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      There’s a reason I don’t drink bourbon. Not being a fan of the taste of spirits aside, I can’t hold my booze. My poor, sheltered soul, who attended a party school for the sports teams, had literally zero alcohol tolerance. None. For the first thirty-five years of my life, this had no bearing on my existence. Everything changed the day I was told to drive myself to Sycamore Mountain and meet with Jasper Raj.

      That man. His name should be filed into the Oxford Dictionary under “misanthrope,” “recluse,” and, “arrogant know it all.” Oh. Also, hot as butter on a fresh biscuit. No one should be so gorgeous, yet so unfriendly.

      I’d been working for the National Bourbon Association since graduating from college. I’d worked my way up from a membership coordinator, eventually landing a job as the public relations director. This year, my task for National Bourbon Day was to reach out to distilleries in other states. Kentucky had a reputation for being exclusionary in what “deserved” to be called bourbon, and my task was to change the mindset and highlight some of our partners who were outside Kentucky.

      I needed something big to underline the fact the name bourbon represented what was in it more than where it was distilled. The one thing I could use to heighten visibility was the exclusive and elusive Lakshmi Distillery. Distilled in Sycamore Mountain, North Carolina, their limited edition, special label bourbon would make the perfect poster child for out-of-state success stories.

      Of course, Lakshmi wasn’t an NBA member. Even worse, the owner, Jasper Raj, had a reputation for being distant, inaccessible, and thoroughly disinterested in promotion, marketing, or really anything to expand the distribution of his bottles. If I wasn’t responsible for selling the benefits of being part of the association, I could respect his choice. Having a product so selective they distilled it only for special clients made it even more desirable; people fell over themselves for a chance to buy up his bottles the moment the barrels opened.

      My tasks were simple. Get to North Carolina. Find Jasper Raj. Convince him to join the NBA and agree to allow us to promote him. What could go wrong?

      The answer? Lots. This sudden pivot in strategy arrived at the zero hour. It wasn’t any stroke of marketing genius, the desire for deep root engagement, or strengthening our bench outside of Kentucky. It came down to money and memberships. We’d already tapped into all the distilleries in Kentucky. Nothing new ever popped up because the large distilleries cornered the market and made it pretty impossible for the little guys. With membership stagnating, the old guard of stuffy, white-bearded, cigar smoking, good old boys finally deigned to consider we may need fresh blood in the association if we wanted it to survive.

      After months of debating what exactly constituted a bourbon, those good old boys finally walked back their assertions bourbon had to be distilled in Kentucky. So long as it was fifty-one percent corn, used fermented grain, and aged in new barrels made from white oak trees, they considered it bourbon.

      What state has a large population of white oak trees, especially up in the mountains? North Carolina. Specifically, Sycamore Mountain.

      So many, in fact, the charming town inn bore the name The White Oak Inn. It would be my home until I could convince Jasper to sign Lakshmi on to the NBA. If I believed it, I could achieve it. Hopefully, before June fourteenth.
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      I never expected to find such peace in Sycamore Mountain. It was a total divergence from the trajectory of my life. I’d studied hard, and gotten into top tier schools, including John Hopkins for Medical School, where everyone wanted to have residency. I held sub-specialties in three areas by the time I was thirty. By thirty-five, I held an attending physicianship at one of the most prestigious hospitals in the country.

      I pushed myself hard. I was so hyper-focused on my personal success metrics I’d forgotten exactly why I did it. Both my sister and I went to medical school and fed ourselves into the grinder of the high stakes medicine within the E.R. Her in Los Angeles, me in Chicago—we were the perfect Indian children providing our parents plenty of fodder to brag about with the uncles and aunties.

      Now all the pressures of being the dutiful child fell on my sister, Meera. Not sorry. The specifics were not important. Simply put, medicine no longer held the appeal it once did.

      I’d stumbled upon brewing. My college roommate at Northwestern, Patterson, we called him Pat, hailed from Kentucky. He came from old horse racing money, and his uncle had expanded the family fortune into bourbon distilling. I’d never realized how much I picked up spending time with them in the summers. When one of my medical colleagues offered me his winter cabin to step away from medicine for a while, the perfect location for a distilling barn cropped up and suddenly I was turning in my resignation and beginning again.

      Distilling was peaceful. Quiet. It allowed me to do my thing without a thousand crises happening at once and needing to be triaged. No decisions needed to be made within the nucleus of a second. And, any mistake made, any overcompensation or misstep could be corrected through the process—or someone could simply toss a bad batch out and start over. Nothing was life or death. Simplicity. Peace. All the things I craved.

      Until, of course, the day Remle Clay waltzed into my life. Waltz is the wrong word. She lifted a pretty manicured fingernail to my serene bubble and popped it open. All while flashing me a sweet as pie smile made up of the most perfect set of pearly whites, framed with made-for-sinning red lipstick.
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      Sycamore Mountain couldn’t be more picturesque if someone kidnapped Thomas Kincaid and forced him to design his ideal imagination around town. The White Oak Inn was a charming, white clapboard rambling two story with a freaking tree swing on the front lawn and cutesy sign on the door that read “White Oak Inn, where you enter as strangers and leave as friends.”

      “Good morning, sugar!” Betty White’s younger southern sister greeted me as soon as the tinkling bell on the door announced my arrival. “You must be Remle Clay.”

      “I am!” I laughed, dragging my rolling suitcase alongside me and setting my tote on top of it.

      “We don’t get many Monday check-ins.” Betty White’s sister—named Iris, according to the sign on the desk—explained. “You here for pleasure?”

      “No.” I chuckled, digging out my credit card and driver’s license. “Business. I need to call on Jasper Raj at Lakshmi.”

      Iris cocked her head to the side, one hand resting against her hip and the other one resting on the counter. “I wouldn’t have thought Mr. Hermit even owned a telephone, let alone did things right and proper, like holding business meetings.”

      At least I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t get anyone to pick up a phone up there. I’d tried calling him at least fifteen times. My emails, tweets, DM’s to his Instagram, all went unanswered.

      “Oh, I don’t have an appointment. It’s more a last-ditch attempt to contact.”

      “Are you sure you want to stay the whole week, then?” Iris asked, handing me my key. “I’d say your visit is going to be much shorter than you anticipate. He doesn’t take kindly to strangers.”

      I knew this. The guy was a total quagmire. He had literally no digital footprint. Not a single social media account, no news articles prior to Lakshmi really taking off four years ago. Even his Wikipedia and Google pages left much to be desired. His company website listed a single employee by the name of Meadow. I’d tried her email a hundred times as well. She didn’t reply.

      “Is there a shop in town where I could buy a gift? Maybe some cookies or any type of gift basket?” I asked Iris, collecting my key and my bags.

      “Well, Honey Bunz is the local bakery. Aiden, the owner, is such a flirt. He’ll definitely make you blush, but don’t get your hopes up. He’s spoken for!”

      As if I had any interest in dating someone in Sycamore Mountain, North Carolina. Not that there was anything wrong with small mountain towns, but I had zero interest in a long-distance relationship. Even if it was only five hours to Lexington from here.

      “I’m not interested in any romance, Iris. I’m here to get Mr. Raj to sign on the dotted line, and then I’ll be on my merry way.”

      She looked at me with her eyebrow raised but said nothing more about this Aiden fellow.

      “Finley’s Market has some real fancy things there, too. It’s too rich for my blood but the youngins like it. You know the professional ones. I think they call them Millennials. It’s popular with them folk. But I’ve seen people walk out of there with packages all done up in cellophane. They’re over on Larch Street. You’ll probably pass by it before you get to Honey Bunz, which is on Main Street.”

      She had little tri-fold flyers on display to the left of her check-in counter. I watched her carefully sort through each stack before taking a few and handing them to me.

      “Lakshmi is up the mountain on Tumbling Ridge. You’ll pass through McIntyre Meadow and around the bend and then swing down by the river. There’s a little watermill and a sign with fancy writing called Sanskrit. If you blink, you’ll drive right past it, so look out for the watermill.”

      Iris would be my best asset this week. Chatty women like her knew everyone and everything.

      “Thank you for all of your help, Iris! Here’s my phone number.” I wrote it out on the registration slip she asked me to sign. “If you need anything while I’m out, cup of coffee or a magazine—you let me know and I’ll be happy to grab it.”

      She blushed clear up to where her snow-white hair swooped away from her forehead.

      “Now don’t be silly. I have a perfectly good coffee maker right here. Go on and enjoy the town. We’ve got charm in spades!”

      She shooed me past the counter and toward the rooms. I may have disappointed her just a bit when all I did was drop my luggage, turn, and head back out. I promised myself I’d take a moment to appreciate her furnishings when I returned.
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      “Now, if you don’t look like a breath of fresh air after a rain shower, I don’t know what does.”

      Aiden, I assumed, greeted me as I stepped into Honey Bunz. Finley’s had fancy baskets and such, but nothing really said “you and I would make a great partnership” without looking boring and stuffy. I wanted something charming. Sweet. Something that would bring a smile to someone’s face.

      “You must be Aiden.” I extended my hand across his counter. “Iris warned me about you. I’m Remle Clay.”

      “She warned you?” His eyes widened, and he pointed at himself in total shock.

      “I’ve heard you can charm the venom out of a snake.”

      He laughed, wiping his hands on a towel draped over his shoulder before turning back to his very complex coffee machine.

      “What can I get you Remle Clay, sweet confidant to the lovely Iris, and looking as fresh as a spring meadow in that dress of yours?”

      The guy had charm for days.

      “It’s a good thing you’re head over heels for Cece,” a woman stepped up, playfully shoving him with her shoulder, “because you are a total, incurable flirt.”

      “I’ll try your honey vanilla latte, and also can I get a half dozen of your honey lavender scones?”

      Addison, according to her nametag, turned and headed toward the pastry display while Aiden took to making my latte.

      “Oh, do you have like a pretty box or some kind of fancy packaging to put those in?”

      Addison held up two boxes, and I’d been about to tell her I liked both when my phone lit up.

      “Hey, Shep!”

      Shepard Estes. A bow tie wearing, bourbon sipping, virtue signaling, social climber who spent more time bragging about the cost of his per person charity galas than he spent actually paying attention to any pressing issues affecting Lexington. He was also my boss. Though boss is a loose term for someone who prefers to “entertain clients” over bourbon and cigars.

      I greeted him with a smile I didn’t feel. This whole panicked accrual of new members had been his idea and ever since he’d spoken it into the universe, he sat on his idea like the first hatching spring duck. Honestly, my mom should cut him a check for his impressive babysitting.

      “Remle, what’s the status of this Raj guy?”

      “Shep, it’s literally,” I pulled my phone away from my ear to check the time, “ten forty-five. I just arrived forty minutes ago. I haven’t even seen Jasper yet, let alone had time to pitch him.”

      He huffed into the phone. And not just like a normal pattern of breathing huff, but the kind which was noisy and sounded… wet. I wanted to believe he wasn’t already hitting the drinking clubs, but who knew?

      “Honey vanilla latte! Order up!” Aiden called from only three feet away, a devilish smile on his lips.

      “The last time I checked,” Shep continued, “Jasper Raj owns a distillery. Not a coffee shop. I want an update by one o’clock. It best come with a contract attached.”

      He disconnected before I could say anything else. I tossed my phone into my purse with an annoyed sigh and pulled out my wallet. Prick.

      “Eleven oh seven.” Addison placed the sweetly wrapped box of scones in front of me next to my latte.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear,” Aiden leaned against the counter, watching Addison put my scones in a bag and dole out change, “you’re meeting with the infamous Jasper Raj?”

      “Well, meeting with him is a stretch. More like trying to bribe him to give me ten minutes of his time with these lovely scones and my sparkling personality.”

      “Stop it!” Aiden laughed. “Please, may I come with you? I need to see this. You cold calling Jasper Raj might be the best entertainment we have had up here for months.”

      He turned to Addison, laughing. “Maybe we should give her the day-old discounted baked goods. It’s not like he’s going to eat them anyway. Then we can save her six dollars.”

      “He can’t be that bad?” I hedged, trying to keep my confidence up.

      “Bad is the wrong word.” Addison’s rounded eyes broadcast a level of sympathy which truly had me worried about what would happen when I came face to face with Jasper. “He’s just… not really social. Jasper likes to keep to himself. He’s an enigma around here. I’ve only spoken with him like a handful of times in the five years he’s lived here.”

      “His assistant Meadow is super tight lipped about him. We all think he made her sign some kind of NDA,” Aiden chimed in.

      “Like a Fifty Shades of Grey kind of NDA,” Addison chirped, hiding her snicker behind her hand.

      “Stop it Addy. You’re terrible.” Aiden chuckled, looking toward me again. “No one really sees much of him. Meadow does most of his errand running, and on the occasion when he is in town, his interactions are pretty limited. He’s not very chatty and honestly you kind of forget he exists until one day he walks in and you’re like,” Aiden opened his eyes super wide and dropped his jaw into a surprised “O.” He spent a few seconds continuing to pantomime his shock while also crafting an order for the ghost of Jasper Raj.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever even heard him make a comment about the weather.”

      “Of course, it could just be he’s really shy,” Addison interjected. “I mean—it’s been five years now, so hopefully he’s not still shy around the townies. Regardless, though, it’s hard to get him to want to talk to anyone.”

      “Well,” I collected the scones and my coffee, “I’m headed there now, so wish me luck.”

      They both waved at me and smiled. As I pushed through the front door of Honey Bunz, I heard them calling their well wishes over my shoulder. Jasper couldn’t possibly be that bad, could he?
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      If someone would have told me ten years ago one day in the future I’d walk away from a lucrative attending physicianship, sell my high rise, and find some kind of inner peace in the mountains, I would have arrogantly pulled out the little pad I carried in my breast pocket and ordered them to be remanded under a 5150 for psychosis. Ten years ago, I rode high on my success. It wasn’t until eight years ago my arrogance would be my downfall. Seven years ago, my friend offered me a mountain retreat to clear my head and refocus my priorities and six years ago, I barreled my first bourbon whiskey.

      Lakshmi was still very young by distilling standards. We’d been distilling every six months, and in very small quantities. I first thought our youth and six-month bottle schedule would be our downfall. Less access to product, struggling with trying to keep up with demands like the big distillers. But what we found was a niche market of wealthy millennials who wanted something not everyone had. They’d pay extra to be able to say only ninety-nine other people could enjoy the bottle they did. Soon after, I had celebrities from Snoop Dogg to politicians asking for special label bottles. We were elusive. That, apparently, made us super successful.

      “J.R.! You might want to come see this.”

      Meadow, my “girl Friday,” and all-around queen of my business, shouted to me from the tasting room. While she was fairly young, early thirties max, she had binged old episodes of Dallas at some point and thought it was hilarious to call me “J.R.” Despite us being in the sipping spirits, she liked to say I was the J.R. who sold the shots instead of taking the shot.

      I distilled, sold, held meetings, and did everything pertaining to my business steps from where I lived. It made life easier. Being able to just walk out to the barns during the mashing process was so much simpler when I live just upstairs.

      Meadow and I tended to the handling our administrative tasks from the tasting room. The table was long and wide, the floor to ceiling windows looked out over the river and mountains, and the chairs were comfortably stuffed. The whole atmosphere made doing tedious tasks so much more pleasant.

      I met Meadow at the windows in the tasting room, ready to make some smart assed comment about her neediness. A woman with a lion’s mane of burnished sunset hair and a serpentine figure sauntered up our driveway with the most ostentatious gift basket in her hands. As if that wasn’t enough of a sight, she wore oversized Jackie O sunglasses, a curve hugging dress in the most fetching shade of grass green, and a pair of heels which screamed “my idea of the country is a lake front cabin somewhere.”

      “Meadow, what—or rather, who—is on my calendar today?”

      I knew the answer. She and I had an unspoken rule. I took zero unsolicited meetings. None. Meadow was hired to be my gatekeeper, my fly swatter, and every other euphemism for keeping pain in the ass salespeople out of my hair. I’d dealt with too many shit eaters as an M.D. All of them with their perfect, straight white teeth, and sleek hair, designer clothes, and cheerleader level enthusiasm. I didn’t want to be sold anything. I knew what I liked and wanted. What I didn’t like was wasting my time in useless meetings trying to be convinced I needed whatever hot new thing they were insistent I wouldn’t survive without.

      “There is nothing on your calendar today, J.R.”

      She drew out the word “nothing” with a sassy little attitude. As if I’d told her the jeans she presently wore made her ass look big. She and I were cut from the same cloth. Meadow, without a doubt, was a high achiever. Any time I even suggested something was potentially overlooked, she took it as a personal insult. It was probably the reason she somehow ingratiated herself into my confidences over the years.

      The two of us gawked while the red head closed the last few feet to the front door.

      “Not it!” I whispered, ducking into my office and shutting the door.

      “You must be Meadow!” I could hear her soft southern accent even behind my closed door. She definitely wasn’t a Carolinian. “I’m Remle Clay, NBA.”

      Meadow’s voice was in direct contrast to Ms. Clay. I had to strain to hear even the vibrations of her voice.

      “I totally understand. But I was in the area and figured I’d just drop by and introduce myself.”

      Remle continued, still at a volume better suited for an old person’s home.

      “Is Mr. Raj in?” She pressed. “I only need like five minutes of his time. Really, just to give him a little token of our appreciation from the Bourbon Association.”

      I felt my eyes roll unbidden.

      “Bourbon Association?” Meadow pressed. “Funny, I thought Kentucky had its arms very firmly around who could and couldn’t call themselves bourbon.”

      “Well, from my research,” Remle continued with a disingenuous sing-songy voice, “Lakshmi is made of fifty-five percent corn, which is above industry standard for bourbon.”

      At least she pronounced Lakshmi right. The people of Sycamore Mountain pronounced it lack-sh-me instead of lock-shmee. Silence hung in the air for so long I thought Remle left.

      “Here it is.” I heard Meadow’s voice rise with triumph. “Mr. Raj, this letter is to inform you despite Lakshmi meeting industry standards for mash ratios and barreling procedures, it is with regret that per the requirements of the National Bourbon Association, your distillery resides outside the boundaries of what is considered bourbon territory and you will need to remove the reference to bourbon from all of your packaging.”

      I would admit without shame I’d gone from casually listening to their conversation to gluttonously devouring it. Meadow was savage. While I gleefully hid behind my door like a chicken, she verbally dressed down the smiley rep from the NBA with receipts.

      “I guess then, according to the NBA's own assertions, we are in fact a whiskey business. Which, of course, means we aren’t really interested in anything the NBA has to offer. But thanks for stopping by. I’ll be sure to pass on your regards to Mr. Raj when he returns.”

      Whatever Remle said, I didn’t hear. It must have signaled her white-flagged retreat. A few moments later, I heard the subtle ding of the door sensor. The windows in my office didn’t afford the same unobstructed view of the driveway, but I could see enough. Like her hair getting caught in a gust of wind just as she went to fold herself into her economy, compact car. She sat in my driveway for a good five minutes. I desperately wanted to know what she was doing, but I was too far away to see anything in detail.

      “You are free to roam about the office.” The clicking of the door handle as Meadow yanked on it and pushed open the door, jolted me.

      “Jesus, Meadow, you nearly sent me to the angels.”

      “Please. Like any angel would take you without a few months sweating it out in purgatory first. And besides, you’re the doctor—I’m sure you can figure out how to defibrillate your own heart.”

      She leaned against the lip of my windowsill, straining her neck to spy on Remle as well.

      “The NBA rejection letter? You do me proud, young Skywalker.”

      She shrugged and smiled, tucking a strand of sable colored hair behind her ear.

      “What do you think she’s doing out there?” Meadow craned her neck further, rolling onto her tiptoes.

      “Maybe texting a friend about what assholes the people at Lakshmi are.”

      “Asshole, singular.” Meadow held up a finger in my direction. “Considering you aren’t even the one to reject them in person, it would be a single asshole.”

      “Fair point.” I laughed. “You are the very best gate keeper.”

      “She left her oversized gift basket.” Meadow followed me out of my office and back to the tasting room. “What should I do with it?”

      I could see behind the cellophane and bee-adorned ribbons she’d made a stop at Honey Bunz on her way to visit me. More than likely also stops at the other shops in the area. While it was nice of her to shop locally, I wasn’t swayed.

      “I’ll take it.” I told Meadow, wrapping my arm around it, “I need to head up to the airstrip. Gavin texted and told me my bottle samples have arrived.”

      The basket Remle left behind was practically as wide as my chest. It was also heavy as hell. It appeared she bought out every store on main street. The woman went all out in her attempts to woo me.

      “No opening the boxes until you come back here. You promised we could experience opening them together.”

      Meadow shook her pen at me. The stubborn set of her mouth broadcasting she meant serious business.

      “Considering you just took Remle to task with a six-year-old letter, I wouldn’t dream of disappointing you, madam.”

      She rolled her eyes, shooing me away.

      “Seriously though, I don’t tell you thank you enough. I think you should take the rest of the day, grab the corporate card, and go buy yourself something. As a token of my appreciation. We have about a week of calm before the next bottling storm. You deserve it.”
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      “Let’s see these beauties!” I rubbed my hands together as Gavin pulled one of my fifteen boxes out of his plane and balanced it on one of his makeshift counters.

      “What’s so special about these?” Gavin asked as he took a box cutter to the seams.

      “They are amber glass.” I pulled one from the box, relishing the new design. “It helps prevent light from penetrating through and prematurely aging the bourbon.”

      I’d spent a small fortune searching the globe for these bottles., My bottle and label artist I’d hired directly from Chennai, and my amber bottles were crafted in the U.K. They looked almost copper in color. Combined with the Sanskrit writing on the bottles and labels, the whole package looked otherworldly.

      “I can’t wait for the boxes to arrive. Lakshmi’s next batch is going to be poetry.”

      “You know,” Gavin took the box and loaded it into the back of my truck, repeating the process with the rest of my order, “I could have sworn it was you who told me years ago this was just a hobby. Something to pass the time. I’m ninety nine percent sure you said you had no interest in doing anything more than ‘playing around’ with distilling and ‘hoping for something neat to pass along to friends.’”

      It started that way for sure. When I left Chicago, I just wanted peace and quiet. I had plenty of money from the years of obsessing over my work—so I planned to coast for a while. To see if, after a breather, medicine would appeal to me again. Instead, I found an intense love for the distilling of spirits. It took all the highly specialized knowledge I had in physics, chemistry, biology, and funneled them into something new which challenged me but thrilled me with its rewards at the same time.

      “What can I say? I like the company.” I tossed a beer toward Gavin.

      “You’re full of shit.” He pointed the neck of the bottle at me. “Me and Meadow are the only people you tolerate. Not like I blame you.”

      The thing I liked best about Sycamore Mountain was, despite it being a relatively small town, people generally gave you a wide berth. Which was exactly how I preferred to live. Gavin wasn’t wrong. I kept my circle small.

      “What’s the deal with the basket?”

      He nodded toward the front seat of my truck, where I’d placed Ms. Clay’s disingenuous gift.

      “An unwelcome solicitor.”

      He nodded. I thought it was the end of the discussion, but he continued.

      “What are you gonna do with it?”

      “I figured I’d swing by the White Oak Inn on my way down the hill and give it to Iris. She always has people coming and going, so maybe she can break it apart and give it to people as they check in.”

      “I’ll take the pastries from Honey Bunz.” Gavin pointed to the fancy box placed in the middle of my gift. “If you’re just giving them away, anyway.”

      “What’s mine is yours.” I unfolded myself from the chair, grabbed it from the passenger seat, and tossed the box of scones in his direction.

      “Hey, do me a favor?” He followed me to the truck and held onto the doorjamb as I slipped into the driver’s side. “Roger Moore’s not feeling so hot and refuses to see the doc. Can you do me a solid and just pop in? Find some excuse? Like, you noticed his horses grazing in your back lot or something?”

      If I didn’t say yes, I’d be both an asshole to my sole friend in Sycamore Mountain, and heartless to someone who potentially needed medical help.

      “Gav—I’m not licensed to practice in North Carolina.”

      “But you’re a doctor who, just with a few questions, can tell Mabel if she has reason to be concerned.”

      Roger and Mabel Moore were my back acre neighbors. They were one of those generational families who had been in Sycamore Mountain their entire lives. As they progressed in their years, from what I’ve heard, Roger has become more stubborn in taking trips down the mountain and chalks up most of his ailments to the weather, indigestion, or allergies.

      “Fine.” I waved him off my door. “I’ll stop by after I drop this off.”
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