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Praise for J. R. Ward’s Bourbon Kings series


‘Breathless fun! J. R. Ward moves her trademark dark and sexy from the world of warrior vampires to the halls of the Kentucky elite, where the family members’ claws are just as sharp and the consequences just as deadly. I couldn’t stop turning the pages!’


New York Times bestselling author Lisa Gardner


‘The setting is 80’s TV soap opera Dallas meets Downton Abbey … This is high drama, and it’s mesmerising’


Fresh Fiction


‘J. R. Ward delivers a sweeping saga where family roots run deep and passion sizzles hotter than a Kentucky summer. Potent and heady, one taste just isn’t enough’


New York Times bestselling author Gena Showalter


‘The drama and dark secrets behind the Bradford family’s empire propel this irresistible story of high-society scandal … a read that’s rich, smooth, and satisfying as a glass of Kentucky bourbon’


New York Times bestselling author Susan Elizabeth Phillips


‘Soapy elements abound in this Dynastyesque tale, from lavish wealth to feuds, dirty secrets, and forbidden love … Ward is a master of pacing and world building’
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


The “angels’ share” is a term of art used in the bourbon-making industry. Nascent bourbon is put into charred oak barrels for its aging process, which can last up to twelve years or longer. As the barrels are stored in uninsulated facilities, the natural climate shifts in Kentucky’s four glorious seasons cause the wood to expand and contract in the heat and the cold and thus interact with, and further flavor, the bourbon. This dynamic environment, with the additive of time, is the final alchemy that produces the Commonwealth’s most distinctive, well-known and well-enjoyed product. It also results in a vital evaporation and absorption. This loss, which can average about two percent per year of the original volume, and which varies depending on the humidity of the environment, temperature swings, and the number of years of aging, among other things, is known as the angels’ share.


Although there is a perfectly reasonable explanation for the depletion that occurs, a logical rationale, as it were, I love the romantic notion that there are angels in the warehouses of these venerable Kentucky distilleries, enjoying a tipple as they float above the earth. Perhaps it is a mint julep during Derby when it’s warm, and then a bourbon up neat during the cold months of winter. Maybe they’re using it to make pecan pie or to spice up their chocolates.


The functions for a good bourbon, as I am coming to learn, are endless.


I also think the term can apply to the weathering that changes us all over time. As the heat and cold of our experiences, our destinies, expand and contract our emotions, our thoughts, our memories, we are, like fine bourbon, a different product at the end—and there is a sacrifice involved: We are made of the same core elements we were at first constructed of, but we are never the same afterward. We are permanently altered. If we are lucky and we are smart and we are freed at the right time, we are improved. If we are aged too long, we are ruined forever.


Timing, like fate, is everything.




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Virginia Elizabeth Bradford Baldwine, also known as Little V.E.: Widow of William Baldwine, mother of Edward, Max, Lane, and Gin Baldwine, and a direct descendant of Elijah Bradford, the originator of Bradford bourbon. A recluse with a chemical dependency on prescription pills, there are many reasons for her addiction, some of which threaten the very fabric of the family.


William Wyatt Baldwine: Deceased husband of Little V.E. and father, with her, of Edward, Max, Lane, and Gin Baldwine. Also father of a son by the family’s now deceased controller, Rosalinda Freeland. Also the father of an unborn child by his son Lane’s soon-to-be-ex-wife, Chantal. Chief executive officer of the Bradford Bourbon Company when he was alive. A man of low moral standards, great aspirations, and few scruples, whose body was recently found on the far side of the Falls of the Ohio.


Edward Westfork Bradford Baldwine: Eldest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Formally the heir apparent to the mantle of the Bradford Bourbon Company. Now a shadow of his previous self, the result of a tragic kidnapping and torture engineered by his own father, he has turned his back on his family and retired to the Red & Black Stables.


Maxwell Prentiss Baldwine: Second eldest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Black sheep of the family who has been away from Easterly, the historic Bradford estate in Charlemont, Kentucky, for years. Sexy, scandalous, and rebellious, his return to the fold is problematic for a number of people in and outside of the family.


Jonathan Tulane Baldwine, known as “Lane”: Youngest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Reformed playboy and consummate poker player in the throes of a divorce from his first wife. With the family’s fortunes in turmoil and embezzlement rife at the Bradford Bourbon Company, he is forced into the role of family leader and must rely now more than ever on his one true love, Lizzie King.


Virginia Elizabeth Baldwine, soon-to-be Pford, known as “Gin”: Youngest offspring and only daughter of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. A rebellious contrarian who thrives on attention, she has been the bane of her family’s existence, especially as she had a child out of wedlock during her college years and barely graduated. She is on the verge of marrying Richard Pford, the heir to a liquor distributing company and fortune.


Amelia Franklin Baldwine: Daughter of Gin and Gin’s one true love, Samuel T. Lodge. A student at Hotchkiss School, she is a chip off her mother’s block.


Lizzie King: Horticulturist who has worked at Easterly for nearly a decade and has kept its gardens nationally renowned showcases of rare specimen plants and flowers. In love with Lane Baldwine and fully committed to their relationship. Not into the drama of the family, however.


Samuel Theodore Lodge III: Attorney, sexy Southern gentleman, stylish dresser, and pedigreed, privileged bad boy. The only man who has ever gotten through to Gin. Has no idea that Amelia is his daughter.


Sutton Endicott Smythe: Newly elected CEO of the Sutton Distillery Corporation, Bradford Bourbon Company’s biggest rival in the marketplace. In love with Edward for years, she has excelled professionally, but stagnated in her personal life—in large measure because no one compares to Edward.


Shelby Landis: Daughter of a thoroughbred racing legend whose father, Jeb, mentored Edward when it came to horses. A hardworking, strong woman, she takes care of Edward—even when he doesn’t want her to.


Miss Aurora Toms: Easterly’s head chef for decades, capable of serving up soul food or Cordon Bleu cooking with a strong hand and a warm heart. Suffering from terminal cancer. Maternal force in Lane’s, Edward’s, Max’s, and Gin’s lives and the true moral compass for the children.


Edwin “Mack” MacAllan: Master Distiller of the Bradford Bourbon Company. Cultivating a new strain of yeast, he is racing against time and limited resources to keep the stills running. Hasn’t been in love with a woman for a long time, if ever. Married to his job.


Chantal Blair Stowe Baldwine: Lane’s soon-to-be-ex-wife. Pregnant with William Baldwine’s illegitimate child. A beauty queen with all the depth of a saucer, she is threatening to expose the paternity of her unborn baby as a way to get more money from Lane in the divorce proceedings.


Rosalinda Freeland: Former controller for the Bradford Family Estate. Committed suicide in her office in the mansion by taking hemlock. Mother to Randolph Damion Freeland, eighteen, whose father is William Baldwine.






Charlemont Courier Journal


OBITUARIES


 


WILLIAM W. BALDWINE


Mr. William Wyatt Baldwine passed into the loving arms of his Lord and Savior two days prior. A world-renowned businessman, philanthropist and civic leader, he had served as Chief Executive Officer of the Bradford Bourbon Company for thirty-six years. Over the course of his tenure, he ushered in a new era of bourbon appreciation, and took the company to over one billion dollars in annual revenue.


A devoted family man, he is survived by his loyal wife, Virginia Elizabeth Bradford Baldwine, and his beloved children, Edward Westfork Bradford Baldwine, Maxwell Prentiss Baldwine, Jonathon Tulane Baldwine and Virginia Elizabeth Baldwine, and his beloved granddaughter, Amelia Franklin Baldwine.


Visitation and private services are at the convenience of the family. In lieu of flowers, donations may be sent to the University of Charlemont in Mr. Baldwine’s name.







ONE
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Big Five Bridge
Charlemont, Kentucky


Jonathan Tulane Baldwine leaned out over the rail of the new bridge that connected Charlemont, Kentucky, with its closest Indiana neighbor, New Jefferson. The Ohio River was fifty feet below, the muddy, swollen waters reflecting the multicolored lights that graced each of the span’s five arches. As he rose up onto the tips of his loafers, he felt as though he were falling, but that was merely an illusion.


He imagined his father jumping off this very ledge to his death.


William Baldwine’s body had been found at the base of the Falls of the Ohio two days ago. And for all of the man’s accomplishments in life, for all of his lofty pursuits, he had ended his mortal coil tangled and mangled in a boat slip. Next to an old fishing trawler. That had a resale value of two hundred bucks. Three hundred, tops.


Oh, the ignominy.


What had it been like to fall? There must have been a rushing breeze in the face as William had been fisted by gravity and pulled down to the water. Clothes must have flapped as flags, slapping against body and leg. Eyes must have watered, from gust or perhaps even emotion?


No, it would have been the former.


The impact had to have hurt. And then what? A shocked inhale that had sucked the river’s foul waves in? A choking sense of suffocation? Or did a knockout render him blissfully unaware? Or … perhaps it had all ended with a heart attack from the adrenaline overload of the descent, a stinging pain in the center of the chest radiating down the left arm, preventing a lifesaving swim stroke. Had he still been conscious when the coal barge hit him, when that propeller had chewed him up? Certainly, by the time he went over the falls, he was dead.


Lane wished he knew for sure that the man had suffered.


To know that there had been pain, tremendous, agonizing pain, and also fear, a ringing, overwhelming fear, would have been a powerful relief, a balm to the swill of emotions that his father’s watery death caused him to drown in even while he stood on dry land.


“Over sixty-eight million dollars you stole,” Lane said into the uncaring wind, the disinterested drop, the bored current down below. “And the company’s in even more debt. What the hell did you do with it? Where did the money go?”


There was no answer coming up at him, of course. And that would have been the same if the man were still alive and Lane were confronting him in person.


“And my wife,” he barked. “You fucked my wife. Under the roof you shared with my mother—and got Chantal pregnant.”


Not that Lane’s marriage to the former Chantal Blair Stowe had been anything other than a certificate he’d been coerced into putting his name to. But at least he was owning that mistake and taking care of it.


“No wonder Mother is a drug addict. No wonder she hides. She must have known about the other women, must have known who and what you were, you bastard.”


As Lane closed his eyes, he saw a dead body—but not his father’s swollen, mottled mess of a corpse on that slab from when Lane had gone to the morgue to ID the remains. No, he saw a woman sitting upright in her office at the family’s mansion, her sensible, modest skirt and button-down blouse arranged perfectly, her bobbed hair only a little mussed, grass-stained running shoes on her feet instead of the flats she had always worn.


There had been a horrible grimace on her face. The Joker’s mad grin.


From the hemlock she had taken.


He’d found that body two days before his father had jumped.


“Rosalinda is dead because of you, you sonofabitch. She worked for you in our house for thirty years, and you might as well have killed her yourself.”


She was the reason Lane had found out about the missing money. The former controller for the family’s household accounts had left a kind of suicide note behind, a USB drive with Excel spreadsheets showing the alarming withdrawals, the transfers to WWB Holdings.


William Wyatt Baldwine Holdings.


There were a good sixty-eight million reasons she had poisoned herself. All because Lane’s father had forced her to do unethical things until her sense of decency had snapped her in half.


“And I know what you did to Edward. I know that was your fault, too. You set your own son up in South America. They kidnapped him because of you, and you refused to pay the ransom so they’d kill him. Business rival gone while you get to look like the grieving father. Or did you do it because he, too, suspected that you were stealing?”


Edward had survived, except Lane’s older brother was now nothing but a ruined shell with an irregular heartbeat, no longer the heir apparent to the business, the throne, the crown.


William Baldwine had done so much evil.


And these things were only what Lane knew about. What else was out there?


Equally important was what to do about it all. What could he do?


He felt like he was at the helm of a great ship that had been turned to a rocky shore—right before its rudder snapped off.


With a quick surge of strength, he swung his legs up and over the heavy steel railing, his loafers slapping on the six-inch lip on the far side. Heart pumping, hands and feet going numb, mouth drying out until he could not swallow, he held on behind his hips with an under-grip and leaned even farther into the abyss.


What had it felt like?


He could jump—or just step off … and fall, fall, fall until he knew for certain what his father had been through. Would he end up in the same boathouse slip? Would his body also find the propeller of a barge and be great white’d in the filthy fresh waters of the Ohio?


In his mind, clear as day, he heard his momma say in her deep Southern drawl, God does not give us more than we can handle.


Miss Aurora’s faith had certainly seen her through more things than most mere mortals could bear. As an African-American growing up in the South in the fifties, she had faced discrimination and injustices he couldn’t even imagine, and yet Miss Aurora had more than endured, triumphing in culinary school, running the gourmet kitchen at Easterly not just like a French chef, but better—while also mothering him and his brothers and sister as no one else had, becoming the soul of Easterly, the touchstone for so many.


The beacon that, until he had met his Lizzie, had been the only light on the horizon for him.


Lane wished he believed as his momma did. And oh, God, Miss Aurora even had faith in him, faith that he would turn this all around, save the family, be the man she knew he could be.


Be the man his father was not and never had been, no matter the trappings of his wealth and success.


Jump, he could just jump. And it was over.


Was that what his father had thought? With the lies and the embezzlement being exposed, with Rosalinda’s death a harbinger for the dirge of discovery, had William come here because he alone knew the true extent of what he had done and the depth of the hole that had to be dug out? Had he recognized that the game was up, his time was coming, and even with all his financial acumen, he wasn’t going to be able to solve the problem he’d created?


Or had he decided to fake his own death—and failed by succeeding?


Was somewhere, out there, perhaps in an offshore account or in a bank vault in Switzerland, under his name or another’s, everything that had been siphoned off?


So many questions. And the lack of answers, coupled with the stress of having to fix it all, was the kind of thing that could drive you insane.


Lane refocused on the waters. He could barely see them from this height. In fact … he could see nothing but blackness with the merest hint of a shimmer.


There was, he realized, a certain siren call to the coward’s way out, a pull, like gravity, to an end that he could control: One hard impact and it was all over and done with, the deaths, the deceit, the debt. Everything wiped clean, the festering infection that was going to hold no longer and was about to be unleashed publicly nothing to worry about anymore.


Had there been sleepless nights for his father? Regrets? When William had stood here, had there been a to-and-fro about should he/shouldn’t he fly for a few moments and be done with the terrible mess he had created? Had the man even once considered the ramifications of his actions, an over two-hundred-year-old fortune wiped out not even in a generation, but in a matter of a year or two?


Wind whistled in Lane’s ears, that siren call.


Edward, his older, formerly perfect brother, was not going to clean all this up. Gin, his only sister, was incapable of thinking about anything other than herself. Maxwell, his other brother, had been MIA for three years now.


His mother was bedbound and drug-addled.


So everything was in the hands of a poker-playing, former man-whore with no financial, managerial, or relevant practical experience.


All he had, at long last, was the love of a good woman.


But in this horrible reality … even that wasn’t going to help him.


Toyota trucks were not supposed to go seventy-five miles an hour. Especially when they were ten years old.


At least the driver was wide awake, even though it was four a.m.


Lizzie King had a death grip on the steering wheel, and her foot on the accelerator was actually catching floor as she headed for a rise in the highway.


She had woken up in her bed at her farmhouse alone. Ordinarily, that would have been the status quo, but not anymore, not now that Lane was back in her life. The wealthy playboy and the estate’s gardener had finally gotten their act together, love bonding two unlikelies closer and stronger than the molecules of a diamond.


And she was going to stand by him, no matter what the future held.


After all, it was so much easier to give up extraordinary wealth when you had never known it, never aspired to it—and especially when you had seen behind its glittering curtain to the sad, desolate desert on the far side of the glamour and prestige.


God, the stress Lane was under.


And so out of bed she had gotten. Down the creaking stairs she had gone. And all around her little house’s first floor she had wandered.


When Lizzie had looked outside, she’d discovered his car was missing, the Porsche he drove and parked beside the maple by her front porch nowhere to be seen. And as she had wondered why he had left without telling her, she had begun to worry.


Just a matter of nights since his father had killed himself, only a matter of days since William Baldwine’s body had been found on the far side of the Falls of the Ohio. And ever since then Lane’s face had had a faraway look, his mind churning always with the missing money, the divorce papers he had served on the rapacious Chantal, the status of the household bills, the precarious situation at the Bradford Bourbon Company, his brother Edward’s terrible physical condition, Miss Aurora’s illness.


But he hadn’t said a thing about any of it. His insomnia had been the only sign of the pressure, and that was what scared her. Lane always made an effort to be composed around her, asking her about her work in Easterly’s gardens, rubbing her bad shoulder, making her dinner, usually badly, but who cared. Ever since they had gotten the air cleared between them and had fully recommitted to their relationship, he had all but moved into her farmhouse—and as much as she loved having him with her, she had been waiting for the implosion to occur.


It would almost have been easier if he had been ranting and raving.


And now she feared that time had come—and some sixth sense made her terrified about where he had gone. Easterly, the Bradford Family Estate, was the first place she thought of. Or maybe the Old Site, where his family’s bourbon was still made and stored. Or perhaps Miss Aurora’s Baptist church?


Yes, Lizzie had tried him on his phone. And when the thing had rung on the table on his side of the bed, she hadn’t waited any longer after that. Clothes on. Keys in hand. Out to the truck.


No one else was on I-64 as she headed for the bridge to get across the river, and she kept the gas on even as she crested the hill and hit the decline to the river’s edge on the Indiana side. In response, her old truck picked up even more speed along with a death rattle that shook the wheel and the seat, but the damn Toyota was going to hold it together because she needed it to.


“Lane … where are you?”


God, all the times she had asked him how he was and he’d said, “Fine.” All those opportunities to talk that he hadn’t taken her up on. All the glances she’d shot him when he hadn’t been looking her way, all the time her monitoring for signs of cracking or strain. And yet there had been little to no emotion after that one moment they’d had together in the garden, that private, sacred moment when she had sought him out under the blooms of the fruit trees and told him that she’d gotten it wrong about him, that she had misjudged him, that she was prepared to make a pledge to him with the only thing she had: the deed to her farmhouse—which was exactly the kind of asset that could be sold to help pay for the lawyers’ fees as he fought to save his family.


Lane had held her, and told her he loved her—and refused her gift, explaining he was going to fix everything himself, that he was going to somehow find the stolen money, pay back the enormous debt, right the company, resurrect his family’s fortunes.


And she had believed him.


She still did.


But ever since then? He had been both as warm and closed off as a space heater, physically present and completely disengaged at the same time.


Lizzie did not blame him in the slightest.


It was strangely terrifying, however.


Off in the distance, across the river, Charlemont’s business district glowed and twinkled, a false, earthbound galaxy that was a lovely lie, and the bridge that connected the two shores was still lit up in spring green and bright pink for Derby, a preppy rainbow to that promised land. The good news was that there was no traffic, so as soon as Lizzie was on the other side, she could take the River Road exit off the highway, shoot north to Easterly’s hill, and see if his car was parked in front of the mansion.


Then she didn’t know what she was going to do.


The newly constructed bridge had three lanes going in both directions, the concrete median separating east from west tall and broad for safety purposes. There were rows of white lights down the middle, and everything was shiny, not just from the illumination, but a lack of exposure to the elements. Construction had only finished in March, and the first lines of traffic had made the crossing in early April, cutting rush-hour delays down—


Up ahead, parked in what was actually the “slow” lane, was a vehicle that her brain recognized before her eyes properly focused on it.


Lane’s Porsche. It was Lane’s—


Lizzie nailed the brake pedal harder than she’d been pounding the accelerator, and the truck made the transition from full-force forward to full-on stop with the grace of a sofa falling out a second-story window: Everything shuddered and shook, on the verge of structural disintegration, and worse, there was barely any change in velocity, as if her Toyota had worked too hard to gain the speed and wasn’t going to let the momentum go without a fight—


There was a figure on the edge of the bridge. On the very farthest edge of the bridge. On the lip of the bridge over the deadly drop.


“Lane,” she screamed. “Lane!”


Her truck went into a spin, pirouetting such that she had to wrench her head around to keep him in her sights. And she jumped out before the Toyota came to a full stop, leaving the gearshift in neutral, the engine running, the door open in her wake.


“Lane! No! Lane!”


Lizzie pounded across the pavement and surmounted barriers that seemed flimsy, too flimsy, given the distance down to the river.


Lane jerked his head around—


And lost one hold of the rail behind him.


As his grip slipped, shock registered on his face, a flash of surprise … that was immediately replaced by horror.


When he fell off into nothing but air.


Lizzie’s mouth could not open wide enough to release her scream.




TWO
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Poker.


As Lane found himself with nothing between his feet and the Ohio River, as his body went into a free fall, as a sickening burst of fight or flight blasted, too late, through his veins … his mind latched on to a poker game he’d played at the Bellagio in Las Vegas, seven years before.


Good thing his descent had gone into slow motion.


There had been ten sitting around the high-stakes table, the buy-in had been twenty-five thousand, and there had been two smokers, eight bourbon drinkers, three with sunglasses on, one with a beard, two wearing baseball caps, and a so-called preacher in an oddly proportioned white silk suit that Elvis might have worn in the eighties—if the King had put up the peanut butter and banana sandwiches and lived long enough to experience the Me Decade’s punk influence.


More importantly, as it turned out, there had been a former Navy officer two seats over from Lane, and soon enough, as people had dropped out, the pair of them had ended up with nobody between them. The former solider had had no tell to speak of, likely the result of being in far more deadly situations for a living than a green felt table and a padded stool. He’d also had strange, pale green eyes and a deceptively unassuming presence.


And it was strange to think that that guy, who Lane had ended up beating with a pair of kings, ace high, would be the last person he thought of.


Well, second to last.


Lizzie. Oh, God, he hadn’t expected Lizzie to come and find him out there, and the surprise had caused what was going to be a fatal mistake.


Oh, God, Lizzie—


Back to the poker player. The guy had talked about his experiences on an aircraft carrier out in the ocean. How they had been trained to jump off heights of thirty, forty, fifty feet above the water. How, if you wanted a shot at living, there was a specific arrangement you needed to get your body into before you hit the surface.


It was all about the drag coefficient. Which you wanted to get as close to zero as possible.


Feet first was a bene; ankles crossed was a necessary—with the latter being critical so that your legs couldn’t get snapped open like the wishbone on a Thanksgiving turkey. After that, you wanted one arm in front of your torso, with the hand grabbing the opposite elbow. The other arm you needed running up the middle of your chest, the palm splayed out over your mouth and nose. Head had to be on a level with the top of your spine or you risked concussion or whiplash.


Go in like a knife.


Otherwise, water, when hit at a great speed, had more in common with cement than anything you could pour into a glass.


Displace as little as possible.


Like a cliff diver.


And pray that your internal organs somehow slowed down at a rate that was compatible with their anchoring holds on your skeleton. Otherwise, the Navy guy had said, your insides were going to be a pepper jack omelet before it hit the pan, rushing to fill the spaces in your rib cage.


Lane locked himself in, using every muscle he had to turn himself into thin, strong steel, like that knife blade. The wind, God, the sound of the wind in his ears was like the roar of a tornado, and there was no flapping, or at least none that he was aware of. In fact, the falling had a strange sandblasting quality to it, like he was being hit by waves of particles.


And time stood still.


He felt like he hung forever in the Neverland between the solid footing he’d had and the watery grave that was going to claim him—just as it had his father.


“I love you!”


At least, that was what he meant to say. What came out of his mouth before he hit? No clue.


The impact was something he felt in his hips, his hips and his knees, as his legs jammed into his torso. And then there was the rush of cold. As pain lit up his motherboard, everything got cold, cold, cold.


The river claimed his chest and his head like a body bag being zipped up over a corpse, the black envelope closing, locking out fresh air, light, sound.


Muffled. So muffled.


Swim, he thought. Swim.


His arms failed to obey, but as his momentum slowed, his legs kicked out, and then, yes, his hands clawed at the water, which was soft now. He opened his eyes, or maybe they hadn’t been shut—but he felt a sudden stinging there, acid against his pupils.


No breathing. As much as his instincts were to release the overload of sensation with an exhale, he hoarded his precious oxygen.


Kicking. Clawing.


He fought.


For life.


So he could get back to the woman he hadn’t wanted to leave the first time—and hadn’t meant to leave this time.


So he could prove that he was different from his father.


And so he could change the bankrupted future that he feared was written on his family’s gravestone.


•  •  •


As Lane went off the bridge, Lizzie’s first thought was that she was going after him. To the point where she nearly did a pole vault over the rail and leaped for the river herself.


But she stopped because she couldn’t help him that way. Hell, she would probably land on him just as he came up for air. Assuming he did—oh, God—


Fumbling. Phone. Phone, she needed her—


She barely heard the screech of tires right next to her. And the only reason she looked at whoever had stopped was because her cell popped out of her palm and went flying in that direction.


“Did he jump!” the man shouted. “Did he jump—”


“Fell—” She snatched her phone from out of thin air before it hit the asphalt. “He fell!”


“My brother’s a cop—”


“Nine-one-one—”


They both dialed at the same time, and Lizzie turned away to lift up on her toes and peer over the rail. She couldn’t see anything down below because of the lights all around her and the tears she was blinking away. Her heart was pounding in fits and starts, and she had some vague idea that her hands and feet were tingling. Hot, her body was hot, as if it were high noon in July, and she felt as though she were sweating buckets.


Three rings. What if no one picked up—?


As she wrenched back around, she and the guy who had rushed over from his car looked at each other—and she had the strange sense that she was going to remember this moment for the rest of her life. Maybe he would, too.


“Hello!” she hollered. “I’m on the bridge, the Big Five Bridge! A man has—”


“Hello!” the man said. “Yeah, we have a jumper—”


“He didn’t jump! He fell—what? Who cares about my name! Send someone—not to the bridge! Down below—downstream—”


“—that just went off the new bridge. I know you’re on duty—you’re under the bridge? Can you get someone—”


“—to pick him up! No, I don’t know if he survived!” Then Lizzie paused even in her panic, and repeated the question she’d been posed. “Who was it?”


Even in this moment of crisis, she hesitated in giving out the name. Anything involving the Bradfords was news, not just in Charlemont, but nationally, and this jump—fall, damn it—was something she was sure Lane wasn’t going to want on broadcast. Assuming he survived—


Screw it. This was life and death.


“His name is Lane Bradford—he’s my boyfriend. I came out because …”


She babbled at that point and turned back to the drop. And then she was leaning out over the rail again, praying she could see his head breach the surface of the water. God, she couldn’t see anything!


Lizzie hung up after she had given her name, her number, and as much as she knew. Meanwhile, the man was off his phone as well and he was talking to her, telling her that his brother, or his cousin, or frickin’ Santa Claus was coming. But Lizzie wasn’t hearing it. The only thing she knew was that she had to get to Lane, had to—


She focused on her beat-to-crap truck.


And then looked at Lane’s 911 Turbo convertible.


Lizzie was behind the wheel of that Porsche a split second later. Fortunately, he’d left the key in the ignition, and the engine came alive as she punched in the clutch and cranked those horses over. Flooring the accelerator was a different deal entirely from her old Toyota, tires skidding out as she doughnuted the sports car and raced off—going in the wrong direction


Fine. Let the cops arrest her. At least she’d bring them down to the water.


A set of headlights coming at her got her to pitch the Porsche to the right, and the other vehicle’s horn was like the terror in her head, a screaming distraction that might have derailed her but for her laser focus on getting to Lane.


Lizzie took the exit ramp at eighty miles an hour, and by some miracle, no one happened to be heading up it to get on the highway. At the bottom, she pulled another illegal turn and got herself heading the right way, but more traffic laws got broken as she hopped the curb, tore across a grass verge, and bottomed out on a two-laner that ran down to the river’s edge.


Lizzie took the Porsche up to nearly a hundred miles an hour.


And then she slammed on the brakes.


One of the region’s favorite ice cream parlors was located on the shore, in a Victorian house with a storied past—and in addition to slinging scoops, they also rented bikes … and boats.


She didn’t park the 911 so much as dump it at the side of the road on the grass shoulder as cockeyed as a drunk’s hat. She left the headlights on and facing across the water as she vaulted a fence and gunned across a shallow lawn for the floating docks. There, she found a variety of Boston Whalers, none of which had keys in them, of course—and one measly, tippy flat-bottom with a pull-start outboard.


Which, blessedly, somebody had not chained to the posts.


Lizzie jumped in, and it took her two yanks to get the engine cooking. Then she ripped off the tethers and headed out into the river, the tin can slapping against the waves and kicking spray into her face. With the dearth of artificial light, she could see a little, but not a lot—and the last thing she wanted was to run him over.


She had gone only a hundred yards or so into the river—which seemed to be the size of an ocean—when she saw the most miraculous thing on the horizon.


A miracle.


It was a miracle.




THREE
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The Ohio River was so much colder than Lane could ever have imagined. And the shore was farther away, like he was swimming the English Channel. And his body heavier, as if there were cement blocks tied to his feet. And his lungs weren’t working right.


The current was carrying him fast, but that was only good news if he wanted to go over the falls like his father had. And as luck would have it, the relentless draw was pulling him into the center of the channel, away from any kind of land, and he had to fight against it if he hoped to get to—


As a piercing illumination hit him from behind, he thought for a split second that his momma’s faith had turned out to be real and her Jesus was coming to take him to the Pearly Gates.


“I got him! I got him!”


Okay, that voice sounded way too ordinary to be anything biblical—and the Southern accent was a telltale that it was probably a mortal and not God.


Spitting water out of his mouth, Lane rolled onto his back and had to put an arm over his eyes as he was blinded by the glare.


“He’s alive!”


The boat that pulled up beside him was a good thirty feet long and had a cabin, and its engines were cut as the stern swung around toward him.


He was pulled over thanks to a net grappler, and then he helped himself out of the river and onto the platform over the propellers. Flopping on his back, he looked up at the night. He couldn’t see the stars. The city’s glow was too bright. Or maybe his eyes were just too clouded.


A man’s face appeared in his vision. Gray beard. Shaggy hair. “We saw you jump. Good thing we was coming under—”


“Someone’s approaching from starboard.”


Lane knew without looking who it was. He just knew it. And sure enough, as the spotlight was manually spun in that direction, he saw his Lizzie in a flatboat coming at them, the flimsy, metal craft clapping against the water, her strong body crouched by the outboard motor, that high-pitched whine of the overworked little engine the perfect sound track to the panic on her face.


“Lane!”


“Lizzie!” He sat up and cupped his dripping hands to yell. “I’m all right! I made it!”


She pulled up like an expert right across the stern, and even though he was in wet clothes and cold to the bone, he jumped at her. Or maybe she jumped at him. It was probably the both of them.


He held her tight against him, and she held him back. And then she jerked away and punched him in the biceps so hard, she nearly knocked him back into the river.


“Ow!”


“What the hell were you doing up there—”


“I wasn’t—”


“Are you out of your mind—”


“I didn’t—”


“You almost killed yourself!”


“Lizzie, I—”


“I am so pissed off at you right now!”


The fishing boat was tipping back and forth as they stood with feet planted on the gunnels. And he was dimly aware that there were three fishermen popcorn-and-Coke’ing it on the larger vessel.


“I could just slap you!”


“Okay, if it’ll make you feel better—”


“It won’t!” Lizzie said. “Nothing is going to—I thought you were dead!”


As she began to cry, he cursed. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry …”


He brought her back against him and held her tightly, stroking her spine and murmuring things he wasn’t going to remember even if the moment itself was unforgettable.


“I’m so sorry … I’m so sorry …”


Typical of Lizzie, it wasn’t long before she pulled herself together and looked up at him. “I really want to hit you again.”


Lane rubbed his biceps. “And I’d still deserve it.”


“Y’all okay?” one of the guys said as he tossed a faded towel that smelled like bait over. “Y’all need nine-one-one? Either one of you?”


“It was already called,” Lizzie answered.


And yup, sure enough, there were flashing red and blue lights up on the bridge now, as well as ones coming down to the river’s shore on the Indiana side, too.


Great, he thought as he wrapped himself up. Just frickin’ great.


“We’re going to be fine.” Lane put out his hand. “Thank you.”


The man with the gray beard shook what was offered. “I’m glad no one’s hurt. You know, people, they jump from there. Just last week, this guy, he jumped and kilt himself. They found him down on the far side of the falls. In a boathouse.”


Yes, that was my father, Lane thought.


“Really?” Lane lied. “There hasn’t been anything in the press.”


“It was my cousin’s boathouse. Guess the guy was important or something. They ain’t talking.”


“Well, that’s a shame. For the man’s family, whoever they are.”


“Thank you,” Lizzie said to the guys. “Thank you so much for getting him out.”


There was some conversation at that point, not that Lane paid much attention to it—other than them wanting him to keep the towel and him thanking them for it. And then he was lowering himself onto the bench in the middle and tucking everything he had into his torso to conserve body heat. Meanwhile, Lizzie restarted the outboard motor with a couple of powerful yanks and reversed them away, the sweet smell of gasoline and oil tinting the air and making him think of childhood summers. As they turned around, he glanced back at the bigger vessel.


And then laughed.


“What?” she asked.


“The boat’s name.” He pointed to the lettering on the stern. “Unbelievable.”


Aurora, was spelled out in gold lettering.


Yup, somehow, even when she wasn’t around, his momma was protecting him, saving him, supporting him.


“That is eerie,” Lizzie said as she hit the gas and they slapped their way back to the shore.


Every time Lane blinked, he saw the abyss below the bridge, relived that moment when he went into a free fall. It was strange to realize that even though he was heading for solid ground with the woman he loved, he felt as though he was back in that no-man’s land, all security gone, nothing but careless air between him and a hard, hard impact that he was fairly sure was going to kill him.


Focusing on Lizzie, he measured the strong lines of her face and her sharp eyes, the way her blond hair wisped on the breeze, the fact that she didn’t care that he’d gotten her wet when they’d hugged.


“I love you,” he said.


“What?”


He just shook his head and smiled to himself. His momma’s name on that stern … his woman behind this wheel …


“Did you steal this boat?” he said more loudly.


“Yes,” she hollered back. “I didn’t care what it took. I was coming to get you.”


As they pulled up to a dock, she maneuvered the boat like a boss, driving the outboard by pushing its handle in the opposite direction from where she wanted the bow to go, then reversing things with such skill that in spite of the current, the metal teacup just kissed the pylons.


Lane anchored the bow with a line, Lizzie took the stern, and then he held his palm out to her to help her onto the dock. She didn’t come to him right away. Instead, she shoved her hand into her loose jacket. Taking out something, she tucked it into the gas cap.


As she jumped onto the dock by herself, he said, “What was that?”


“A five-dollar bill. I used some of their gas.”


For a moment, Lane simply stood before her, even though he was cold to the bone, and they were trespassers, and he’d just taken a swim in the Ohio.


Oh, and then there were the cops pulling up in front of them.


And that little free fall, am-I-going-to-die thing.


Reaching out, he cupped her beautiful face in the illumination from the headlights. Lizzie was everything his family was not. On so many levels.


It was one of the many reasons he loved her. And it was strange, but he felt an urgency to make things permanent between them.


“What?” she whispered.


He started to sink down on one knee. “Lizzie—”


“Oh, God, are you passing out?” She dragged him back to his feet and rubbed his arms. “You’re passing out! Come on, let’s get you to an ambulance—”


“Put your hands where we can see them,” came the demand. “Now!”


Lane looked into all those lights and cursed. There were times and places to ask your woman to marry you. In the crosshairs of the Charlemont Metro Police, soaked with dirty water, and two minutes after a death spiral into the Ohio?


Not. It.


“Hey,” one of the cops said. “I know who that is. That’s Lane Bradford—”


“Shut up,” somebody hissed.


“They did this article on him—”


“Hicks, shut it.”


As Hicks went quiet, Lane lifted both arms and stared into the brilliant illumination. He could see nothing of what was ahead. Kind of apt, really.


“Can they arrest me for taking that boat?” Lizzie whispered as she put her palms up.


“I’ll take care of it,” Lane said quietly. “Don’t worry.”


Shit.




FOUR
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Easterly, the Bradford Family Estate


“I hate you!”


As the youngest of the Bradford family’s three living Virginia Elizabeths lunged for a lamp, Gin Baldwine, soon-to-be Pford, did not make it. Probably for the best. The thing was made out of an Imari vase she had always been rather fond of and the silk shade was handmade with her initials embroidered in real gold thread.


It would have been a pity to destroy such beauty—and God knew there would be nothing but shards and shreds left after she was done throwing it.


What stopped her was her fiancé’s hand grabbing at her hair, catching hold, and whiplashing her right off her stilettoes. After a brief moment of weightlessness, which was kind of fun, there was a smack down that stung her shoulder blades, clapped her teeth together and reminded her that the coccyx was in fact a very unnecessary body part.


The resulting pain down there also took her back to her father spanking her as a child with one of his alligator skin belts.


Of course, she had resolutely refused to learn anything from those slap-happy sessions or alter her behavior in any way. Just to prove he didn’t run her life.


And yes, things had worked out so damned well since then.


Richard Pford’s thin, angular face came over the top of her head. “Hate me all you like, but you will not disrespect me like this again. Are we clear.”


He was still pulling on her hair, forcing her neck and spine to counter his strength or risk her being decapitated.


“What I do or do not do”—she grunted—“will not change anyone’s opinion of you. Nothing ever has.”


As she glared at him, she also smiled. Behind those rat eyes of his, right now, he had gone on a little trip down memory lane, his low self-esteem running through the script of insults that had been ladled out at him while they had been classmates at Charlemont Country Day. Gin had been among the name-callers, very much a mean girl who had run in a pack. Richard, on the other hand, had been a scrawny, pimply kid with a grating sense of entitlement and a voice like Donald Duck. Not even his family’s extraordinary wealth had saved him socially—or gotten him laid.


And indeed, nineties slang had yielded such stellar nomenclature, hadn’t it: loser, scrub, tool, dork, fucker.


Richard shook himself back into focus. “I expect my wife to be waiting at home for me when I have a business engagement she is not welcome at.” He yanked on her hair. “I do not expect her to be on a jet to Chicago—”


“You’re living in my home—”


Richard snapped his hold on her again, like he was schooling a dog with a choke chain. “Especially when I told her she was not permitted to use any of my planes.”


“But if I’d taken a Bradford one, how could I have been sure you’d find out about it?”


The look of confusion on his face was worth everything that was happening—and what was going to come next.


Gin tore herself free and got back on her feet. Her Gucci dress was twisted about, and she debated whether to leave it that way or straighten it.


Disheveled, she decided.


“The party was divine,” she said. “So were both the pilots. You certainly know what kind of men to hire.”


As Richard exploded up from the floor and raised his hand over his shoulder, she laughed. “Be careful with the face. My make-up artist is good, but there are limits to concealers.”


In her mind, throughout her body, crazy mania sang like a choir at the altar of madness. And for a split second she thought of her mother, lying in her bed just down the hall, as incapacitated as any homeless addict on the streets.


When a Bradford became hooked on opiates, however, they got them from their private physician and it was Porthault rather than cardboard, private nurse rather than shelter. “Medication” instead of “drugs.”


Whatever the vocabulary, one could appreciate how it might be better and easier than dealing with reality.


“You need me,” Richard hissed. “And when I buy something, I expect it to function properly. Or I throw it out.”


“And anyone who wants to be the governor of the Commonwealth of Kentucky someday should know that beating his wife presents a terrible PR problem.”


“You’d be surprised. I’m a Republican, remember.”


Over Richard’s shoulder, the oval mirror above one of her pair of eighteenth-century Italian Louis XV commodes presented her with a perfectly framed image of the two of them: her with her lipstick smudged like blood on her jaw, her blue dress hiked up to the lace tops of her thigh highs, her brunette hair in messy waves like the halo of the whore she was; him in his old-fashioned nightshirt, his hair eighties Wall Street–side part, his Ichabod Crane body strung like a wire about to get tripped. All around them? Silk drapes like ball gowns next to windows tall as waterfalls, antiques worthy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, a bed as big as a reception hall with a monogrammed duvet.


She and Richard in their dishabille and their disregard for polite discourse were the wrong note in a sonata, the tear through the center of a Vermeer, the flat tire on a Phantom Drophead.


And oh, Gin loved the ruination. Seeing her and Richard together, both trembling on the edge of insanity, scratched the itch that she had been seeking to redress.


They were each right, however. With her family’s abrupt reversal of financial fortune and his gubernatorial ambitions, they were the union of a parasite and its host, locked in a precarious relationship based on his decades-old crush on the most popular debutante in Charlemont and her unexpectedly finding herself on the red side of the ledger.


Still, marriages had been built on far lesser bases … like the illusion of love, for example, the lie of fidelity, the poisonous Kool-Aid of “fate.”


At once, she became tired.


“I am going to bed,” she announced as she turned away to her bathroom. “This conversation bores me.”


When he grabbed her this time, it was not by the hair. “But I am not done with you.”


As he spun her around and pulled her against him, she yawned in his face. “Do be quick, will you. Oh, that’s right. You’re nothing but fast—it’s the only thing I enjoy about having sex with you.”




FIVE
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Lizzie’s Farmhouse
Madisonville, Indiana


“You didn’t actually think I was there to jump, did you.”


As the man Lizzie loved spoke up from the other end of her sofa, she tried to pull herself together … and when she got nowhere with that, she settled for stroking the handmade quilt she’d tugged across her legs. Her little living room was in the front of the farmhouse, and had a big six-paned window that looked out onto her porch and across her front lawn and dirt driveway. The decor was rustic and cozy, her collection of antique farm tools mounted on the walls, her old-fashioned upright piano across the way, the braided throw rugs done in primary colors to bring out the color of the wooden floors.


Typically, her sanctuary never failed to calm her. That was a stretch this dawn, however.


What a night. It had taken about two hours to tell the police what had happened, apologize, get the cars sorted, and head back.


If it hadn’t been for Lane’s friend, Deputy Sheriff Mitchell Ramsey, they’d still be out at the river’s edge by the Victorian ice cream place—or maybe down at the police station. In handcuffs. Getting strip searched.


Mitch Ramsey had a way of taking care of difficult situations.


So, yes, now they were here on her couch, Lane showered and in his favorite U.Va. sweatshirt, her changed into one of his button-down shirts and some leggings. But jeez, even though it was May in the South, she felt cold in her bones. Which was the answer to Lane’s question, wasn’t it.


“Lizzie? Did you think I was going to jump?”


“Of course not.”


God, she was never going to forget the image of him on the far side of the rail, turning to look at her … losing his grip … plummeting out of sight—


“Lizzie—”


Throwing up her hands, she tried to keep her voice level. Failed. “If you weren’t going to jump, what the hell were you doing out there? You were leaning over the drop, Lane. You were going to—”


“I was trying to find out what it was like.”


“Because you wanted to kill yourself,” she concluded through a tight throat.


“No, because I wanted to understand him.”


Lizzie frowned. “Who? Your father … ?” But come on, like he was trying to figure out someone else? “Lane, seriously, there are other ways to come to terms with this.”


For example, he could go to a shrink and sit on a different couch from this one. Which would decrease his chances of falling to his death down to zero as he tried to get a handle on what was going on in his life.


And as a bonus, she wouldn’t have to worry about becoming a nautical felon.


Wonder if that five-dollar bill was still tucked into that gas cap, she thought.


Lane stretched out one of his arms like it was stiff and cursed as his elbow, or maybe shoulder, made a popping sound. “Look, now that Father is dead, I’m never going to have any answers. I’m stuck here, cleaning up his fucking mess, and I’m resentful as hell and I just don’t get it. Anyone can say he was a shitty human being, and that is the truth … but that isn’t an explanation of the details. And I was staring at your ceiling, not sleeping, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I went to the bridge, I went over the rail to stand where he had stood … because I wanted to see what he saw when he was there. I wanted to get an idea of what he’d felt. I wanted answers. There’s nowhere else to go for them—and no, I was not there to kill myself. I swear on Miss Aurora’s soul.”


After a moment, Lizzie sat forward and took his hand. “I’m sorry. I just thought—well, I saw what I did, and you haven’t been talking to me about any of this.”


“What is there to say? All I’m doing is going around in circles in my head until I want to scream.”


“But at least I’d know where you’re at. The silence is scary on my end. Your mind is spinning? Well, so is mine.”


“I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “But I am going to fight. For my family. For us. And trust me, if I were going to commit suicide, the last way I’d end my life is in the same fashion he did. I don’t want anything in common with that man. I’m stuck with the DNA, nothing I can do there. But I’m not going to encourage any further parallels.”


Lizzie took a deep breath. “Can I help in some way?”


“If there was something you could do, I’d let you know. I promise. But it’s all on me right now. I’ve got to find the missing money, pay back Prospect Trust, and pray to God I can keep the business going. Bradford Bourbon’s been around for over two hundred years—it can’t end now. It just can’t.”


As Lane turned to look out of that big window, she studied his face. He was, as her grandmother would have called it, a real looker. Classically handsome, with blue eyes the color of a clear fall sky, and dark hair that was thick between her fingers, and a body that was guaranteed to catch every eye in any room.


But it had not been love at first sight for her. Far from it. The Bradford family’s ne’er-do-well youngest son had had pole marks all over him as far as she was concerned—although the truth was that under her  disdain had been a vicious attraction she’d moved heaven and earth to ignore. And then they had gotten together … and she had fallen in love with him in typical Sabrina fashion.


Well, except in her case, the “staff” was a horticulturalist with a master’s in landscape architecture from Cornell.


But then Chantal had gone to the press four weeks later and announced she was engaged to Lane, claiming the child she carried was his. That had ended things for Lizzie, and Lane had married the woman.


Only to disappear up North shortly thereafter.


Horrible. What a horrible time it had been. Following the break-up, Lizzie had done her best to keep working at Easterly and stay focused. But everyone noticed when Chantal suddenly wasn’t pregnant anymore.


Come to find out later that the woman hadn’t “lost” the baby. She had “taken care” of it at a private clinic up in Cinci.


Unbelievable. And thank God Lane was divorcing her.


Thank God also that Lizzie had seen the light when she had and allowed herself to trust the man, not the reputation. Talk about near misses.


“Sun’s coming up,” Lane murmured. “It’s a new day.”


His hand stroked its way up her bare foot and onto her ankle, lingering on her skin in a manner she wasn’t sure he was aware of. He did that a lot, touching her absently, as if when his focus shifted away from her, his body was compelled to close the mental distance with physical contact.


“God, I love it out here.” He smiled at the golden light that drew long shadows out on her lawn and across the fields that had just been seeded. “It’s so quiet.”


That was true. Her farmhouse with its tract of land and its distant neighbors was a world away from his family’s estate. Out here, the only disturbances were plows off in the distance and the occasional rogue cow.


Easterly was never quiet, even when its rooms were silent. Especially now.


The debt. The deaths. The disorder.


“I just wanted to know what he experienced when he died,” Lane said softly. “I want it to have hurt. I want him … to have hurt.”


Lizzie pointed her toes to stroke his forearm. “Don’t feel badly about that. The anger is only natural.”


“Miss Aurora would tell me I should pray for him, instead. Pray for his soul.”


“That’s because your momma is a saint.”


“Too right.”


Lizzie smiled as she pictured the African-American woman who was more Lane’s mother than the woman who had birthed him. Thank God for Miss Aurora’s presence in his life. There were so few safe places to go in that huge historic house he’d been raised in, but that kitchen, filled with food both of the soul variety and the French kind, had been a sanctuary.


“I did think you were going to jump,” she blurted.


He looked directly at her. “I have too much to live for. I have us.”


“I love you, too,” she whispered.


God, he seemed so much older than even a week before, when he had arrived on a private jet from his hideaway in Manhattan. He had come back to Easterly to make sure Miss Aurora was okay after she had collapsed. He had stayed home because of everything that had happened in such a short time, the trajectory of his family hitting an iceberg hidden in the currents of fate and destiny, the seemingly impenetrable hull of the Bradfords’ two-hundred-year history, of their extraordinary financial and social position, pierced by a reversal of fortune from which a recovery seemed … impossible.


“We can leave.” Lizzie arched her foot again. “We can sell this place and take the money and live a very nice life far away from all of this.”


“Don’t think I haven’t considered it. And hey, I could support us by playing poker. It’s not classy, but I’m learning that bills don’t care where the money to cover them comes from.” He laughed in a hard burst. “Although my family has been living off of liquor revenue all these years, so how should I ever judge?”


For a moment, her heart sang as she pictured the two of them on another farm in another state, tending a small patch of good, clean earth that yielded corn and carrots and tomatoes and green beans. She would spend her days working for a small city taking care of their municipal plantings. And he would become a teacher at the local high school and maybe coach basketball or football, perhaps both. Together, they would watch each other’s faces grow lined from laughter and love, and yes, there would be children. Towheaded, straight-haired children, boys who would bring home tadpoles and girls who would climb trees. There would be driving permits and high school proms and tears when everybody went off to college and then holiday joy when the house would fill back up with chaos.


And when the sun finally set upon them, there would be a porch with a pair of rocking chairs on it, set side by side. When one passed on, the other would soon follow. Real Nicholas Sparks stuff.


No more private jets. No more jewels and oil paintings of so-and-so’s great-great-great-grandfather. No more Easterly with its seventy-person staff and its acres of formal gardens and its unrelenting grind. No more parties and balls, Rolls-Royces and Porsches, fancy, soulless people smiling with empty eyes.


No more Bradford Bourbon Company.


Although the product itself had never been the problem.


Maybe he would even take her last name so that no one in their new life would know who he was, who his family was.


He would be as she herself was, an anonymous person living a modest life—and yes, there might not be majesty in her fantasy of the two of them. But she would take the simple graces of mediocrity over the empty grandeur of great money every day of the week. And twice on Sunday.


“You know, I can’t believe he killed himself,” Lane murmured. “It just doesn’t seem like something he would do. He was far too arrogant for it—and hell, if the great William Baldwine was going to commit suicide, it would have been more fitting for him to put one of Alexander Hamilton’s dueling pistols to his mouth and pull the trigger. But jumping off a bridge he’d considered ‘garish’? Into water he wouldn’t deign to give to a barn cat? It just doesn’t make sense.”


Lizzie took a deep breath. And dared to put into words something she herself had been wondering. “Are you … thinking maybe someone killed him?”




SIX


Red & Black Stables
Ogden County, Kentucky


Sweet smell of hay.


Oh, the sweet smell of hay and the stomping of hooves … and the ice-cold concrete of the aisle that ran between the mahogany-doored stalls.


As Edward Westfork Bradford Baldwine sat outside his thorough-bred stallion’s sawdust-floored bedroom, his bony ass was suffering from a frigid recontouring, and he marveled at how, even in May, the stone was so cold. Granted, it was dawn, but the temperature outside was seventy even without the sun’s help. One would think that the ambient benevolence of late spring would be more generous with its climatic attentions.


Alas, no.


Fortunately, he was drunk.


Lifting the bottle of—what was it? Ah, vodka. Fair enough—to his lips, he was disappointed to find such a light weight in his hand. There was only an inch left in the bottom and the thing had been three-quarters full when he had limped his way out here. Had he put all those ounces away? And damn it, the rest of his supply was at such a distance—although that was relative, he supposed. The caretaker’s cottage where he stayed on the Red & Black thoroughbred breeding farm was no more than a hundred yards off, but it might as well have been miles.


He looked down at his legs. Even hidden under denim, the reconstructed, unreliable mess he had to ambulate upon was nothing more than a painfully thin pair of unhinged pins, his modest, size-eleven boots seeming like blown-up clown shoes in proportion. And then you added the inebriation and the fact that he had been sitting here for how long?


His only chance for more vodka was going to be clawing his way forth, dragging his lower body behind like a wheelbarrow that had fallen off its tire onto its side.


Not all was essentially nonfunctional, however. Tragically, his mind remained sharp enough to constantly spit images at him, the impact of the mental constructs like paintballs shot at his frail body.


He saw his brother Lane standing in front of him, telling him that their father was dead. His beautiful, crazy sister, Gin, wearing the massive diamond of a cruel man upon her elegant hand. His beautiful, crazy mother abed and be-dazed, unaware of all that was transpiring.


His Sutton, who was not, in fact, his, and never would be.


And that was the main loop on his mental replay. After all, things before Edward had been tortured and not ransomed were a bit hazy.


Perhaps that was the solution to his inner demons. Booze didn’t go far enough—but eight days in the jungle being beaten, starved, and taunted with his impending death had certainly turned the volume down on recollections that had come before his kidnapping. And as a bonus, he was unlikely to survive a second round of such ministrations—


The sound of a small pair of barn boots coming down at him had him rolling his eyes. When they stopped in front of him, he didn’t bother looking up.


“You again,” he said.


In reply to his cheerful greeting, Shelby Landis’s voice was something out of a children’s cartoon—or at least its feminine pitch was. Its intonation, as usual, was more drill sergeant than Cinderella.


“Let’s getchup, here now.”


“Let’s leave me here, forever—and that is an order.”


Up above Edward’s head, behind the iron bars that kept the stallion from biting off pieces of human anatomy, Nebekanzer let out a whinny that sounded curiously close to a hello. Typically, the enormous black stallion uttered equine murder to anyone other than Edward.


And even his owner was never addressed with any kind of joy.


“We can do this the hard way or the harder way,” Shelby maintained.


“A bevy of choices you present me with. How magnanimous of you.”


And the contrarian in him wanted to be obstreperous just to find out what “harder” involved. Further, even in his weakened condition, most women of her diminutive height would have struggled to manhandle him, and that could have presented added fun. Shelby, however, had a body that had been honed by a lifetime of hours and hours of backbreaking work in and around thoroughbreds.


She was going to win this one. Whatever it was.


And his pride was all he had left with which to justify his manhood.


Although why he would care about even that, he had no clue.


Pushing himself upright was an exercise in hammer-to-nail, brutal strikes of pain battering him internally even with all the alcohol in his system. The grunting was an embarrassment, especially in front of an employee—who happened to have a good Christian’s disdain of blasphemy, no sense of boundaries, and a dead sire to whom Edward owed too much.


Which was why he’d had to hire Shelby when she’d shown up on the cottage’s front stoop with nothing but an overheating truck, an honest face, and a solid stare to her name—


A lurch born out of his lack of balance sent Edward on a path back down to the concrete, his body collapsing like a folding table, something bad happening to one of his ankles.


But Shelby caught him before he cracked his head open, her strong arms snapping out and grabbing him, pulling him against her. “Come on.”
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