
  
    [image: Sipping Seduction]
  


  
    
      Sipping Seduction

      
        WHISKEY WARS

      

    

    
      
        DYLANN CRUSH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Evan

      

      
        2. Frannie

      

      
        3. Evan

      

      
        4. Frannie

      

      
        5. Evan

      

      
        6. Frannie

      

      
        7. Evan

      

      
        8. Frannie

      

      
        9. Evan

      

      
        10. Frannie

      

      
        11. Evan

      

      
        12. Frannie

      

      
        13. Evan

      

      
        14. Frannie

      

      
        15. Evan

      

      
        16. Frannie

      

      
        17. Evan

      

      
        18. Frannie

      

      
        19. Evan

      

      
        20. Frannie

      

      
        21. Evan

      

      
        22. Frannie

      

      
        23. Evan

      

      
        24. Frannie

      

      
        25. Evan

      

      
        26. Frannie

      

      
        27. Evan

      

      
        28. Frannie

      

      
        29. Evan

      

      
        30. Frannie

      

      
        31. Evan

      

      
        32. Frannie

      

      
        33. Evan

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also By Dylann Crush

      

      
        About Dylann Crush

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright ©2023 by Dylann Crush

      Cover Design by Sarah Paige

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, or stored in any storage or retrieval system without written permission of the author. Violating these rights is forbidden and punishable by the fullest extent of the law.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, person living or dead, locales, or other status is entirely coincidental.

      All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. The author is not associated with any product or vendor in this book.

      Published by Tickled Pinkest

      www.DylannCrush.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To The Crushin’ It Crew-

      

        

      
        Thanks for your unwavering support and for being my favorite place to be on the whole world wide web. You make the days when it’s hard to get words on the page worthwhile.

      

        

      
        You are, and will always be, my people.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Evan

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Spending time in nature was supposed to be relaxing. Whoever said that had never been on a hike with my best friend Frannie and her hyper rescue mutt, who also was a failed therapy dog.

      “Watch out!” Frannie raced around me in hot pursuit of Pete the Dog, who’d just wrenched free from his collar and taken off after a squirrel on the trail ahead.

      I’d tried calling the rambunctious mutt Pete, but Frannie insisted we use his full name. She was the principal of the local elementary school and had let a class of kindergarteners name him after their favorite storybook character, Pete the Cat. It didn’t seem to matter that Pete the Dog didn’t look like or act like the laid-back groovy cat who played the guitar and sang about buttons.

      It also didn’t seem to matter that Pete the Dog was supposed to be a trained therapy animal. He’d gone through the program one of Frannie’s friends started, but hadn’t quite graduated. Frannie had offered to work with him over the summer, and they’d made good progress. Pete the Dog had passed most of his tests with flying colors, but just couldn’t resist chasing after squirrels.

      I shifted the day pack higher on my shoulders and increased my pace. The tightness in my calf pinched, but I ignored it. Three rounds of physical therapy still hadn’t taken care of the injuries I’d sustained during my deployment. I was tired of my injury limiting me, so I pushed forward, finally catching up to Frannie and Pete the Dog.

      “Can you believe him today?” She tightened the collar and refastened it around the fluffy dog’s neck. He was part Labrador retriever and part poodle and looked like a larger-than-life chocolate teddy bear. “I’ve been feeling so sorry for him because of school starting. You’d think he’d be grateful to get out on a hike one last time before he has to go back to the office with me.”

      I shifted the weight off my injured leg and leaned against the trunk of a tall oak. “When are you going to admit you’re in over your head with that dog?”

      Never one to back down, Frannie knit her brows together. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I could picture the glare she was shooting me through her dark sunglasses. “What are you talking about? He’s the sweetest dog ever.”

      “Until he sees a squirrel.” I shook my head and turned to hide my smile.

      “We’re working on it.” She wrapped the leash around her fingers and lifted her chin toward the trail. “You want to keep going, or are you worn out already?”

      I’d rather eat a mountain of dirt than let Frannie think I was ready to call it quits, even though my calf was begging me to turn back. “Just waiting for you.”

      “Last one to the top has to pay for pizza,” Frannie said, then charged forward.

      I pushed off the tree and followed, struggling to keep up. It wasn’t just my leg giving me issues. The doctors were able to remove most of the shrapnel that had been embedded in my muscle, but there was enough left to bother me on a daily basis. They wanted to do more surgery, but I’d refused. Working at the distillery my family co-owned didn’t aggravate my injuries too much, but racing up a mountain did.

      Frannie reached the top and stopped next to a large boulder. We’d hiked this trail dozens of times in the past, but this was my first attempt since I got back to Tennessee a couple of years ago.

      “It’s official. Pizza’s on you tonight.” She took a swig of water and passed me the bottle. “Either you’re going soft on me and let me win, or you’re more out of shape than you want to admit. Which is it?”

      “Maybe a little of both.” I arched a brow, then tilted the water bottle up and sucked down a few swallows. I’d known Frannie since grade school. She’d understand if I told her what the doctor said—that I’d probably never get back to one-hundred percent. But with a family who’d always thought of me as the athletic one, I wasn’t ready to admit that I couldn’t do everything I used to.

      Frannie laughed as she reached into her own day pack and pulled out a collapsible bowl to give Pete the Dog some water. “I guess that means we need to get you out on the trails more. You’ve been taking it too easy at work.”

      “Yeah, right.” Ever since the anniversary celebration we’d hosted at the start of summer, orders for the distillery had been pouring in. As the Director of Production, I’d been involved in too many meetings to count about how we could increase our output. Taking it too easy at work definitely wasn’t the issue.

      “You know I’m just teasing, right?” Frannie asked.

      Nodding, I shifted my gaze toward town. From this high up on the trail, I could see the small downtown of Beaver Bluff spread out below us. Summer was still holding on. The warm temps had yet to give way to cooler fall nights. Soon, the leaves would start to change, and the hillsides would turn into a colorful display of oranges, yellows, and reds. I drew in a deep breath, filling my lungs with the earthy scent of the woods.

      Frannie pulled out her phone and came over to stand next to me. “We need a picture. I think the last one we got was a couple of months ago at the distillery anniversary party.”

      “You and your pictures.” I might tease, but I still wrapped my arm around her shoulder and grinned.

      “Will you take it? Your arms are longer, plus I can’t hold on to Pete the Dog’s leash and snap a picture at the same time.”

      I took her phone and held it out in front of us, making sure to fit the dog into the frame before capturing the image. “Send me a copy?”

      “Of course.” She took her phone back and sent the picture via text while I turned back to take in the view. “What are you thinking about? Seems like your mind is a million miles away today.”

      “Nah. I’m just thinking about it being the last day of summer. Remember when we were kids, and we’d try to fit everything we’d missed over the whole summer into the last weekend before school started?” I still couldn’t believe Frannie had gone on to become the principal of the elementary school we’d attended. She’d always wanted to be a teacher, but I couldn’t wrap my head around her working in the office where I spent so much time trying to talk my way out of trouble.

      “Those were the days. Look at us now. We’re all grown up.”

      I let my chin drop. “Sure doesn’t feel that way, does it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I always thought I’d feel more mature when I got older. Wiser, I guess.” I shrugged my shoulders, not sure how to put the feelings swirling around inside my gut into words.

      “I’d say you’re wiser. You’re not still pulling pranks with your brothers and getting sent to the principal’s office.” She tried to lighten the mood with one of her smiles.

      “Yeah. I suppose.”

      “Hey,”—Frannie’s fingers rested on my arm—“this sounds serious. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” I couldn’t find words to explain the hollowness that had taken up residence inside me. I didn’t have anything obvious to complain about. With an honorable discharge from the Army behind me, I’d returned home to work at the whiskey distillery my family co-owned with two other families. I liked my job and was surrounded by people who’d known me all my life. My parents were still married and got everyone together at least a couple of times a month. On the surface, I had a lot to be grateful for.

      There were a hell of a lot of people in this world who actually had a reason to feel sorry for themselves. I’d met a lot of them when I was stationed in Afghanistan. But still, I felt unsettled.

      “Are you sure there’s not something bothering you?” Frannie tilted her head and eyed me over the rim of her shades. Her dark-blue eyes didn’t miss a thing.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Forcing a smile, I turned back to face the trail. “I know I owe you pizza, but how about we sweeten the bet and add on dessert? Last one to the bottom has to treat for ice cream.”

      “You’re on.” Frannie tucked her phone back into her pocket while I started down the trail.

      Didn’t matter if I won or lost. Spending time with her was all I wanted out of our bet. It had always been that way with Frannie, and she had no idea. I had no plans to tell her how I felt either. Not until I got back to one-hundred percent. The last thing she needed was someone else to take care of.
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      Ever since I was a little girl, I’d always felt the same on the first day of school. Butterflies filled my belly and beat their wings against the walls of my chest. Nerves gave way to anticipation as I stood by the front doors of Beaver Bluff Elementary with Pete the Dog by my side. Students flowed past us in a steady stream, pausing to pat the dog on the head or respond to my “Good morning.”

      Once the first bell rang, I herded the stragglers into the building and entered the office. A huge bouquet of fall-colored flowers sat on my desk. Pete the Dog headed straight toward them and jumped up to put his front paws on my desk and stick his nose into the arrangement.

      “Get down from there.” I tugged on his leash, and he set all four paws back on the ground. “Where did those come from?”

      “There’s a card,” Charice said. She was the school counselor and over the past few years, had become one of my best friends.

      “And how do you know that?” I crossed to my desk and looked for some sort of card. Pete the Dog let out a huge sigh, then turned in circles before plopping down into the doggy bed next to my desk.

      “I was here when the florist dropped them off.” She leaned against the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest. “You’ve been holding out on me. Are you seeing someone?”

      Heat flushed my cheeks as I pulled the small card from an envelope with my name scrawled across the front. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Not a big deal? How many men have you dated in the past five years?” Charice laughed as she reached for the card. “None. Zero. Zilch. That’s how many.”

      I whipped around, blocking her attempt. “That’s why it’s not a big deal. We’re not even dating, really.”

      “Nooooooo!” Her eyes went wide, and she grabbed my hand. “Don’t tell me you and Evan have finally become friends with benefits?”

      I gasped. It wasn’t that the thought had never entered my mind, but Evan would never be interested in me as more than a friend. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Fine. Then who are the flowers from?”

      “If you’ll let me read the card, I can find out.” I tugged my hand away from hers and glanced at the card.

      
        
          
        I hope you have a good first day back at school.

        

        Andrew

      

      

      

      My lips spread into a soft smile, and I held the card against my chest.

      “Well?” Charice pressed.

      “They’re from a friend.”

      “Friends don’t order big-ass bouquets for each other.” She shook her head, not buying my explanation for a second.

      “That’s not true. When you won the award for School Counselor of the Year, I sent you flowers.” Knowing she wouldn’t agree that was the same at all, I rounded my desk and slipped the card into the top drawer.

      “Don’t try to pull that crap with me. You’ve got a guy, and if you don’t tell me who it is, I’m going to start asking around. Someone has to know something. This town’s way too small to be able to keep a secret this juicy.” Charice arched an eyebrow. She knew she had me.

      I’d rather die a thousand deaths than have my private life become a hot topic of conversation around Beaver Bluff. People talked about me enough already. I was constantly fielding questions about why a nice girl like me hadn’t settled down yet. The rest of the world might have progressed into the twenty-first century, but sometimes it seemed like Beaver Bluff had been stuck in the 1950s.

      “Fine.” I moved closer, lowering my voice. “You can’t tell a single soul, though. Do you promise?”

      Her eyes lit up with anticipation. “Of course.”

      “Say it.” Though I trusted Charice more than anyone else—anyone except Evan—I still needed to hear her say the words out loud.

      “I promise to keep your secret.” She mimed locking her lips and tossing the key over her shoulder. “Now spill.”

      I closed the door to my office, shutting out the curious looks from the school’s attendance clerk. “It’s new. We met over the summer at the watermelon festival in Bordent. Remember? I begged you to go with me, but you had something more important to do.”

      “It was my mom and dad’s thirty-fifth wedding anniversary dinner.” Charice’s eyes widened. “You can’t hold that against me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right. What it was doesn’t matter. What matters is, I went by myself and ended up hanging out with this guy.”

      “And?” Charice sat down at the small round table in my office. “Tell me everything.”

      I took the seat across from her. “He was nice. We paired up for the watermelon seed spitting contest, and he asked if he could call me.”

      Her brows furrowed with disappointment. “There’s got to be more. A man doesn’t send flowers like that if all you did was spit seeds together.”

      “We met up for a couple of hikes. Then I saw him again in Asheville when I took my dad on that weekend trip to tour the Biltmore.”

      Charice bounced in her chair. “Now we’re getting somewhere. You had a weekend fling with him? Who is he?”

      “No weekend fling. Dad and I stayed with my cousin, and he was in a hotel. We just happened to be in the same place at the same time.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” The expression on her face said it all. Brows drawn, lips twisted into a grimace, she knew me well enough to know I was hiding something.

      “Nothing’s wrong with him. We’re taking things slow.”

      “Honey, you take things any slower and your hoo-haw is going to have so many cobwebs blocking the entrance, you’ll never be able to have a man.”

      “Charice! Keep your voice down. We’re at school.” I ground my molars together. She wouldn’t give up until I told her everything. Charice had the tenacity of a coonhound who’d cornered a rabbit and wouldn’t give up.

      “If you’d tell me what’s going on with you and Mr. Flowers, I wouldn’t get so worked up.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “Last chance, Masterson.”

      “Not a word to anyone.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m serious. No one can know.”

      Her brows lifted, but she nodded again.

      I got up and paced the short distance between the table and my desk. “Like I said, it’s new. He’s a nice guy and we have a lot in common. And I’m getting older. I thought I’d be settled down by now with at least one kid on my hip and another on the way.”

      Charice’s eyes softened. “You’re not even thirty yet. You’ve got plenty of time.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. Your dad’s not breathing fire down your neck and asking about grandbabies.”

      “It’s your life to live, not your dad’s,” Charice said.

      “I know, it’s just…” My chin dropped to my chest. I didn’t want to get into my relationship with my dad, especially not on the first day of school when I had so many other things to do, or with someone who’d been trained in psychology and knew the highlights of my messed-up past.

      “Hey,”—Charice got up and put her hand on my shoulder—“I’m glad you found someone who makes you smile. Are you going to tell me who he is, or do I need to start guessing?”

      “That might be fun.” No telling who Charice would come up if I made her start naming names. She gave me one of her no-more-BS looks—the kind she reserved for kids who’d been sent to her office after getting into trouble. I couldn’t afford to alienate my bestie. Besides, it would be nice to have someone to talk to about my developing friendship with Andrew.

      “I need to get to my office. There’s a new kid starting today who’s just moved to the area. His mom’s bringing him in soon so we can talk about ways to make sure he’s comfortable.” She held out her arms to give me a hug. “I didn’t mean to push. You can keep your secrets to yourself and share when you feel up to it. I mean, if it were me, you know I’d have no problem confiding in you, but I understand.”

      Evidently, we’d moved on to the guilt-tripping part of our conversation. I returned the hug, knowing that as soon as Andrew’s name left my lips, there would be no taking it back.

      Charice released me and shrugged her shoulders, still sending out wounded friend vibes. “We still on for lunch?”

      “Of course.” I bit down on my lip and watched her walk toward the door. “Charice?”

      “Yes?” She turned, her eyes bright, her lips spread into a knowing smile.

      “His name is Andrew.” Relief whooshed out of me, though my pulse ticked up as I prepared myself for her next question.

      “Andrew who?”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper and braced myself for her reaction. “Stewart.”

      “You’re dating a Stewart?” Her eyes almost bugged out of her head. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “He’s a cousin and doesn’t have anything to do with the distillery.” Everyone in town knew about the feud between the Bishops and the Stewarts. It had been going on for generations, though no one could remember what started it in the first place. Along with the Devine family, the Bishops and Stewarts co-owned the biggest employer in town—Devil’s Dance Distillery. How they managed to operate a successful business while trying to run each other off was one of Beaver Bluff’s greatest mysteries.

      “I can’t believe Evan is okay with this.” Charice let out a sharp laugh. “What did you tell him?”

      “I haven’t yet.” Though Evan had been my closest friend since grade school, I hadn’t figured out how to tell him I was semi-dating a Stewart. Even though Andrew didn’t have anything to do with the feud, he was still part of the family that had antagonized Evan’s ancestors for decades.

      “You’re playing with fire, Frannie. If you’re going to keep on dating this guy, you’d better tell Evan before he finds out from someone else.”

      “That’s just it. Andrew is a nice guy, but there’s no big spark. I don’t know if I want to keep dating him, but what if no one else ever comes along? My dad’s greatest wish is to walk me down the aisle and meet his first grandchild before he dies. Time’s running out for him.” Tears welled in my lower lids.

      Charice clucked her tongue and pulled me into another hug. “You shouldn’t date someone just because your dad’s guilting you into getting married and having kids. Besides, if you really want to have a baby—and I’m not saying you should just to make your dad happy—you don’t need a man for that anymore. You can thumb through the big sperm catalog and pick out your own baby daddy.”

      I shook my head. “That’s an option for sure, but I want to do things the old-fashioned way. First, the husband, then the babies, then the house in the country with a dog and a cat. I even want the minivan to haul everyone around in.”

      “I know.” She patted my back. “You’re so weird like that.”

      “It just feels like time’s running out. Andrew checks off a lot of boxes on my list, and⁠—”

      “Not the list again.” Charice let me go as her gaze flickered up to the ceiling.

      Someone knocked at my door. Pete the Dog lifted his head. I glanced at the clock, noting it was almost time for me to make my annual announcement over the speaker system to welcome everyone back for another year of school.

      “Come in.” I moved toward the door, with Charice right behind me.

      Our administrative assistant, Ms. Jenkel, poked her head through the doorway. “You’ve got a visitor, Ms. Masterson.”

      “A visitor?” I tried to peer around her, but her body blocked my view. “Who is it?”

      “I just wanted to stop by and wish you a happy first day of school.” Evan’s deep voice carried into the room before the door opened wide and he stepped through. He held a box with the Jackie Jay’s logo across the top. “Brought you a cinnamon roll to celebrate.”

      I was a sucker for a cinnamon roll from Jackie Jay’s. Just one look at the box and my mouth started to water. Pete the Dog recognized Evan and jumped up from his pillow to nudge his nose into Evan’s crotch.

      “Hey, buddy. I brought you a treat too.” Evan pulled a biscuit out of his pocket and instructed the dog to sit before he handed it over.

      Eager for that cinnamon roll, I reached for the box as Evan’s gaze shifted to something behind me.

      “Who sent you flowers?” he asked.

      “Oh, those aren’t mine. They’re for Charice.” The lie rolled off my tongue faster than butter sliding off a square of cornbread fresh from the oven. “She just brought them in to show me. Aren’t they beautiful?”

      Evan’s mouth ticked up on one side. “Who’s the lucky guy? A man sends flowers like that, there’s something serious going on.”

      “It’s a secret.” Charice eyed me like she wanted to strangle me.

      “Can you give us a minute?” I picked up the vase and handed the big bouquet to Charice, begging her with my eyes to not rat me out. “Don’t forget your flowers.”

      “Thanks. I know just where I’m going to put them.” She swept the vase out of my hand. “It was good to see you, Evan.”

      “Always good to see you, too.” He waited until she left the room before he set the box down on the edge of my desk.

      “Thanks for stopping by. I’m about to go live on the PA system, then I’ve got a pretty full day. Did you need anything?”

      Evan shook his head. “Just wanted to wish you good luck. I’ll see you for dinner, right?”

      For the past couple of years, Evan had treated me to dinner on the first night of school. We hadn’t made actual plans this year, so when Andrew had asked if he could take me out to dinner, I accepted his invitation. “Um, about tonight. Can I get a rain check? Something’s come up, and I’m not going to be able to make it.”

      “Yeah. We can take a rain check on dinner. Is everything okay?”

      I nodded, not wanting to tell him exactly why I couldn’t make it, and hoping he didn’t ask for details. Charice was right, I’d have to tell him eventually, but there really wasn’t anything to tell yet.

      “Nothing’s wrong with your dad, is it? You know I’m more than willing to help if you need a hand.” He was so sweet to ask. Evan would do anything for me, and I’d do the same for him. My heart squeezed tight. I wasn’t exactly lying, but I also wasn’t coming clean. “No, I’ve got it. We’re still on for burgers on Friday, right?”

      “Right. Burgers on Friday. I’m sure I’ll talk to you before then.” He held out his fist so I could tap mine against it. “Have a great first day, Principal Masterson.” Then he turned around and walked out of the office, leaving the scent of the great outdoors mixed with a hint of whiskey trailing behind him.

      Shame flooded my chest. I’d done something I never thought I’d do… I’d pretty much lied to my very best friend. With no time to think about what that might mean for our friendship, I headed out into the main area of the office to make my announcements for the day.
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      “What the hell are you doing here?” Pappy asked. “Isn’t it the first day of school?”

      “Nice to see you, too.” I took a seat on a barstool at the counter of Pappy’s Last Call. Even Pappy knew I was supposed to be out with Frannie tonight. She’d never canceled on me for her dad before, though family always came first as far as both of us were concerned.

      Pappy slid a pint of beer in front of me. “What did you do, son?”

      “What do you mean?” I wrapped my fingers around the glass and lifted it to my lips. The bitter taste of hops raced over my tongue as I took a long sip.

      The older man scrubbed his palm over his sparse, grizzled beard. “You and Frannie aren’t fighting, are you?”

      “Why would we be fighting? Sounded like she had something else going on tonight, that’s all.” How sad was it that my routine was so predictable that everyone in town knew about it? And how doubly sad was it that at the first sign of trouble, Pappy automatically assumed I was responsible? He wasn’t the only one who’d jump to a conclusion like that. Frannie was the golden girl of Beaver Bluff. At least she would have been if the official title existed. She was the first one to step in when someone needed help and was always organizing meal trains and food drives and all kinds of other shit. Her heart was made of solid gold.

      “Hmpf.” Pappy leaned his elbows on the bar.

      I couldn’t tell if he doubted me or if it was just his general disgruntled nature that had him frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. I just keep waiting for you to get your head out of your ass and tell that woman how you feel about her.”

      I bristled, immediately going on the defensive. Beyond my brother Miller, who’d recently called me out on my feelings for Frannie, I’d never admitted them to anyone. “I think you need to get your eyes checked, Pappy. Or maybe it’s time to retire and let the next Pappy take over. You’re way off base.”

      Rumor had it the current Pappy was looking for a replacement. He’d been talking about auctioning off his whiskey collection and retiring to the Caribbean. If he did, I had my eye on a couple of bottles that we didn’t even have at the distillery, so I wasn’t about to piss him off.

      “My eyes are fine. It’s my heart that ain’t been right since the summer of eighty-seven.” He nodded at someone sitting at the end of the bar and moved to the tap to pull a pint.

      I didn’t know much about Pappy’s past. One day, the last Pappy was gone, and a new one had taken his place. No one knew how they decided when to leave or who would take over. It was another one of life’s mysteries that happened in my small hometown.

      “Are you going to elaborate on that?” I asked, not sure if I wanted the lowdown on Pappy’s love life.

      He delivered the beer to one of the guys I recognized from the brewery in the next town over, then came back to stand in front of me.

      “I wasn’t always just a guy who pulls beer for a living. Once upon a time, I had a regular nine-to-five job, just like you.”

      I didn’t want to interrupt him to tell him my job was anything but nine-to-five. Working for the family business meant I had to be available at all hours. We’d even run shifts around the clock in the warehouse when we bottled up that new anniversary blend my brother put out.

      “What did you do before you took over as Pappy?” I didn’t have anywhere to be tonight, so I leaned against the back of the barstool and settled in for story time.

      “You ever see those sorry suckers running around the stock exchange like chickens with their heads cut off?” One of his wiry brows shot up.

      I tried to picture the weathered, grizzled guy in front of me in a suit. When the image didn’t appear right away, I shook my head. “No way you were a stockbroker.”

      “You’re right. I managed quite a few of those assholes working the floor. Thought if I could build up my bank account, I’d be able to finally tell the love of my life how I felt about her.” Pappy crossed his arms over his chest. “She deserved the best.”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to figure out if he was bullshitting me or not. “What happened?”

      He huffed out a breath. “While I was working on amassing my fortune, she met someone else. Last I heard, they just celebrated their fifty-second wedding anniversary.”

      “You didn’t fight for her?”

      “I missed my chance, son. Don’t miss yours with Frannie. You don’t want to end up like me.” He grabbed a rag and turned to wipe down the counter behind him.

      “What happened, though?” He’d sucked me in, and I was invested in his sob story. “You must have had a ton of cash saved up. Did you find someone else?”

      His eyes filled with regret. “There was no one else. It’s not like I could just pick someone else and force my heart to change. I donated most of my money to a few different charities and left New York with the clothes on my back. Like I said, you don’t want to turn out like me.”

      I’d never thought of Pappy as having any kind of life outside the bar. For a split second, I wondered how things might have turned out for him if he’d made a play for the woman he loved instead of letting her go without a fight. He walked away, and I took another sip of my beer while I mulled it over.

      We were nothing alike. He’d given up on love while I was doing everything I could to get myself all patched up so I could tell Frannie how I felt about her. True, it was taking longer than I wanted, but I wasn’t about to mess up the friendship we had by coming clean with her too soon. She already had enough on her plate with work and taking care of her dad. Neither one of us was seeing someone else. We were in a good place—a great place, actually. I had time.

      Confident Pappy and I were nothing alike, I finished my beer and tossed a few bills down on the counter. Maybe I’d see if one of my brothers wanted to grab a burger or pick up takeout from Jackie Jay’s. Though with Cole’s wedding coming up and Miller spending all his time with his new fiancée, I was running out of available brothers.

      Vaughn was probably still working behind the big desk that used to belong to our dad at the distillery. All he cared about was work. That left my baby sister, Ruby. No doubt she already had plans, even on a Monday night. Out of all of us, she was the extrovert and the one who couldn’t stand sitting around at home.

      Hell, I’d figure something out. Maybe even put in some time on the weight machine I’d picked up to help me work on muscle tone at home. My phone pinged with an incoming text as I settled behind the wheel of my truck.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miller: I thought you and Frannie had a standing date for the first night of school?

      

      

      

      

      

      What the fuck? Did everyone in town keep tabs on my social life?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Nothing official, but she had to help with her dad tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appeared, indicating Miller was writing a response. I waited, wondering what the hell he was up to and why he suddenly cared about my Monday night plans. Then the dots vanished. Maybe he wasn’t going to continue giving me shit. Whatever. I started up the truck and was about to shift into gear when my phone pinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miller: I swear I just saw her at Bella Cucina.

      

      

      

      

      

      He had to be wrong. Frannie didn’t even like pasta. She’d been doing a low-carb diet for the past couple months, saying she wanted to lose a little weight. I thought she was absolutely perfect just the way she was, but once she got going on something, it didn’t do any good to try to change her mind.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I don’t think so. Pretty sure she was going over to her dad’s.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’d barely sent my text when an image popped up in our chat. I clicked on it, not sure why he’d be sending me a picture of two random strangers who appeared to be on a date. Only, it wasn’t two strangers. I enlarged the small image. Frannie had on a red dress and sat across the table from someone I didn’t recognize.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Who the hell’s with her?

      

      

      

      

      

      Miller needed to learn how to use the camera on his phone. The image was out of focus. Not so much that I didn’t recognize Frannie—I’d fantasized enough about those curves that I’d know them anywhere. But all I could tell about the person with her was that he was a guy and his wardrobe was basic. He had on khaki pants and a navy blazer. No one around here dressed like that, not even for a place like Bella Cucina.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miller: I don’t know. Tall, black hair & blue eyes. A new teacher?

      

      

      

      

      

      Whoever the hell he was, I knew one thing. He sure as fuck wasn’t her father. She’d lied to me. I didn’t know what hurt worse: knowing she was out with some random guy or that she lied to me about it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Doesn’t matter. Have a good night.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sucked in a couple of breaths, trying to regulate my pulse. Frannie and I were just friends. She had the right to go on dates. Only, she never had.

      I could remember back in high school when she got asked to senior prom. I’d wanted to ask her myself, but knew we’d both be leaving town right after graduation. She was headed to college, and I’d been so eager to get away from Beaver Bluff that I’d already enlisted in the Army. There wasn’t any point in starting something with Frannie knowing I’d never be able to see it through. Wasn’t worth risking our friendship. Sometimes I let myself imagine what my life might be like today if I’d had the balls to go for it back then.

      
        
          
            
              
        Miller: You okay, bro?

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at the small screen on my phone, I wasn’t sure how to respond. My chest felt like someone had stomped on it with a steel-toed work boot. Then squashed my heart until the blood stopped flowing and dark spots muscled in at the edges of my vision. No, this wasn’t going to take me out. I’d survived two deployments to the Middle East. Survived playing football throughout high school and being taken down by linemen with biceps bigger than the hundred-year-old tree trunks lining my drive. I could get through this, too.

      I fired off a reply to Miller that would put a stop to the questions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why wouldn’t I be?

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I pulled up Frannie’s number and sent her a text to check in on her dad and make sure he was okay. Now that I knew she’d lied, I wanted to see if she would own up to it. Maybe her dad decided he didn’t need her, so she was grabbing dinner with another teacher. I suppose she could have called or texted me instead, but she probably figured I’d already made other plans. I was more than willing to make excuses for her. Anything to save me from the thought that she might be involved with someone she really liked.

      She replied a minute later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frannie: Thanks for checking! He’s good.

      

      

      

      

      

      Clearly, she didn’t want me to know she was out with some mystery man tonight. We’d always told each other everything. Well, almost everything. I didn’t tell her every detail about my deployments. It wasn’t because I had anything to hide, though. I just wanted to protect her from the horrors I experienced firsthand. And I hadn’t been totally truthful about the extent of my injuries. But that was because I planned on working my way back to one-hundred percent so I could be the man she deserved and not someone else she had to fuss over.

      I squeezed the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. Jealousy swirled around in my belly, leaving a hollow ache that threatened to drag me down. Before I jumped to the worst-case scenario, I needed more information.

      First, I had to figure out who the guy was. Then I could decide exactly how badly I wanted to rearrange his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            Frannie

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The awkward part of the evening had arrived. Andrew pulled into my driveway, then hopped out to walk around and open the car door for me. He’d been a gentleman all night… opened the door to the restaurant for me, held my chair out at dinner, and refused my offer to split the check. Everything about him was so… nice.

      I wished there were a spark of something else between us, but talking to him was like chatting with a colleague. It didn’t make sense. The conversation flowed easily. He laughed at the right times, and his classic good looks had heads turning as we made our way to our table.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with him, but there was no chemistry. At twenty-seven years old, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to give up hope of finding THE ONE. The older I got, the more things I crossed off my “must have” list. If I wanted to make my dad’s dream of being able to walk me down the aisle and meet his own grandchild before he died or no longer recognized me come true, I needed to take some big strides toward finding a potential partner.

      Could Andrew be a contender?

      I searched his face as he opened the passenger door and held out his hand.

      “Thanks for a great evening.” He tucked my hand in the crook of his elbow and walked toward my front porch.
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