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To my boys, who make brotherhood look like a blast. Adam, Daniel, and Chad Whitman have nothing on Ando and Tuk.


Acknowledgments

Monica Tillery, Holley Trent, Nicole Flockton, and Robyn Neeley, how’d a girl get so lucky to plan, plot, write, and laugh alongside all of you? Thank you for everything. My only regret is we didn’t get to do it in person, shut off from the world in a Puget Sound cottage (with a case of my homebrew). Next time maybe?

My editor on this project, Julie Sturgeon, did so much more than cross Ts and dot Is. She diagnosed the hero and heroine with gastrointestinal upset in time to get that nasty stuff treated. (Chad and Jen thank you.) She also made me laugh at every page turn. Again, I feel like the luckiest girl in the world.

Much appreciation goes to the folks at Northern Brewer, who make some of the best home brewing equipment available. I never thought this wine drinker could brew her own batch of honey ale … let alone that it would be not only drinkable but damn good.

And to The Church Brew Works in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, whose breathtaking architecture helped me feel exactly what my heroine, Jen Chavez, claims: brewing is a religion.


Chapter One

The end of the day was made for a cold glass of beer.

All the scrubbing, rinsing, lifting, and sweating made Jen’s limbs limp and her mouth dry. It was a good kind of whipped, the kind that left no room for regrets or loneliness. In fact, when the hoppy flavor nipped her tongue and inner cheeks, it wiped away thought and left behind a sense of satisfaction. She still couldn’t believe she could make such a beautiful beverage from scratch.

Jen sighed as she reached a heavy arm over her head and felt around the dark recesses of her locker shelf for her brewmaster gloves.

“I need to talk to you.”

Her stomach heaved on an internal groan. What now?

Felix was a beady-eyed creep who only came sniffing around the back end of the microbrewery when he wanted to cause trouble.

“In my office,” he said, spinning on the heels of his snakeskin loafers and using stubby-legged strides to propel him from the break room.

Great. She slammed shut her locker and followed him, her pink rubber boots making faint squeaks as she marched. The scent of fried food and burnt pizza crust wafted down the main hall, adding to her stomach’s discomfort. All she wanted was a beer.

“Come in so I can close the door.”

She glanced over her shoulder into the hallway, wishing to pull a passing waitress into the room. It wasn’t wise to engage Felix without a witness.

When the hallway appeared like a gaping black hole, she rolled back her shoulders, lifted her chin, and exhaled. “I prefer we leave the door open.”

“Have it your way,” he sneered, and then he deposited his lumpy body into the ridiculously large leather chair behind his cluttered desk. “Chavez, we have to let you go.”

Air ripped from her lungs. “Let me go where?”

He tossed her a lopsided look filled with pity. “We can’t afford to keep two brewmasters, so we have to let you go.”

“You’re firing me.” The words scraped against her throat until she thought she tasted blood.

Shit. She always figured she’d be the one to get the last laugh around here … when she quit.

“Bruno has more experience.”

Barely. He was ten years older, but he had only a year of additional brewing experience on Jen. What really mattered to Felix was that Bruno had a penis.

“Bruno’s IPA tastes like piss,” Jen countered, wringing her hands and stepping one foot backward.

Part of her wanted to go. Part of her wanted to stay. She could fight this. With Felix’s subtle sexual harassment and Alicia’s toxic jealousy over any female worker who was in his company too long, it shouldn’t be hard to get an employment lawyer to take the case.

A long and vindictive lawsuit flashed before her eyes. Why would she want to waste energy fighting them? To get her job back? Felix and Alicia wouldn’t be going anywhere, and as long as they owned the place, Jen’s life here would be hell.

“Gather your things, and I’ll escort you out.”

“No need,” she hissed.

As she stormed back to the break room, emotion overtook her, clogging her throat, burning her eyes. The blockage made her heart beat faster. She’d worked her ass off for this job—literally—sweating body fat in an un-air-conditioned brew house, and this was her thanks. Those serving vessels out there were filled with her creations.

Jerking open her locker, she bit hard into the side of her cheek to keep the tears in check. She was not going to cry. Not here. That would prove the very thing Felix and Alicia had been worried about all along—a female brewmaster was too weak.

She peeled the Milwaukee Brewers’ schedule magnet off the back of the door and yanked her Colorado sweatshirt from its hook. Her purse was barely big enough for the checkbook-sized wallet and sunglass case she insisted on carrying around, but still she stuffed the magnet and as much of the hooded sweatshirt as possible into it.

She slammed her locker again but opened it back up and reached for her gloves on the overhead shelf. Empty. She must’ve left them in the brew house.

For a third time, she slammed her locker, opened it, and slammed it a final time. It was better than screaming motherfucker at the top of her lungs for the restaurant full of patrons to hear. Oh, she’d scream it, but she’d wait until she got home.

Storming out the other side of the break room with her weighed-down purse in hand, she chewed the inside of her cheek and fought the fury. She’d like nothing better than to stalk back into the office and launch at Felix, clawing his eyes out. It would be satisfying, but it would be ugly.

Jen had firsthand experience with violence. Giving into unbridled anger where a man was concerned would make her no better than her mother, so she would refrain—somehow. She’d bottle it up tight, get the hell out, and find another way to release the angry energy that was eating her alive.

When she threw open the door to the brew house, Jen froze. Earthy scents hit her nose, relaxing her raised-back posture, calming her pounding heart. She dropped her purse at the door’s threshold and stepped across like a Catholic schoolgirl headed for confession.

Brewing was her religion; it cleansed her soul.

She cried—just a tear or two—because she didn’t know when she’d see something this magnificent again.

High-polished silver vessels rose from the floor like the staggered pipes of a church organ. Her breath caught, creating a painful blockage in her throat. She’d brewed her last batch of Lovely Lady here. Had she known it was going to be her last, she’d have paid more attention, made damn sure every detail was committed to memory. And she would’ve tasted it—over and over again—until she couldn’t swallow without thinking of her trademark honey ale.

She took in the room where she spent most of the last two years, the sense of melancholy heavy on her shoulders. As much as she hated the owners of this establishment, she’d have put up with worse if that was the only way for her make beer. Without it, life seemed impossible. Something else her mother’s many men taught her. There was nothing like a tall one to tame the savage beast.

A pair of purple brewer’s gloves on the top metal step caught Jen’s eye. She’d come for those, not for gloomy memories. There would be other jobs. Maybe not in Seattle. Maybe not in a microbrewery with cutting-edge equipment like this. But there would be other brewmaster jobs.

She’d do whatever she had to do to find one.

• • •

Chad accepted the billfold and a to-go jug of Lovely Lady Honey Ale from the waitress.

“Thanks so much,” she said, smiling. “Hope you stop back soon.”

He would.

This escape from the chaos back in Emerald Springs had been nice. Between breaking up a fistfight between Marlon Miller, Adam’s fiancée’s father, and a waiter at the diner, and navigating Dad’s impending retirement, Chad still had to get through Adam’s upcoming wedding. He was trying to remain positive and supportive. Dad deserved to slow down, and Adam deserved to be happy. But getting from Point A to Point B meant too much family and family business drama. Chad didn’t have the taste for that. He still didn’t know if he’d ever acquire a taste for settling down and being responsible like he’d promised Mom he would do.

He preferred the taste of a damn good beer.

Touching his pinky to the cold glass jug the waitress left behind, he wondered how long a sixty-four ounce growler would last him. A couple weeks? Dad wouldn’t be officially retired by then, and Adam wouldn’t be married yet, so Chad would definitely be throwing back a few. The good thing was, when he ran out, he could escape to Seattle again. Next time, though, he’d visit the microbrewery without Billy. The glazed-over look on his best friend’s face told Chad this outing had been too much too soon.

“Everything okay at home?” Chad asked as he signed the slip and returned his credit card to his wallet.

“I’m telling you. It’s the cutest thing. She smiles when she sleeps. Molly says she’s smiling at angels.” Billy held his cell phone inches from Chad’s face.

The newborn looked more like a hairless monkey than the offspring of Billy and Molly, but once again, Chad said she was cute. He’d said it at least a dozen times today—even when the critter in question puked all over his shoulder. Thank God he’d been wearing one of those towels.

As Billy returned his attention to the cell phone, Chad turned his head, dropped his gaze, and sniffed his shoulder, making sure …

When he glanced up, something pink beyond the glass that separated the restaurant from the brew house caught his eye. Boots?

He followed the girly boots to a pair of shapely thighs and an ass that made his back straighten. “Who the hell is that?”

Billy turned his head and said, “Probably the brewmaster” without a hint of interest.

That was okay. Chad had enough interest for both of them. His breath thickened as she bent over to grab a pair of gloves, testing the limits of those denim seams, and then faced the restaurant. Surrounded by steel, dressed in a black tee and jeans, with hair the color of a midnight sky cascading from a spot high on her head, she commanded the attention of every vibrating atom in his body.

She was gorgeous. And then she was gone.

Chad blinked, and Billy’s voice registered in his ears. “You know what I mean?”

Chad didn’t have a clue. He opened his mouth for bigger breaths. What the hell …

“Hey, man. You okay?” Billy asked. “You’re bright red.”

He nodded and lifted the growler of beer as he stood with purpose. “I wonder if they give tours. I’d like a tour.”

“Nah, I can’t. I … it’s been three hours already. I gotta get home.” Billy held his cell phone in one hand and his keys in the other.

Chad searched the restaurant behind Billy with hyperactive eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I understand.”

He’d be back inside the building before Billy left his parking spot.

As they weaved through the dining room to the exit, Chad kept one eye on Billy so he didn’t run the poor guy over and one eye on the brew house. Would she show up there again? Would she have reason to come out here?

“I appreciate you making the drive up and taking me out,” Billy said as he held the glass door open.

“My pleasure,” Chad said, deciding to devote the next sixty seconds to heartily seeing off his best friend. “You’re a lucky man.”

He meant it. Just because he wasn’t cut out for the responsibility of marriage and family didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate the trait in a friend. Now, the minivan? That was harder to accept. Chad couldn’t even ride in it.

Standing alongside the metallic blue hallmark of family life, they hugged—mostly chest bumped—and back slapped. “Take care of those girls,” Chad said.

“Will do. Drive safe. Thanks again.”

For a brief second Billy wore the same silly smile he had worn in the huddle minutes before he launched off the line with reckless abandon, wreaking havoc on helpless defenders intent on sacking Chad … but then it was gone. With serious lines carved into his forehead, he focused on the side view mirrors, looked over his shoulder enough times to give Chad a sympathetic crick in the neck, and edged the minivan out of the too-tight space.

Cautious. See? That right there was why Chad would never make a good husband, let alone a father. It was exactly why he was struggling to find a comfortable place in the family business. That constant awareness of other people’s lives depending on you cut a man’s ability to take risks. Hell, it eliminated them.

Chad liked risks. The risks made life fun. But since Mom died he hadn’t been able to take a single chance without feeling a little guilty that he was letting her down.

“Shit.”

The expletive came from behind him followed by a dull thud.

He turned around to find the woman in pink boots crouched on the pavement amid what looked like a sweatshirt, rubber gloves, and the contents of her purse.

“Let me help,” he said, setting the growler of beer on the pavement, unable to believe his luck.

He picked up the object closest to him, a Milwaukee Brewers fridge magnet, and chuckled. “You don’t see many of these around here.”

Brown eyes, wet and wide, lifted to his face. “It was a gift,” she said, her voice raspy.

If he thought she was beautiful inside the brewery, then he had no idea what to call it out here. In the early evening sun, flecks of red emerged from her onyx hair. She blinked, studying him with murky eyes. Wounded. Lashes that were too long to be real clumped together with what appeared to be tears.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, not even recognizing the sound of his voice.

She nodded and slicked her pink tongue between pale lips. “Always.”

Blood hammered through his veins straight to his crotch.

He grabbed a pen and a butterscotch candy off the pavement and held them in his open hand.

“Thank you,” she said, scraping her clean nails over his palm as she retrieved the items.

His jaw clenched as pleasant chills radiated from his hand over his body. He couldn’t seem to keep his attention focused on anything other than his body’s insane reaction to this woman.

“I like your boots,” he blurted, hoping the inane statement would reverse this crazy train.

She didn’t look at him as she stood. Instead she hung her head, and he felt like a giant jerk for being turned on when she was obviously upset.

He was seconds away from asking if there was someone he could call to help her out when she jabbed a pointed finger at his feet.

“You need to pick that up and get it to your car.” The rasp in her voice turned biting.

When he didn’t move, she jabbed again. “Do you know how hot that pavement is? Would you set it on a stove top?” Her eyes never left the growler. “Treat it right or don’t drink it at all.”

Chad bent over and lifted the glass jug of beer. Her fierce protection of the item reminded him of where he first saw her.

“You’re the brewmaster, aren’t you?”

An agonizing sound stuck in her throat and she shook her head. “Not anymore.”

She sidestepped him. Her boots made the silliest thud, thud, squeak against the pavement, and her ass swung like a porch swing in a windstorm.

He jogged after her. Had she been fired? It would explain the tears.

“Hey, you’re upset. Let me help.”

Her initial glance could’ve frozen Puget Sound, but then she looked at the growler in his hand again, and her striking features softened.

“Okay. You want to help? You can give me that,” she said, coming to a stop behind his Jeep.

With her sculpted eyebrows lifted and her lips pursed, she looked serious, like they were negotiating something much more valuable than a twenty-dollar growler of beer. He didn’t know how old she was, twenty-five maybe, but the shadows in her eyes told him life experience made up for whatever she lacked in age.

Whether it was a good idea or not, he wanted to help her lighten up.

Looking at the beer, Chad shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re asking a lot. I drove all the way to Seattle for this beer.” Not exactly true. He was leaving things out, like the part about how he actually came to Seattle at Billy’s invitation to meet his baby. Then again, he left out the part about wanting this beer when he offered to take Billy to dinner in the first place. In this case, what the other didn’t know didn’t matter … especially if it ended up in a good time.

An odd smile lifted one side of her mouth. “Really?”

That half-smile lit a flame. Chad hitched his free thumb in his jean pocket and grinned through a blast of body heat hot enough to cause beads of sweat on his back. “Really. It’s the best honey ale I’ve ever tasted.”

She nodded, sniffed, and glanced above him. Then she smiled—big and bold. When she looked at him again, the tip of her tongue touched the tip of her snow-white teeth. “It is, isn’t it?”

Zap! His brain primed his body with all sorts of bad ideas, and she stood there smiling at him with a twinkle in her sultry eyes like she was game for every damn one.

A reasonable man would give her the beer and walk away, but not a cooped-up risk-taker like Chad.

“We could share it,” he said, knowing he could be reading her wrong. Maybe she wasn’t interested. Maybe …

She snatched the growler out of his hand. “Follow me.”


Chapter Two

Jen parked her car, hoisted the jug of beer from the passenger seat and headed down the path to Conner Park. She didn’t wait for the sexy smile and clear blue eyes that were following her, but she knew the man who owned them was there. His Jeep pulled into the parking lot seconds after she did.

This was probably the craziest thing she’d ever done. Scratch that. This was the craziest thing she’d ever done. The shock and pressure of losing her job must’ve short-circuited the cautious, skeptical part of her brain. She did not, as a rule, pick up strange men in parking lots and drag them off to dark secluded spots. But tonight, she wanted the distraction.

Reaching into her jean pocket, she slipped out her cell phone, typing a message to Mara: Rough night. At CP. Check in at 10. If u don’t hear from me, u know what to do.

It had been their routine since college. More than once Jen figured the sense of security was false, but it was something to fall back on when common sense led them astray.

The rocks crunched beneath her boots, and a similar sound came from behind her. She fought the urge to turn around. There was no need for chit chat. She didn’t care if she learned his name. She wanted to sit in her favorite spot, stare at the Seattle skyline as the world darkened, and drink her favorite beer. And then, when her body was all warm and fuzzy from the alcohol, she was going to take advantage of him.

She didn’t think he’d mind. He followed her, didn’t he?

“Hey, wait up.”

She winced. Five more leaping steps and she’d be there. She refused to stop now.

“No, keep up,” she called over her shoulder, noticing his faint, wavy shadow on the trees and bushes beside her.

Her heartbeat stuttered—apprehension and excitement all rolled into one irregular beat. She’d rather feel that than the crushing ache she’d experienced as she said goodbye to the brew house.

There will be more jobs.

She stepped off the path, around a boulder, and over a line of low-lying shrubbery to the giant tree that had witnessed some of her lowest moments. She’d always been more at peace outdoors.

With a hand to the grass, Jen sat and shoved the beer growler between crossed legs.

The mystery man stood beside her.

She glanced up at him as she twisted the cap off the jug. He looked tall as the trees, standing angled toward the city. One bulky hand was propped with split thumb and forefinger on his upper thigh, which was covered with faded denim that molded to his thick legs. The jeans had probably softened on his body heat alone. Jen swallowed a mouthful of saliva.

The breeze kicked up, carrying with it the fragrance of dirt and leaves. His shirttails fluttered, and her attention climbed upward to his sculptured forearms and the bulge of bicep beneath the rolled-up cuff of his lavender shirt. He looked strong and sure and … rich. A Rolex watch hung heavy on his wrist. Interesting. She’d never been with a rich guy before. She avoided them. Her mother had had enough for the both of them.

And yet, as Jen watched this one admiring the skyline, she couldn’t help but think he was different from the shallow, egocentric men her mother was willing to hitch her gravy train to. Then again, maybe not. He probably thought he was “slumming it” with the curvy, Hispanic chick in funny pink boots. At this point, she really didn’t care. This wasn’t about finding her soul mate.

She didn’t believe in those.

He looked down at her and smiled, and she could’ve sworn the setting sun momentarily reversed its course. Beautiful.

“This is … cool,” he said in a softer voice than the one he’d used in the microbrewery’s parking lot. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

“You were expecting me to take you back to my place.”

He shrugged. “Yeah. I guess so.”

“I might be acting stupid tonight, but I’m not that stupid.” She raised the heavy jug to her mouth, supporting the bottom with her splaying palm, and breathed in the strong, sweet smell of honey. Halfway to oblivion. “Cheers.”

Flavor exploded on her tongue: grape, mulberry, and a hint of orange most people didn’t realize was there. She closed her eyes as she swallowed, letting the lusciousness sweep away the day’s bitterness. Felix may have taken away her job, but he couldn’t touch the talent that let her brew this beer.

When she opened her eyes, Pretty Boy was squatting beside her.

“May I?” he asked.

His face was as strong and defined as the rest of his body, with a hint of raised-brow mischief, too. She handed him the growler and watched him drink, noting the minute the beer hit his tongue—his eyes took an almost imperceptible roll toward the back of his head.

He groaned as he swallowed, and her nipples tightened.

“That’s damn good beer.”

The raspy words were further salve to her wounds. “Thank you.”

“Do I taste coriander?”

“Maybe.” She smiled at him and then looked away at the brightening city lights. “My recipes are confidential.”

“They should be.” He drank more.

She could tell he was drinking by the faint smack when his lips formed a seal around the jug. She faced him, watching the satisfaction play out on his gorgeous face, waiting with bated breath for a repeat of the moment when pleasure stuck on a groan in his throat.

This time when it happened, she shuddered.

Chills covered her body, and she reached for the growler, hoping the movement would scatter them. Too much desire made a woman vulnerable.

Vulnerable was not a word Jen wanted in her vocabulary.

“What’s your name?” he asked as he relinquished his hold on the beer.

“Jen.” She cut herself off with a drink.

“Nice to meet you, Jen. I’m Chad.”

Wearing a watch like that, she would’ve expected something stuffier, like William or Charles.

“I take it last names are against the rules?” He leaned into her and lifted the growler off the ground between her legs.

A mix of spice, citrus, and man infiltrated her nose as he pulled away. Her mouth watered. If she designed colognes instead of beer, she would design something masculine and mysterious like that.

“There are no rules,” she said, after a good, hard swallow.

“A lady after my own heart.”

But she wasn’t. Genetically, she couldn’t be trusted with one of those. She was half floozy and half deadbeat. Either way, if she hung around too long, she suspected she’d do some damage like her parents always did.

Chad stretched out on the grass beside her, his legs reaching a point much farther down the hillside than hers would. Propped on his left elbow, he took the growler again. “How long have you been brewing beer?”

“Since college.” It was a funny story, if she left out certain parts, but even the abbreviated version was probably more than he wanted to know, and it was certainly more than she wanted to give.

“Where was college?”

“We don’t have to do this.” He was just being polite.

The growler was approaching the half-empty mark. That meant they’d polished off thirty-two ounces. Kid stuff. She’d never get buzzed at this rate.

Jen chugged. Mara could pick her up and they could come back later for her car.

“I know we don’t have to do this. No rules, remember? But I’d like to know a little about you before we …”

“College was in Colorado.” She didn’t want to discuss what they were or weren’t going to do. “I majored in chemistry. Two guys down the hall bought a homebrew kit and couldn’t figure it out, so I took over. I’ve been brewing ever since.”

He laughed. It was the sort of sound that struck a pleasant chord and echoed long after the original sound died. “The abbreviated version, huh?”

She nodded, drank again, and held the jug out to him. “Better get it before it’s gone.”

He waved it off. “After the day I suspect you’ve had, it’s yours.”

The sadness returned, slumping her shoulders. She’d definitely had better days.

“Listen, I don’t know exactly what happened, but brewing beer like that, I’m sure you’ll find another job soon.”

She grimaced. “If it were only that easy.”

“Why isn’t it?”

“Well, the whole vagina in a penis-run world.” She nodded. “That.”

He laughed again, and her skin littered with pimples from the inside out. She liked the sensation. It was a headier buzz than she’d get from finishing off this beer. Combined, they would surely make her forget her misery.

The wind kicked up, tossing her ponytail. The darker the sky turned, the colder the air around them.

She pulled her legs to her chest and wrapped them in her arms, letting the warmth of her folded body mix with the inner warmth from the beer.

“If you’re cold, we could sit in the car.”

Not unless it started to rain. She liked it out here.

“I’m good,” she said. Besides, she could always warm up with him.

• • •

When the wind blew again, Chad sat up. He wouldn’t admit it, but he was cold. This wasn’t where he expected to be when he proposed they share the growler. Still, despite the dropping temperature, it wasn’t bad. Now that the sun had set, the city view was amazing. And then there was Jen.

He studied her, huddling against the crisp breeze. She wasn’t what he expected either. Beautiful and complicated, yes, but there was a hint of hellion in there. The mix turned him on.

“Did you seriously drive to Seattle to buy my beer?” She dropped her left cheek to her raised knees and watched him for his answer.

A simple “yes” might get him faster action, but his one-track mind had taken a detour. She was interesting, and she’d already been jerked around enough today. Honest conversation seemed like the honorable thing to do.

“Actually, I drove up to treat my buddy to a night out. He’s a new dad. Getting a chance to taste the beer I’ve been reading about was an added bonus.”

Getting away from the farm was too complicated a subject to mention.

Her gaze wandered, but her cheek stayed resting on her kneecaps. “Where’d you read about it?”

“A couple days ago, I read a review in Homebrew Weekly.”

She smiled, a clumsy sort of grin that didn’t look as though it would stick. It lifted her lips, but didn’t reveal any teeth. “You’re a home brewer,” she said, picking up her head.

“I am.”

“And here I thought you were a boob man using my beer to get to my body. You’re really a beer geek using my boobs to get to my beer.”

She shook her head, chuckling. It was a low and raspy sound that went straight to his groin. God, he loved the rush of taking risks.

Chad slid closer. “Honestly … I wanted to get my hands on both.”

Her laughter faded, leaving a twinkle in her eyes. “Then what’s stopping you?”

Half a second was all it took before Chad’s fingertips gripped her jaw and tugged her face to his. When their lips touched she exhaled, smelling sweet like beer and warm like woman. Every inch of his skin tightened on a seismic tingle.

He brought his other hand to cradle her face as he tipped her head for a better angle, and she surprised him with an open mouth and eager tongue.

Matching her enthusiasm with a strong hold on her head, Chad swept his tongue deep inside her mouth to taste the honey and citrus. A gut-wrenching lust hardened him until it hurt.

His arms twitched on the need to explore the rest of her, but her hands wrapped around his forearms, holding him in place. He could smell the cool, earthy scent of hops on her skin, and his brain short-circuited on the intoxicating smell. With a groan, he deepened the kiss.

He pulled her closer, and she smoothed her hands up his arms to his shoulders, his neck. Her fingers played in his hair. Her tongue played in his mouth. A wave of recklessness crashed over him, causing him to push into her until she was flat on the ground sprawled out beneath him.
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