m not going to be satisfied until my knuckles are bloody from giving someone a reason to never touch her again. It’s a part of me that’s been cracking for a long time—morals that linger on the edge of acceptable, sanity that’s been waning—hell, even a twinge of sadism teetering along my skin. I’m expecting to find a douchebag knocked out or, at the worst, nursing a bruised ego and maybe a broken dick, but instead, I find a man smiling with a handkerchief pressed against his lip.

“Who the fuck are you?” he asks with a careless glance.

Shit. This isn’t just any fucking guy who works for Wheeler. The youngest Switcher brother is a real son of a bitch. Coming from one of the largest cattle ranch families in the West, that tends to have money and pull, means this isn’t going to be a simple fix. This can’t be the last place he’s been before he goes missing. Rumor is, his father’s on death’s doorstep. Switcher’s set up to take over the business and, if I had to guess, that’s what led him to Fiasco in the first place. A calculating Wheeler Finch. A man who makes deals with shitty people, as long as it pads pockets or gains him some kind of clout.

I move my right hand to my belt buckle. I’m not going to bust open my hand on this one. My knuckles are already bruised from earlier. Glancing around him, there isn’t a holster of any kind, so he’s not carrying, but I wouldn’t put it past him if he has some kind of weapon nearby. He’s a cattle rancher, and they’re rarely unarmed.

He takes me in, smirking as he stands. “You’re Ace Foxx.”

“And you’re in some trouble,” I toss back.

“How’s that?” His eyes narrow as he sizes me up.

“You put your hands on someone who doesn’t belong to you,” I say, walking closer as my blood heats. I wrap my belt around my fist and, without stopping, throw two quick jabs to his nose before he even knows what’s coming. The second one cracks and busts open the bridge on contact.

One hand flies to the streaming blood, and the other moves to his back, pulling out a small pocketknife. Pathetic. “You’re misinformed. She very much belongs to me—just made a nice little deal for her.”

Her fucking father. I knock his wrist with my fist, and the knife goes flying. As I rush forward this time, my forearm meets the front of his neck, just as his back hits the wooden pillar in the center of the space. “We don’t put our hands on women here unless they ask.”

His voice comes out strained as he seethes, “This ain’t your business.”

The fuck it isn’t. Any other night, and this might be different, but my nerves are already shot. And seeing her like that… I swallow the smart choices and good sense and instead give in to the anger that’s climbing. As I throw my weight against him, he yells out the second the metal pierces his skin. The nails that had been protruding from the center wood beam are there to hang reins and rope, but right now, they dig into this piece of shit. They hold him up perfectly, like a partner in a fight, and I rear back for a left hook to make sure he feels it. Three more and the weight of his body is too much for the rusted nails nestled deep into his skin. His body hits the cement and hay with a nauseating thud. Blood slowly pools around the crown of his head like he hit something hard and sharp the moment he hit the floor. That was too easy. I would have preferred a little more of a fight with this fucker.

Chest heaving, I focus on the blood and hair caked along the protruding nails. My throat burns as I try to calm myself.

I pull out my phone and fire off a text like I’ve done countless times before when I need an assist.

ACE



Need to schedule a cleaning.





The bubbles beneath the text pulse immediately.

THE JEWELER



A specific piece?





I drop a pin with my location.

ACE



Full set. Brand new.





THE JEWELER



Timeline?





ACE



By sunrise. Between us only. I’ll owe you a favor.





THE JEWELER



My favorite form of payment.





It’s just past midnight, but my colleague will work fast. I know the travel distance and exactly what needs to be done to erase this.

I don’t check for a pulse. If he isn’t dead yet, he will be shortly. There’s too much blood for it to coagulate and clot. One of those nails nicked an artery, pulsing red out in time with his heartbeat that looks like it’s already slowing.

Fuck him for dying so quickly.

I send another text to make sure all loose ends will be tied up if worse comes to worst with witnesses.

ACE



I’m going to need a list of everyone who was at this house tonight.





I pin the address to the Finch estate.

THE ARCHITECT



Easy enough. Any trash to sort?





ACE



Already handled.





As I glance at his slumped-over body, the silver glint of an obnoxious, oversize belt buckle catches my eye. I bend down, flip it open, and take it off him in one quick pull. He doesn’t look like any kind of bull or bronc rider. His lanky body barely looks like he’s worked a day at the ranch, never mind riding pissed-off animals for a living.

I step outside, needing to breathe and think through the kind of repercussions this might bring my way. The ripple effect of someone’s life coming to an end. Someone who has people who’ll look for him. It isn’t regret I’m feeling, but rather the weight of inconvenience. I have people for this. But tonight turned into a clusterfuck I wasn’t prepared for.

Small flashes of lightning illuminate my surroundings, but not a single light shines anywhere amongst the property. The trainers, farrier, and whoever else Finch employs are in their housing on the far side of the property, likely sleeping or still out for the night. I’m pissed that not a soul was here to help Hadley when she needed it. Lincoln mentioned she had her father’s obligatory Independence Day dinner party, and yet nobody’s here.

Just as I pocket my phone, I take a step out onto the dirt road and glance down the main drag, catching on the lights still on at Finch’s estate. I shouldn’t provoke this situation, but there’s a part of me that knows, even with Switcher dead, this won’t be the end of Wheeler Finch pimping his daughter out to the highest bidder. The thought of her being used as a bargaining piece makes my stomach sour.

Bourbon is in my blood—how to make it, age it, sell it, drink it. A Foxx knows bourbon better than anything else. An art form and business that began in backyards and basements. It survived being outlawed, oversold, and under delivered. The point is, it survived. It came back stronger. Better. For just about anyone, it should have been enough. Luck and hard work aren’t the forces that allow our brand to succeed. It’s what we’re willing to color outside of the lines that built its longevity. There’s more to being a Foxx that lingers under the surface. Gray lines and moral compasses that never really pointed due north. Hadley lives among the gray as Wheeler Finch’s daughter. The most important difference is that my family doesn’t use each other. We support, fight for, and protect each other. No matter the cost. Hadley’s been treated as if she’s an expendable commodity. And that makes me want to hurt someone.

The businessman persona is level-headed and strategic. But I have a wicked temper if provoked. And I am fucking provoked.

I turn over the silver buckle in my hands as my cleaner pulls up and gives me a nod. He takes in the situation in front of him and starts to process what will wipe this clean.

“Ace, does that need to disappear?” he asks, looking at what I’m holding.

I give my friend a tight-lipped smile. “Probably.” But I’m walking away before I can think any better of it. I ignore the last bit of cleanup that needs to happen in order to erase James Switcher’s existence from ever being in this stable.

“You look like you’re about to make a bad choice, Foxx,” Julian calls out.

I ignore him. He knows me as well as, if not better than, my brothers sometimes. My brother, Lincoln, had an inkling, but not the level at which I’m willing to cross lines. And right now, I’m fueled by more than anger or even adrenaline—it’s the need to protect someone who means something to my family. To me. Too many people would ignore this and chalk it up to it somehow being Hadley’s fault—saying the wrong thing, wearing the wrong thing, being in the wrong place at the wrong time. No fucking way is this going to be a preamble to what lies ahead for her. It’ll be easier to plant this mess on Hadley’s father, to create a situation that looks like he killed a man in cold blood, but even more than that, I want his daughter out of his business dealings. There has never been a chance for Griz to step in and demand it, but now there’s enough here to threaten him.

Most homes are left unlocked in this part of Kentucky. It’s a bad habit and one that I imagine Wheeler won’t make again. I throw open the front door, not caring that my entry is loud and aggressive. Quiet threats aren’t in my repertoire. At least not tonight.

“Isn’t this an interestin’ turn of events,” Wheeler Finch says in his low Kentucky drawl.

I stop at the threshold between the foyer and the study as he sits at his too-large desk and puffs on a cigar in a pair of blue plaid pajamas.

He looks me over. “Maybe I should call the Fiasco PD and see what they think of you just walkin’ into my home at this time of night.”

“They might start asking other questions if you do that.” I pause, tossing the heavy silver buckle on his desk. “Like why a wealthy cattle rancher would come here for dinner but never leave? Or how there would be his blood or DNA found on your clothing or property? Or why your daughter looks like she’s been roughed up and god knows what the fuck else.”

He hums to himself, puffing away on his cigar. His lack of a reaction is enough of an answer for me. I know Hadley doesn’t love spending time with her father, but now I understand that, at the core of it, he doesn’t care about much other than himself.

“You realize she’s not one of your horses? That you can’t just groom her and sell her to the highest bidder?” I let the disgust of it escape in my tone, and he hears it. That’s my mistake.

Wheeler tilts his head to the side, looking too curious for my liking. “You realize she’s not yours either?”

I bite down, holding back from giving him any more of a reason to elaborate on that. My fingers curl into my palms as I clench my fists at my sides.

He’s right, and I fucking hate it. She isn’t mine. She doesn’t belong to my family in any way other than us wanting her around. My jaw tightens to the point that I can feel the muscles straining along my neck. I know the games Wheeler Finch plays, because I’m familiar with the board. I make up the same rules, pick the same players. Wheeler Finch takes vulnerabilities and wields them. And so do I. But it’s the goal that’s different.

“What was the payout?” I ask, trying to erase any emotion in my voice.

His eyebrow quirks higher. “You know the influence that comes with a name like Switcher. Beyond that, it was an investment in my newest trainers and business partners, the King brothers—”

I cut him off. “How much?”

Looking down at my boots first, he pauses before he says, “A breeding facility. Padding of the coffers.” He laughs to himself. “And it would have been a nice opportunity for some good grass-fed open-range beef always in my freezer.”

When I don’t say anything, he searches my face, and it’s clear he knows why I asked. He sits back in his chair, sizing me up before adding more. “And a share of Switcher Cattle.”

There it is.

He clears his throat, picking up the silver buckle. “It would have been a significant quarterly payout for siring a prize like my Hadley.”

I have to hold in the rumble forming in my chest. I want to fucking deck him for that statement.

Wheeler’s from Kentucky. Born and raised in Fiasco. He knows Foxx Bourbon. He’s made plenty of plays over the years to invest and carve out his own piece, but neither Griz nor I would ever allow it. He came at us for the land that we kept buying. All of it, from our farmhouse to what’s butted up against his property line. He’s tried to find ways to partner Foxx Bourbon with his horse business for years.

“There is nothing that I’ll ever want enough to work with that man,” Griz said to me not long after my brothers and I went to live with him. “You’d be smart to keep away from anything he touches.” It’s never made sense why his daughter is the exception.

Standing from his desk, he stalks toward me as if he’s in charge of this conversation. A tactic that takes practice, but I’m good at allowing people to believe they have leverage over me.

“But…” He tilts his head to the side, releasing a sigh. “There will be others.” He eyes the silver buckle and smiles. “I’m rather exceptional at my job, Ace. Racing and training can be learned and hired out, but reading people, understanding the stakes and knowing the odds is always what sets apart luck from strategy.”

The truth in that has me swallowing my brimming annoyance. I cross my arms as unease takes over my senses, not liking where he’s going with this.

“I wouldn’t put all my money on one pony. There are plenty of others who would be an excellent match for my daughter—and my business. Hadley knows what’s expected of her. She understands her role in this family. The same way she spends my money on whatever her frivolous heart desires. I don’t question her lack of motivation or income. And whatever it is she’s doing with that brother of yours.”

I grit my teeth and hold back from yelling in his face that they’re fucking friends. I hate the insinuation that there’s more between them. People have been making that assumption for a few years now.

“I love Hadley. But not how the gossips in this town would want,” Lincoln said after she’d fallen asleep in his room. Griz looked at me to push him on it, but I know my brother. If he wanted Hadley Finch in any way beyond friendship, I would know. He likes to roll up his sleeves and throw punches, but he’s the softest one of us. If he cared about her in that way, it wouldn’t have been a secret for long. He’s shit at keeping those.

I keep listening, letting Wheeler carry on his bullshit justification for treating his daughter with so much disrespect, it disgusts me. “She doesn’t question my stipulations. My daughter is groomed to be loyal,” he finishes. That isn’t the woman I know, or maybe I just don’t want that for her.

The moment I walked into this house, I knew I was going to regret it. There was no strategy in coming here, only an emotional reaction. But I’m not going to allow a night like tonight to happen again.

“She’ll make her own choice. Who she marries, what she does with her life,” I tell him.

His chin tips up. “Why?” he asks.

The logical part of me knows this is an unnecessary risk and that I should stay out of his family affairs. But he doesn’t know that she’s become more our family than his.

“I wonder…” he starts to say, just as a realization of some kind washes over his face, leaving a weaselly smile in its wake. “Am I wrong about which Foxx my baby girl is fucking, then?” His eyes light up, as if he just discovered something. “She’s been playing you all.” He tuts. “That’s my girl.”

“Watch your mouth,” I bite back, pointing my finger at him. Hadley isn’t his girl. That much I know. She’s held on to her father out of loyalty, or too many years of abuse, but she spends so much time at my family’s home because she can breathe there.

Like he can read my mind, his smirk wipes clean from his face, and in its stead, the ruthless businessman streaked in greed rears forward. He knows I wouldn’t have barged in here unless I had planned to do to him what I’d done to Switcher. Or to make a deal. While killing him sounds enticing, a deal between devils has more guarantees.

Wheeler rubs his thumb over the gaudy silver buckle when he asks, “What are you offering, Foxx? It’s a steep request.”

It will be the only deal I ever make with him.

I casually cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t make requests.” He’ll see this as a Queen’s Gambit—sacrificing his pawn to gain control. But to me, it’s the only way. And she isn’t a piece to be played. “A deal for a demand.”

The asshole tilts his head. “I’m listening.”







10 YEARS LATER… [image: ]






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


HADLEY

I SNEAK A glance at the clock—6.40 a.m. I still have thirty minutes. The dark blond between my thighs licks me a little too far to the right, humming as if he’s delighted with his work. I stare at the wooden beams that splinter sporadically above me. I’m not into this. The moan that rattles and lingers in his throat is all wrong. The tone off. It almost sounds like a repeating chorus. Cringing, I squeeze my eyes shut. This was impulsive because I wanted a distraction, which has been the case for many nights lately. I texted him for an early morning orgasm, but it’s becoming awkwardly clear that isn’t happening. As I look over his broad shoulders, his hair color is a little too light to apply a particular fantasy I like to imagine. The one that could make me orgasm the fastest—within minutes, usually.

A small vibration thrums on my nightstand. And as much as it’s an asshole move, I slowly flip over my phone to read the awaiting text. I shouldn’t have looked.

Hawk’s eyes bulge wide when he sees what’s in my hand, and he moves up quickly to a kneeling position. “You’re hurting my ego a bit here, Hadley, if you’re texting someone right now,” he says, even-tempered, rubbing his hand across his bare shoulder.

I close one eye and try to ease being caught out. Giving him a flirty smile, I tell him the truth. “I’m stressed out about the weekend. It isn’t you.”

He tries to play hurt or annoyed, but a small smile quirks his lips. “This type of thing is supposed to be fun. Ease your stress, not add to it.”

He’s right. So what am I doing? I sit up, dropping my phone on the bed, pulling my legs away from him, knees toward my chest. “My mind got away from me, and then I didn’t want to fake it.”

Standing from the bed, his charming expression peeks out just as he pulls his navy-blue t-shirt back on. When it covers his broad chest, Fiasco in bold white letters reminds me of where we are, and then the letters FD just below it. This started as easy and fun. I never planned for much beyond that. I didn’t want more. Still don’t. It’s one of the more mature things that happened in my thirties—recognizing sex for what it is and what it isn’t.

“Do I need to call for some backup?” he asks, caging his arms around me.

I scrunch my nose. “I don’t think that’s it, handsome.”

Having a threesome with the fire chief and the new recruit was initially a joke. I said it out loud, and like some kind of sexual manifestation, it happened. In no way, shape, or form am I complaining. Sex is never anything more than fun for me—a natural need. An exchange between two people, and in that case, three. It’s the best kind of distraction. But like most of the things that’ve been good in my life, it’s run its course. This time, probably for longer than it should have.

I flirt with a lot of people, and I’ve known Nicholas Hawkins for years. He’s older, which is like catnip for me. And he’s a bit of a hero, running into fire-filled buildings and rescuing people. Fiasco gossips had a field day over the young fire chief when he’d been officially appointed to his role just under a decade ago. Hawk’s brother kept being re-elected as governor, which meant he was usually invited to events and parties that my father threw over the years. One hot afternoon, he got fed up with me pushing the bell on my roof deck that connected to the fire station, and I suggested that we fuck around and find out.

The way that stunned him felt good. I needed to shift my attention to something attainable. And then, by some miracle from the goddesses, he and another intensely attractive fireman were taking turns making me orgasm after a fire alarm malfunctioned at Midnight Proof.

And I got greedy. And a little selfish. The chaos of the past year had me barely sleeping, even with the late-night hours from Midnight Proof. Calling Hawk has been an easy distraction.

My phone buzzes again, and I glance at the name on the screen and the curt message below it. One of the reasons why a distraction was necessary.

DADDY FOXX



The best man’s speech is mine.





Hawk laces up his boot and says, “How about we pick this up later tonight?”

I focus on typing back my message and mumble, “Okay.”

HADLEY



I’m the best friend. It’s mine.





DADDY FOXX



I’m not doing this with you.





HADLEY



You’re going to have to be more specific. “THIS” can mean a lot of things.





DADDY FOXX



Stop it.





HADLEY



Make me.





If anyone were to ask me, I don’t believe in the stupidity of love at first sight. That’s a patriarchal practice that allows women to accept that attraction can be mistaken for love. Love should take time. Learning and longing. Maybe even a pinch of sacrifice and discovery. Or maybe my jaded perspective only exists because of my lack of experience on the subject matter. Lust and like are L-words I understand. Fucking and fantasy are F-words that deliver. I believe in fantasy at first glance and lust at first sight. And both of those, for me, come in the form of my best friend’s brother. The six-foot-something pissed-off bourbon boy. His pretentious suits and rugged boots. His intensely dark brown hair laced with gray and silver that seeps into his sideburns and along each temple. A strong brow and gray-blue eyes that never look wistful or light, only stoic and layered with too much responsibility, strategy, and perhaps a bit of danger. Broad shoulders, an arrogant nature, and all the vibes of a man who does whatever the fuck he wants. Atticus Foxx, the ultimate fantasy. And because some days I think that karma must really have it out for me, he just keeps getting better with age.

In the background of texting said fantasy, Hawk cuts in, “You know what? I forgot I’m on an overnight shift tonight.”

I bite at my thumb and smile at the reality in front of me. “How convenient. That’s just across the street.”

It was annoying at first, the fire station directly across from my townhouse. This old three-level building that has been home for a while now. At first, the station bell and the engines were a bit of a nightmare, considering I worked late hours. But when I discovered the bell that connected my roof deck to the fire station, it became a perk.

He clears his throat and kneels back onto the bed, moving closer. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but… I’m good enough for some night games, but not to go with you to the wedding?”

Oomph. I give him a tight-lipped smile. “Night games are more fun than a wedding.”

Nodding, he shoots me a look of understanding, but I can sense some hurt there.

I let out a breath and overthink why I wouldn’t just bring him to my best friend’s wedding. It’s easy to picture him in a tux, but a part of me doesn’t want to make this more than what it was meant to be. “Can we just keep things where they are right now?” Biting my lip, I look around the room.

“And what happens when I want more?” he asks as he buckles his belt.

“Then we call it.” There’s no sense in beating around the bush. Maybe it’s time to call it. That isn’t the kind of question I expected from someone wanting simply to fuck around.

He crooks his finger for me to come closer, and I scoot myself toward the end of the bed. As I look at him, he tilts my chin up. He has a crooked smile and a little scar cutting through where his lip bows; it’s something I’ve always found attractive. Mysterious and a charming imperfection. “You’re too much fun to say no to…”

“Then don’t.” I smile, but then I force myself to add, “But Hawk, if this is more for you, then we should stop. No sad feelings or bad blood, just a high five and some good memories, yeah?”

He gives me a tight smile and checks his phone. He’s one of the good guys—even-tempered and never pushy. He’s easy to be around. Maybe that’s the appeal, especially lately. He leans into having fun despite being in charge of a full station of guys and is responsible for multiple towns across Montgomery County. And even though he’s folded into similar circles that I had been born into, he never kisses my father’s ass or looks for handouts from his brother. That’s his brother’s play, not his.

My phone buzzes in my hand again, only this time, it keeps buzzing. There aren’t more texts from my best friend’s older brother. Instead, a new UNKNOWN number displays across my screen. My throat dries and my heart rate kicks up enough that I feel slightly lightheaded. The anxiety is instant.

I rub along my wrist and pinch my eyes closed for a second. I’ve been blocking new numbers regularly. It started with media outlets wanting statements about my father’s arrest. It’s since graduated to people looking for what my father owes. Angry people who, in some way, have been slighted or mistreated and feel it’s okay to come after me in the most passive-aggressive way possible—social media, emails, and then texts. Avoiding it is annoying, but rather simple. No more online social platforms, email could be easily changed, and my phone number too. Until it’s somehow found again. And the messages are becoming more specific.

I breathe in through my nose, purse my lips, and push the air back out. Doing that again, I slowly count to ten.

The name Wheeler Finch is no longer associated with triple-crown winners, unmatched training, and wealth. Instead, it’s tied to headlines that read: Kentucky Horse Murderer, The Largest Con in Horse Racing History, and my favorite, The Devil of The Derby. He made millions of dollars for himself and his partners by fixing races, threatening and blackmailing trainers and jockeys, drugging horses with performance enhancers and snake venom. I couldn’t even wrap my head around some of those when I’d heard them. Then, as the sweetest cherry on top, the whole disaster of Finch & King Racing was left in my name while he faces a roster of charges. For me, it doesn’t need to be proven in court; I know he did it all. And I hate him for it. I can’t understand the fact that he’s on house arrest pending trial. His waiting feels too much like a luxury—police guarding entrances on an expansive estate with an ankle monitor and constant approval for outside communication. His assets, however, are under my control.

I’ve known my father isn’t a good man for a long time. But even that is a gross understatement, considering the charges awaiting him. It’s been almost a year since he was arrested, and every day since, I’ve felt the aftershocks. Arresting the proverbial bad guy was only the beginning.

Nobody tells you what you’re supposed to do when the life you’ve built starts to fray around the edges. Things that I’ve felt in my gut since I was young have been true all along. Being proven right comes at a cost, and it’s a much higher currency than ideas and affirmations.

My mother’s gone. And my father is the only family I have left. For most of my life, I’ve mistaken obligations for care. And I learned too late about love and its exchange rate. I stupidly allowed blood and loyalty to win out. And because of that, most of my hometown assumes I’m a loving daughter. But if anyone really paid attention, they would have seen how often I avoided being where I was expected. And now I get side-eyes and snarky comments, since everyone’s accepted the bullshit my father doled out. It disgusts me. And that disgust is the reminder I need for anger to replace my anxious thoughts.

I press the side button on my phone, pushing the call to voicemail.

Today’s going to be a good day. A great one, even.

My black leather-bound notebook has my favorite pen tucked into the last page that I wrote on.


April: Late-night favors of the skin and licking kind right after having the most perfect combination of potato chips topped with charcuterie—brie, gouda, chambert, and prosciutto. Warmed for 5 min at 350 degrees. Salty perfection.



I turn the page and take a quick second to jot down a thought that would make a perfect end to tomorrow night’s speech, just as an aggressive pounding on my front door has me looking up. Tossing the book aside, I slip on a fresh white tank.

“You expectin’ company?” Hawk asks with a quick flick of his eyes down my body as he starts moving toward the door. “I’m a little more decent than you are…”

“You sure about that, Chief?” I say in a flirty tone.

“Want me to answer it?” he asks with a smirk and a shake of his head.

There’s another loud rap of knuckles on the door before he reaches it. I pluck out my newest pair of panties from the black-and-pink striped bag and yank off the tag, slipping into the bright pink silk slowly, being mindful of the delicate lace that encircles each leg and the waist. Glancing at the clock, I realize whatever extra time I thought I had is now long gone. Shit. The sunrise should have tipped me off; they always want to be on the river before dawn.

The heavy fists on the front door echo out again.

When the door swings open, I expect it to be my best friend, with his dark-rimmed glasses and goofy smile. He’s more than ready to kick off his wedding weekend. But instead, it’s an unapproving glare and deafeningly silent exchange from Ace. He leans against the doorway and crosses his arms, his face reprimanding me with an I don’t like waiting look.

It’s so much fun to push him whenever possible, mostly because nobody ever does, but this morning, I’m not even doing it on purpose.

I sarcastically smile at the man wearing slutty Wranglers instead of his typical suit. It’s impossible to ignore how much I appreciate the build and stature of the man I’m not bedding and never have. Internally, the attraction bells are sounding off like race-day trumpets. Externally, I try my damndest to appear casual about the current situation: the man I’m hooking up with, the man I fantasize about during those hookups, and then me, who’s in only a tank top and underwear. Fuckity fuck.

I clear my throat and then nonchalantly ask, “You boys have met before, right?”

Neither needs to answer, because they have. Plenty of times, just never like this.

Ace barely glances at Hawk, instead walking past a waiting handshake and into my apartment with an exasperated exhale.

“Not interested in your morning bullshit, Hadley. You’re going to make us late.”

I wave at the air in front of me as I hustle by him, looking for my favorite fishing hat. “Being late only matters for parties and periods, Atticus.”

I hear him swear under his breath just before he says, “You have no pants on.”

It’s so satisfying that he noticed. Sucking in a gasping breath, I brush by him again, my hand slapping my chest. “Did you see my panties?!” I smirk as I walk past him. “Or was it a little lip slip?”

I saunter up to the waiting fire chief, who’s witnessing the back-and-forth between Ace and me. He can read exactly why I haven’t slowed. When I reach the threshold of the front door, I drape my arms around his neck and kiss his cheek.

He smiles against my neck and whispers, “You okay here if I leave?”

But instead of bristling at the innuendo, I lean into him, catching the campfire smell that always lingers on his skin as I say, “More than capable of taking care of myself, Chief. But thanks for asking.”

He kisses along my shoulder, and if I was a betting woman, I’d be pretty confident that he looks right at Ace as he grabs a handful of my ass and squeezes me in his bear hug.

When I pull back, he looks over my shoulder briefly, and then back at me. “Stay out of trouble, Hadley.”

“Unlikely,” I hear Ace mumble from my kitchen, like the looming presence he is, as Hawk leaves me with one last quick kiss.

With Ace watching me move around my apartment, searching for my lucky hat, it’s hard not to add an extra sway to my hips. It is his attention I’ve always craved, after all.

“What are you looking for?” he asks as he, too, takes a look around my apartment. This place is filled with soft pinks and purples, and sleek, modern lines, and it’s decorated with anything and everything I love. A bohemian vibe with a lot of bold colors and local artwork. My ostrich pink feather floor lamp doesn’t give off much light, but it reminds me of old Hollywood. The same way the movie posters of A League of Their Own, Mannequin, and The Money Pit hang along the hallway leading into my living room. Favorites because I like them and not because some critics told me I should. I have no idea if any of the paintings or photography peppering the rest of my walls are worth anything. I didn’t buy them for that reason. I simply like what I like. There’s a black cat clock that’s eyes swipe left and right on every tick and tock, pictures of my life scattered along the walls, a closet that has far too many sports jerseys mixed with dresses and colorful accessories. It’s cozy and maybe a little cluttered, but this space is all me.

“Ah! Found it,” I say, holding it up like a prize.

But he simply glances at the clock, and then pours himself a glass of water. “Hawk coming this weekend?”

I search for my shoes that are meant to go with my dress for tonight and my tux for tomorrow. “He’s on call,” I yell from my closet. It’s not a complete lie, but I won’t go into the flawed reasoning as to why I didn’t invite him as my date.

When I come out with my rose gold pumps in one hand and curling iron in the other, Ace looks at me with his brow furrowed.

Today, he’s all bluegrass Kentucky. A horseman and not a bourbon boy. The Wranglers that hug his thick thighs are their own version of an assault weapon. His black t-shirt has the Foxx Bourbon logo stitched along the sleeve in black embroidery, making the gray that runs along the sides of his otherwise dark, almost black hair stand out a little more. I teased him often about being old, but the truth is, Ace Foxx is just like his bourbon: better with some age. And damn, do I drink him in every once in a while. If only I literally could.

“Where’s your bag?” he asks, moving toward the door.

I lean back, peeking from the doorway of my bedroom. With a smile, I tease, “This your way of telling me you want to have a sleepover, Ace?”

He looks at me with narrowed eyes, stopping all movement. I may have pushed him too far with that one. His jaw is clenched, like he’s holding back from saying something like, Cut that shit out, Hadley. But instead, he stares at me, meeting my eyes first, and then up to my hair. The quiet that’s settled around us is nothing short of uncomfortable now. Maybe he’s not in the mood to dish it back today.

“My gear is in my trunk already,” I say, lifting my chin toward the door. When he still doesn’t say anything, my cheeks flush hot.

This is one of those times when something feels different. Like I’m not the only one wondering if the attraction and pull is mutual, if it would ever tip over between us. There are times when he looks at me like this, and I want to physically push him and scream, to beg him to tell me what the hell he wants.

“Ace—”

But he cuts me off. “I’ll be downstairs. You have five minutes or I’m leaving.”

I swallow the feeling of rejection, telling myself again to get over it when it comes to him, and then hustle to wash my face and brush my teeth.

When I waltz outside ten minutes later, sure enough, the asshole left without me.

“You must’ve really pissed him off today.” The low Kentucky drawl of Griz Foxx rings out to my left. His thick white mustache matches his full head of hair, sideburns cut tight against his weathered skin. It isn’t surprising that the Foxx brothers are so damn good looking. Not when they had genes like this. Most couldn’t guess Griz’s age; the man still moves, jokes, and drinks as if he’s the same age as his oldest grandson.

“And it’s not even 7 a.m. yet,” I say with a laugh as I walk closer. “Did he leave you here, too?”

He nods. “Did his charming mood have anything to do with Chief Hawkins coming out your front door?” he asks, leaning against my car with his arms crossed over his chest.

I give him a kiss on the cheek as he takes my shoes and makeup bag from my hands. “Griz, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He gives me a yeah, right lift of his eyebrows. “Said he’d meet us at the river. Figured he either had something happen at the distillery or you got under his skin again.” He raises his hand, waving at Skip from the bait and tackle truck. Griz is never too busy to say hello to people. The two old timers exchange a few niceties about where the fish are biting lately, and then he and I make our way out to the river.

Griz smiles with his eyes closed as he casually leans back into the plush leather seats of my 1969 Mustang. “Can I tell you something without you speeding up any higher?”

“That doesn’t really feel like the start of a good conversation, Griz,” I tell him with a chuckle.

“I’m going to say the thing that everyone says you’re not supposed to say.” He looks ahead at the familiar road leading to one of the few secret places still left in this town. “I thought I’d be dancing at your wedding long before I was ever going to dance again at one for Lincoln or Grant. I’m happy seeing them happy, don’t get me wrong, but I thought you would have sorted things out by now.”

My throat is suddenly dry. His disappointment at the fact that I’m not married hits my chest in a way I wouldn’t have expected. Griz is the only person—well, maybe not the only person—but one of the most important opinions that matters to me. He’s been the voice of reason for most of my adult life. The patriarch to a family I wanted to be a part of and who folded me in without batting an eye.

“Griz, you, of all people, should know that getting married is just an agreement to love someone. Feels like paperwork for promises that can be made without it. I don’t know if I want to make a business deal out of my feelings.” But even as I say it, I hate it. I’ve been leaning into this single and powerful persona for so long, that it’s started to feel like a lie. I hate that women are painted into these corners, that you have to be one versus the other. A part of me craves to prove it all wrong.

“That’s not how I meant it, kiddo,” he says more quietly as we pull down the dirt and gravel road. “I just thought that you—” he cuts himself off, making my eyebrows pinch. Redirecting the conversation, he says, “You are as much mine as the rest of my boys. Maybe not by blood, but by everything else that matters. Loving someone isn’t a weakness. You can be exactly the woman you are—strong, smart, sassy as all get-out, and still give in to it.”

I glance over at him as he stares out the window at said boys, seemingly unfazed by the words that just affected me deeply. Lincoln’s smiling and yelling something to Grant, who simply nods with a twitch of his lip. In the distance stands Ace. The oldest who always seems to be a little bit farther away than the rest—watchful and protective. I sit taller in my seat, pushing my shoulders back and readying to mask the affection I can’t seem to shake for that man.

“Maybe I just haven’t met the right person yet,” I add with some attitude.

Griz lets out a soft grunt, like he heard the punch line to an unspoken joke. “Maybe so. But I see plenty of what goes on around here—more than most. Have for a long time.”

The truth is, I want to be loved out loud. Choosing to marry a person is just about as loud as it got. That seems like something I could only witness, not participate in. I watched Lincoln find it with Faye. I witnessed Laney arrive as a stranger and pull Grant out of despair.

Love has transpired around me in intensely epic ways, which means I have to believe in it. I just stomped it out of my own reality. For years, my father ingrained in my mind that marriage for our family was a business deal. Then one day, he quit pushing it. I somehow earned the freedom to find it and chose myself instead of looking for happiness with anyone else. The world tells you to be kind, then to be selfish, then to share it with someone. To have mind-blowing sex, then to find your best friend. To depend on yourself, but to lean on others. Truthfully, it’s exhausting—all the convoluted hypocritical messages that, in my mid-thirties, are altogether paralyzing.

“Griz,” I exhale, giving him a lazy smile. “Life is complicated right now. I can’t think about folding someone into my mess.” It’s an excuse, but a good one at that.

He nods to himself, knowing those words quite simply mean to back off.

I cut the engine and look out at the three Foxx brothers wading out in waist-high and thigh-high waters, casting their lines. From this angle, they all look like the boys I knew growing up. The bourbon boys who fueled gossip the same way these flies and feathers lured fish.

There’s something poetic about watching them in the morning light. Affection for people who only cared to see the best in you can quickly turn a person into something entirely new. I would always be grateful to them for that.

Griz interrupts my reminiscing with a pat on my leg. “You practically raised yourself, Hadley Jean, but the little part I played in that, I never once told you it’s okay to not go after what you want in this life. It’s too damn short to sit here and watch.”

As he stands out of the car, I hear Lincoln shout, “Griz, did you white knuckle it the whole way over?”

Grant’s next. “You’re lucky there’s not a patrol ticketing this early.”

I flip him off, just as my phone buzzes again.

“I drive like the goddesses intended,” I shout back to them both.

“How’s that, Hadley? Like there are no rules?” Linc laughs.

I smile, pulling on my galoshes. “Fast, flawlessly, and instilling fear in overly confident men.” I look out to the center of the river. “You too scared to hitch a ride this morning, Ace?”

He doesn’t answer. His wide stance and strong arms move effortlessly, casting the way Griz taught all of us years ago.

I inhale the morning smells and brush off being ignored. “River’s high today,” I say to Griz.

He adjusts his hat, crossing his arms and looking out at the view. The side we’re on is much calmer than the other. But today, they both look high and ready for a good showing.

“You know the routine.” He nods toward where Ace is standing. “If it gets too rough, or you lose your footing, find the center—the limestone plates that cut the river are shallow enough to keep you from moving to that far side and under. Find the center.”

As I get into my flow of fly-fishing, laughing along with the boys, my phone buzzes, instantly sobering me all over again.

UNKNOWN



Miss Finch, my patience is wearing thin. I expect payment and penance. Do not push me.





It’s a new number, but with a similar tone of threat. And there isn’t a single thing I want to do about it. If people my father had worked with are looking for payouts, I’m not going to be the one to do it. Everything he was involved in makes me sick to my stomach.

Over the past year, I’ve been dodging one problem after the next. There were side-eyes and snarky comments, simply for being my father’s daughter. There’ve been plenty of threatening messages, property damage, letters, and social media canceling that came with it. Today isn’t going to be the day to deal with the barrage of bullshit. Swallowing my nerves, I pocket my phone.

When I look up, Ace is watching me. The tendons in his neck flex and his jawline tightens, like he’s pissed that I caught him looking. I give him a taunting smile and wiggle my fingers at him.

This weekend, my best friend in the entire world is marrying the love of his life, and despite the texts, and nudging of marriage, or the brooding oldest Foxx brother, I’m ready to celebrate.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ]


ACE

IF YOU WANT to determine the strength of a bourbon, most people look at its proof. The higher the proof, the higher the alcohol in that batch. It doesn’t make it better; it just makes it stronger. But when it comes to business, especially in Fiasco, after the bullshit this town has had to deal with over the past year, stronger is better.

“Roughly nine billion dollars,” I interrupt. I’ve had enough of the discussion. The last thing I wanted was to have this meeting this weekend, but time hasn’t been on my side lately.

It’s been just over a year since the headlines. A nightmare for a state whose reputation was tarnished by greed and strong-arming. It was almost catastrophic for the small town at the epicenter of it all. The head of the largest and most respected brand in horse racing, Finch & King, was charged with things from fixing races and illegal drug distribution and administration to animal endangerment, animal cruelty, grand larceny, and there’s still an ongoing investigation into the deaths of a trainer and jockey. Wheeler Finch ran the business in Fiasco, which meant it hit us the hardest. The scandal has affected small businesses because of affiliation, media scrutiny, and public embarrassment. Midsize businesses impacted because of wrongfully invested funds and plain old theft. Kentucky horse racing as a whole took it the hardest—it shook all parts and we’re still feeling the vibrating aftershocks. Cleaning it up meant there would need to be a lot of players, but each one has a purpose.

The governor and Fiasco’s mayor both came out unscathed by all the chaos, which has made me more than curious as to how that’s fucking possible. But as they look at me with surprise, realizing I said billion, I know I have their rapt attention. “That’s right around $340 million in taxes that the great state of Kentucky benefitted from the bourbon industry last year alone. Perhaps it’s worth considering my suggestions.”

“While that’s very true, Ace, you’re forgetting that the horse industry has the same kind of impact. And this past year has been nothing short of threatening to all of it,” the governor says as he looks over my shoulder for a waitress. He won’t find one. In fact, he’s already managed to piss off Marla by calling her “ma’am” when we first walked in here. I wouldn’t be surprised if she spit in his meatloaf.

He’s a piss-poor excuse for a civil servant, but plenty of people get off on his rhetoric and appreciate that he goes to church every Sunday. Somehow genuflecting to an altar and talking about “the good ol’ days” is enough to earn him more clout than the man deserves. It helps that he was born and raised in Kentucky—he’s liberal enough and old school enough that most couldn’t tell you which party he favors, only that he’s been governor for coming up on twenty years. His family owns a pharmacy in the next county, his brother’s the fire chief, which is rather convenient, and somehow, people like him. But his backbone is as sturdy as the licorice my sister-in-law is always gnawing on. And I don’t trust him. I exhale my frustration, because their lack of planning and problem solving are impacting small businesses in my town. Eventually, it’ll impact my business—and my family.

“Ace,” Marla says, coming up with a pot of coffee in one hand and a glass of bourbon in the other. “You wanted the chocolate soufflés for dessert. They’ll take about twenty to set. Should I start that for you now?”

I smile at the way she only keeps eye contact with me. It’s the reason I suggested an early dinner here instead of something private elsewhere. There’s a cocktail party in place of a rehearsal dinner tonight for Linc and Faye, and there isn’t a chance in hell I’m going to miss any part of it. But this meeting is necessary while the governor’s in town. He needs the reminder that there are still a helluva lot of good things happening here, despite the media circus that’s been so heavily focused on the horse racing scandal. I also need Foxx Bourbon to remain in his favor, and keeping him fed, happy, and feeling like my investments and proposals for growth are positively impacting him will do just that. Griz has always been clear exactly who should stay on a short list of “friends.” The governor is right at the top of it.

“Might I trouble you for a coffee with the dessert?” he asks Marla.

But instead of answering him, she gives me a tight-lipped smile. Ah, fuck, she’s winding up for an insult. It’s a 50/50 shot when bringing out-of-towners to Hooch’s if it’ll show off the charm of Fiasco or, in this case, a pissed-off Southern woman who gives less than zero shits about ruffling feathers. His brother might be the fire chief, but the governor isn’t a local.

“Are you up for a tasting tonight, Governor?” the mayor asks.

I turn my head slowly, watching the mayor offer something too comfortably that isn’t his to offer.

“The distillery is closed for the evening,” I cut in. “My brother, Lincoln, is getting married tomorrow.” Looking at my watch, I rub along the leather band. “I’m hosting an evening tonight for him at my home.”

The governor sits back in his chair and nods. “That’s right. Griz mentioned when I saw him, asked if I’d like to stay for it.”

Fucking Griz. It’s a constant point of contention. It has been for more than two decades now. My grandfather refuses to take his foot off the pedal and allow me to drive. I stifle the twinge
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