
        
            
                
            
        

    The Hard Stuff
Hannah works for one of the biggest liquor brands in the Northwest and is eager to prove herself and get the promotion she has been owed for so long. There’s just one annoyingly gorgeous obstacle in her way—the beloved local distiller, Alexandra Lang.
Alexandra isn’t afraid of a little competition. Okay, a lot of competition. Everyone knows her distillery is an homage to her late father, and she has the unwavering support of the whole community and tight-knit bar scene. Hannah’s charming sales pitch, endless legs, and big city influence don’t stand a chance. Right?
Ambition and passion go head-to-head as they duel for bar placements, local awards, and overall support for their products. But as sparks of friction and attraction fly, Hannah begins to suspect there might be more to small town life, and to Alexandra, than she thought.
Looks like the liquor will be the least of the hard stuff.
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CHAPTER ONE 
    
Hannah sprinted through the airport, a memory of blazing past her opponent in high school track flashing through her mind. She had been nimble then. Young. Pain shot through her knee as if to underscore the fact that she was no longer nimble. No longer young. Fine, she jogged through the airport.
As if it wasn’t humiliating enough being sent to Mountain Gap for the winter to win shelf placements for their new line of bourbon, her boss, the national sales manager of Salish Spirits, had booked her ticket economy. Hannah Carver did not fly economy. She flew first class, with cheap champagne in a real glass. But if this was the last hoop she had to jump through to finally earn her promotion to district manager, then damn it, she would fly economy, spend the winter in Nowhere Smalltown, Washington, and get Locality Bourbon in every damn bar and restaurant in Mountain Gap.
Salish Spirits had started as a small local distributor operating solely in Washington State, picking up funky new lines of liquor and experimental microbreweries here and there. But the company had exploded onto the national scene by acquiring a few crucial products, Locality being one. And Locality had been brought to Salish Spirits by Hannah Carver, thank you very much.
There was no one left at the gate except the Alaska Airline employees. Hannah unlocked her phone and pulled up her ticket as she awkwardly jogged to the podium. “No need to run. You’ve got time,” the woman said.
Hannah didn’t like how she winced when she said it, her eyes no doubt taking in the hobble in Hannah’s gait. She didn’t always limp, but her knee never had healed quite right, and after a long morning on her feet, it tended to grow tired and achy. The heels didn’t help. She’d much rather have worn sneakers for the comfort and support, but as a rule, she always dressed as if she was on her way to a sales pitch. No matter what. She never knew who she could wind up sitting next to on a plane or bumping into at a grocery store.
Dress to impress. Rule one.
She walked onto the plane, a little less stressed now that she had officially made her flight. Being late was a rarity, but her Uber driver had gotten a flat, and finding another driver in the area had taken longer than expected. She eyed the empty first-class seat and decided to go for it. Once she had stowed away her carry-on and settled in, the flight attendant came around for drink orders.
“And what can I get for you, Mr. Gra”—he looked up from his paper and cleared his throat—“I’m sorry, Ms…”
“Carver,” Hannah said through her winning smile. The young man didn’t stand a chance.
“Um. Ms. Carver. Right.” He examined his paper again. “Are you sure you’re in the right seat, ma’am? I have a Mr. Grainger marked for 2B.”
“The concierge upgraded me because they had to cancel my flight home. It’s why I was late getting on the plane. We were sorting it all out. It must not have updated on your end.” She angled toward him and gave a shy grin. “Doesn’t look like I’m putting anyone out, am I?”
The other attendant secured the plane door, and the young man shook his head. “No. I suppose not. Sorry about that, Ms. Carver.”
“Water, no ice, champagne, and orange juice on the side. Thank you, Nolan.”
He grinned when she said his name.
White lies are a very useful tool, so why not use them? Rule two.
Once they had taken off from LA, Hannah pulled out her laptop and went over the details of her stay again. She’d be in Mountain Gap for two miserable months, January through February, when sales were slow and the weather sucked. Locality bourbon was in every liquor store and every bar with a spirits selection worth anything, thanks to her, but apparently, it was nowhere in this region of Washington. And apparently, Hannah needed to get back in touch with down-home local markets to prove her worth. Again.
It was truly ridiculous. She was responsible for over a million in revenue last year alone, but Mike still wanted her to prove something before he promoted her to the northwest district manager position. Bruce was retiring in March, and she had been working nonstop to ensure her ascension from assistant district manager.
She shook her head as she sipped champagne, the bubbles tickling her lips. “One account,” she muttered. She’d lost one account to Cosmic Distribution—an account worth less than ten percent of what she’d brought in and sold last month—and Mike had the balls to send her on a basic sales rep’s mission.
“To regain perspective,” he had said.
She rolled her eyes. She’d be the CEO of Salish Spirits within ten years. Not a doubt in her mind. And she’d get every bar, pub, restaurant, and retail store to carry Locality if it meant getting a step closer to her goal.
Goals were everything to her. They drove her. In a world that seemed to make such little sense, goals were clear. They were a blueprint from which she could make decisions. Goals had gotten her out of her small fishing town in Alaska where her peers had either dropped out of school to salmon fish or worked in a cannery. Goals had gotten her a full ride to Stanford on a track scholarship. And they’d almost gotten her to a national championship before she’d blown out her knee playing flag football in the offseason. She grimaced at the thought and took another sip to wash down the heartbreaking memory.
Priorities. Goals.
She’d never make a silly mistake like that flag football injury again. She’d come close to another career-ending mistake three years ago when she was still dating Deidra. Deidra had wanted to prioritize their life over work, move out of the city, have kids. She’d come home from a shift at the hospital one night with a ring and had left the same night with a suitcase and her favorite houseplant.
It had hurt to let her go. But Hannah had been clear from the jump. She had goals. But it turned out that just because she was honest about what she’d wanted in a relationship, it didn’t mean she didn’t still hurt people. She should really draft waivers for women wanting to date her.
Yes, I understand Hannah Carver does not want to settle down, get married, or have kids. Yes, I understand she will prioritize her career. No, I won’t hold it against her if my feelings change and I want more from her. I understand she will say no.
Please sign and date, sweetheart.
She would always focus on her goals, and having a partner wasn’t one of them. So, yes, even though the thought of these two months made her nauseated, she would accomplish everything asked of her. She would exceed expectations. She would charm every damn person in Mountain Gap and get Locality on every damn shelf.
    
“Alex,” Marco called as he watched the distillate flow into the collection tank. “You want to come taste off these tails for me?”
Alexandra Lang had had a late night poring over sales numbers and future growth projections with Emily, her sales rep, the night before—there might have been some wine involved—and tasting off tails for this bourbon run was the last thing she wanted to do. But this was her pride and joy, so she had a swig of water and set down her inventory on an old barrel. She took the glass from Marco and collected some of the clear liquor. She winced as she held it to her nose, then took a small sip, letting it coat her tongue and cover her palate.
“Cut it.” She placed the glass on the small table and patted his shoulder. “Good call. Your cuts are getting better.”
“Thanks.” He cut the still, and Alex went back to finishing her inventory. She needed to get her order in today if she wanted the grain to arrive on time for her scheduled distillation runs next week. She would love to be able to store more corn and dry goods in-house, but the space was small, so staying on top of ordering raw materials was crucial until she could figure out how to move some production to a larger facility.
She sighed and sat on a stack of rye bags. Sometimes, when things felt harried or stressful, or if she felt a little tired, she forced herself to stop and take it all in. Marco was pumping the distillate into a resting tank to mellow before they put it to barrel. He was a great employee with dreams of going to school and becoming a master distiller. She had no doubt that he would make all his dreams come true. He was so young still—only twenty-three—and was getting a great industry start in Mountain Gap’s premier distillery.
Alex’s distillery.
Though she’d never gone to school for it, her father had made moonshine when she was a child and taught her everything he knew, sparking her passion for distilling before he’d passed away when she was in high school. Fuck cancer. She’d worked her ass off to open Mountain Gap Distilling. And though she wasn’t making millions, she was doing pretty damn good for a micro distillery in a small town. She was hardworking, diligent, and focused on building her business. On making her father proud. She had made this dream come true for them both.
Hazy afternoon sunlight filtered through the front windows and poured from the tasting room down into the production space, warming the copper still to honey. The entire space was inviting, with reclaimed golden wood and original brick from the early 1900s. The tasting room matched with brown leather couches, oversize armchairs, and cozy booths. Patrons were just as likely to spend hours over a board game and cocktails as they were to do the bourbon tasting, buy a bottle, and leave within the hour.
But it was Monday, and they were closed, so all the usual clattering energy of the tasting room was quiet. Peaceful. Perfect for a day when Alex felt like she couldn’t catch up, and her eyes felt as heavy as her limbs. She was far from Marco’s twenty-three at this point. In fact, her fortieth was in a few months.
She reached for her clipboard, ready to finish her tasks for the day and catch up on rest. She was going to call on a few accounts tomorrow so Emily could visit her brother in Seattle. That meant an early morning in the distillery before she hit the bars and restaurants.
The lock on the front door clanked, and the door swung open. Beth barreled into the tasting room in all her frazzled glory and loud color. “What’s up, bitches?” she called down the few steps. Ignoring the coatrack, she flung her jacket on the bar and her scarf in the chair. Alex would be wiping up little puddles of melted snow everywhere.
“Beth,” Alex replied. “For the millionth time, please stop calling Marco a bitch.” She walked past him and patted his shoulder, mouthing “Sorry,” then skipped up the stairs to hug her best friend. Beth’s perfume was sweet and musky today, and Alex knew she’d smell like her until she showered tonight. “I’m fair game, but not him. I think you kind of scare him,” she whispered.
They burst into laughter. It was harmless fun. Everyone knew Beth was gay, one of the many things they had in common as best friends. On top of being born only two days apart in the same hospital. They’d grown up inseparable. Though Alex liked to think of herself as social, Beth could be over-the-top with her energy for people, but Alex knew what was underneath all the loud jokes and strong perfume. Beth was a sensitive soul who had suffered some major heartbreak. It never stopped her from scrolling the apps, which was admirable. But Alex was always on guard for her friend. Protective of her heart.
She found herself in that role a lot: protector. Protector of Beth, protector of her business and her father’s legacy, protector of her mother.
Beth gave a dismissive wave in Marco’s direction. “Oh, he’s fine.” She tucked a loose strand of wavy copper hair behind her ear and tugged on her pendant necklace, a move that often preceded a confession or complaint. Her sharp green eyes traced the wood grain of the bar top.
“What is it, babe?”
Beth shook her head and painted a small smile on her rose-pink lips. “Nothing new is what it is.” Her smile slipped as she averted her gaze.
Alex placed a hand between her shoulder blades. “Beth…”
She groaned and pulled her phone from her purse. “It’s nothing.” From the swiping of her thumb left and right, it was clear she was back on the app, self-soothing. If one could call it that. She sighed and shoved her phone in her pocket. “She ghosted me. After a month of dating, she ghosted me. Not a word.”
“Oh no. I’m sorry.” Alex rubbed Beth’s back and stole a glance at the clock. Beth coming in after her shift at Cup of Dirt, the coffee and plant shop, to have a drink and blow off steam was a common occurrence. Alex would mix her an old-fashioned or, if the distillery was closed, crack her a beer she wasn’t allowed to serve. Then she’d carry on with the rest of her workday, popping up for the occasional chat.
“God, it’s blinding, isn’t it?” Beth asked, her chin resting in her palm, melancholia pooling off her like the small puddles of snow from her coat.
Beth needed her now. Alex could finish inventory before they got started tomorrow and get her order in first thing. It’d be fine. “What’s blinding? Your radiant beauty?” She grinned and continued to rub her back.
“Shut up. The sun on the snow, you kiss-ass.” Beth groaned, but there was a ghost of a smile on her lips.
Alex planted an exaggerated kiss on her cheek as Beth batted her away. “Come on. I’ll go tell Marco I’m quitting early.”
Her whole spirit seemed to lift. “Can we?”
Alex grinned and squeezed her shoulder. “Ben’s for beer and a burger?” Beth nodded in anticipation. “Hell, yeah. Let’s do it. Just give me five.”
She walked back down to the cellar to talk to Marco about what he needed to finish today. It wasn’t much—she’d never desert him with more than he could comfortably handle—but she still wanted to walk through what needed to be done before she started operation “cheer up Beth.”
It kind of felt like she was always in operation “cheer up Beth,” but that was okay. Friendship dynamics were real, and from what she could tell, pretty permanent. She’d accepted her role in their duo a long time ago. Beth needed her, Beth deserved her, and it wasn’t as though Beth didn’t show her any love or support. Of course she did. It was just in more ethereal ways than the very concrete ways Alex showed hers.
She shook her head, not allowing herself to slip into that thought pattern again. The one where she admitted she needed just a bit more support from her best friend. And maybe just a bit less, too. A bit less possessiveness over every single queer woman who stepped foot in this town. It only took a few days for Beth to not-so-sheepishly admit her new deep crush on the woman and sequential heartbreak. But it was fine. Alex wasn’t much for dating anyway.
She grabbed her coat and water bottle from the back office. “Stop,” she muttered to herself as she stashed the little sample bottle of her sherry cask bourbon in her pocket. Beth was an incredibly beautiful human who deserved love. And Alex would protect and help her.




  

CHAPTER TWO 
    
Hannah was expecting to be put up in some character-building, shabby, dark apartment. But the small cottage tucked in the corner of town was admittedly charming and comfortable. The interior was painted a deep, soothing green and studded with natural wood accents and dark, brushed metal fixtures. Oversized front windows brightened the space, especially with the setting sun reflecting off the snow. The surrounding mountains seemed to hold the small town in their hands. Something about it reminded her of being home. The beauty of it. Maybe not everyone who’d stayed in her hometown had given up.
She finished hanging her clothes in the small cedar closet and decided to make a cup of tea. A wicker basket with a bottle of Washington Syrah, an assortment of tea, and some local chocolates sat on the kitchen counter next to a welcome packet. She set the kettle to boil and flipped through the pages until she found the Wi-Fi password.
“HopeSkyCottage37,” she muttered as she typed in her phone. “Hope Sky Cottage?” She chuckled at the corny name and poured hot water over her mint green tea.
There were no groceries in the cupboards or refrigerator, not that she expected there to be. She sipped her tea and made a shopping list for tomorrow. Maybe she’d go out tonight. Walk to the main drag and get a feeling for the town, a sense of what it was like to live here. She could have a casual night with shoes that wouldn’t hurt her knee before she really got down to business tomorrow.
A night off. She smiled at the thought. A beer and something greasy sounded like absolute heaven after her hectic day of travel. She abandoned her tea for a shower, a burger, and a beer.

    
Hannah walked slowly through the quiet streets of the neighborhood, the snow absorbing most sound. Even when she turned onto Third Street, the main road, it was peaceful. Lights were strung from streetlamps and awnings to traffic lights and trees. It almost looked messy, but it wasn’t. It was beautiful. The street glowed amber like a promise of warmth. Her shoulders dropped, and a sense of ease fell over her.
She hadn’t realized she needed this. Never thought she’d need a break from LA, but maybe she did. She stopped in front of a bakery that was closed for the day and peeked in the window at the art hanging on the walls. Then she browsed through the bookstore across the street and picked up a lesbian romance novel she’d seen on social media. Something to keep her company at night.
Maybe she’d hop on an app while she had a beer and find something—or someone—else to keep her company at night. She’d have to be careful, though. No matter how seriously she warned women that she was strictly looking for casual fun, she always seemed to pick the woman who thought she could change her. Inevitably, Hannah would end up breaking hearts no matter how honest she was.
It probably wasn’t worth it, but she would do it anyway.
Ben’s was exactly what she was hoping for. A down-home bar with wood everywhere, multicolor Christmas lights strung over the booths, and funky old movie posters hanging on the walls. She assumed the lights were there all year since the holidays had come and gone. The place didn’t feel empty, and it didn’t feel full. It was the perfect amount of business for a Monday night.
As a rule, one of many, she always sat at the bar. Even though it was a “night off,” why waste an opportunity to chat with the bartender? She could still relax and enjoy herself while casually gathering information.
She hooked her purse below the bar and sat in the stool by a woman who appeared to be waiting for a friend. An empty stool with a mostly consumed margarita sat between them. The woman was beautiful, with chestnut brown hair that fell in waves just past her shoulders and dark eyes to match. Hannah liked how she gripped her beer as though she’d gotten lost in some important thought before she could take her next sip. The lilac of her nail polish popped against the amber of her drink.
“Hey, there. What can I get for ya?” the man behind the bar asked.
Hannah caught the woman glance at her before she responded. “Hi, I’m Hannah. Just got in town today.” She held out her hand, and he eyed it briefly before shaking it. Probably wasn’t used to being offered a handshake by his bar guests. But then, she wasn’t his average guest.
“Well, welcome, Hannah. I’m Ben.”
“Ah.”
He cleared his throat and shifted his weight to one foot. This one would be easy to win over. Didn’t seem used to the likes of her. Perfect.
“The Ben?”
He shook his head. “Just Ben. But yeah, this place is mine.” He glanced over her shoulder, seeming to take in his bar, and a flutter of a smile overtook his face.
“Your place was exactly what I was hoping for tonight,” she said as she scanned the beer list on the chalkboard behind him.
“What are you feeling like? We’ve got a couple of my favorites on right now and the usual suspects.” He looked over his shoulder, scanning the beers with her.
“You know what?” She rubbed her hands together and grinned. “I think I’ll have a pint of whatever she’s having.” It was the only way she could think of to include the alluring woman in her conversation, and she wanted to talk to her. Find out her name.
The woman turned on her stool and smiled. “You chose well.”
“You will not be disappointed.” Ben grinned and smacked the bar.
When he left to pour her beer, Hannah leaned closer to the stranger. “I had a feeling you wouldn’t steer me wrong.” It was a line, of course, but she really did have a sense that this woman knew a thing or two about beer. And Hannah would have just about drunk swill if it got her closer to this woman’s casual beauty.
She chuckled, and her smile overtook everything. Her eyes crinkled with warmth, her shoulders shook softly, and she squeezed her knee as if to anchor it all. “Hannah, was it?” she asked after her chuckle had subsided.
“Yes. And your name is?”
She held out her hand, her lilac fingers reaching for Hannah’s. “Alex.” She shook her head and shut her eyes. “Well, Alexandra, technically, but I go by Alex. Unless you’re my mom or my best friend, and you’re angry with me.” Her wince let her know that Alex hated to disappoint. And Hannah got the feeling that was a rarity. The wince quickly melted into a shy grin.
Alex was completely adorable, and for a moment, Hannah didn’t know what to say. She could only focus on Alex’s hand in hers and how drawn she felt to her. Those dark eyes. That smile.
Ben saved her from her speechlessness by sliding a beer in front of her. “A pint of the Hop-less Romantic. It’s not actually hop-less, but it’s our local brewery’s English mild style ale.”
She took the cold glass and raised it to her lips. “Thanks, Ben.” She took a sip. It was one of the most well-made beers she had had in a while. A perfect break from the heavy IPAs that had been dominating the market and her tastebuds lately. The English mild was crisp and easy, with toasted notes of caramel and low bitterness.
“Did I steer you right?” Alex asked, smiling as she watched Hannah wipe her lips on a napkin.
“Oh yes.” Hannah nodded and ran a hand through her hair. “And the name is hilarious.”
Alex chuckled, and it hit Hannah just the same as the first time. In the chest. “Would you consider yourself a hop-less romantic?”
Hannah dropped her gaze to the amber beer. She was the farthest thing from a hopeless romantic. The farthest thing from a hopeful romantic. But Alex wasn’t asking for her entire dating history, and she wasn’t asking for her deepest desires for the future. This was just banter. She rubbed her knee through her jeans and stopped when Alex’s eyes tracked the movement.
“Yeah,” Alex said before Hannah could come up with a half-decent response. “I think I’m that, too.”
Hannah met Alex’s careful gaze and leaned into whatever this moment was. Because it felt like something she hadn’t experienced in a long time. “You think you’re what, exactly?”
A quick, sad smile stretched one side of Alex’s lips, and her eyes fell to Hannah’s hand. She was rubbing her knee again. She stilled her hand and looked at Alex, who cleared her throat and straightened. “You know, Ben is Mountain Gap’s most eligible bachelor.” She smiled, but Hannah could tell it was fake.
She didn’t want to move away from the strange moment they’d just shared, but Alex seemed like she needed to. Hannah laughed. “Wow.”
“What?” Alex scoffed, her hand finding her chest. “He’s successful and cute and doesn’t collect taxidermy squirrels in Hawaiian shirts.”
“That was oddly specific.” Hannah quirked her head.
Alex grinned. “Don’t ask. Small town and all.”
“Okay…And I don’t doubt for a second that he’s a catch. I’m more in awe of your giant pivot.” She grinned and took a sip. “Do they call you the great pivoter in these parts?”
Alex laughed, and it sounded sweet and effervescent. “Oh, come off it.” She reached across the empty barstool and squeezed Hannah’s elbow, her touch radiating through Hannah’s body, a surge of energy she wasn’t expecting. “Thought maybe you needed a pivot.”
She said it softly, a quiet acknowledgment of the moment they’d shared. A brief vulnerability on Hannah’s part that had slipped out, and she wasn’t a woman who just let things slip. “You’re perceptive,” she admitted. Alex grinned at the compliment. “But not perceptive enough.”
“Is that right?” Alex held her beer to her lips as she seemingly waited for Hannah to explain.
Hannah nodded. “I haven’t kissed a boy since the third grade during soccer practice behind the bleachers, thank you very much. And I’m still chasing away the memory.”
“Chasing away the memory with that four percent beer, are ya?” Alex scrunched her nose in the cutest display of sarcasm.
She shrugged. “I mean, he had just eaten an earthworm. So I may need two of these bad boys before the night is over.”
“Brutal.” Alex’s eyes narrowed as she took in Hannah. “I’m drinking mine in celebration.”
“Oh? And what are you celebrating?” Hannah couldn’t keep her eyes off Alex. She couldn’t stand to miss a second of her nose-scrunching cuteness. Or how she looked to the ceiling to come up with her next witty response. She should really have been focusing on Ben and studying the liquor shelf, but she reminded herself it was her one night off. And Alex was her relaxation.
Alex gave an indignant little shrug. “I mean, it’s just super impressive…”
“Go on. The anticipation is literally killing me.”
“I have never kissed a boy,” she said through a cocky smile that Hannah got the feeling was a rarity.
She scoffed. “Never?”
“Never.”
Hannah’s stomach turned at the knowledge that Alex was into women. And seemed to be enjoying this casual flirting they had struck up together. “Well, aren’t you just a lucky penny.”
“More like a decisive penny.” Alex took a sip and smiled, letting her eyes fall over Hannah. She was glad she’d at least made some effort in how she looked tonight. Her hair was in loose waves that seemed to be holding remarkably well in the snowy weather. And though she wasn’t in her usual sharp business attire, she loved her dark green sweater, and the jeans really did make her ass look good. “How long are you—”
Alex’s phone rang, vibrating against the bar. She glanced at the screen and winced, quickly following it with a smile. “Sorry,” she mouthed as she swiped to answer. Hannah averted her gaze to give Alex some privacy, but she listened to every word. “Hey, babe. You’re okay.” Hannah stole a glance as Alex covered her opposite ear, seemingly trying to listen in the loud bar. “No, no. It’s totally fine. I was just finishing my beer.” She met Hannah’s eye and shrugged. “Of course we can go. I’ll be right out.”
She hung up, and Hannah cleared her throat, trying not to let the disappointment she felt at hearing Alex call someone “babe” show on her face. “Gotta run?” Hannah asked. Her tone was a little flatter than she meant. It was embarrassing, feeling so sore over it.
“Yeah. Duty calls.” Alex slid off the stool and dropped two twenties on the bar. “It was really nice to meet you, though. Hopefully, we’ll run into each other again.” She slid into her coat and hung her purse over her shoulder. “Are you in town long? Permanently?”
Hannah shook her head. “No, no. Just a couple months for work.” She didn’t miss the flash of disappointment that crossed Alex’s face. But hey, she wasn’t available anyway.
“Well, if I don’t see you, thanks for the company tonight.” She squeezed Hannah’s shoulder, then hollered at Ben down the bar. “Outta here, Ben. Left cash on the bar. Let me know what you think of the sample.”
Ben shouted his farewell, and Alex breezed out the door. Hannah couldn’t help but feel an ache in her absence. And in her knee. The cold weather wasn’t agreeing with it, and she was counting the days until she could get out of this winter hellhole and back to LA. Where the sun shined and where her knee didn’t throb with every gust of wind. Where Alex wasn’t.
Her weakness for the stranger annoyed her. “Actually, Ben. Can I get that burger to go?”




  

CHAPTER THREE 
    
Beth could have walked herself home from Ben’s. It was only seven in the evening, she wasn’t too intoxicated, and they lived in a town where they knew almost everyone except for the few tourists who occasionally came for a weekend cabin getaway. It was almost like a habit, though, how Beth reached for Alex when her emotions were high and how she reached back. No matter what.
Only a bad friend wouldn’t. Right?
“I just don’t understand. Every time. Woman after woman.” Beth grabbed Alex’s hand and whirled her around before they reached the crosswalk. “What do you think I’m doing wrong? Why did she ghost me after acting so into me?”
She always asked questions like these. Questions Alex could not possibly know the answer to. But she could imagine her pain. Getting ghosted sounded terrible. And Beth certainly wasn’t the only woman hoping to find love in this town. No matter if she made it seem like loneliness was an ailment only she had to deal with. But Alex was strong. Alex was a good friend. “I don’t know. Maybe—”
“I’m just sick of it. You know?”
Alex nodded because she didn’t think her words would be received anyway.
“I deserve love, too.”
“You definitely do. Of course you do. It just takes time. When you least expect it, the right woman will appear out of nowhere and change everything.” Alex squeezed her hand, then gently dropped it, turning back toward the crosswalk. “Come on. Let me get you home. I have a busy day tomorrow and need to get some good rest.”
Beth pouted but quickly followed, tossing an arm over Alex’s shoulder. “You know you work too hard?”
“I just really love it,” she said as they crossed the street then turned right toward Beth’s. “I know it’s intense, but it’s what I want to do. And I think I’m doing pretty damn well.” She grinned to herself.
Beth was a good friend. But she would never understand Alex’s relationship with bourbon. How it wasn’t just a job, it was the blood running through her veins, what she thought about every night when she got in bed. She had the privilege of creating something so…so special. It took years to bring a single run to market, and the joy she felt coaxing raw corn and wheat and barley into a beautiful clean distillate—and that distillate to a gorgeous robust bourbon—was unparalleled.
“I know. I just feel like you could loosen up a bit.” Beth gave her a tight squeeze, then let go. “Like, go on a date. Get your snow plowed.”
“Oh my God, Beth. Seriously?” Alex stopped in front of Beth’s house and grimaced. “That does not sound pleasant at all.”
“All I’m saying is, when’s the last time you got laid?”
Alex stared, zero words bobbing to the surface of her tongue. It had admittedly been a while. After her last relationship with Quinn, if one could even call it that, she’d had a one-night stand with a fellow distiller at a conference in Portland. It was fun, but Alex didn’t know it was a one-night stand until the morning, when she’d woken up alone in the hotel room. She’d felt used and discarded, and she never wanted to feel that way again. Casual sex was great for some, just not for her.
“Okay, yeah. It’s been a minute,” she admitted.
Beth shrugged. “Maybe you should get on the apps.”
Alex knew plenty of people who found success with dating apps, but Beth wasn’t exactly a gleaming advertisement. Falling hard every month for someone new and tending a freshly broken heart from every woman who passed in and out of her life. Beth leaned into the drama of life and dating, but Alex saw the true pain it caused her, and she wanted none of that. Her life was busy enough. Achy enough. She didn’t need the extra stress. Plus, Beth was gorgeous and lively and down to find love. She was right; she deserved love.
So if it didn’t work for Beth…
“I don’t know,” Alex said. “Maybe. But I’m just not up for that right now.”
“I get it.” Beth pulled her into a hug. “Thanks for being there for me while I put myself through it. I can’t imagine doing life without you.” She let go and smiled.
Alex couldn’t imagine doing life without Beth, either. When Alex’s dad had died in their junior year of high school, her universe had imploded. Her mom was only there half the time, not able to linger in the pain of their “empty house,” as she had called it. Only it wasn’t empty. Alex was there. Sixteen and alone, trying to keep everything together for them.
And Beth had been there every day. She’d come over right after school to help Alex with whatever she needed, whether it was cleaning, paying bills they didn’t know how to pay, or just sitting next to her while they watched a silly reality show. Beth was there.
And Alex was there for her, too.
“Always,” Alex said. “Now get in there and forget about…shoot, what’s her name?”
“Come on, there aren’t that many.” Beth rolled her eyes and gave her a shove. “Her name is Mandy.”
“Right. Well, Mandy sucks and isn’t good enough for you anyway.”
Beth smiled and reached for the door. “Get home safe. Thanks for tonight.”
“Anytime. Good night.”
Alex walked home, enjoying the quiet of the snowy night and how the streetlamps reflected off the soft blanket of white. She ignored the little bit of guilt in her stomach for getting annoyed with Beth earlier. That was what friendship was, giving and taking. And though she felt like she was definitely in a giving phase with Beth, she could never repay her for her support through her dad’s death and her mom’s recovery.
It took a year of her mom being mostly gone until Alex couldn’t stand it anymore. One night, her mom had finally come home, and Alex had sat her down at the kitchen table, calm for the anger sizzling in her blood. Calm for being seventeen and scared. She had recited the words over and over. Knew them by heart even now.
“I got accepted to the University of Washington, and I’m going in the fall. Mom, I love you. But if you don’t come home and work through this with me, then I’m leaving for school, and I will never come back. Never.”
It had been a bluff. She would always come back for her mom, but she’d felt like her back was against the wall. And it had worked. Her mom had gotten the help she’d needed to begin working through her grief. It was a long road, but now her mom was there. She’d never left Alex again. In fact, they had a standing dinner date every week. Thinking about their progress made her smile as she unlocked the door to her small house.
She hung her keys on the copper hook by the door and walked toward the glowing little blue tank in the living room. “Hey, guys. I missed you, too.” She dashed some fish food into Jason and Michael’s tank, her two leucistic goldfish that she’d named from her love of horror films. She briefly wondered what it would be like to bring someone home and explain why she had two fish named after fictional serial killers instead of a golden retriever named Hank. Was it obvious that she only had enough time for goldfish and horror movies?
She wondered what Hannah would think.
“Good night, gentlemen. Try not to do too much crime while I’m asleep.”
As Alex got ready for bed and turned out her light, Hannah lingered on her mind. There was something about the way she carried herself, as if trying to prove something. What was it? That she didn’t need anyone or anything? That she was the best? At what?
She bounced around ideas about what Hannah did for work and what her life was like until her eyes got heavy. All she really knew was that she was drawn to her. Their connection had been quick and thick. Substantial, like the weight of a good whiskey on her tongue. She might have to frequent Ben’s in the coming weeks in hopes of seeing Hannah before she left town.
A quick fear of never seeing her again swelled in her chest, then dissipated. If she never saw Hannah again, her life would remain unchanged. And that was completely fine. Her life was fine. She was fine.
It would be fine.
    
Hannah threw away the half-eaten burger and washed her hands in the kitchen sink. The burger was delicious; juicy, tender, and well-seasoned. But her appetite had waned once she’d returned home. She plucked the ice pack from the freezer, the bottle of wine from the welcome basket, and a glass from the cupboard, then plopped on the couch and propped her leg on the coffee table. Once she was situated with the ice pack strapped to her knee, she poured a glass of wine and switched on the television. She wasn’t in the mood for a show, so she opened the YouTube app and played some music instead.
Her shoulders relaxed as she sipped wine and eased into the melody. Though her knee ached in the cold, there was solace here in her little cottage. And maybe solace in the company she’d met at the bar tonight. In Alex.
Okay, maybe not Alex. She had called someone “babe” on the phone. But maybe she was nonmonogamous. Or maybe she had a kid…that she called babe?
Maybe.
Whoever was on the phone, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t her business. She could muse about what she didn’t know all night, but that wouldn’t get her anywhere. It would just be wasted energy. Instead, she reminisced about how Alex’s hand felt in hers. How it had felt on her arm when she’d squeezed it. Her silky brown waves and the way her eyes seemed to search Hannah’s.
“Get a grip,” she muttered to herself. It was rare she let herself be so taken by someone. Especially someone she’d spent all of twenty minutes with. The song changed to a particularly tender Adele number as if to emphasize all the little pinprick feelings in her chest. She grabbed the remote and switched to the next song, unwilling to linger in it, whatever it was. She didn’t have the emotional capacity or the time to turn over her feelings and examine them.
She had a goal for her stay in Mountain Gap, and it wasn’t that.
Tomorrow, she would wake early and get a jump on her day. She’d make coffee and plan her sales calls to the minute. It irked her, these basic sales calls, but they should be simple. Maybe if she closed every deal, Mike would let her leave early, within the month, hopefully. That was exactly what she would do.
Selling Locality was easy. It was a truly stunning bourbon with a great hook, and a place like Mountain Gap would eat it up. She smiled as she sipped her wine and visualized her path to success. Her path back to LA.

    
The morning came quickly. It felt as if Hannah had just drifted to sleep right before her alarm sounded. She must have been exhausted; she rarely slept so deeply. Or maybe it was the bed. She stretched and wiggled into what had to be the world’s most comfortable mattress. Of course, she was dying to get home, but she could enjoy the small wins of being here, like an amazing night of sleep and no sirens or clattering noises coming from her window.
After a hot shower in the clawfoot tub, which she would be taking a bath in very soon, Hannah ground some coffee and filled the French press with hot water. When it had steeped, she poured herself a cup and brought her laptop to the couch. It was time to get to work. She had a schedule of accounts she wanted to hit first. There were the two liquor stores by her house, then the grocery store just west of them and the bowling alley.
“A fucking bowling alley? Jesus,” she grumbled.
She took a sip, the coffee rich and strong and balanced perfectly with the cream. It was delicious and helped ease her frustration. It stung to be going somewhere like a dingy bowling alley to sling bourbon when she knew damn well she was CEO material. But she had known it would be this way here. All she could do was roll up her sleeves and bear it.
The list of bars, liquor stores, grocery stores, and anywhere else that sold liquor was hefty. Mountain Gap wasn’t a huge town, but Hannah had to hit all the surrounding areas, and those towns had plenty of tourist accommodations she could sell to as well. Ben’s was high on the list, and her gaze kept landing on it like a fly to fly paper. It was a good account. She needed to call on it. Maybe she was even eager to call on it in the hope of running into Alex again. But who ate at the same spot two nights in a row? Perhaps Alex went every Monday after work. She made a note on her schedule to hit Ben’s on Friday. Monday was just too far away.
“Okay.” She closed her laptop and slid it in her briefcase.
Today was sorted. She grabbed her coffee and brought it into the bathroom while she dried her hair and did her makeup. There was something meditative about getting ready. It almost felt like preparing for a track meet. Hydrating, pulling her hair tight, lacing her shoes, and visualizing victory. Except now, she sprayed her hair with finishing spray, brushed her lips in the perfect shade of red that made her blue eyes pop, and slid into a pair of heels that tied together her sharp designer suit.
And she visualized success.
She took stock of herself in the full-size mirror on the closet door. It was her standard sleek look for sales calls. A pair of black suspenders waited in her drawer for when she really needed to break out the big guns. Same with her favorite dress, a vintage Dior that made “yes” fall from people’s lips like breath. While the dress worked particularly well, the suspenders were her favorite. She would save those for another time.
She locked the house and sank into the driver’s seat of her little rental. It was game time.




  

CHAPTER FOUR 
    
Pumping a run of bourbon into fresh oak barrels was one of Alex’s favorite parts of the entire process. As the distillate displaced air in the barrel, the aroma of toasted oak reached her nose. Barrels were a beautiful thing. Especially bourbon barrels. To be considered a bourbon, whiskey had to be aged in white American virgin oak, so bourbon barrels could only be used once. Then they lived their next life.
Alex sold most of hers on discount to the local brewery down the road, but after they’d fulfilled their bourbon fate, some were used for other whiskey production, gin, tequila, and even maple syrup and hot sauce.
Even when all the beautiful vanilla, oak, and baking spice flavor had been sucked out of the barrel, it could still be turned into furniture and planters or even broken down for wood chips to smoke salmon.
“Incredible,” she whispered as she moved from one barrel to the next.
And no one should get her started on pallets. Pallets moved the world, and she was strangely passionate about how a simple slab of wood was responsible for so much transport across industries. It might or might not have been her favorite way to chase off eager men at the bar. But have you considered the importance of heat-treated pallets in international trade?
She hammered the wooden bung tightly into the barrel and chuckled to herself. Her dad used to talk to his moonshine. He said he needed to “give it some love.” Talking, singing, reading to it as if it was a baby in the womb. As an adult, she wondered if it had ever bothered her mother, how obsessed he had been with distilling. Sometimes, he’d be late to work, forget to cook dinner when he promised he would, or miss Alex’s basketball game to finish a run. Then, in the evenings, he’d slip down to the cellar where it was dark and dank, and all his jugs of moonshine hibernated in the cool shadows.
Once Alex got over the fact that her dad had been more interested in distilling than in her, she’d asked to help him one day. Truth was, she’d missed him, and it was clear that to be close to him, she had to share in what he loved.
Then it was the two of them, shoulder to shoulder, whispering about temperatures and cuts and the evils of cold filtration. Tinkering here and adjusting the grain bill there. Her favorites were the nights when they’d gone down to the cellar and her dad had pulled the jug of moonshine he’d wanted to test. They’d had the same two cups: clear glass jam jars they’d cleaned out and repurposed. He’d poured her just a sip to his finger or two, and they’d tasted, musing on the flavors and aromas of the specific batch.
Sweet fire and thick on her tongue.
That was how she’d fallen in love with distilling. Moonshine had a special place in her heart, but she was happy she was making something just a bit more refined these days. And she was making it well, consistently coming in first in smaller bourbon competitions around Washington.
She looked around the small barrel house, just a big abandoned garage in the back of the building. She’d made it beautiful and grand feeling, like a true miniature Kentucky rickhouse. The hibernating barrels were stacked meticulously…until they weren’t. In front of the clean rows of barrels stood stragglers. Overflow.
She was running out of space. Not only in the barrel house but the distillery, too. A second production facility was the solution, but she just couldn’t push herself over the financial hump of basically starting another distillery. Mountain Gap Distilling was doing fine—better than fine—but it was only her skin in the game, and it was a scary move to make alone.
She’d need to try to contract futures and take those numbers to the bank for a loan. One day.
Today, she needed to clean up, meet Emily to go over next month’s sales, go to her mom’s for dinner, then try to catch up on sleep before Beth had another Beth emergency that caused her to miss out on some precious hours. She stared at her reflection in the mirror as she washed the barrel grime off her hands. When had those bags taken up residence under her eyes? And had her eyes always looked so sunken in?
It was just a rut. She was a little stuck in her routine. So what? Wasn’t everyone?
She shook her head and splashed cool water in her face. Marco was long gone. She’d sent him home early, so it was just her locking up the back. “Sleep tight,” she said as she flipped off the lights and closed the door.
The night was crisp and fresh as she walked across the back parking lot to the distillery. The glowing lights from the tasting room spilled out the windows to puddle in the snow. The cozy glow beckoned her inside. She let herself in the back so she could take in the busy Friday night upstairs as she hung her jacket on the back of the office door in the dark. Only a couple accent lights remained on when she and Marco weren’t working; otherwise, it was just the light from the bar that reflected off the copper still and stainless tanks.
It was so damn beautiful.
Lingering in the shadows began to feel a bit creepy, so she walked up the steps to join the action in the tasting room. Multiple booths had board games spread over the tables; she spotted several first dates just from the slightly awkward but endearing vibe they emitted, and everyone else was chatting and enjoying a cocktail or a tasting. It was a solid Friday.
“Hey, hey. Done for the day?” Becca asked. Competent, cool under pressure, and playing the best music during her shifts, Becca was her favorite bartender.
“Sure am.” Alex smiled and slid onto a barstool. “Have you seen Emily yet? We’re supposed to go over some numbers.”
Becca stirred an old-fashioned and garnished it with fresh orange peel. “She’s just in the bathroom, I think. Isn’t tonight dinner with your mom, though?”
“Yeah. I may have to reschedule that.” It was her night to cook, and she was already running behind. “Or maybe it’s just the kind of night to take her out instead.”
Becca shrugged. “Can’t go wrong with that.”
Emily appeared on Alex’s right and pulled her into a side hug. “How was today? What’d I miss?” She was a wily salesperson with a seemingly unending well of energy for her mere five feet. For how energetic, happy, and well-rested she seemed, she never stopped slinging bourbon and always brought Alex new accounts or barrel deals every month. Their production capacity was beginning to be the limiting factor of growth, not sales.
“It was good,” Alex said, making space for Emily to sit next to her. “I got what I hope will be the cognac finish into barrel and cut the bourbon we’re bottling next week. We’re in good shape.”
“You two want anything to drink before I make my rounds for empties?” Becca asked.
“Can I get a taste of the double barrel finish? Really trying to push that one,” Emily said. She pulled out her laptop and made a note. “And did you set aside those sample bottles for me?”
“Yep. They’re in the office by the safe.” Becca slid a Glencairn of bourbon in front of her.
Emily lifted it to her nose. “You’re the best.”
“For you, Alex?” Becca presented her the lineup of bourbons behind the bar as if on a game show. “Anything calling to you?”
She kind of had the feeling that Becca was mildly into her, her words sometimes feeling flirtatious. But Becca was a literal child at twenty-five, and it was never going to happen. “Just a Diet Coke. Thanks, Becca.”
“You got it.” Becca dropped the soda, then made the rounds, leaving Alex and Emily to talk at the end of the bar.
“Okay. What’re we anticipating for February?” she asked.
Emily pulled up an Excel spreadsheet and angled the laptop so Alex could look on. “It’s a good month. Not as slow as we anticipated. We’re definitely going to blow through the backstock from last year, so we need to aim to bottle at least three lots this month to get a good jump going into spring.”
“These numbers are fantastic,” she said as she mindlessly sipped her Coke.
“Thank you. That’s what you pay me for.” Emily pulled up a different spreadsheet next to the original. “And these are the signature barrel orders. Only two this month. Not bad. Could be better.”
The signature barrel program was fantastic. Liquor stores, bars, or restaurants bought an entire barrel of whiskey as a “signature select barrel” and got to add their personal branding to the label along with MGD’s. What made the program so cool and easy to sell was that each barrel of bourbon was entirely unique, even if it was born of the same run and aged in identical barrels. The most minor factors, such as a ten-foot difference in where they aged in the rickhouse, could completely change the personality of the bourbon. A single barrel bottling—only bottling the bourbon from one individual barrel instead of blending—was as unique and special as a snowflake. No one except that store or restaurant would ever have the same product.
And for Alex, it guaranteed sales and helped her to predict what she needed to bottle and when. It was a win-win.
“Not bad,” she agreed. “Things will pick up again in March.”
Emily nodded. “For sure. I have some things in the works.” She sipped her bourbon, never looking away from the screen. “This is delicious, by the way.”
“You don’t think I overdid the sherry finish?” Finishing bourbon in other barrels could be a finicky business, and trying to double finish it in two was tricky as hell. She was confident she’d nailed the cognac barrel finish, but she felt like she left it just a month too long in the sherry barrel.
“No, it’s perfect. Let it go already,” Emily said. She was fiery, that one.
“Fine. I’m letting it go.”
“Good. Now, have you decided on the spring blend? After you do that, I can have the signature barrel clients schedule a tasting with us to pick their barrels from what’s left.”
She shook her head. “Sorry, I’m a bit behind.” She pulled out her phone and opened her work schedule. “I can probably have it done in two weeks.” Emily shot her a pointed look. “I know, I know. I’m sorry.”
“Maybe it’s time to make another hire. Get some extra help. You and baby Marco can’t do everything around here. Plus, he’s going off to fancy bourbon school one day, and you’re gonna be left to shoulder this workload alone. And we need to circle back to the ‘we’re running out of space to grow’ conversation because—”
She held up a hand. “I know.”
“Okay.” Emily seemingly caught on to the tense tone. “We’ll figure it out. We’ve got this.”
Alex stayed quiet as Emily typed. Did they have it? Did she have it? The fizz of the soda tickled her lips as the anxiety around the next step for her business prickled the back of her neck. It was a lot.
“I know you’re probably running late for—”
“Shoot.” Alex dashed out a text to her mom asking if she just wanted to meet at Ben’s instead of cooking at Alex’s. Keeping it simple, quick, and easy. “Sorry, forgot to text my mom.” She gave Emily an apologetic grin.
“Running late for dinner,” Emily finished. “The projected numbers are standard. Why don’t you just get out of here early and meet your mom? I’ll email this to you, and we can meet up next week if you want more details. Deal?”
“Deal.” She squeezed Emily’s shoulder. “You’re the best. You know that?”
“I know. Now get out of here.”




  

CHAPTER FIVE 
    
Was Alex eyeing every blonde in Ben’s to see if it happened to be Hannah? She could neither confirm nor deny, but her senses were heightened. She was grateful to Emily for letting her cut out of their meeting early. It’d be another twenty minutes before her mom arrived. Just enough time in case she spotted—
“Christ, Alex. Get a grip,” she whispered when she caught herself spiraling in the hope of glimpsing the beautiful stranger among the standard patrons. It wasn’t like her to be so…easily hooked. That was Beth’s move. Alex was hard to win over. Discerning. Focused on other important things that did not have to do with women.
“May I suggest working on your self-talk?”
Alex whirled to find herself face-to-face with Hannah. She was taller than Alex had expected, a good two inches taller than her. A sly grin spread over Hannah’s lips as Alex not so subtly let her eyes drop to take in her entirety. And wow, she did not regret it for a second. Even if she did embarrass herself, it was worth it. Hannah’s tailored black suit hugged her athletic body to perfection, and her blond waves were pulled back in a professional twist. She seemed to be all business tonight.
“Hannah.” It was not the word she wanted to say. Hi would have been way better. Way less desperate sounding than the very breathy way she’d said Hannah’s name. Maybe this was why she was still single. Because she was an absolute goober at talking to women. Maybe she just used Beth claiming every woman in town as an excuse because in reality—
“Yes. That’s right,” Hannah said, interrupting her spiral into the “why am I like this” vortex. Hannah grinned at her inability to respond. “I was hoping I’d run into you again. It’s Alex, isn’t it?”
“Mm-hmm. Yeah.” She stared, hoping something funny or witty would float to the tip of her tongue, but it was only jetsam. “My self-talk is fine, thank you very much.” She nodded emphatically. And flotsam.
Hannah chuckled, crow’s feet delicately tracing the corners of her eyes, framing the striking blue. She was simply stunning. Her face was all cool planes and sharp jaw, but those eyes…they weren’t icy. They were like the warm sea. Alex straightened, deciding she was going to find her confidence and ask this woman for her number before the night was over.
“Well, for what it’s worth, you seem to have a fine grip on things,” she said and raised her glass to Alex. She seemingly realized Alex couldn’t lift a drink back because she didn’t have one yet. She was still in her work overalls, a flannel with a hole in the elbow from snagging it on a barrel, and her winter coat. Not exactly the outfit she wanted to be wearing when she ran into Hannah again. Especially when Hannah was looking like the cover of Vogue. She shrugged out of her coat and folded it over her arm. “Are you meeting someone?” Hannah asked. “Can I get you a drink?”
Alex willed herself to be calm, cool, collected. “I’m actually meeting my mom for dinner.” Nailed it. She could be normal.
“Oh.” Hannah straightened and took a step back, as if she’d like to avoid anything as personal as meeting a parent. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
“But…” Alex recovered from her small lapse in confidence. Hannah’s eyes seemed to grow hopeful. “I came straight from work and am a little early. Care to join me for a drink at the bar until she gets here?” Now she was in control, and it felt good. It felt powerful watching Hannah struggle with how to respond. She’d enjoyed their few interactions. Enjoyed how each word felt intentional, as if they were threading a braid between them, every joke or comment strengthening it.
“I’d love that.” She nodded to the bar. “There’s a seat open next to me.”
Alex followed and hooked her coat and purse under the bar. She eyed the viscous golden liquid in Hannah’s glass. One small piece of ice floated on the surface. It was exactly how she took her whiskey, too. Just a touch of ice to cool it down and open it up, bringing more of the flavor compounds to the surface. It told her that Hannah had at least some idea of what she was doing when it came to spirits.
Hannah settled on her stool with a slight wince. The heels were a far cry from the sneakers she had been wearing Monday, and they seemed to be hard on her knee. When Hannah gave it a small squeeze, Alex wondered what had happened. A new injury? An old one?
“I bet it feels good to kick your feet up at the end of the day,” Alex said, nodding to Hannah’s knee.
“What?” Hannah flinched away, as if her suggestion was completely mad. She deserted her knee for her drink and took a quick sip.
Alex shook her head. “I didn’t mean—”
“No, you’re right.” Hannah placed her glass on the coaster and ran a manicured finger along its lip. “My knee is a lazy son of a bitch. It’s quite literally a sore subject for me.” She dropped her chin to her chest and chuckled. “Sorry. I suppose I can be a little surly about people noticing when it’s bothering me.”
“Hmm?” Alex pretended to examine the ceiling and whistled a nonsense tune. “When what’s bothering you?”
“Ah, she’s gracious and cute.” Hannah winked, and it fell straight to the pit of her stomach, sending the butterflies into a frenzy. She leaned closer, her perfume caressing Alex’s senses. Alex wanted to close the space between them and fill her lungs with the floral spicy scent that so perfectly embodied Hannah. “Can I trust you with my secret? Can’t have the enemy knowing my weakness. Self-preservation and all.”
Alex could feel Hannah smile close to her ear. It tickled down her neck. Made her shiver. “Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she whispered back, enjoying being in cahoots with a beautiful stranger. Joking with her. Flirting with her.
Hannah leaned away, her brow perfectly arched. “Good girl.”
Alex cleared her throat, clutching the strap of her overalls. Fucking hell. It was as if she knew the exact words to make Alex want to drag her to the bathroom and let her have her way with her. Maybe they could…
“I need to order.” Alex turned away, needing a second to cool the heat in her face. Blood pooled in her cheeks like lava. Rushed through her veins like storm-flooded rivers. “Ben,” she called, waving him down.
“Hey, Alex. Didn’t see you sneak in.” He gave a broad smile and poured a glass of water. “What can I get you?”
A simple question that she always knew the answer to. Except for right now. Her brain was a mess of hormones. She looked to Hannah, who was wearing a self-satisfied smirk. She had to get a hold of herself. “What’re you having?”
Hannah held up her glass. “The local bourbon. It’s not half-bad, actually.”
“Not half-bad?” Alex raised her brow. “From my recollection, it’s pretty damn good.”
Hannah took a sip and made a point of rolling it over her tongue, clearly focusing on the flavor. Alex tracked the swallow as it moved down her graceful throat. She held up the whiskey once more, seemingly considering how it trickled down the side of the glass. She nodded, smacked her full lips, and looked at Alex. “Yeah. You’re right. It’s quite good.”
“Care to elaborate?”
Ben watched their back-and-forth, a knowing smile under his beard. He readjusted his Seattle Kraken hat as he awaited Hannah’s response.
“It’s well-balanced,” Hannah began, her eyes locked on Alex. “For being one hundred proof”—she turned to Ben—“this is bottled in bond, correct?” He nodded. “Right. So for being one hundred proof, the cinnamon, toffee, and rum raisin flavors that I’m getting the most hold their own against the heat of the alcohol. I’d guess this has a corn heavy mash bill.” She raised the glass to her nose and took another small sip. “Wheated. I get a smooth roundness to it, not the heavy spice of rye. It’s lovely.”
Ben’s grin fell to his chest. Clearly, he was as surprised as Alex. She shifted on her stool and took a sip of water to stall, trying to hide how impressed she was. Hannah was dead-on. “Ben, can I get a Lighthouse pilsner, please?” He nodded and pushed off the bar, grabbing a chilled pint glass from the cooler. Alex met Hannah’s curious gaze. “Seventy-five percent corn, fifteen percent wheat, and ten percent malted barley. A high corn—”
“Wheated bourbon,” Hannah finished.
Ben slid the beer in front of Alex, and she raised it. “Cheers to that.”
Hannah clinked her glass. “Cheers.”
After a beat, Alex asked, “How do you know so much about bourbon?”
“Ah, I don’t think you want to know the answer to that.” Hannah winced and clicked her tongue against her teeth. “See, as of now, you like me. And I really don’t want to spoil that, given you’re kind of my only friend in town, and I think I know why you know so much about bourbon.”
Alex could feel the flirtatious arch in her brow. “Oh yeah? Why do I know so much about bourbon, then?”
“Well, who would know better than the distiller herself?” Hannah winked. Again. And it affected Alex just as strongly as the first time. Only this one sank lower. Heavier.
Alex sipped her pilsner, attempting to hide the silly smile she felt tugging her lips. She shouldn’t have felt so damn flattered by Hannah correctly guessing her occupation. It should have been a baselevel expectation that people not underestimate her. But when visitors constantly assumed she was the bartender or tour guide or literally anyone besides the distiller because she wasn’t a man with a hipster beard, it felt good to be seen for what she was, an excellent distiller. But she couldn’t give in to Hannah so easily.
“You underestimate me, I’m afraid.” She leveled Hannah with feigned disappointment. “Are you so easily fooled by the work threads?” She held out the tail of her beat-up flannel that spilled from her overalls.
Hannah eyed her shirt as she appeared to calculate what she was missing. It was a good look on her. Alex imagined this was what she looked like doing…whatever it was she did for work. Poring over a spreadsheet, making a sale, developing new software, selling medical equipment. Something like that.
“Ah.” Hannah’s eyes softened as she chuckled, reaching for the hem of Alex’s shirt. “You’re not just the distiller.” She gave the rusty red fabric a playful tug that heated Alex’s core. “You’re the owner, of course.”
Alex shook her head, laughing into her beer. “It’s kind of annoying,” she said, pointing the heel of her glass at Hannah. “Knowing how satisfied you are with yourself right now.”
Hannah shrugged and released Alex’s shirt, smoothing it against her thigh. The contact was brief, but it filled Alex with an intoxicating lust that she hadn’t felt in so long. She wouldn’t have minded if her relationship with Hannah lingered in this space of flirtation and casual touching forever because it felt so good to feel virile again. Wanted again. Even if just for light banter.
“I don’t know, Alex. I wouldn’t call myself satisfied.” Hannah was inviting her into something. She just didn’t know what.
“No?” She couldn’t not follow wherever she was led.
“Not quite.” Hannah’s gaze seemed to narrow so that the only thing in her focus was Alex.
Alex cleared her throat but refused to break eye contact. The tension was too delicious to exist among so many other bar patrons, to be simmering under the hum of a rock song crackling through the air like smoke, or to be placed on the bar like a sweating beer. But there it was, buzzing between them.
Alex let her gaze fall to Hannah’s mouth.
Hannah’s lips were dry. That was why she licked them. Probably.
“So,” Alex started, committing the sight of Hannah’s tongue brushing over her soft-looking lips to her memory bank. “How do we satisfy you?” And fuck, it sounded so dirty when she heard her words aloud.
Hannah must have found herself quite besotted because a warm crimson flooded her gorgeous high cheekbones before she chuckled and pulled her phone from her pocket. “Well, that was a good reminder to never underestimate you, Alex.” She smiled as she unlocked the screen. “Your number. That would satisfy me.” She held her phone out. “You know, ’cause you’re my only friend in town.”
Hannah’s little shrug made Alex’s heart squeeze; it was so adorable and strangely vulnerable for the otherwise austere-seeming woman. “I guess I could—”
“Oh, there you are. I should have known you’d be at the bar with your alcohol people.” Alex turned at the sound of her mom’s voice and was instantly pulled into a familiar hug of stale cigarettes, gardenia, and coffee. A rather specific smell that was comically as scattered as her mother. But damn, it smelled like home.
Alex squeezed her back. “Mom. You don’t have to call us alcohol people. It’s just weird. I thought I had suggested ‘industry friends’ instead.”
She could feel Hannah leaning away from the interaction as if it was far too intimate a scene, but Alex didn’t really care. Though she was admittedly into Hannah, she would always choose her mom or Beth over looking good to a stranger. Family—Beth and her mom—was everything. And if Hannah was turned off by that, that was her loss.
Alex’s mom glanced over her shoulder at Hannah. The second time meeting someone she hadn’t even gone on a date with was just as good a time to meet the parent as ever. At least, that was what Alex told herself when she turned to introduce them. This was literally what she had been hoping for when she’d chosen Ben’s tonight, wasn’t it?
“Hannah, this is my mother, Jackie.”
Hannah’s demeanor was at once cool and warm. Her smile soft but her shoulders square, and she leaned away as they shook hands. “It’s nice to meet you, Jackie.”
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, too. I just love meeting Alexandra’s industry friends.” Her mother’s use of air quotes was particularly embarrassing, but again, if someone didn’t jibe with her mom, they could go to hell.
“Actually, we just met, and Hannah isn’t industry.” Alex did a double take. “Wait. I guess I don’t know that.”
“I was just leaving.” Hannah pocketed her credit card and signed the bill that Alex hadn’t noticed. She stood and draped her tan coat over her arm. “I don’t want to intrude and was planning on an early night anyway. Please”—she pulled out her stool and stepped to the side—“take my seat, Jackie. I hope you two enjoy your evening.”
Alex started to stand. “But I never gave you my—”
“I know where to find you.” And for the third time that night, Hannah winked. It left Alex speechless as she watched her walk away.
“Night,” she mumbled. But Hannah certainly didn’t hear her. She had already disappeared through the door. Alex didn’t expect to miss her so instantly. Or so intensely. It was as if Hannah had taken the magic of the evening with her and left Alex with the mundane.
“Well, she was attractive with a capital A.”
Alex chuckled and turned back to her mother, who was anything but mundane. “Yeah.” She swallowed with some effort, her throat dry, tongue heavy. “There’s really no denying that, huh?”
“No, my dear. There is not.” Her mom licked her lips and leaned over the bar, preparing to holler. Alex knew that because that was how her mother ordered at bars. Sometimes, she thought her mom waited for the bartender to walk away just so she could shout her order at them. People could really only be who they were. And this was Jackie. “Oy, Ben,” she shouted, and Ben whipped his head around from the other end of the bar.
“Hey, Jackie,” he shouted back, flipping his green hat backward.
Alex rolled her eyes and sipped her beer as she adored the two weirdos. Everyone was a weirdo, herself the biggest one of all.
“Can I please get a fizzy water with one slice of lime—”
“And one slice of fresh jalapeño,” he finished for her.
“Good boy.” She clapped. “And the garden burger, please. You know how I love my avocado.”
“Of course,” he said as he walked over, the shouting ritual apparently complete. “Alex? Grilled chicken salad with a side of fries?”
“Bingo. Thanks, Ben.”
“So,” her mom started once Ben had walked away. “Who was she?”
Alex shook her head, a grin spreading on her lips. Who was she? She still had absolutely zero idea who Hannah was. And something told her that Hannah might not entirely know who she was, either. It seemed she clung to whatever her job was. Seeing her in that suit…it looked like armor. Like she used it as such. But when Alex had met her that first night, in a casual sweater, she’d seemed just a touch lost.
She thought back on Hannah’s vague reference to her work and how Alex wouldn’t like what she did. As if they’d be enemies or something. But how could that be possible? Even if she worked for a regulatory agency, Alex would understand the need to audit distilleries.
“I’m not sure.” Alex smiled at her mom and shrugged. “I met her here on Monday and was surprised to run into her again tonight.” She didn’t mention that she might have manifested this second meeting. It didn’t seem relevant to the conversation.
Her mom raised a brow as Ben delivered her water. “There was something there, you know.”
Alex rolled her eyes and chortled. “Mom. Please. Something there? I’ve known the woman for less than an hour.” She dodged the skeptical stare of her mother by observing the color of her beer against the white of the menu. Just doing her normal alcohol people stuff.
Her mom laughed and nudged her knee. “A mother always knows.”
And with that, Alex had had enough of the topic of Hannah. She changed the subject to her mother’s new rainwater collection system that she was having installed for spring. Her passion was gardening, and she wanted to have a self-sufficient garden by summer. Alex liked to tease her that her garden was as self-sufficient as a toddler, given she had to buy seeds and fertilizer and wire. But literally anything was better than talking about Hannah. Or even worse, her attraction to Hannah. She hated being so obvious in her interest and wanted to spend less brain space on the subject.
They finished their dinner and said good night outside by her mom’s car. “Want a ride home?” her mom asked.
She tilted her head in consideration. “No. But thank you. It’s not too cold, and I want to get a few more steps in.” She pulled her mom in for a tight hug and kissed her cheek. “Get back safe. I love you.”
“Thank you for dinner, dear. I love you.” Her mom drove away as she strolled down the sidewalk toward her house.
Rainwater collection was not on her mind.
As she let herself into her house, she wondered how long it would take for Hannah to show up at the distillery. Hopefully not too long. Hannah’s time in Mountain Gap had an expiration date, after all. She must have been assigned to some kind of project or startup effort. Maybe she was a distiller, too, just trying to gather some research and information. No. Alex shook her head. Hannah didn’t give manual labor vibes. She’d just have to ask her next time she saw her.




  

CHAPTER SIX 
    
Was it the hole-ridden flannel? How it draped loosely over those jean overalls? Oh my God, the overalls. Hannah eased herself into the hot water of the clawfoot tub, her cold toes aching in the heat. She submerged to her collarbone in the warm lavender bubbles as she thought about Alex. Particularly what it was about her that had wormed its way into Hannah’s brain. If she wasn’t on a sales call or talking to her boss or actively focused on something, she was thinking about deep brown eyes and a shy smile framed by loud dimples.
It was a rare feeling. So rare, she’d only experienced it once in college with her first love. She sipped cabernet as she reminisced on her first kiss with Mila. In the dormitory bathrooms. After hours. Cold tile and hot tongues. Hannah had fallen hard for her. Like, smashed face on concrete hard. And though it had taken some time to brew into full-on, chest-aching love, the beginning felt frighteningly similar to this.
She rolled her eyes as she sank, her muscles loosening and easing. It was just that Alex was so damn layered, and each one Hannah began to peel back hinted at the next. And how could she not discover what was underneath when it was so tempting? Alex was shy, then curious, then coy, then fierce, thoughtful, smart, and obviously caring.
“Not to mention, she’s fucking stunning,” she muttered. Agony. She was in agony like a silly teenager over a woman she barely knew. Instead of staying focused on work, she—
Shit, she’d promised she’d call Taylor with a work update. She pushed upright and dried her hands on the hand towel hanging from the edge of the tub before she grabbed her phone and hit Taylor’s name from her recent call log.
“You said you would call me two days ago, Han.” Taylor’s voice was doing that singsong thing it did when she was annoyed, but Hannah knew her best friend—and coworker—wasn’t truly mad at her.
“I know.” She groaned into her phone so Taylor would really know just how bad she felt. “Things have just been super busy with trying to bust through these initial sales calls and settling into the temporary digs.”
“And how’s that going?”
She sipped her wine and looked around the bathroom. It was beautiful, with soft green tile and trailing plants falling over light wooden shelves. All the amenities were first-class, and the tub was to die for, just big enough for two. “I really enjoy the rental. It feels very”—she paused, searching for the right descriptor—“authentic.”
“Ew.”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. “No. Not like dingy and weird. It’s nice. It doesn’t try too hard. It’s ‘of the place,’ you know? Not like some gaudy hotel that doesn’t match the vibe of the neighborhood. I hate those places.”
Taylor sighed as if bored already. For how badass Taylor was, sometimes Hannah found it hard to believe that she was one of the top five salespeople in the business. “Well, that’s good you like your spot. I mean, if you’re going to be banished to small-town nowhere for months, the least they can do is put you up in a nice place.”
“I doubt they knew it was this nice, given the lack of care they put into planning the rest of this stay. Flying economy with a terrible rental car. Please.” She scoffed.
“Are the mountain girls hot?”
Hannah hesitated, her fatal mistake.
“Spill. Right now.”
“Spill my wine? No, thank you. This bath is literal perfection.”
She could practically hear Taylor’s eyeroll all the way from LA. “Girl, I know you like the back of my hand. Who has you hesitating to answer your best friend?”
Rough hands. Overalls. “The owner and distiller of Mountain Gap Distilling, Ms. Alexandra Lang. Age thirty-nine. Mother is a little strange but in a nice, not overbearing way. She has two master’s, one in chemistry and one in food science.” She winced at all the things she now knew. “I may have googled her.”
Taylor barked a laugh. “Well, shit. I sure hope so ’cause if not, you’re clearly stalking the woman.”
“Jesus, Taylor.” She massaged her knee under the bubbles, the bath oil perfect for the kneading. Wincing, she abandoned her knee and started on her quad with long, deep strokes of her thumb. It was important to keep the supporting muscles around the injury strong and loose. Everything was connected. In the body, in life, in work.
She knew this Alex crush wasn’t good for her. It would impede her goals. Not just because a crush took up way more real estate in her brain than a casual hookup, but if she were to indulge, it would come with even more complications than usual. She was leaving in two months, and her work directly hindered Alex’s sales. Given Locality and MGD Bottled in Bond were at the same price point and both Washington bourbons, every shelf space she won ate into Alex’s revenue. To try to see Alex again would create a roadblock to Hannah’s goals. It would be reckless. And she was anything but reckless. She wished she’d never found out where Alex worked. The temptation to pop in was wicked.
“Han, she’s clearly under your skin. Either take her to bed and be done with it or be done with it. You’re not one to make a mess.” There was a brief pause. “You wanted to be out of there a month early. Don’t forget you’re Hannah Fucking Carver.”
“Oh please. You’re being a tad dramatic over there.” She chuckled, but Taylor’s words settled in her chest, brought her back to reality. She believed where she spent her mental energy manifested what happened in her life. And she normally spent it thinking about work. If she spent it on Alex, her work would suffer. She could daydream about women when she was retired. “Besides, the woman would never go for me once she finds out I’m her competition.”
Taylor snorted a laugh. “Especially once she finds out you’re entering Locality into her precious Washington-Made Whiskey Awards.”
Hannah shook her head. “What do you mean her precious awards?” It was true, Hannah was planning on entering the WMW Awards. Locality had overlooked the local awards because of their national focus and success, but they were a local brand with a beautifully local grain bill. And since her mission was to saturate the local market, she was entering the local awards.
“I’m disappointed you haven’t researched it,” Taylor said. “I just did a quick google and—”
“Oh my God.” Hannah straightened, the cool air raising goosebumps on her chest. “Mountain Gap Distilling.”
“Yep. Their bottled in bond has won the gold medal in the bourbon category every single year since their first release in 2016. Do your homework, Carver.”
She had done her homework. Only, when she had looked up that information months ago in LA, Mountain Gap Distilling had meant nothing to her. “Well, fuck.”
“Then forget,” Taylor added.
Hannah rolled her eyes. “You’re gross.”
“You’re gross.” Taylor scoffed.
“I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
They both chuckled and sighed. “Thank you,” Hannah said once the line had gone quiet. “I needed to be reminded of a few things.”
“I know you’re in some small town in the middle of nowhere, making waste-of-time calls on bars and bowling alleys. But don’t lower your state of mind. You are Hannah Carver, and you will be the CEO of Salish Spirits.”
Hannah grinned, a rush of her usual confidence overtaking her. “Within five years.”
“There’s my girl.”
Once Taylor had caught her up on her own personal life—women problems, her work nemesis, and her father’s ill health—they said good night and hung up. Hannah ran a wet hand through her hair and reflected on everything Taylor had said to her. Taylor knew her better than anyone. She knew the good and the ugly. Hannah’s deepest desires and fears. Mainly the fear of failure and letting herself down again.
Learning that the WMW Awards were Alex’s bread and butter put the kibosh on anything happening between them. It was the final deterrent that she had needed to push the alluring woman out of her headspace. It was too much—too messy—and there were always plenty of other women.
Hannah unlocked her phone again and opened her favorite dating app. No, she wasn’t interested in dating, but she was up front with the women she talked to. And if she happened to chat with a lovely lady in Mountain Gap whose name was not Alex, then she would be direct with what she was looking for. A casual hookup. She’d be gone in a month or two. Zero attachment. She swiped through profiles, all of them resembling the next. Outdoorsy women in Patagonia, on lakes, with dogs. Loves beer, hiking, family, the outdoors.
Hannah cringed. They really weren’t her type. Reminded her of everyone she worked with in Seattle. Outdoor chic. Rich and rugged. Tech and trees, baby.
“Oh.” She stopped on a profile that stood apart from the rest. No hiking pictures, no boats, no Patagonia. Admittedly, there was beer. But mostly, there were work benches covered in seedlings and soil, cups of coffee with terrible latte art that made Hannah smile, and red hair that wasn’t hard to imagine tugging a fistful of. She clicked on the message icon and shot off her usual first line.
Hi, Beth. I just couldn’t pass up your profile. That smile. That latte art.
She ended with a blushing smiley. It was such a line, she almost couldn’t help but grimace as she typed it, but it worked every time. She sent the same message to everyone, only changing the name and the last sentence to reflect something specific about their photos. That view, that portrait, that book collection, that telescope. Wow.
She could usually gauge the recipient pretty well based on their response and how quickly they sent it. For something on this kind of quick time line—only two months—she was looking for enthusiastic but not clingy.
Her phone lit up with a response from Beth only a few minutes later.
Hi, Hannah. What brings you to Mountain Gap all the way from LA?
She grinned as she typed her response. It was the perfect vibe. Beth was friendly, concise, and didn’t seem like she had the clingy factor from her cool response. It was also the perfect lead-in to explain what she was looking for:
I’m here for work for a few months. Just making some sales calls. Since I’m only in town for a short time, I’m not looking for anything serious. But I thought it would be fun to make a local friend. Someone to have a beer with, and we can see what happens from there. She enjoyed being direct. No promises. A clear proposal. Simple and easy.
I’m down for fun. How about you let me make you a cup of coffee? We can see from there if the vibe is right. I work at Cup of Dirt. Thursday any time after the morning rush. Say, around noon?
Some people were exceedingly talented at hiding their crazy, but she felt good about this one. And who didn’t love a cup of coffee? Perfect. I’ll see you then.
She closed her phone and submerged herself in the hot water one more time before she had to dry off and get ready for bed, not expecting another message. Hers didn’t require a response, after all. But her phone dinged. She lifted herself from the bath, water cascading down her reddened skin, and reached for her robe. There was something so luxurious about a robe, not having to dry herself with a towel. She carried on with brushing her teeth, her skin care routine, and slipped into bed.
After switching off her lamp, she opened the message from Beth: I literally can’t wait.
She sat up a little straighter, a small wave of adrenaline cresting in her chest and reread the short message. “Oh fuck,” she muttered. There it was. She could see it in those four words. The clingy. She set her alarm and put her phone facedown on the nightstand. Nope. Judging this woman off four simple words was not fair, and she wouldn’t let herself do it.
But she couldn’t un-feel the vibe. Nope. Beth was cute and not the owner of Mountain Gap Distilling. Plus, she had already thought about Alex way less since messaging Beth.
She wondered if Alex had a profile.
Beth, damn it.




  

CHAPTER SEVEN 
    
I’m sure she’s great. I’m sure she’s just the bee’s knees. But, babe, you have to be chill about it, especially since she said up front, she just wants casual,” Alex said. She dangled her feet from the small drop-off to the trail below. She had worked all week, and her feet already ached, but she’d let Beth drag her on a hike anyway in the hope that the fresh air would give her mental health a little boost. Winter could get a bit grim for her.
“Here.” Beth pulled a granola bar from her bag and shoved it into Alex’s hand. “You’re getting hangry.”
“I’m not hangry. I’m just being real with you.” Alex groaned and ripped it open, taking a big bite of the sweet almond and chocolate oat bar. It claimed to be healthy but was basically candy. Pure sugar. “That’s fucking delicious.” She took another giant bite, brushing the crumbs from her sweatshirt.
Beth grinned. A little too smug. “Better?”
Alex shook her head, reluctant to admit she was indeed hangry. “Yes,” she droned. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Beth swayed into her shoulder and nodded to the view in front of them. “It really is spectacular. You must admit. Even if you do hate hiking.”
Alex squinted against the misty shimmer of sun trying to break through the wet clouds. The evergreens seemed glossy and quenched. Happy. Shadows fell in dramatic swaths against the mountains, drawing Alex’s gaze to the lake at the basin of the valley where the trailhead was. “It is very beautiful. I admit it.”
Beth wiped a drop of water from her chin. “You’re so damn stubborn, Alex.”
“Yeah. I am.” She inhaled a large breath of fresh air, and her shoulders felt lighter. Her feet didn’t ache so much. Maybe there was something to this whole hiking thing. She exhaled and turned to Beth. “Hey.”
“What?” The light caught the aqua of her eyes. When it hit just right, the gold flecks scattered among the blue like pebbles at the bottom of a stream.
“You’re so damn gorgeous,” Alex said through a smile. It probably sounded like she was kidding, but she wasn’t. Beth was stunning.
She swayed into Alex a little harder this time. “Shut up.”
“I’m not kidding.” Alex pushed her back. “Just be careful with your heart. If she said she doesn’t want serious, she’s probably not going to change her mind.”
“I hear you,” she whined.
“And why won’t you show me her profile? You’re being so weird about it.”
“I just”—she let out a sigh and turned her gaze back to the mountains—“I don’t know. I have a feeling about her. And you know when you feel like you’ve found something special, you want to hold it close for a while?” She shook her head. “That probably made zero sense.”
“No.” Alex squeezed her shoulder. “I get it.” She did get it, though she was surprised to hear Beth say she felt that way. Especially since Alex was in no way competition for anyone Beth went after. She knew to stay out of the way and let Beth do her thing. If Alex had met someone who struck her fancy in such a big way, she probably wouldn’t be rushing to introduce her to Beth either.
She winced when she realized she was relieved Beth hadn’t been inside when Hannah had sat next to her at Ben’s the first time. And she hoped Beth wouldn’t be at the distillery when Hannah dropped in. If Hannah dropped in.
“Thanks for always letting me be ridiculous,” Beth said as she stood and brushed dust off her ass. She extended a hand to Alex.
“Anytime.” Alex hoisted herself up with a sigh. She dusted her own ass, then pulled Beth into a hug. “Thanks for seeing through my bullshit and knowing that I’m hangry even when I swear I’m not. And when I need to get some fresh air.”
Beth shook Alex’s shoulders. “It’s when you morph into a sassy little gremlin. You either need to be taken to the mountains or taken to bed.”
Alex knocked Beth’s hands off and walked back to the trail, kicking a branch out of her way. “I take it all back. You’re the worst,” she called over her shoulder.
Beth scrambled to catch up. “But can I still come over for chili?” she shouted.
    
Hannah lingered in the threshold of Cup of Dirt, taking a moment to survey the place before she walked in. It was not the typical coffee shop that she was used to frequenting. The natural clay pots lining the shelves and Spanish tile emitted a warmth that cut through the cold of the Northwest winter. Long trailing plants hung from hooks on the ceiling, stubby succulents stood shoulder to shoulder by the merch shelf, and plants of different shapes and sizes filled the rest of the store.
In the back, behind the coffee bar, Hannah spotted the soil-covered work benches with seed trays and open bags of fertilizer. She briefly wondered if this was up to food-handling regulations, but the thought was quickly overtaken by charm. There were “cups of dirt” of the pudding, crushed cookies, and gummy worm variety in the pastry case, along with some very tantalizing croissants.
She had a soft spot for almond croissants.
“No, Hannah,” she muttered. She shed her coat and walked to the coffee bar. It was set up much like a regular bar, with a matte green counter that stretched in a U around the sleek espresso machines and pastry case. She sat toward the end, not wanting to be in the way of other patrons. Not wanting the whole place to overhear her first date with Beth.
It wasn’t a date. It was a hangout. Hannah wasn’t dating. Period.
She busied herself checking emails and filtering through the plethora of messages she had received since updating her dating profile to Mountain Gap. Even though the whole idea was to ignore the existence of one particular woman, she couldn’t help but be disappointed that none of the messages were from Alex.
“Hannah?”
She placed her phone on the bar and looked up, finding deep blue eyes she recognized from the app. “Yes. Hi. You must be Beth.” She extended her hand, always going for the handshake over the hug in these situations. If things went well, she would hug Beth at the end of the day. Or take her home. But she always started with a handshake.
Beth left her hand abandoned in the air and walked around the bar. She wore a green apron splattered with a few coffee stains and a red smear of what Hannah assumed was some kind of jam. She winced as Beth got closer. Surely, she wasn’t going to try to hug Hannah in her white sweater with jam all over her apron. As cute as that was, her sweater was expensive.
Beth held open her arms and leaned in.
“Oh.” Hannah held up her hands and leaned away. She had no problem speaking up for her needs, and she certainly wasn’t going to let this woman ruin her favorite sweater just to spare her feelings. That wasn’t her.
Beth’s brows rose, confusion and concern etching shallow lines across her forehead. “I’m sorry, I…” She shook her head and took a step back.
Her panicked eyes made Hannah’s heart lurch. She cared about her sweater, but she didn’t want to be an asshole. She liked Beth’s vibe. “No, come back.” She tugged the bottom of Beth’s apron, and a quick flash of tugging Alex’s flannel rushed through her mind. Willing the thought away, she smiled at the woman she was supposed to be focusing on. “It’s just, you have some things on here that I know are dying to stain my sweater.”
Beth surveyed the different colored splotches and grimaced. “I see.”
“Take it off?” Hannah gave it another little tug, and Beth’s grimace quickly turned to a grin. Hannah had a feeling she’d be having a good time with Beth. The way she nibbled on her lower lip as she untied her apron made Hannah want to extend this little visit into the night. But she didn’t want to rush things.
Beth piled her apron and rag on the bar and stepped hesitantly into Hannah’s space. She stood and beckoned Beth into her arms. Beth was warm, and her soft hair smelled like peaches. She was a little shorter than Hannah, the top of her head hitting just at Hannah’s nose. She took a deep breath of her hair. Perfect height.
“Nice to meet you, Beth.” She pulled back and kissed Beth lightly on the cheek. It was a friendly gesture, not meant to be overly affectionate or sexual. She kissed all her friends on the cheek in greeting. But the way Beth’s face reddened to match her hair made Hannah think she didn’t take the kiss so lightly.
“You too,” Beth said, her eyes glued to Hannah’s. She was buzzing with palpable energy, attraction, hope.
And Hannah felt…well, not much of anything besides a mild physical attraction. It was perfect, exactly what she was looking for, at least on her end. No strings, no emotional ties, no butterflies or obsessing about the next time she would get to see her. This would be an easy, fun distraction. If she could somehow make sure Beth had no strings, no emotional ties, no butterflies or obsessions.
She must have let her appraising stare linger a second too long because Beth shook her head and stepped back behind the bar. “Right. Can I make you a drink?” Beth gestured to the chalkboard behind her with the daily offerings that seemed not to change too often, with the elaborate chalk art plants weaving between the menu items. “You can never go wrong with a dirty chai latte. I’ve also been really into our golden milk latte.”
“Um.” She scanned past all the latte options, not being one for a giant cup of steamed milk. She preferred black coffee or a cappuccino. Simple and clean. “What is ‘bean juice’?”
“That’s just what we call our drip coffee.” Beth grinned. “I came up with that.”
Really? It was the most unappetizing thing imaginable to call a cup of coffee. She tried to hide her disapproval by scanning the board again. “Could I possibly get a cappuccino?”
Beth’s features fell, as if she really wanted to make her something that involved squirting a lot of syrup in a cup, and that was never going to happen. “A cappuccino?”
Hannah smiled softly. “Yes, please. Sometimes even frothed vegan milk doesn’t agree with my stomach.” It was a lie, but it didn’t matter. She wasn’t trying to get to know Beth on a deep level, and she certainly wasn’t interested in Beth knowing her on a deep level. She doubted the latter would be an issue, though. She got the feeling Beth talked a lot about…Beth.
“Aw. Yeah, don’t want to anger the tummy.” Beth grinned and grabbed a small mug with flowers carved along the lip. It was beautiful. Not the type of stoneware she kept in her LA condo, but something about it called to her. It was homey. “A cappuccino it is. How much foam do you like?” Beth raised a brow. “I’m guessing not a lot.”
“You’d be right,” Hannah said. She smiled as Beth pulled a shot of espresso. Beth was great, she told herself. She knew she had the tendency to be a harsh judge, especially with women she was going to get involved with. It wasn’t fair to them, and it wasn’t fair to her. It was something she worked on, but so many women had wanted to take too much of her. While it was easy for them to point at her and call her cold or say she’d led them on, it also hurt her to have her boundaries crossed. She was crystal clear. Communication wasn’t a problem for her.
So why was she always the bad guy when the other person inevitably crossed a line? She honestly assumed no one was mature enough for casual except herself. Instead of a mature adult who understood her own needs and capacity to give in a relationship, she was rigid and selfish: Deidra’s words, of course.
Beth plated the small mug on a matching saucer, flowers encircling the edge just like the cup. It was so damn cute. She bet Alex had something like this in her home. Cozy and quaint. She cleared her throat and pulled the steaming drink closer, chastising herself for the mental slip. Beth’s house was probably covered in cutesy things like this. She raised the warm cup to her lips and lightly blew over the surface of the coffee. “Thank you. This smells delicious.”
“You’re so welcome.” Beth smiled as she watched her take the first sip. “Let me know if there’s anything you want tweaked. I know you’re not big on milk, but we have half-and-half, oat milk, soy milk, almond milk.” She chuckled and wiped her hands in the rag tucked in her apron. “Basically, all the milk.”
“No, it’s the perfect amount. Thank you.”
Beth watched her drink the cappuccino for a few more seconds before she leaned on the bar. Her shirt was a bit low-cut for this to be anything other than an invitation. Hannah refused to look, focusing on the design of the saucer. She knew Beth had full breasts that were undoubtedly beautiful and the perfect size to just overflow her hands. She’d noticed when they’d hugged, from her pictures, and just by looking at her.
“I know you live in LA, but where are you from originally?” Beth grinned as she asked, still on full display.
Though it was a skill she needed for her job, Hannah loathed small talk. And it was clear that she lacked the natural chemistry and connection with Beth that would’ve led to a real friendship. But she still wanted to have a physical connection if that was something Beth was open to. It was time to pivot.
Instead of answering, Hannah also leaned on the bar, close enough to feel Beth’s breath on her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Beth bit her lip as she waited for her to speak again. “It’s hard for me to concentrate when you’re leaning over the bar looking like that.”
“Sorry.” Beth giggled into her hand.
She grinned. This was their sweet spot. “Are you?” Hannah asked, her brow raised and head tilted just an inch.
“Not really.” Beth brushed the back of Hannah’s knuckles with her fingers.
“That’s what I thought.” She sighed and straightened in her stool, leaning away from the flirtation. She needed to reiterate her boundaries before they took this any further. Beth needed to know her expectations and needs before Hannah could truly consent to spending more time with her. And she needed to know Beth’s needs. If they aligned with hers.
Beth pushed off the counter and straightened her apron, seemingly preparing to be let down.
“I know we kind of talked about it online, but I just want to be very clear with what I’m looking for,” Hannah started, and Beth seemed to relax. “I’ve always been clear, but sometimes, people I date either forget or ignore what I say.”
“Okay. I’m listening.” Beth leaned against the back counter, tapping her ring on the edge.
“Like I said, I’m only on a few sales calls here and will be leaving in a couple months, within the month if possible. I don’t want anything serious. Even if I was staying in Mountain Gap forever, I wouldn’t want anything serious, and my mind can’t be changed. I want to be your friend, but I struggle with getting too deep, and I don’t want you to take that personally. If I’m being as honest as possible, I think you’re very attractive, and I think we could have a lot of fun together if casual is something you think you can do.”
Beth stood quietly, seemingly processing the proposal. Hannah wondered if anyone had ever been so blunt with her. “If we…” Beth raised her brows.
“Have sex?” Hannah supplied.
“Yes,” Beth whispered. She blushed as she looked over her shoulder. “Can I sleep over? It makes me feel used to have to rush out after.”
The fact that Beth had countered with a question made Hannah hopeful that she took boundaries as seriously as she did. “Yes. I think that’s fair. I would only ask that you don’t linger in the morning, as I’m very busy with work and will need to get started early.”
“Mm-hmm. I understand.” Beth chewed her lip and nodded. “But it’s not just hooking up. Like, we can get drinks or go on a hike or something, right? Friends, too?” Hannah cringed, and Beth crossed her arms. “Wait, you don’t want to be friends? ’Cause I don’t think I can do this if—”
“Hiking,” Hannah interrupted. “We can be friends and get drinks or whatever, but I hate hiking.” She shook her head and stared into her cappuccino. “I won’t go.”
Beth’s shoulders shook softly as she chuckled. “Okay. No hiking. Relax, babe.” She leaned over the bar and whispered in Hannah’s ear. “But for the record, I’m a pretty big fan of the outdoors.”
If Beth’s lips weren’t basically skimming over the shell of her ear, hinting at exactly what she wanted to do in the outdoors, Hannah would’ve rolled her eyes. But she caught a whiff of Beth’s peaches and cream, and suddenly, she didn’t care where they met up all that much. As long as she could bury her hands in that luscious red hair.
Beth pulled away, and Hannah found she missed her proximity. Maybe this would be her best casual fling yet. Beth smacked her lips and leveled Hannah with a sexy, confident stare. “So…”
“We have a deal?” Hannah asked. She extended her hand and waited for Beth to seal it.
“Deal.” Beth smirked and shook her hand. Confidence looked good on her. “Are you free tomorrow night?”
It was a little soon. She didn’t normally see someone two days in a row, but they were both in agreement on boundaries, and Hannah was excited to take that step. Things had felt so stifling in Mountain Gap, and she had been feeling down since Mike had told her he was sending her here. She looked forward to some fun. “Yes. Got anything in mind?”
“I do. Do you like whiskey?”
Hannah grinned. “I do.”




  

CHAPTER EIGHT 
    
Alex smothered a yawn in her elbow as she checked the alcohol level of her distiller’s brew. It always smelled like warm yeasty cornbread to her. Mm. She’d like to take a nap on some warm cornbread right now. Instead, she took another sip from her thermos of coffee and wiped her eyes in the hope that her eyelids would be easier to hold up. But they just felt heavier and heavier.
Marco had been asking for more time off to focus on his school applications. Of course, she was happy to accommodate and support his educational goals, but the extra work was starting to wear on her. She was waking up earlier and earlier to make sure she stayed on top of the production schedule, she stayed later to finish tasks that would have flown by with two people, her shoulders were sore from bearing most of the grunt work, and her hands were so tough and calloused, she couldn’t even feel when she got a splinter anymore.
Even her chuckle sounded tired and faded when she remembered squeezing Becca’s bare shoulder in a good-bye hug and Becca wincing. “The hell was that, Wolverine?” she had asked as she pulled away, rubbing the thin scratch marks on her skin.
Alex had found two long wooden splinters jutting out of her middle and index fingers.
Becca had taken her hand and easily pulled the splinters free. “Oh my God, Alex. Please let me get you some moisturizing masks for your poor hands.”
But hey, at least the splinters didn’t hurt.
She recorded the temperature and alcohol level on her notepad and promptly spilled her open thermos over the paper. Because of course she did. “This is why I splurge on the waterproof notebooks,” she muttered as she pulled the rag from her back pocket and wiped the pages dry.
The distiller’s brew was ready for distillation tomorrow, so she cranked up the glycol and dropped the temperature of the tank to halt any further fermentation. And of course, Marco wouldn’t be in tomorrow. It was fine, really. Distilling a run of bourbon took a couple of days, and the part she wanted him for the most was transferring the distillate to the resting tank and cleanup. She could monitor things on her own until then. It was her preference.
Doing a distillation run when the bar was open on Sunday was chaos. Becca did an admirable job keeping guests from drifting down the small staircase into the production area to bother Alex with a million questions and violate so many safety regulations. She knew it was good for business, but there were so many eyes on her when she was actively distilling. She had gotten in early to try to finish before opening.
But when she was alone…
It was like being in a rainy forest. She found it so peaceful how the distillate rained down the columns of the still, whooshing and whirring and recondensing and vaporizing. It would put her straight to sleep if she wasn’t careful.
But she was always careful.
The front door opened, and Alex whipped around to see who was walking in. Even though they weren’t open yet and the door was locked, did she hope it was Hannah walking through that door? Hell, yeah, she did. But with every day that passed, it became clearer that Hannah wasn’t coming. Even if it had only been two days.
“Hey, Em,” she called.
Emily draped her coat over a chair and shivered when she loosened her scarf. “It’s cold as balls today.”
Alex shuddered. “First of all, gross. Second, I’m no expert like you, but aren’t balls warm?”
“Not everyone’s a scientist, okay?” Emily rolled her eyes. “You ready to talk about the WMW Awards or what?” She fished around in her bag and pulled out her laptop and two bottles of bourbon. “It’s decision time, baby.”
“Yep. Just give me five minutes to tidy up.” The Washington-Made Whiskey Awards meant everything to Alex. While the national awards were a giant popularity contest influenced by big brands’ money and power, the WMW Awards were a true competition of the best made whiskeys of the state. Though it was only a statewide competition, the awards were held in high regard nationally, given Washington was such a fierce producer of craft spirits, beer, and wine.
Winning gold every year not only meant something—okay, everything—to Alex, but it was a big reason Mountain Gap Distilling had been put on the map as a destination for whiskey lovers. In such a crowded and competitive market, the WMW Awards were something that set her whiskey apart from everyone else. She needed them. And, yeah, the validation of a shiny gold medal was also nice.
She washed her hands and shoved a saltine in her mouth. It wasn’t the sexiest snack, but she kept them handy for tastings. It was the perfect mild cracker to get rid of the coffee taste in her mouth. Or the toothpaste or the Diet Coke or whatever.
Alex flew up the small staircase, the excitement for the awards reviving her. She had a feeling they were going to submit the bottled in bond again, but she was eager to taste it next to the new single barrel cask strength that they hadn’t tasted since bottling day over two months ago.
“I’ve got the glasses already,” Emily said as she opened her laptop to take notes.
“I’ll get the ice.” Alex slipped behind the bar and filled two rocks glasses with ice. “Do you have—”
“Yes. I have it.”
Alex slid into the booth across from her. “How do you know what I was even going to ask for?”
Emily leveled her with a patronizing glare. “It’s cute that you think you’re the only one who obsesses over these awards.” She emphasized her sarcasm with an eyeroll, then opened her bag again. “I know you don’t like things on the computer, so here you go. I printed it out for you.”
Alex took the paper and grinned as she read it. It was the complete list of winners from first to third place in the bourbon category since the inception of the WMW Awards. Under each winner was a description of their bourbon: proof, mash bill, aging details. She wanted to see if there were any detectable patterns beyond her bottled in bond winning every year. “I’ll never underestimate you again.”
“Only a fool would,” Emily said through a smile. She popped the cork of one of the bottles and splashed a couple ounces in each glass. Alex knew they wouldn’t drink it all, but it was better to have a decent amount for tasting. It was easier to catch aromas and truly immerse herself in the experience. “Okay. We’re starting with Old Faithful here.” Emily held the glass to her nose, then put it right back down and smacked the table. “Hey.”
“Shit.” Alex startled and put down her glass. “You trying to make me spill it everywhere?”
“Listen to me. I know you want to submit the bottled in bond because it has never failed you, but get that out of your head. Don’t even think about the awards. Just taste the bourbons for what they are, okay?”
“Okay. Geez.”
Emily leaned back, seemingly satisfied. “Then we’ll decide which we think is the best fit.”
Alex had the final say in which one they submitted, but when it came to evaluating bourbon, there was no opinion she valued more than Em’s. Except for her father’s, but he wasn’t here to help. It was moments like these when she felt his absence, less like an ache and more like someone opening the front door of her home in winter. A chill taking over where warmth once was.
The man had been pure warmth.
She winced and looked out the window as Emily busied herself with something on her computer. Fresh snow blanketed the ground, wiping away all the sludge and dirt and footprints from yesterday. It was forecast to stop in an hour or two, and the sidewalks would soon look like the path most traveled, and the roads would return to their wet gray.
“Hey.” Emily’s voice was gentle. “Come back. This is the exciting part, the culmination of it all.” She passed a hand over the distillery and bar.
Alex gave a weak smile. “I know.” It was one of those times she wished Beth would crash through the door with her all-consuming energy. She’d take one look at Alex and know exactly what was wrong. She’d known him, after all. Had grown up in his eccentric warmth, his rosy cheeks, and glistening eyes. She knew the joy in this distillery was always tender.
Everyone knew the story of her dad because it was how the distillery was born. It was written on the back of the bottles, on the front page of their website, on every magazine write-up and review. It was no secret. But she still didn’t want to tell Emily what she was feeling.
“Yeah. Sorry. Just”—Alex looked around at the empty tables—“tired is all.”
“Alex…we have to come up with a solution to this workload, and I think we both know it’s not about replacing Marco’s hours. This place can’t handle the numbers we’re—”
Alex raised a hand to stop her. “Not right now. Please.”
“But—”
“I know, okay?” She fisted her whiskey and took a sip for no other reason than to feel the burn. “It’s literally always on my mind. But I don’t want to talk about it right now. We’ll figure it out.”
Emily bit her lip as if to stop herself from arguing. Instead, she nodded. “Okay. I hear you.”
“Thank you.” Alex blew out a breath and stretched her back. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
They tasted the bottled in bond first, making note of everything they smelled, tasted, and felt about the faithful bourbon. It was a good blend. But Alex had a feeling the cask strength would outshine it. From the tasting notes she’d made at bottling, this bourbon was special. A once-every-couple-of-years kind of special.
“Bottled in bond is delicious and on point as always,” Emily said, typing her notes. “But it’s nothing new. The same as always.”
Alex couldn’t help but raise a brow. “Which is a compliment to the distiller’s skill of blending and producing a flagship product with quality and consistency, right?”
Emily scoffed. “Oh, get over yourself.”
“You’re the worst.”
“You love me.”
Alex grinned. “Only on days that end in ‘y.’”
Emily rolled her eyes, and Alex laughed. She liked to collect her eyerolls, tried to see how many she could end the day with. She already had three. Five felt completely within reach. “Suddenly, she’s a comedian,” Emily said, rolling her eyes. That’s four. “Have another sip, and relax those shoulders.”
Alex was glad she walked to work on days like today. When she was tired, even one sip of whiskey felt like it affected her, especially today, when she hadn’t eaten more than a banana and a saltine. But she truly felt like swallowing gave her the best expression of the whiskey. She wanted to know how it felt in her throat. Her smile already felt looser, and she didn’t know what Emily was on about because her shoulders were relaxed. Ugh. All she wanted was for Hannah to walk through the door. How could a woman be so damn stunning. And charming. And graceful. And classy.
Thoughtful, too. A collector of details of sorts. She noticed Alex. Saw Alex. She didn’t often feel seen like that. Emily couldn’t truly see her or understand what she was feeling right now. Beth could see her if she chose to, but that was admittedly rare. It felt so good to have Hannah take one look at her and just get her. She didn’t have to know her life story or the things Alex had been through; it was like Alex was innate to her. She’d like to think Hannah was innate to her, too. That when Hannah thought of Alex—if Hannah thought of Alex—she felt seen, too.
“Okey dokey,” Emily said, bringing Alex back to reality. “And now we have the bad girl of the bunch. The wild whiskey, the bombshell bourbon, the one we’ve all been waiting for”—she poured a generous serving in the glasses—“the single barrel cask strength.”
Alex held the glass to her nose, and—
“Holy balls, that smells good,” Emily said. Her eyes were shut, and her mouth hung slightly open as she took in the aroma.
“God, you are so obsessed with balls. Could you use a different turn of phrase given your very gay audience?”
“It just gets my emotions across so well.” Emily swirled her glass against the table and looked to the ceiling in apparent deep consideration. “It has this caramelized hazelnut quality.”
Alex furrowed her brows. “Um. Can you caramelize hazelnuts?”
“You are, like, so close-minded. Just smell the damn booze.” She pushed Alex’s glass back in front of her.
Alex raised the bourbon to her nose again and closed her eyes. She took her time with it, enjoying how the different aromas revealed themselves one after another and how they seemed to copulate and enhance one another. It was gorgeous. Truly stunning. Her extremities warmed with pride. She’d made this. After one more deep inhale, she opened her eyes and grinned. “I did not find a single hazelnut and certainly no caramelized hazelnuts, but I still love you.”
Emily stopped typing and glared. “You just lack creativity and imagination.”
“Is that so?” Alex grinned, enjoying how their banter took her mind off her father and Hannah.
“So sassy today. Must be because you’re tired.” Emily shook her head and poised her fingers over the keyboard. “Okay, walk me through it.”
Alex dove into the bourbon once more. “On the nose, I get dried fig and apricot, toasted almond—”
“Hazelnut.”
“Almond.” Alex sighed. “A touch of orange zest and some kind of caramelized sherry action.”
Emily’s brows met in a vee. “Oh, and sherry can be caramelized now?”
“It’s called a vibe. Just write it down, please. I’ll come up with a fancy description for the awards.”
“Mm-hmm. A vibe, my ass.” She typed the rest of Alex’s notes. “More like a hypocrite.” She looked at Alex with a pointed glare. “How about you give your tasting notes first since they’re so superior.”
“Fine.” She took a pull and let the thick bourbon coat her tongue. She rolled it around her mouth, getting a sense of its weight before swallowing and taking note of the smoothness, the warmth, and how it settled in her chest. “Mm. Wow. Okay.”
“Go on.” Emily nodded.
“It’s definitely evolved. Fuck, that’s good.” Alex smacked her lips and considered the golden color against the white of her paper. “It holds on to those dried fruits and sherry notes, has a beautiful spice that cascades into a nice long finish that lingers, and a touch of honey and oak. It’s…exquisite.”
Emily looked up from her computer. “Really?” Alex nodded. “I’ve never heard you describe a bourbon so emotionally.” She took a sip of hers and, yep, gargled it. It made Alex cringe every single time. She knew Emily didn’t do that in front of clients—thank God—but it still unnerved her. “Yes. Wow. Shit is good. Like, best we’ve made, Alex.”
“I know. I think so, too.”
Emily folded her hands and smiled. “Great. So we’re going with the barrel proof.”
“That’s not what I said.” Alex ran a hand through her hair, knowing she was about to piss Emily all the way off.
“Excuse me?”
“Diverging from the bottled in bond is a huge risk no matter how delicious the cask strength is. Especially given how important these awards are for getting our name out there. And the twenty-thousand-dollar prize could be enough to buy those extra tanks we need. And this year’s winner gets a spread in Decanter.”
Emily scoffed and looked around. “Oh yeah? And where are you planning to put those tanks?”
Alex shook her head. “That’s not the point. The point is that we need to win, and the bottled in bond is our best shot.”
“You’re wrong. That whiskey is special. It would beat any bourbon submitted. But that bottled in bond won’t beat something special. Only special can beat special.”
“Em—”
“Just think about it, okay? We have a week to submit.” She slid her laptop into its case and grabbed the bottled in bond to add to the tasting bottles behind the bar. Alex lifted the cask strength for her to take as well. “No. You take that home with you. Sip on it. Think on it. Pour it for Ben and anyone else you can. Get opinions. But mostly, enjoy it, okay? I’ll call in a few days to discuss your decision.”
Alex stared. Em stared back, her coat draped over her arm, annoyance tugging her brows together.
“You’re bossy today,” Alex said.
“And you’re a coward today.” She gave a closed-mouth smile and tilted her head. A silent yeah, I said it.
Alex took another sip of the cask strength and groaned. “Fine.”
“Fine what?” Emily sighed. “Fine you’ll get back to me, fine you’ll decide later, fine weather, fine—”
“Enter it. The cask strength. Please.”
A smile spread across Emily’s face. She tugged on her coat and shrugged. “See? It didn’t have to be so hard. Send me real tasting notes and the PDF of the new label, and I’ll submit it tonight.”
“Okay.” Emily pulled open the door. “Em, wait.”
She peeked at Alex over her shoulder. “What now?”
“Thank you.”
Her features softened. “Of course. I know there’s a lot on your shoulders, but you didn’t build all of this by being scared. You’re brave. So be brave.”
Her words hit Alex like the burn in the whiskey. Hot, commanding her attention, strong, and true. They settled in her chest, waking her up. This was why she hired people like Emily. People who weren’t complacent and challenged her to be better. Be brave. She nodded quietly, and Emily walked into the snow, locking the door before she disappeared down the block.
Alex had always thought of herself as strong, willing to take the risk for the reward. How else could she have built this distillery? But something about being on the cusp of true success and growth and change had her on her heels. And it was making her second-guess everything. The only time she felt like her true self lately was at Ben’s. With Hannah’s hand bunched in her shirt, Hannah’s eyes on her.
She didn’t know how, but she would see her again. She knew it. Manifestation, maybe. There was just something about her, and she’d bet the farm—or the distillery—that Hannah felt it, too.




  

CHAPTER NINE 
    
Freddie smacked his lips and gazed at the bourbon as if it’d just told him the juiciest bit of gossip he’d ever heard. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He focused back on Hannah, whose knee was growing more tired by minute. “And it’s just twenty-five dollars wholesale? Really?”
Freddie was nice enough, though he’d let his gaze slip down her shirt one too many times, and he was clearly the kind of bar manager who adored the sound of his own voice and found tasting with reps akin to holding court. She knew he wouldn’t finalize the deal for at least another half hour. Not until his ego had had its fill.
She assessed her situation. Freddie was interested in Locality. And though his style was goth punk, all black, with gauges in his ears and a neck covered in tattoos, he was clearly also interested in Hannah. Even if she was inkless and clean-cut. Her knee throbbed as she made her next move, stealing a play out of Beth’s book. She leaned over the bar and peeled the glass from his fingers, hoping the high alcohol would protect her from whatever germs lingered, and downed the bourbon in one go, never breaking eye contact. Eye contact got her a lot in life, and it was about to get her this deal in under five minutes so she could go home and ice her knee before she met Beth later.
“Freddie”—she ran her thumb over the edge of her bottom lip—“it’s clear you know your craft.”
He nodded, never taking his eyes off her. “I’d say so, yes.”
“Do me a favor?” she asked, pushing the empty glass back into his hands, making sure she brushed his fingers. He licked his lips as he watched her touch him. “Pour me your favorite bourbon? Whatever it is.”
He grinned and turned to the mahogany shelves. “You got it, dear.”
She let herself cringe while he was busy sorting through bottles, but it was worth it. This hotel group had three major ski resorts in the area, and Freddie, no matter how ill-equipped, was the bar manager who oversaw the buying for all three. He was a nice golden ticket and an easy win for her. It was a little disheartening that no matter how much she knew about whiskey and how good Locality truly was, sometimes, all she needed was breasts to seal the deal. And she showed up in her favorite outfit: the low-cut button-down and suspenders that made her tits pop.
“All right.” He slammed the glass in front of her and poured too much bourbon. Ugh. She knew this one. Heavy-handed, overdone, and aggressive. Out of balance and lacking anything resembling elegance. And she’d have to drink it all. “We have the eight-year Tommy Gun barrel select.” He grinned and watched her take a gulp without smelling. “Pretty hard to get around these parts, but my guy hooks me up with a case once every couple of months.”
She choked it down with as much grace as she could muster. “Mm. I can see why you like it. It’s…strong.”
He chewed on his thick, whiskered lip. “Exactly.”
“You know what makes a great bar, Freddie?” she asked, tipping the rest of her Tommy Gun back and forth.
“What’s that, Ms. Carver?” He leaned on the bar so she could smell his Old Spice deodorant and Irish Spring soap. The exact combination a high schooler would use.
“Balance.” She tipped the rest of the ogre of a bourbon into her mouth and grinned. “You clearly have the power sorted”—she winked—“but you need to give it a partner with a bit of…finesse.” She let her gaze drop down his chest to his hands before popping it right back to his eyes. “That’s where I come in.” She leaned even closer, only leaving a foot between them. “You see, while Tommy Gun has the power of, well, a tommy gun, Locality has the finesse of an Italian sports car. It’s sleek, sexy, can hug the curves. You get what I’m saying, Freddie?”
She didn’t even know what she was saying, but all that mattered was how she was saying it. He nodded, seemingly wanting more. She refilled the glass with Locality and nudged it in front of him. “Now taste it again.”
He swished it around his mouth and grinned. “I get it.”
“This is the future of whiskey. Locality isn’t just an excellent bourbon, it’s an expression of a place, much like a single estate wine. This is one of the only bourbons that uses grain from a single producer and corn from a single farm in the world. It’s exclusive. And people who visit an esteemed resort such as this expect exclusivity.”
He nodded as he polished off the rest. “Exclusivity. That’s exactly what we’re selling.”
Her knee hit her with an excruciating throb. It was time to go. “I knew you were my kind of man.” She pulled out her phone and opened her company’s app. “I think you’re going to move a lot of product here, so I’m putting you down for ten cases a month per resort to start out. That’s thirty a month total. That comes out to just under five thousand a month with taxes and fees.” She held out the phone to him. “Just need a scribble, and we’re golden.”
Hesitation flashed across his face like she knew it would. He was probably prepared to buy one or two cases to start, not thirty. But sometimes, people needed to be told what they wanted. And truly, she was doing him a favor. Locality sold itself, and it was an embarrassment that he didn’t already stock it.
“Okay.” He scribbled a sloppy mess of lines. It was official. Deal made. “And will you be my rep? Will you be back?”
Hannah slipped into her coat and sent the contract over to Mike. “Oh no. No, I’m afraid I have to head back to LA, but don’t worry. You’ll have an excellent rep from Salish Spirits calling on you.” She tapped her chin. “Elijah, I think it is.”
“Oh.” His brows furrowed in disappointment, maybe confusion, as if he didn’t know what had just happened or how he’d ended up signing away five thousand dollars a month. “Okay, then. Well, it was nice to meet you. Do you maybe want to—”
“Sorry, Freddie. I’m only in town for a month. Gotta jet back to California soon.” She slid the half-empty bottle of Locality to him. “Keep it.” She smiled once more, then headed for the door. It was like robbing a bank. “Cheers,” she called over her shoulder, and she was gone.
She was planning to shower when she got back from her sales call with Freddie, but she felt too exhausted even for that. Instead, she washed her face and reapplied her makeup and deodorant. Her legs were still smooth from shaving last night, and her hair still looked fresh, but she decided to throw it into a sexy bun anyway. Otherwise, she’d be fussing with it all night. And it wouldn’t hurt to keep on the outfit. It did just get her a nice little deal.
She spritzed a modest amount of perfume on her wrists and chest and took one more look at herself before she left. “Good enough, babe.”
The place Beth had suggested was right off the main drag, in reasonable walking distance, though her knee disagreed. She had already been drinking from her tasting with Freddie and didn’t want to put herself in a dangerous situation by driving later when she’d had a couple of drinks with Beth. She’d just have to suck it up and try to rest her knee tomorrow. Once she piled her lipstick, wallet, compact, and phone in her purse, she locked her little cottage and strolled toward town.
A quiet hum of music beckoned her to Third Street, where she passed the brewery, the smell of burgers and fries tempting her to pop in, along with the live music spilling from its windows. But she’d already had a salad, and she had a feeling that was somewhere Alex could be. So was the place she was meeting Beth, but it sold whiskey, which made it a must for Hannah. The brewery, on the other hand, was just a risk with zero reward.
She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Taylor: Wish me luck.
It only took her a minute for her to respond. What are you wearing?
Hannah imagined Taylor curled up with a large glass of red wine and Gossip Girl on TV, her guilty pleasure after a long workday. The pantsuit, low-cut white button-down, black suspenders, sans jacket.
Oh, you’re getting laid tonight.
She rolled her eyes. You don’t know that. It’s our first time really hanging out. She could want to go slow.
Even I’d fuck you in those suspenders…you’re definitely getting lucky.
“Jesus,” she muttered. She looked both ways before she stepped into the crosswalk and typed out her last text: You’re a pig, Taylor. She ended it with a red heart emoji and hit send. When she looked up, a red bike flew past her face, ringing its stupid little bell as if that would help. She lunged to the side to avoid getting hit, her foot slipping through the snow before steadying on a piece of dry pavement. A dagger of pain shot through her knee, and she doubled over.
“Motherfucking fucker bike son of a bitch.” She shoved her phone in her pocket and wrapped both hands around her knee, squeezing it gently, trying to absorb some of the shooting pain. “Fucking bike almost killed me.” She straightened and hobbled to the sidewalk before another cyclist decided to break traffic laws in an attempt to take her life. “Probably fucking Freddie.”
Once she was safely off the street, she took a deep breath to center herself. The pain was starting to ebb, and she carried on gingerly down the sidewalk. Nothing a well-made cocktail couldn’t fix.
“Between the hardware store and the bike shop,” she muttered, rolling her eyes at the bike shop. This was why she didn’t date outdoorsy people. They were all aliens with a death wish. “But where the hell is—”
She almost missed the tiny silver sign, it blended in with the stone so well. A small blindfolded tiger was etched into the metal, no words. It was how speakeasys used to identify themselves during prohibition, some kind of blindfolded animal. The small alley between the two buildings didn’t seem to lead anywhere. In fact, it was the most creeped out she’d felt since she’d arrived in Mountain Gap, which admittedly wasn’t much at all, but she was still confused about where she was going. Until she saw a small flight of stairs that looked like they led to a storm cellar.
“You have got to be kidding me,” she whispered, annoyance growing. Beth mentioned it was a bit “out there,” but Hannah was more concerned if she could even make it through the trapdoor at all with her knee so agitated. She bent and unlatched the door, swinging it open. “Oh, thank God.” Instead of the steep, dark steps she was expecting, she peered down at a very normal, nice set of stairs with a handrail to hold on to and sconces lighting the way.
She walked down carefully, closing the door behind her. Though she wasn’t scared of small spaces, a quick flash of claustrophobia burned through her as she neared the end of the narrow steps. An oak door with the same tiger etched into the wood stood at the bottom. It seemed to hum with music and chatter from within.
Her knee was angry with her, and though the steps were tame, they aggravated it even more. The stiffness of swelling began to set in, and she gave it a final squeeze before reaching for the door. “I guess I’ll just”—she tried the handle and swung the door easily open—“okay, then.”
The speakeasys in California and Seattle were posh and required reservations months in advance. Some sold cigars as expensive as the bourbon, some had menus featuring market prices that flirted with triple digits, and some were just outright annoying in their pretentiousness. That was what she had expected. But the Blind Tiger was…fucking fabulous. People danced where they had clearly dragged tables and chairs out of the way, beers sloshed as they were raised, and a fiddle player absolutely tore it up from the corner of the bar.
She guessed that this used to be a cellar, its walls all earthy stone only interrupted with emergency exits and old portraits of various people and landscapes, all of which featured a tiger. The energy was joyous, and she hoped speakeasys used to feel like this, a safe space to relax and indulge with friends.
Beth waved her over from the other side of the bar. She weaved through a few very happy patrons and dodged one couple whose dance moves were as wide as their smiles. Beth stood and spread her arms for a hug. She looked beautiful tonight, wearing a very low-cut black sweater that tucked into dark jeans, showing off her plentiful curves. Red waves spilled over her shoulders and chest in a fiery cascade.
Hannah used the back of the barstool to brace herself as they hugged, not trusting her knee to handle Beth’s excited jostling. She kissed Beth’s cheek and bit back a wince as she pulled away. Having a knee that didn’t work properly from a very old injury did not make her weak. Hannah knew this, of course. But she couldn’t help how every ache and throb poked at her, reminding her how she’d blown the biggest dream of her youth on something as frivolous as a flag football game. Sometimes, she didn’t even notice her knee, but it tended to have monthlong stretches of aggravation. And she couldn’t lie, it made her feel old.
Those were feelings she didn’t like to invite others into. There was no point. It didn’t give her any benefit, and it only made her more vulnerable. Of course, vulnerability was key for forming deep connections, but she wasn’t looking for any of those, so she tried not to groan as she slid onto her stool. Tried not to rub her knee, though she felt the swell of it pushing the fabric of her pants. Tried not to wish she was there with Alex.
Then she’d have rubbed her knee all she wanted.
Instead, she smiled at Beth with a raised brow, giving her an obvious once-over. “You look fantastic.”
Beth giggled behind her hand and reached for Hannah’s suspenders. Hannah tracked her fingers as they curled under the strap and gave it a tug, letting it gently slap against her chest. It was the entire point of suspenders, wasn’t it? For a beautiful woman to run their fingers down and give them a tug?
It felt like an invasion.
“You don’t look too bad yourself,” Beth said. The way she stared at Hannah made something in her stomach curl. Though Beth was giving all the signs of strictly casual—jumping into touching and flirting and no personal questions—there was something about her that made Hannah nervous for the repercussions of anything physical.
Hannah grinned and reached for her water. “I’m glad you aren’t immune to suspenders. Makes my job for the evening much easier.” She winked over her glass.
It must have been her analytical brain trying to make something out of nothing. Beth was lovely and chill. And she was looking at Hannah as if she was a snack, and Beth was absolutely ravenous.
Beth tilted her head as if considering something, and her hair brushed her full chest. “I’m honestly more interested in what’s under the suspenders.”
Hannah laughed into the water glass and set it down before she spilled it everywhere. “Oh my gosh,” she said between chuckles. She pointed at Beth. “You’re good at this, dear. You must be very good at casual.”
“Is that what you think?” Beth chewed her lip and narrowed her eyes.
Hannah nodded. “Am I wrong? You seem to know what you’re doing. Seem to know how to get to the goal line without the fanfare of a relationship.” Beth dropped her gaze and studied the bar top just long enough for Hannah to think she’d said something wrong. “Hey, I—”
“Well, it’s not my fault,” Beth said, the spark returning to her features, relieving Hannah’s anxieties. “When you wear something like that, how could I not want to take you home, Hannah?”
Heat pooled in her cheeks…and other places. They were back on track, though Hannah doubted she’d be able to do anything but ice her knee tonight. She’d be lucky if she made it home, much less rolling around in bed with a woman. But she wanted Beth to feel wanted in the same way. She wanted to establish a physical connection. “Beth.”
“Hm?” Beth met her gaze.
“Can I kiss you?”
Her smile widened as she leaned closer, her hand finding Hannah’s knee for support. It was fine at first, but as she reached Hannah’s lips, her knee screamed in pain. Hannah tried to give Beth something other than bared teeth to kiss at the last minute, pushing her lips forward in what had to have been the most awkward kiss of her entire life.
Beth pulled away, taking her weight off Hannah’s knee. She grinned, her brows slightly furrowed as if she was processing the surprising information that Hannah Carver was a terrible kisser. Hannah smiled back, hoping Beth couldn’t see how embarrassed she was. “Right,” Hannah started, hoping to move swiftly past this moment. “What do you want to drink?”
She studied the shelf of whiskeys and flagged down the bartender who wore a black vest and a long-sleeve white dress shirt with sleeve garters and all. “What can I get for you two?” the bartender asked.
“Gin and tonic. Extra lime and a splash of cran. Thanks, Mo,” Beth said. She must have been a regular.
Mo nodded and turned to Hannah. “Would you also like a gin and tonic you can order literally anywhere else?” She shot Beth a sarcastic grin.
“Oh, come off it, Mo.” Beth leaned over the bar and reached for one of her sleeve garters. “These things must be cutting off the circulation to your brain.”
“Don’t worry.” Mo nodded to Beth. “We went to school together. Been giving each other shit since preschool.”
“Right.” Hannah chuckled, only slightly uncomfortable. She’d momentarily forgotten this was a small town, and whatever she had going on with Beth would have wider ramifications. If she accidentally hurt Beth’s feelings, she could be risking a deal with Mo. But it was a little late for that. “I will leave the gin and tonics to Beth for now.” She scanned the shelves one more time. “Do you carry Locality by chance?”
Mo quirked a brow and leaned closer. “Something low calorie, you said?” She pushed off the bar and grabbed her well tequila. “Tequila soda is about as low cal as you can get.”
“No, no, no. Apologies. Locality. It’s a bourbon.”
“Oh.” Mo chuckled and slid the tequila back into the speed rack. “Locality is great, but unfortunately, we don’t carry it. We’re a small joint, so our shelf space is limited. I’d rather give the placement to a local producer when I can.”
Hannah found the bottle of Mountain Gap Bourbon just as Mo finished speaking. Now, this was a challenge she’d looked forward to. For another time, though. “Completely understand. May I please have something in the realm of a Vieux Carré. Bartender’s choice.”
“Yes. Excellent choice.” Mo nodded and looked at Beth. “See, these are the drinks I want to be making.” She rolled her eyes and turned to the shelves of liquor.
“Diva as always,” Beth called.
Mo snagged the bottle of Mountain Gap. “We all know you’re the diva, Beth.”
Hannah chuckled. “Getting heated in the speakeasy.”
Mo slid the gin and tonic in front of Beth and began mixing the bourbon, vermouth, cognac, and some other bottles Hannah couldn’t quite see in a beaker. “This one doesn’t have fire red hair for nothing.” She stirred the drink skillfully with a long spoon and strained it into a chilled Nick and Nora glass. “You’ve been warned, friend.” She added a lemon twist and placed the attractive drink in front of Hannah.
She lifted it. “Cheers to the diva in us all.”
“Cheers,” Beth said.
Hannah took a sip, indulging in the expertly made cocktail. All the elements—the vermouth, the cognac, the bitters—only enhanced the beautiful notes of Alex’s bourbon. She was a damn good distiller. Hannah wondered why she hadn’t expanded more. A bourbon like this should have been getting more national attention. At the very least, Hannah should have heard of it.
“Delicious. Thanks, Mo,” Hannah said.
“You two enjoy.”
Hannah and Beth settled into the evening. Hannah asked about growing up in Mountain Gap and what Beth liked to do in her free time. Hiking earned a cringe, but Hannah had always been curious about plants and gardening. Horticulture was the root of all spirits, of course. Someone once likened walking into a liquor store to walking into an exotic greenhouse, each bottle representing the plant species that birthed it.
“I never really thought of booze that way,” Beth admitted.
“I don’t think many people do,” Hannah said. “But even as much as art, alcohol is an amazing canvas for history. How humans made and consumed it is extremely indicative of the society in which they lived. The climate. Their values. Their culture and tools.” She fingered the stem of her glass, hoping she wasn’t being too nerdy. “Native Americans used to masticate the corn because the natural enzymes in our saliva breaks down starch into sugar, much like a modern-day mash tun. They spit out the corn and could then ferment it.”
“Gross,” Beth said, scowling before she took a sip.
Hannah furrowed her brows and deserted her drink. “It’s not gross. It’s ingenious and amazing and fascinating.” Her knee throbbed as if to emphasize her point. “It’s one of my favorite facts.”
“Okay,” Beth said, raising a hand. “I get it. It’s cool. I guess I’m more into flowers is all.”
Hannah stared for a moment, a little lost as to how to reconnect with Beth because they were light years away from one another. Then she remembered she didn’t care. This was why she kept things casual. “Flowers rock.” She took the last sip of her cocktail and smiled. “Do you want to call it an evening?”
“Already? We’ve only had one drink.” Beth’s features fell as she pushed her empty glass to the edge of the bar.
Hannah would have invited Beth home if her knee wasn’t being such a brat. “I know, I just have an early meeting and need to be sharp. But let’s walk back up to civilization together and make a plan to see each other soon. I’d really love that.” She did have an early meeting tomorrow with Mike, and she was hoping he’d be happy enough with the progress she’d made to let her come back early. Then she wouldn’t have to worry about getting Locality in the Blind Tiger or any other place. She wouldn’t have to worry about things getting messy with Beth. And most of all, she’d never see Alex again. For sure.
The last thought hit her in the chest. She wanted to never see Alex again because Alex scared her. No. Alex didn’t scare her. The way Alex made her feel scared her. As if the woman had the power to wave a hand over Hannah’s priorities and magically rearrange everything. The things Hannah held so tightly might slip below things that had never held value for her.
But Beth was safe.
“Deal,” Beth said.
They paid their tab and walked up the stone stairwell to the trapdoor. Hannah steadied herself with the railing as she pushed open the door and made way for Beth to emerge first. They made it quite easy to get in and out, but Hannah couldn’t help but think how inaccessible this place was. It was a shame really. She followed Beth into the alley and closed the door behind them. “Is there any other access to the Blind Tiger?” she asked as she turned.
“Yeah, there’s a lobby to this building on the other side of the bike shop, and there’s an elevator that goes down.”
“I didn’t even notice the elevator,” Hannah said.
“It’s right by the bathrooms toward the back. Kind of behind you.” She smiled softly and took her hand. “I can show you next time.”
“Cool. Thanks.”
She let Beth lead her down the alley toward the road until Beth stopped and backed up against the wall, pulling Hannah against her. Her breasts felt warm against Hannah’s as they rose with her breath.
“I thought maybe we could have another shot at that kiss,” Beth said, her gaze slipping down to Hannah’s lips.
Hannah chuckled as she laid her hands on Beth’s hips, the pleasant hum of want buzzing through her. This was it. This was what she wanted. Nothing filled her mind except for the desire to kiss this pretty woman. Nothing ached. Not her knee. Not the emptiness. Just a delicious buzz of chemicals. A quick little high. “I think that’s a very good idea,” Hannah murmured against her ear.
Beth pushed her hips into her and snaked a hand behind her neck, gently pulling Hannah toward her. Her perfume smelled like honeysuckle. Hannah liked it. She firmed her grip on Beth’s hips and pressed her lips to hers. Beth groaned and opened her mouth. Her tongue was soft and warm, and Hannah could taste all the botanicals from the gin. She deepened the kiss, taking more of Beth’s tongue and ending it by gently biting her bottom lip. “You’re delicious,” Hannah whispered against her mouth.
Beth took Hannah’s hands from her hips and slid them up her torso. Their gazes locked as Hannah’s hands hit stomach, then rib cage, then underwire, then—
“Fuck, Beth.” Hannah’s breath was a little shaky as she ran her hands over Beth’s breasts. They felt amazing.
“Come here.” She guided Hannah’s hand into the deep plunge of her sweater and under the cup of her bra until Hannah had her hard nipple against her palm. “I wish you would. Fuck me.”
Hannah squeezed her breast and kissed her neck, grinding against her, letting all the chemicals in her body lead the way. No thinking. Just pleasure. She grazed her teeth up her neck to Beth’s ear and nipped at the edge of it. Beth released a delicious moan. “Right here?” Hannah asked.
“No. I want you to take me home, baby.”
Baby. It was what Deidra had called her. It was a term of endearment. A pet name. An intimate pet name. And for Hannah, it was like a cold shower, a sharp cease to the haze of desire. She pushed off Beth and smoothed her hair. “I wish, but like I said, I have that early meeting, and it’s an important one. Maybe next week?”
Beth adjusted her sweater and ran a hand through her hair. “You sure you don’t want a nightcap?” She looked disappointed. That was obviously fair. Hannah felt disappointed, too. They were so close to sealing the deal, but Beth calling her “baby” had made her uncomfortable, and there was no coming back from that.
“I’m sure.” Hannah kissed her cheek and squeezed her hand. “But I had a really good time, Beth. And I’m excited to see you again. Maybe at your place next time?” All of that was the truth.
This earned her a smile. “Yeah. Let’s do that.” Beth leaned in and left her with a sensual kiss that almost made her regret saying good night. “I’ll text you,” Beth said as she walked to the sidewalk, leaving Hannah to digest the evening alone in the alley.
“You better,” Hannah called after her.
Hannah took a deep breath and leaned against the wall, giving her knee a rest before walking the short but painful distance home. Was she an idiot for not taking Beth to bed tonight? It would have been fun, but she really did have that early meeting, and her knee was not up for rolling around with someone new. Someone who didn’t know how to work around her body when she was in pain.
As sexy as Beth had been while placing Hannah’s hands all over her body, it just felt wrong when she used the endearment. She could be completely wrong about Beth and could have just robbed them both of a lovely evening of no-strings sex, but something had her guard up. Every so often, something warned her not to get involved.
She shrugged and tightened her coat around herself. What was another night alone? Maybe it was just how she was meant to be. On her own.




  

CHAPTER TEN 
    
Alex blew out a dramatic breath, enjoying how it instantly condensed to miniscule water droplets in the freezing air, forming a white puff in front of her face. Almost like snow. Though that would be deposition, as opposed to condensation. Alex grinned to herself. She was a nerd, sure, but knowing how things worked in the world gave her a deeper appreciation of the small things like her breath in the cold. It gave her a deeper sense of joy.
Her father had been enamored with the physical world just as much as she was. One of their biggest fights had been over the mechanics of how salting a napkin kept a glass with condensation from sticking to it. Her father argued that it was the physical barrier the salt created between the napkin and the wet glass that kept it from sticking, but he was wrong. The salt disrupted the polar quality of water and its ionic bonds. The water therefore bonded with the salt, disrupting its bond with the napkin.
She could imagine his grin. He’d just enjoyed getting her riled up. “Son of bitch,” she muttered to herself. She missed him like hell. Especially on nights like this. When she felt a little lost, a little empty, and a lot alone. Their connection over science and the way they’d teased each other was special. He just got her…and bourbon.
Ben had loved the cask strength. He’d taken one sip and lit up like a Christmas tree. Of course that made her happy, but he didn’t get bourbon like her father had. And he was the one she really wanted to pour it for because the truth was, she was damn proud of what she’d made.
She took another deep breath as she turned the corner.
“That kind of night, huh?”
She looked up to find Hannah looking absolutely devastating in black slacks, suspenders, and a dark gray wool coat. Her grin was sharp, and her teeth popped against the dark of the night. Hannah’s gaze dropped to the bottle dangling from Alex’s hand, the bottle of cask strength she had poured for Ben.
Alex rolled her eyes as she walked closer. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again.”
“That’s because I’ve been hiding from you.” Hannah pulled the collar of her coat tighter to her jaw so she looked like a very conspicuous spy.
The sight of her in suspenders made Alex weak, but her ego wouldn’t let her show it. Hannah knew where she worked, and if she’d wanted to see Alex at all, she would have stopped by the distillery. Especially since Hannah seemed to love bourbon so much. The only explanation was that she wasn’t interested, and Alex was a big girl; she could handle that. She certainly wasn’t going to waste her time chasing after someone who didn’t want her back. She wasn’t Beth.
A quick flash of guilt hit her.
But it was true. Life was hectic enough without letting a disinterested woman mess with her head.
She chuckled, satisfied with how casual it sounded, and squeezed Hannah’s arm right above her elbow. Softly. “I know,” she said. She dropped Hannah’s arm and began to walk away.
“Alex, wait.” She turned, and Hannah seemed to struggle to find her next words. She pointed to the bottle. “Was it really that kind of night?”
Alex held up the bottle in the glow of the streetlight, musing on how the golden liquid reflected the orange light as she considered what to say. “Yes.” She shrugged. “No. I was tasting Ben on the new cask strength. Even when things are hard, I don’t wonder around the streets with a bottle of bourbon.” She smiled so Hannah would know she was joking.
Hannah took a careful step toward her, favoring her right leg. Alex went to her automatically, looping an arm under her shoulder and helping to bear some of her weight. She groaned as they instinctively turned to the bench by the streetlamp. Hannah plopped not so gracefully down as she winced. “I’m afraid you caught me a little indisposed tonight.” She squeezed her knee and took a deep breath, seeming to steady herself. “Tell me about this new release.”
Alex’s heart ached for her. She wanted to walk her home, get her in a warm bath, ice her knee, pour her a drink, hold her tight. She wanted to get to know her beyond a couple of conversations cut short at the bar. She shook her head and focused. “Do you want to bullshit around, or should we figure out how to get you home? How far are you?”
“So strict,” Hannah muttered. “I’m fine. Just a couple more blocks that way.” She nodded down the road past Ben’s.
“Okay. That’s pretty far, given your current state.” She stood and pulled her keys from her pocket. “You stay here. I’m going to be right back with my car, and I’ll drive you home.”
“No.” Hannah reached for her hand, pulling her back down next to her. “Just wait a second. A break. Just need a little rest, and I’ll be fine to walk.”
Alex shook her head. “Your ego is ridiculous, you know that?”
“Rude.” Hannah scoffed, then nudged her shoulder. “Okay, maybe it’s a little big.”
“I was gonna say fragile.” A smile slipped out with the jab. She couldn’t help it.
“Bourbon makes you sassy. Noted.”
They sat in the cold quiet for a moment. It didn’t feel awkward at all. Something about their easy banter made the silence comfortable. Their shoulders seemed to press more into each other as time passed slowly.
“You gonna offer me a drink, or are you just going to let me freeze my ass off on this frigid metal bench?” Hannah asked. Her shoulder shook softly against Alex’s as she chuckled.
Alex sighed and pulled the cork from the bottle. “You’re so needy tonight.” She passed it over. “If you don’t like it, lie.”
Hannah studied the label under the light, tilting it back and forth, then finally took a sip. Something about her lips on the bottle sent heat sinking through Alex. Like whiskey pooling low in her stomach. She wiped her bottom lip with her thumb and nodded. “You don’t want me to lie, do you?”
“No.” Alex shook her head, her eyes glued to Hannah’s mouth. “I think you know I want you to be brutally honest.”
Hannah grinned, her gaze still on the bottle. “I know.” She took another sip and held it in her mouth for a beat before swallowing. She seemed to consider it, then turned to Alex. “I like it here more than I thought I would. I’m dying to get home to LA, but this strange part of me would miss it here.” She rubbed her chest like that strange part might be her heart. “My knee hurts like hell. Like, really fucking hurts. I think part of what I would miss is you.”
“What—”
“And your cask strength is stunning.” She passed the bottle back. “Absolutely stunning. It has those signature characteristics of your bottled in bond, but it hits higher notes. I get a lot of orange, sherry”—she rubbed her chin in an adorable show of thought—“marzipan.” She shrugged. “Just beautiful. Well done, Alex.”
“Thank you.” Alex took a moment before she asked, “When are you going to tell me what you do? Are you a distiller, too?”
“No.” Hannah grinned and shook her head. “You give me far too much credit.”
Alex took a small sip and allowed herself to relax into this conversation, into this night with Hannah. “We’re going to circle back to this, but I can see why you’d miss it here.” She could feel Hannah’s gaze on her, but she was watching the lightest of snow fall on the already covered sidewalks. It was as if they were returning home from a wild adventure in the sky. “My dad used to say this place was easy on the soul.” She smiled at the memory. “That some cities erode your spirit like a rushing river, but Mountain Gap was gentle with it.”
“Even the snow is gentle,” Hannah whispered.
Alex studied her. Hannah’s eyes were soft, the crow’s feet around them sharp but warm. She looked like someone who hadn’t been truly home in a very long time. Someone who didn’t know they needed to lie their head down for a moment.
Hannah caught her staring and offered a smile before she reached for the bottle. Her fingers overlapped with Alex’s, but neither of them rushed to move. It felt right to be connected to Hannah somehow. Like a small homecoming. She let her fingers slip free and hoped the slight twitch in Hannah’s brow was disappointment. “Where’s your dad? Did he pass away?”
Alex took a second to adjust to the question. She wasn’t expecting to get so deep with Hannah on a bench in the middle of town. There was no one on this side road except them, but still. She shouldn’t want to answer. But she did. “Yeah. He died of lung cancer when I was in high school.”
Hannah’s hand found hers between them. Her long fingers were surprisingly warm. Alex expected a quick sympathy squeeze and release, but Hannah didn’t let go, and Alex didn’t want her to. Instead, their hands stayed intertwined, buried between them like a secret. Her body hummed as if all its energy was harvested through the tips of her fingers.
“What about your folks?” she asked.
Hannah grinned a little sardonically and took a sip. She wedged the bottle between her thighs and wiped her lip with her thumb, a habit Alex had noticed from the bar. A very sexy habit. “My mom works at a general store in my hometown in Alaska. And I have no idea about my dad. He was in the Army, stationed in Alaska, when he met my mom. My mom called him to tell him she was pregnant, and he wasn’t interested.” She shrugged but seemed deep in thought. “People always think I should be interested in him. Say I should find him.”
Alex rubbed her thumb over Hannah’s knuckles until Hannah met her gaze. There was vulnerability in her eyes, as if what Alex said next mattered to her. “People always have an opinion on things they don’t know anything about. If you’re not interested in him, that’s okay. And if you are, that’s okay, too.” Hannah squeezed her hand and let out a sigh. “Blood isn’t so thick.”
“Yeah. Exactly.” She nodded, tapping the neck of the bottle. “I don’t care who he is. So what if I share mannerisms or a proclivity for athletics? None of that matters. My mother was the one to sacrifice and the one to shape me. That’s thick.”
“That’s thick,” Alex repeated through a smile.
Hannah giggled. “Thick as hell.” She let the last syllable stretch into the night, and they both laughed at the sudden change of tone. It was somehow effervescent yet so satiating. “I’m an assistant regional sales director,” Hannah said out of nowhere.
“Okay.” Alex nodded. “For…”
“Salish Spirits.” Hannah winced. “I’m out here trying to get one of our bourbons as a standard shelf placement in the region.”
“I see.” Alex stayed quiet for a moment, digesting the new information. She knew she wouldn’t like whatever Hannah did for a living. Hannah had hinted at that, but Alex didn’t know they would be in direct competition. But this was her home territory. Ben’s, the Blind Tiger, Valerie’s Vortex—every local spot that carried liquor—they would never drop her product. They might add whatever Hannah was selling—Alex had no doubt she was good at her job—but it shouldn’t affect her sales in a major way. She shrugged. “Okay.”
“Okay?” Hannah seemed as if she was anticipating yelling, flailing hands, maybe a smashed bottle.
“Yeah.” Alex chuckled and squeezed her hand. “I still like you.”
Hannah sat taller, an air of confidence striking through her. “You like me, huh?”
Alex rolled her eyes. She should have known better than to give Hannah such fuel. Than to give her exactly what she wanted. But that was kind of what they were doing tonight, just letting go. Not holding on so tightly to everything. Gripping things so hard was exhausting. Alex could only be who she was, and if it was too much or too little for Hannah, then she wasn’t the right person for Alex. She was never one to play games.
“I don’t just hold hands with random women I don’t care for on snowy nights with a bottle of the town’s best bourbon.”
Hannah’s gaze fell slowly to Alex’s mouth. She bit the corner of her lip and met Alex’s eyes. “Even if I’m the enemy?”
Alex released her hand, an instant rush of cold zapping their fingers, and tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. Hannah’s eyes fluttered shut as Alex’s fingers skimmed the soft skin of her jaw. “It’s cute you think that.” Hannah opened her eyes as Alex spoke. “I think there’s plenty of space for both our bourbons.”
Hannah looked away, making Alex wonder what was worrying her, but she didn’t want to press. She’d already gotten more than she could have hoped for from Hannah tonight. Maybe it was time to call it.
“Hey,” Alex said softly, drawing her attention back. She reached for Hannah’s leg slowly, to give her time to say no or to swing away, but she didn’t. Alex skimmed her fingers over the soft black fabric of her pants to the rim of her knee. It was rounded with swelling where it should have been edged with bone. “How’s this guy doing? Ready to get home and rest?”
Hannah’s breath seemed to deepen as Alex spread her fingers. “Yeah. I think so. But I can manage, really. You don’t have to trouble yourself.”
Alex stood and extended a hand. “Oh, it’s no trouble. Know thine enemy, right?”
Hannah grunted as she pulled herself up, not shy in accepting help. “I’m glad I ran into you tonight.”
Alex took the bourbon and pushed the cork back in. She shrugged. “I’m sure you would’ve managed.”
Hannah looped her arm through Alex’s, walking slowly beside her. “I didn’t mean for the assistance, though I’m thankful for it.”
“Okay,” Alex said as they turned the corner onto Hannah’s street. “Same.”
“Okay.”
They walked the rest of the block in silence. Though Alex knew it was because of Hannah’s knee, she couldn’t help but think they walked as lovers would, holding each other tightly against the snow, against the cold, against the world. But they were just holding each other against the possibility of Hannah slipping. She’d take it, though.
“This is me,” Hannah said, nodding to a small green cottage with an old-school kerosene lamp on the front porch. It was adorably charming. She saw why Hannah didn’t want to leave.
“I’ll walk you to the door.”
Hannah didn’t argue.
They took it slowly up the small path to the porch. The wind blew gently but bone cold, and Alex couldn’t help the urge to care for Hannah. She reached for the lapels of Hannah’s coat and gave them a tug, tightening the wool around her. “Take care of yourself. Please.”
Hannah didn’t respond. Instead, when Alex dropped her hands, she blinked at Alex’s shoes. It was the first time that night—or ever—that Alex had felt awkward around her. Maybe she had taken it just a hair too far? Hannah’s gaze snapped back to meet hers. It was startling, the intensity of her eyes, how they were a little desperate. “I don’t want you to go.”
The words were so simple. Such an easy admission. But Alex knew they were anything but simple. A hard admission. Not one made lightly to the masses of women who undoubtedly wanted Hannah. Alex couldn’t stomach the thought of how many people were in line to get a piece of her, but Hannah wanted her to stay. Not them. The narrowing of her brows hinted at just how much she meant it.
Hannah had the power to hurt her. Leaning into this connection had no happy ending for Alex—Hannah was leaving in a month—but every atom in her body was magnetized to her in a way that she’d never felt before. It was scary as hell. Intoxicating. Terrifying.
“Hannah, I can’t just—”
“I know.” Hannah held up a hand. “I know, just, don’t say the rest, please.” After a beat, she grinned under the dim lamplight. “I’m gonna pretend this ended with your hands gripping my coat and you telling me to take care of myself. Deal?”
The naked want in Hannah’s eyes and the self-deprecation in her voice made Alex’s skin heat. She was fucking adorable, gentle, vulnerable. Tonight, she was everything that Alex suspected. Under the posh exterior of her sales demeanor, there was a woman who wanted just a bit more.
Just like Alex.
“Deal. But save my number in case you need anything, okay?” Alex said.
Hannah pulled her phone from her pocket and typed as Alex recited her number. “Got it.”
Alex grinned and took fistfuls of Hannah’s coat again. She leaned into her ear, enjoying the delicate scent of white flowers and sandalwood on her warm neck. “Please take very good care of yourself. Promise?” She lingered, her lips so close to Hannah’s ear.
“I promise.” Hannah’s voice was hoarse, and her fingers skimmed over Alex’s thigh. Her touch was so light, Alex wondered if it was all in her mind.
Alex whispered, “Good. Be gentle with yourself.” As she pulled away, she pressed a quick kiss to Hannah’s cheek, and Hannah turned to kiss hers, too. Her lips were scorching. It was a simple peck that shouldn’t have felt like the most amazing kiss of her life, but it did. They both pulled away a little breathless, seemingly zapped by the same thought:
Holy shit.




  

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
    
Holy shit.
Hannah stood in the entryway of her cottage staring at her phone, struggling to digest everything that had happened tonight. She wanted to call Taylor, but she was bone-tired and didn’t think she could withstand the shakedown, the concern, the berating from a well-meaning hyperactive best friend. Her gaze darted around the living room before landing on her phone again. She was riding some weird high of adrenaline and knew she’d regret it in the morning, but right now, she didn’t give a damn.
It didn’t take long to find Alex’s number in her contact list. Though it wasn’t under “Alexandra Lang,” it only took a second to find “Cute Distiller” not far below. She chuckled as she hit the message icon.
“Now what, genius?” she muttered. She wobbled to the couch and plopped down as if all the gravity of Earth was pulling her. She rubbed her knee, annoyed that she forgot to grab the ice pack as she thought about her next move. What could she say to Alex after whatever the hell that was? Alex, who was devastatingly attractive, witty, smart as hell, and a kind of nerdy that drove Hannah mad for her. But the thing about Alexandra Lang that she just couldn’t quit was her tenderness. She had a kind of warmth about her. A steady calm that bolstered Hannah. That touched her.
Her fingers hit the little keys before she really knew what she was going to say.
Thank you for the assistance walking home. I owe you one. She shrugged. And I liked kissing your cheek.
She groaned when she read her silly words back. “Fucking hell, Hannah.” She shook her head and deleted the message.
Come back.
She stared at the two words, shocked that she’d typed them. Even more shocked that it was how she felt. What she wanted. She wanted Alex to come back and ruin her plans, mess with her time line, fuck with her head, tangle her sheets, touch her knee, kiss her brow, and tell her everything was going to be okay. Because Hannah had been perfectly fine yesterday, but now, something was missing. Something Hannah wanted to strive for.
She deleted the text, wanting to be honest but not that honest. Not yet at least. She took a deep breath and tried again.
So that was interesting.
She sent it before her brain could run through the list of a million reasons why it was a terrible idea. Taylor would kill her. No one besides her first love, Mila, had ever seen her attached to a woman so emotionally, but there was something about Alex that reached inside her and turned on a light. She’d been in the dark for so long, the glimmer made her needy.
Her phone dinged.
“Oh shit.” She tossed it on the opposite side of the couch and stared out the window. “Shit, Hannah.”
Then it rang, making her jump as she reached for it. It was Taylor. She knew answering would be a mistake, but she had so much weird energy coursing through her, and she could use an outlet. Even if that outlet was a fiery best friend who was about to tell her why everything about this was wrong. She answered.
“What was so interesting, Han?”
Hannah leaned forward, shaking her head in confusion. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Also, how did you know I was about to call you?”
“Oh, I don’t know. It could be my psychic abilities.” Taylor sighed, and Hannah could hear her eye roll. “Or it could be the fact that you literally just texted me, ‘so that was interesting.’ And I have a feeling that you meant to send that to someone else.”
She fell against the back of the couch and rubbed a hand down her face. “Fuck.”
“Spill it.”
“You’re right. I didn’t mean to send that message to you, so clearly, it’s none of your business, Tay. Me and my friend just had an interesting night, and I was going to text her about it. That’s it.”
The line was quiet for a moment. “Which friend?”
“What? Come on, Taylor. Just drop it.”
“You know, I want to believe that you’re focused on work and getting back to LA and real life—that you’re talking about the sexy redhead with no strings you told me about earlier—but I know you’re not. You meant to send that to the distiller, didn’t you?”
Hannah groaned and kicked off her shoes, swinging her legs onto the couch and lying down. If she was going to be berated, she might as well get comfortable. “How did you know?”
Taylor sighed. “You haven’t been yourself.”
“What do you—”
“You’ve been distracted, Hannah. And I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, but as your friend, I want to make sure you’re doing what you truly want and what’s best for you. The redhead is supposed to be your standard no-strings fun time, but you’re even being weird about that, when casual is normally your bread and butter.” She took a deep breath. “I know you like Alex, and I’ll stop with the warnings, but given the reality of your life, your job, where you live, and what you value, it will never work between you guys. And on the off chance that it did work out, well, you’d be sacrificing something major off your list.”
Taylor was right, she couldn’t deny that. Having Alex meant not having something else, whether that be LA or her job, and those were two of the most important things to her. She tried to forget how Alex made her feel, and how maybe one day, that could be one of the most important things to her.
“She’s different, Taylor. Something about her is different. Like, she has this weird, fucked-up little key that only fits my—”
“Oh God. Don’t say ‘heart.’”
“Heart.”
“Fuck.” Taylor groaned loud and long. “You’re fucked.”
She pulled the elastic from her hair and shook it free, taking a moment to stall before she spoke again.
“Fucked,” Taylor repeated.
“I heard you the first two times. Thank you.” She closed her eyes and stroked her hair, finding comfort in it. “There are things I want so badly in this life, goals I have. But even when I succeed, they never feel as good as I imagined. When I graduated cum laude, when I sold my first million, when I take over Salish. But Alex, she…” She what, exactly?
“Go on,” Taylor said.
She rubbed her eyes and took a steadying breath. “I don’t even have Alex, and the feeling she gives me is better than any one of those.”
Taylor was quiet for a moment, and Hannah wondered if Taylor thought she was crazy. That maybe the mountain air had shaken loose a bolt. That the lack of city pollution and smog had driven her to the edge of her own reality.
“Okay. Can I suggest something?”
“Please,” Hannah said.
“You are clearly hung up on this woman, and you’re not going to let it go until you actually spend more time with her and figure out if it’s just a crush that can be forgotten or not. But until you figure it out, you’re going to be distracted. So ask her out and get to the bottom of it.”
“First of all, I’m doing a fantastic job here.” Hannah sat up at attention. “And second—”
“You may be making deals, but you still haven’t entered Locality into the Washington-Made Whiskey Awards, have you?” It was as if she clapped with every word. “Hmm. I wonder why. Oh, that’s right. Because you’re completely fucked.”
“No, I’m not. Just relax, okay?” Irritation pricked at her skin, and she rubbed her knee. “I’m still Hannah Carver. I’m still going to achieve what I set out to do. I’m still me. And I’m still going to submit Locality to the awards.”
“Well, you’d better get it done by the time I arrive,” Taylor said.
“What do you mean? Is Mike sending you out here?” Hannah shook her head. “There’s absolutely no need for that, and it’s a complete waste of company money.”
“Calm down, Han. He’s not sending me to Mountain Gap to check on you. There’s a new manager based out of Walla Walla who’s struggling to close a big deal. Needs backup. Told Mike I’d come out and help close it, but I wanted to see you. I’ll be there in a week and a half.”
Hannah’s head started to pound. She’d had more to drink tonight than she liked, and her head swam with Alex’s words, her scent when she leaned close, her voice. The idea of Taylor being in Mountain Gap made her anxious. Like she needed to hop off the couch and deep clean her entire cottage, though it was spotless. Like she needed to hide something before Taylor got here. But she was also excited to see her. She didn’t know how she felt. About anything.
“A week and a half? Isn’t that kind of a long time for a deal to be in limbo? You should just focus on that, and I’ll see you in LA. It won’t be long anyway.”
Taylor chuckled. “It is a long time to leave a massive deal in limbo. That’s why I’m flying out to Walla Walla tomorrow. I’m going to help Jeff first, then come see you in Mountain Gap. I guess the timing isn’t set in stone for when Jeff and I close the deal, but whatever. I’ll be there soon.”
For a moment, everything melted away, and all Hannah could feel was a burst of excitement at the thought of seeing Taylor. Nothing was actually wrong. She hadn’t blown any deals, everything was on track, and she’d submit Locality to the awards. Nothing was going on with Alex beyond a little flirting. She had promised her nothing. And Beth was a casual fling that they were on the same page about.
Fuck. She’d forgotten about Beth for a second. Thinking about the kiss, the touching…it felt wrong now. Even though it wasn’t. After ending the evening with Alex, Hannah wasn’t so sure she wanted to pursue Beth casually.
Maybe she needed Taylor more than she knew.
“Mountain Gap isn’t ready for Taylor Compton,” she finally said. “But I definitely am. I’m excited to show you around. It’s pretty great here.”
“I’m excited, too. Also excited to make a shit ton of money off a deal I didn’t have to work on until the end.”
Hannah laughed, an ease falling over her. “Okay. I need to go to sleep so I can be my charming self in my meeting with Mike tomorrow. Good night, Tay.”
“Knock him dead and steal his job. Night, babe.”
Hannah hung up and forced herself to get off the couch when all she wanted was to lie back down and close her eyes. But she needed to get ready for bed properly. She drank a glass of water, washed her face, and changed into her sleep shorts and a tank top. She plugged in her phone and slid into bed, indulging in the soft cool sheets.
Her phone had dinged before Taylor had called. It was impossible that the message was from Alex. She didn’t have Hannah’s number. Hannah opened her phone and checked, just on the off chance Alex had gotten it from some internet site or something, basically like a stalker.
It was from Taylor: You’re so fucked.
“Of course,” she muttered.
She opened a new message to Alex: Wanted to thank you for helping me home tonight. I want to see you again. Would it be okay if I drop by the distillery next week?
She hit send after verifying that it was indeed going to the cute distiller and not Taylor, then settled into bed and switched off her lamp. She didn’t expect a response tonight, but her phoned pinged a few minutes later:
Ice that knee, Hannah. I’ll be looking forward to it.




  

CHAPTER TWELVE 
    
Alex leaned against her closet door frame. It was just another day of work. She should have picked her usual clothes, gotten dressed, and gotten out of there. But as she rifled through the usual options, nothing felt nice enough. Though Hannah had seemed to be enamored with her flannel shirt and overalls at the bar, for once, she wanted to look nice around her. Hannah always looked so put together, even if it was mostly a facade.
She walked through her to-do list for the day. It was a hefty but mostly “dry” day, meaning she wouldn’t be handling a bunch of chemicals or moving bourbon. She could wear something a little nicer and hopefully keep it unscathed. A formfitting pair of dark jeans and gray sweater that hung nicely over her chest. That was the best she could do given she still had to do barrel inventory for the bank and take a couple samples, which meant she could snag her clothes on a barrel or pallet or anything really. Nothing that would damage thick canvas. Light cotton, on the other hand…
“Whatever.” She pulled on the sweater and shimmied into her jeans, then laced up her least scuffed pair of brown leather boots. She grabbed the salad she’d prepped the night before and sprinkled some food into the boys’ tank. “I know, guys. She’s only here for a short time, and I shouldn’t get attached. Blah, blah, blah.”
Jason and Michael bobbed their way to the surface and munched their flakes, ignoring her nonsense.
“So chatty today, geez.” She patted the top of the tank as if she was petting them. “See you guys later.”
While she preferred to walk to work, the snow had picked up overnight and turned to rain this morning. The sidewalks were a muddy, slushy mess, and she didn’t want to get her boots and jeans all dirty before she even got to the distillery. She unlocked the car, then paused. The cold air was so nice, such a waste to drive. She shook her head and locked the car, tucking her keys in her bag. Walking it was.
She couldn’t help but reminisce on how it had felt to hold Hannah as she’d helped her back home. Hannah hadn’t argued or tried to shoulder through her pain. She’d given Alex her weight and let her help. It wasn’t something Alex imagined she did often—show vulnerability like that—but Hannah had been vulnerable with her since they’d met. In small ways, that felt like little treasures. Moments that were just for her. She didn’t know for sure that Hannah wasn’t as open with other people in her life, but she felt she knew her beyond their few meetings. That she could look at her and see past her skin and bones. It was silly, sure, but it was if she’d known Hannah before.
“Stop it,” she muttered to the air. “You sound like Beth.”
Hannah was leaving town and probably wasn’t interested in anything more than a casual fling. And Alex wanted nothing less than being a hookup—a one-and-done—just like she had been in Portland. There was nothing wrong with casual. She touted it to Beth all the time, especially with this new woman she was seeing. But it just didn’t fit Alex.
So what was her grand plan with Hannah? Because there was nothing casual about how last night had felt. Hannah’s lips on her cheek. Her lips on Hannah’s. The fact that Hannah had texted Alex that she wanted to see her. The plan was, she had absolutely no idea what she was doing, but she also couldn’t stop. She wanted to see Hannah more. She wanted to kiss Hannah more. She wanted more. Playing it safe wasn’t getting her to the next level in her business, and it certainly wasn’t getting her anywhere in her love life.
Screw it. She’d take it as it came and figure it out later.
    
Every time the door opened, Alex paused whatever she was doing to check if it was Hannah. Her eagerness was beginning to annoy her. It annoyed her that she was so cautious about her clothes all day instead of focusing on her work. It annoyed her the most, though, that she’d been so excited to see Hannah when she knew damn well she probably wouldn’t show up. Especially not the day after they’d just seen each other.
“You okay?” Marco asked tentatively, as if he thought she might snap. He was lining up the jars of ingredients for the tour later that afternoon.
“I’m fine, Marco.” She could hear the strain in her voice and hoped he didn’t think it was because of him.
He popped open the container of wheat and scooped a handful, letting it run through his fingers. He loved to feel the corn and the barley, too. The boy was passionate, and in this moment, it grated Alex.
“You just seem a little anxious, and you’re in your nice clothes.” He clamped the lid and looked at her. “Is something going on today? A big meeting or something?”
“What?” She looked at her outfit, fingering the hem of her sweater. “These aren’t that nice. I just”—she grabbed the barrel map from the stainless table—“didn’t sleep well. I’m going to do the barrel inventory.” She walked to the back of the distillery, ready to escape his questions and lose herself among the rickhouse. “You know where to find me if you need me,” she called as she walked outside.
She was being ridiculous. Hannah wasn’t going to show. She just needed to focus on her task and forget about everything else. She flipped on the lights of the big back building, illuminating all the oak barrels tucked away sleeping. It was her favorite sight. She grabbed the iPad from the small office and switched on her go-to station. Soon, a plethora of eighties classics filled the rickhouse. She began down a row of barrels, bobbing her head to the loud music as she confirmed each cask, its location, and what it held.
She let the cold air revive her and the smell of whiskey-soaked oak bring her home. It was the place she felt most alive and most herself. The louder the music, the colder the air, the better. There was no heat or air-conditioning in this building except a small floor heater in her office. The swings of temperature pulled whiskey in and out of the oak, imparting more of the flavors of the barrel.
She had gotten through half her inventory when the opening notes of “Like a Prayer” rang through the old rickhouse. “Oh, hell yeah,” she whispered as she tapped the clipboard to the beat. She swayed her hips and raised her fist in the air, belting along with her favorite Madonna song. Sometimes, she just had to let loose. She’d been wound so tight in anticipation of seeing Hannah that she’d forgotten to breathe and enjoy the things she loved most.
Snow, Madonna, and bourbon.
She caught the edge of a barrel as she serenaded the empty warehouse. A distinct ripping sound made her stop in the middle of her spinning dance moves. “Fuck.” She fingered the sizable tear in her sweater just along her ribs. “I shouldn’t have worn this.” Frustration mounted as Madonna’s voice faded with the end of the song.
“Easily one of my favorites of hers.”
Alex spun at the sound of a voice. A voice she was becoming ever familiar with. “Hannah. I, uh, didn’t think you’d make it around today.” She ran a hand through her unruly hair and placed the clipboard on an empty barrel.
Hannah squinted in an adorable show of nerves. “Sorry. Marco told me where to find you, and I just followed the singing.” Alex’s cheeks heated. “Too eager?” Hannah threw a thumb over her shoulder. “I can leave. Just wanted to swing by and thank you in person for last night.”
“No,” Alex said, a little too quickly for her liking. A gust of cold air chilled her exposed skin from the hole in her sweater, and she covered it with a hand, embarrassed.
“Oh my.” Hannah closed the space between them, her hand suspended inches away from Alex’s. Hannah held her gaze, her brows rising in question. Alex stayed quiet and dropped her hand, allowing Hannah to see the gaping hole. “Are you okay? Did you get cut?” She brushed Alex’s ribs softly with her knuckles.
Alex bit her lip to keep from shuddering, but she failed when Hannah rubbed her thumb just under the base of her bra. All her blood seemed to pool in her cheeks. She violently shivered at Hannah’s touch.
“It hurts right there?” Hannah asked, her eyes soft with concern.
“No,” Alex whispered.
“I don’t see any blood, but that doesn’t mean anything. It probably…” Hannah trailed off when Alex covered her hand, pressing Hannah’s against her ribs. She could’ve sworn the icy blue of Hannah’s eyes darkened to cobalt.
“I’m not hurt. It’s just”—she chewed her lip, trying to will away some of the heat in her face—“I can be sensitive to touch.” She looked at Hannah’s hand, then met her eyes again. “Especially soft touch.”
Hannah brows rose.
“Not in a sexual way or anything.” Alex laughed nervously, still pressing Hannah’s hand against her ribs. “I mean, I guess I can…” She waved her free hand in front of her face. “Oh my God. Stop, Alex.”
Hannah chuckled, easing some of the frantic nerves firing in Alex’s body like cannons of confetti. “You prefer more pressure?” she asked softly.
“Sometimes.” Alex met her gaze. It felt heavy. Besotted. “But honestly, it happens all the time. At the dentist, when my barber cuts my hair, or the doctor puts the stethoscope on my back. I shudder and embarrass everyone. Mostly myself.”
“That’s adorable.” Hannah’s lips spread into a warm smile. “Now I know.”
They stood quietly except for the sounds of Hall & Oates. Alex hadn’t even noticed the next song come on. It could have been silent for all she knew. Or cared. She swallowed the urge to kiss Hannah’s smile and dropped her hand.
“I’m glad you didn’t hurt yourself,” Hannah said as she dropped hers, too.
Alex instantly missed her touch. “The one day I decide to wear a nice sweater.” She rolled her eyes.
“Of course. Always happens that way, doesn’t it?” Hannah took a step back as if to give her space. “I hope I’m not interrupting something important.” She nodded to the door. “I can leave you be. I just wanted to pop in so you knew I, uh, wanted to see you. Like I said.”
Alex couldn’t catch her smile before it bloomed across her face. “I was just doing inventory. Stay. Please. Can I get you a sample?” She gestured to all the barrels behind her. “You have VIP access.”
Hannah scanned the stacks, obviously appreciating the beauty of the rickhouse. “Literally any other day, I would say yes. But I’ve taken some heavy-duty anti-inflammatories for my knee as to not repeat last night, so I can’t.” She looked truly disappointed with her brows scrunched in an adorable furrow. “But may I please have a rain check?”
“Of course.” She patted the barrel that was guilty of tearing her shirt. “These guys aren’t going anywhere for a long time.”
“Good.” Hannah ran a hand through her loose hair. She looked relaxed but a little tired in her dark gray slacks and simple white sweater. Gorgeous as ever. Hannah grinned when she caught Alex giving her a once-over. “I actually wanted to ask you something,” she said, catching her bottom lip between her teeth.
“I’m listening.”
“I know I’m not here for long, and there’s probably no reason for you to say yes, but I like you, Alex. I”—Hannah let out a long breath as if psyching herself up for the next part—“feel inexplicably drawn to you. I don’t typically feel that for people, and I’d be remiss if I didn’t at least ask you to dinner.”
Alex swallowed. It was what she wanted to hear, so why was she scared? She winced, prepared to say no. “Hannah—”
“I know it doesn’t make sense. I’m leaving and have no interest in staying longer.” She shook her head as if she was frustrated with the truth. “I have no idea if anything could possibly come of this, and I don’t expect you to invest in me, but it’s just dinner.”
Alex stared, her heart beating hard for Hannah and the continued vulnerability she showed. There was a strength to it. Hannah had no idea if there would be ramifications to this dinner, but she made no promises. They were in the same boat of zero expectation or hope, and that comforted Alex. Hannah looked so hopeful as she waited for a response. It warmed Alex’s bones.
Her phone rang, and she silenced it when she saw it was Beth. “Sorry about that.”
“What?” Hannah asked, leaning closer to hear.
“Let me turn off the music. Come on.” She grabbed Hannah’s hand as if she’d been reaching for it for years. As if she’d held it more than the one time on the bench. Now that she had it as she walked her to the office, she didn’t want to let go, but her phone rang again as she killed the music. Of course Beth would somehow interrupt this moment. “Ugh. Sorry,” she said as she dropped Hannah’s hand and answered the phone. “It’s not the best time,” she said.
“Alex, can we please get a drink after you’re off?” Beth sounded upset. Even more than usual.
She glanced at Hannah and mouthed “Sorry” one more time. “Um, I really should work on my interview for that ‘Women in Whiskey’ piece.”
“But I need you,” Beth said. “It’s about the woman I was telling you about. We had this amazing night at the Blind Tiger, and everything was going great and—”
“Babe, it’s really not a great time.” She glanced at Hannah again. “I’m with a client. And I need to finish that piece and submit it before tomorrow night.” Because she probably had dinner with Hannah. Hopefully. She really did not want to spend her evening walking Beth through her latest breakup.
“Fine. I’m using my Fred card,” Beth said.
Alex rolled her eyes. She let Beth get away with so many things that she should have made her use her Fred card for, and now she was paying for it. There was no saying no to the annual Fred card usage. It had all started when Alex had found herself in an uncomfortable situation with one of their high school classmates, Fred. It had involved a golf course at midnight, sprinklers, edibles, and a handsy boy who didn’t want to take no for an answer. Beth had saved the day by sneaking out with her dad’s Beamer and picking up Alex. They used the Fred card when they needed something, no questions asked.
“Fine. I’ll call you when I’m done.”
“Okay. Bye.” Beth hung up.
Alex must have looked annoyed because Hannah brushed her fingers down her arm in a stroke of comfort. “Does that happen to be the same person that called at Ben’s when we met?”
Alex chuckled sardonically. “What gave it away?”
Hannah leaned against her desk, conjuring all sorts of dirty thoughts in Alex’s mind. She radiated casual authority with the way she crossed her legs and gripped the wooden edge. It felt like the small floor heater was cranked to high. “You give a lot, Alex.”
She raised a brow. “And?”
Hannah shook her head. “And nothing. It’s just an observation.”
Alex nibbled the inside of her cheek, a bad habit of hers that took over when she got anxious. “I hate to have to end this hangout, but I really need to finish up here so I can work on that interview before having to deal with whatever this is.” She waved her phone, then shoved it in her back pocket.
“Of course.” Hannah pushed off the desk and closed the space between them. She leaned into Alex and gave her what was becoming Hannah’s signature kiss on the cheek. And fuck, it did things to her. Hannah’s lips plucked away from her skin, but she stayed close enough for Alex to smell her delicious perfume. “So dinner tomorrow?” Hannah’s hand fell softly to Alex’s hip, and she leaned in without realizing until their thighs pressed together. She couldn’t keep away. Hannah responded by gripping her hip just a bit tighter.
“Yes. Do you have a place in mind?”
Hannah chuckled. “You’re the local. Why don’t you text me a time and place? Whatever’s easiest for you.”
“Okay,” Alex said, a little breathless from the whole interaction.
Hannah pulled her close so Alex was basically in her arms. “And Alex?”
The way she said her name, the warmth of her arms, all of it sent Alex’s blood into a frenzy. An ache gathered between her thighs. Her underwear was wet. “Yes?”
“Take care of yourself.” Hannah fingered the bare skin beneath the rip in her sweater and leaned close to her ear. “No more close calls, please,” she whispered.
Every inch of Alex vibrated. Literally. Hannah held her as she shook from the soft touch and soft words. She steadied herself so she could reply. “Deal.”
“Good.” Hannah pulled away and grabbed her coat that Alex didn’t notice was draped over her desk. “Looking forward to it, Lang.”
“Same, Carver.” Alex grinned. “Now get out of here. I’m very busy.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Hannah said through a smile, then let herself out.
Alex waited for the door to close to collapse in her chair and let out a long breath. Hannah was going to kill her. Okay, not kill her. But Hannah was going to fuck her up in the best way. Maybe in the worst way, too, but Alex was going to ignore that for the time being. She’d be putting her heart at risk with a woman like Hannah, who surely got everything she wanted when it came to women. And she’d said herself: she wasn’t going to stay in Mountain Gap. Why would she?
Alas, Alex already had a critical amount of skin in the game. She had since the night they’d met. She’d just have to hang on tight and hope for the best.
“Okay. What was I doing?” She planted both hands on her desk and took another deep breath. “Inventory. Right.”
She turned the music back on, eager to busy herself with the task. She’d wake early tomorrow to finish the article before work. She didn’t want any obligations hanging over her head when she met up with Hannah.
Hannah.
“Oh my God,” Alex muttered, her fingers pressed to her lips. What the fuck was she going to wear?




  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
    
Beth:
I just think it’s incredibly rude that we’ve had these plans for you to come over tonight, and out of nowhere, you’re just up and canceling. It’s kinda fucked-up, Hannah.
“Oh dear.” Hannah reread the text as she walked to her car in the parking lot of the distillery, occasionally looking over her shoulder in case Beth happened to be around. It was a small town, after all. She read the text one more time. Was she missing something? People canceled and rescheduled plans all the time. Though Hannah wasn’t positive she’d be rescheduling, Beth didn’t know that.
It just felt weird going to Beth’s place after last night. After today. She didn’t normally care so much about “doing things right,” but damn, she cared about Alex. She honestly had no idea what she was doing. It was like when it came to her, Hannah went on autopilot. Her nervous system, her heart, and apparently, her hands took over and made all the decisions for her. To lean in, stroke her arm, ask her out. She just had to sort out this Alex stuff before she could see Beth again. She didn’t know why, since she was very much single, but she just had this icky feeling about it.
Plus, with how Beth was overreacting, she might be dodging a bullet.
She slid into her car and turned the heat up, opening her texts. She didn’t want to be mean, but she also would not tolerate such immature behavior. Casual was supposed to be light, fun, and respectful. This felt like none of those things.
Hannah: I’m not sure why this is such a big deal. We only made these plans this morning, and I told you then I would need to confirm because today’s schedule would be hard to predict. I had a great time with you last night and am disappointed in the shift of energy this has caused. I am sorry for any inconvenience, and I’ll be in touch.
She sighed and sent the message. As she pulled out of the driveway, she couldn’t help but be grateful she’d found someone like Alex, someone so steady and warm and brilliant. “And gorgeous,” she mumbled.
She’d tried to be as honest with Alex as she could, with the fact that she couldn’t stay and had nothing to offer besides a dinner date. There was no guarantee that she wouldn’t hurt Alex. She groaned. The thought made her stomach ache. She couldn’t bear it. But they both knew what they were getting into. And they both wanted it.
Touching Alex’s skin was like touching fire. Her voice had the power to put Hannah at ease. Her lips on her cheek made her wet. She bit her lip as she thought about their thighs pressed together in the office and what it would be like to properly kiss Alex. To lay her down…
She shifted in her seat, affected yet again.
It wasn’t even the physical reaction that amazed her, though she’d never been affected so easily by a woman. It was the fact that Hannah had let her behind the wall. When her knee had ached—which was always in this damn place—she’d said something. She’d let Alex run her fingers over the tight, swollen skin. She’d let Alex take her weight as they’d walked. She was honest with Alex when she’d normally dawn a disguise of white lies. Keep people far. Keep her power.
But not with Alex.
In a world where Hannah didn’t want to be known beyond her accolades and titles, she wanted Alex to know her. She wanted Alex to see her pain and fill this weird new void that she’d never felt before. Before Alex, she was never lonely.
She hadn’t known what she was missing.
Hannah parked the little rental and let herself into the cottage that was feeling more and more like home every day. She wasn’t lying when she’d told Alex she would miss it here. While Alex would be what she missed the most, she would miss the town with its cozy community and weirdly amazing bar scene and local beer and spirits. She’d even kind of grown to like the snow.
Alex’s dad had said this place was easy on the soul, and he was right. She’d never thought about how the busy city life of LA and the smog and the constant traffic and loud noises grated on her. She’d never realized she needed a break. Needed to breathe cleaner air and talk to friendlier people and live in a cottage full of warm color and lush plants instead of a sterile condo of bright whites and harsh metal. Soulless.
She’d spent so long running from the simplicity of her hometown, she’d forgotten all the good things about it. The breathtaking beauty of the mountains, the peace of the community, the strong bonds built in a small town. And her mother. She really needed to get back home to see her soon. It had been almost three years, and her mom was nearing eighty now.
A flash of guilt overcame her.
She had to stop letting precious years with her one family member—the one person on this earth who truly cared for her—slip through her fingers. It was like she’d forgotten to care.
“Shit.” She put down her keys and kicked off her flats, moving through the living room like a ghost. Was she working her life away just to die alone? Just so her funeral would be full of work acquaintances, and her headstone would simply read Hannah Carver, CEO.
She’d been so focused on not losing another dream, she’d forgotten to build things outside of that. When Deidra had wanted more, it had scared the shit out of Hannah. She’d hidden behind her goals and claimed she’d been honest the entire time about her priorities. And she had.
She poured herself a glass of ice water and sat on the couch, staring at the coffee table. It was completely reasonable for a woman she’d been dating for years to anticipate some kind of next step. It was the natural way of things. Was Hannah broken? How could she not see that until now? She knew she wasn’t on the ace spectrum. So when did she become so closed off to love?
Plenty of people had successful careers and a loving partner. But Alex was just someone she hadn’t even been on a date with yet. Hannah needed to seriously chill the hell out and slow down. It just felt like one dinner could set something in motion she wouldn’t be able to stop.
And that lack of self-control was truly terrifying.
Her phone dinged, and she groaned, knowing it had to be Beth.
Beth:
Honestly, don’t bother. I’m tired of dating women who suck. I’m tired of being ghosted and canceled on and thrown aside like trash. You can go find your casual fun somewhere else because I know I deserve love. Bye, Hannah.
“Is this woman serious right now?” Hannah chuckled in disbelief as she wiped a hand down her face. “I canceled one time, and this is how she took it?” She wished momentarily that she had a dog or a cat or even a fish she could turn to and commiserate with. Someone she could gape at and say, “Can you believe this shit?”
Instead, she typed a quick response.
Hannah: I’m sorry you feel that way. Best of luck.
That was all she could muster. Clearly, Beth had had some bad dating experiences, but Hannah hardly deserved such a harsh response for canceling one time. She chewed her lip in annoyance. She knew there was something about Beth that made her uneasy.
“I guess that takes care of that,” she muttered. Suddenly, she was very much looking forward to Taylor’s visit. She wanted to hang out with someone who didn’t place ridiculous expectations on her and who didn’t stir up so many questions and emotions. A friend. She needed her friend.
Before she could change her mind, she opened her laptop and downloaded the WMW Awards submission form. She refused to think about Alex as she filled it out. There was a good chance Alex would win if she submitted the cask strength she’d let Hannah taste last night, but there was also a solid chance that Locality would sweep it. And if Locality won, Alex would be hurt. And her business would be hurt. But that wasn’t Hannah’s problem. She needed to do her job. It was who she was.
Maybe she’d get to have more than just this dinner with Alex, but no matter what, she’d have to return to LA, and she still had to do her job.
    
“Back up. Back up.” Alex picked at the basket of fries and tried to decode why Beth was so upset. “So she canceled your plans tonight, and that upset you because…why exactly?”
Beth licked the Tajín rim of her margarita and sighed. “I’m over it, Alex. I’m just so fucking over these women. They get what they want, then bail. I don’t need to stick around just to be ghosted again. I know the patterns.” She slurped the last ice-clunking sip and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “They cancel one plan for no reason, then they never answer another text.”
Alex winced as she watched Beth implode. She seemed to be completely overreacting, but Alex didn’t have the same tumultuous dating history as Beth. She was probably just triggered and wanted to end things before she got hurt again. It was hard to blame her for that. But still, this seemed over-the-top. Even for Beth.
“Why do you care so much? You met up with her twice. Just two times. And yeah, you had a hot kiss in the alley, but you kiss plenty of attractive women. Forget about her. You’re amazing, and you’ll find someone better. I know it.”
Beth glared as if she was saying all the wrong things.
“What?” Alex demanded. She smothered a yawn in her hand and took a sip of Coke.
“You really don’t care, do you?” A flash of anger crossed Beth’s face, replaced by hurt and exhaustion.
“Hey.” Alex squeezed her shoulder and tried to look more in tune with the conversation than she felt. Beth was her best friend. She needed to be there for her. “I’m sorry. I’ve just had a lot on my plate, and I feel like I’m missing something. Talk to me. Why get so torn up about this woman? She sounded special when you were talking about her on our hike.”
Beth blew out a deep breath and pushed around the pieces of wrapper from her straw. “I know we hadn’t hung out much, but this woman just radiated, you know?”
“Radiated what?” Alex asked.
“Everything. Success, confidence, beauty. Kind of felt like if I followed her, she’d lead me to all those things, too.” She shook her head. “She was so fucking hot, Alex.”
They both laughed, and all the tension from before eased.
“I knew that was what this was all about,” Alex joked, but she couldn’t blame Beth. She had only interacted with Hannah four times, but she was already hooked. And if Hannah called to cancel their date, Alex would be hurt. And so, so disappointed. She could imagine that after a long string of disappointments, it might even push her over the edge like Beth.
“I mean, yeah.” Beth shrugged. “But if I’m honest, it’s also about me. I think I let myself believe this one could be different, even though she was clear about only wanting something casual. And I know I do this every time.” She looked away and scratched at the waxy veneer of the tabletop. “So, yeah. I think I cut it off before she could to save myself some pain. But really, I’m just disappointed in myself for being delusional.” She tilted her head from side to side. “Again.”
“I’m sorry, Beth.” It was all she could think to say without discounting her feelings again. “I think I understand what you’re feeling. And it sounds super shitty.”
Beth snagged the server and ordered another margarita. “Yeah. I’m a mess. I know.”
“You’re not. At all.”
“Ugh.” She patted the corner of her eye with a napkin. “I know there’s nothing you can do or say. I just needed you to come and listen to me wallow. I’m sorry I used my Fred card. I know you’re, like, insanely busy.”
“Beth.” Alex was shocked by the crack in her voice. She had been feeling guilty for a while over her lack of patience for Beth, but it all hit her at once. She was no better than Beth just because she didn’t try to find love. Beth was courageous in going after what she wanted. Yes, it could be over-the-top and dramatic sometimes, but it never stopped her from trying. Something Alex never did when it came to love. Something she wanted to change for herself. “I admire you.” She felt the truth deep in her words. “And I’m sorry if I ever made you feel foolish for pursuing what you want.”
Beth grimaced.
“Shit. I did make you feel foolish, didn’t I?”
“Just a smidge.” She shrugged. “I can be a lot.”
Alex pinched her fingers together. “Just a smidge.”
“Shut up.” Beth flung her wet napkin at her, and they both erupted into laughter. After a beat, Beth sighed. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” Alex balled up the wet napkin and hurled it at Beth’s boobs. “Like, a whole hell of a lot.”
The server dropped a fresh margarita for Beth. “Actually,” Beth said before the server disappeared, “this bitch needs a margarita.”
“Absolutely not.” Alex chopped her hands in front of her face. “I need to work when I get home.”
“Work, work, work.” Beth rolled her eyes. “I’ll drink it if you don’t.”
Seemingly confident he was supposed to put in another margarita for the table, the server nodded and left them to their argument.
“I will definitely be driving your tipsy ass home ’cause I’m sticking with Coke tonight.”
“I’m always picking up your slack,” Beth joked.
Alex rolled her eyes. “Truly.”
Alex polished off her Coke and finished the straggler fries as Beth indulged in her third margarita of the evening. She had clearly loosened up, and her smile grew as the alcohol amassed in her system. Alex was glad to be there with her, listening to her woes and making sure she got home safe. They needed this night to get back on track with their friendship.
At least, Alex needed it. She knew she had some unresolved feelings of resentment building up, and it wasn’t fair to Beth. Alex never wanted anything to come between them.
Once Beth finished her last drink, Alex signed the bill and pushed the empty fry basket to the edge of the table. “All right, champ. You ready to blow this Popsicle stand?”
“Let’s do it.” Beth groaned as she slid out of the booth. “I’m going to sleep so well tonight.”
“I don’t doubt it, babe.”
They drove the few minutes to Beth’s house in comfortable quiet, Beth probably half-asleep and Alex reflecting. On her friendship with Beth, on her date tomorrow with Hannah, on Hannah’s hands on her hips.
Beth jolted upright as Alex parked in her driveway. “We’re home, princess.”
“Thank you for the ride,” Beth groaned as she opened the door. “I owe you one.”
“No, you don’t,” Alex called after her through her window. “You officially used your Fred card for the year. And it’s only February. Sucker.”
Beth flipped her off as she disappeared through her front door. Alex waited for it to close before she backed out. “Love you, too,” she said to the night and took herself home.
She kicked off her shoes in the entryway and flipped on the kettle before greeting the boys. She needed a cup of chai to help her power through this article without sounding as tired as she felt. Once she had a tea bag and a splash of milk in her favorite Seattle Seahawks mug, she padded over to the fish tank to feed Jason and Michael. “Here ya go, killers.” The little serial killer puns never got old. She wondered for the millionth time what a woman would think of Jason and Michael if she ever brought someone home.
What would Hannah think?




  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
    
Hannah reread Alex’s text for the millionth time:
Sage and Sizzle at six? Don’t judge me. I’m old and refuse to do dinner past seven. I know the name is cheesy, but not everyone can be witty enough to name something as amazing as Mountain Gap Distillery. See ya there.
“So adorable,” she said to herself as she googled the restaurant from her couch. She was freshly showered and in her robe, a blank slate for makeup and hair later. She scrolled through the options as she sipped a white pinot noir from Oregon. It was zippy and crisp. The perfect little predinner pick me up. Plus, it was white, so no matter what outfit she chose, the chances of staining it were slim.
She liked to go into dinners with an idea of what she was going to order. An order said a lot about a person, and she didn’t want to flounder about in front of a date or a client trying to figure it out. Light but not cheap. Elegant but not too much. She’d go with the classic Caesar salad with anchovies to start and the pan-seared scallops and mushroom risotto as her main. It was the perfect first date meal. It gave elevated taste, indulgent but not too indulgent.
The wine list was full of beautifully light reds that would pair nicely with her seafood. She had her eye on a lovely gamay.
“Okay.” She closed the laptop and opened Alex’s message again. “Gotta respond and get dressed.”
It’s no problem. Hey, it leaves time to get ice cream if we want.
She sent it and immediately regretted it. “The fuck does that mean?” she muttered, worried Alex would take it as some kind of innuendo for sex. Or ice cream and sex. “Dear God.” She sent one more message just in case:
I’m not sure how that last message came off, but I really do mean ice cream. Cream, sugar, sprinkles. Melty, cold ice cream.
So much for her perfectly posh order.
I’m gonna stop now. See you at six. Looking forward to it.
She groaned and dropped her robe to the floor. “Wow, Hannah. Way to play it cool.” That was just how Alex affected her, though. She turned Hannah into a bumbling schoolgirl who tripped over her words and blushed. Pathetic.
She sorted through her clothes, torn between pants or a dress. Something told her to go for a dress tonight. It might be her only shot to take Alex on a date, and she wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass without bringing her absolute A game. She plucked the vintage Dior dress from its garment bag and laid it across her bed. Yep. That was the one. She fingered the black lace, wondering why she didn’t wear this dress every day. It was stunning. And it fit her perfectly.
She abandoned the dress to do her hair and makeup in the bathroom, using an iron to place the perfect loose curls in her hair. This was everything she was good at—presentation, looks, sales—but her usual confidence was nowhere to be found. A dizzying flurry of nerves settled in her stomach, and her hands shook as she traded her curling iron for mascara. She raised the black little wand to her lashes, determined to not poke herself in the eye, but the shake in her hand was too much.
“Jesus, Hannah.” She replaced the wand in the tube and took a sip of wine, trying to steady herself. Not since college—more years ago than she wanted to admit—had she felt such nervous energy going into a date. When it came to Alex, it was like jumping out of a perfectly safe airplane just to see what it was like to fly. Only, she had no fucking idea if she could fly. Or if there was a parachute. Or if she’d just completely crash and burn.
“Stop it,” she chided. She tried the mascara again, successfully applying it without blinding herself. “Just forget about everything and enjoy tonight. Live for once.”
She examined herself in the mirror, appreciating the job she’d done. She looked good. But did she look good to Alex? Only one way to find out. She grabbed the dress from her bed, relishing the feel of the fabric on her fingers as she carefully unzipped it and stepped in. It was go time.
    
Sage and Sizzle looked exactly like the photos on their website. It was pleasantly surprising. When Hannah walked in, she was greeted warmly and professionally by one of the many servers dressed all in black with matching green aprons. They looked sharp, and Hannah appreciated it. There was a sleek bar in the back with a handful of seats and two larger banquet tables, but most of the tables sat two or four and had an air of privacy about them. It was a lovely pick for a date: low-light but lively.
Hannah was seated at a two top near the bar, and she scanned all the bottles out of habit, finding Locality within the first ten seconds. This was a decent place, she decided. She busied herself reading the menu she had already mostly memorized as she waited for Alex.
“Hey, there.”
Hannah dropped the menu at the sound of her voice. Alex walked toward her looking absolutely stunning in a formfitting navy dress that was low enough cut for a teasing amount of cleavage. Her hair always looked amazing, but tonight, it was glossy and loose about her shoulders, pinned back on one side. She smiled at Hannah, obviously pleased with the effect she was having.
“I know,” she said, hanging her purse on the back of her chair. “It must be shocking to see me in something other than my work clothes.”
“Alex.” Hannah hurried to stand, almost knocking over her water glass. She stood in front of Alex, staring, unable to find the right words.
Alex fingered her dress. “That bad?”
Hannah grabbed her hand and pulled her into a hug. Alex’s perfume consumed her. It was citrusy and fresh but somehow deep at the same time. The way Alex’s body felt in her arms drove her wild. Her curves, the smell of her hair, everything.
Alex’s arms wrapped around her, and Hannah pulled her closer. “Alex,” Hannah whispered against her ear. “You are devastating.”
“Hannah,” she murmured into her neck.
She could feel Alex’s breath deepen as her grip on Hannah tightened. Then Alex pulled away, holding Hannah’s hand as she looked her up and down. “You look gorgeous, Hannah. That dress.” She chuckled, her cheeks turning an adorable shade of pink. “Wow.”
“You should know I pulled out all the stops,” Hannah said as they both sat. “I don’t get much better than this, so I’m glad you approve.”
Alex grinned as she sipped her water. “I can work with this,” she said, tracing Hannah from afar.
Hannah could feel it, Alex’s appraisal—her want—and it only stoked her own desire. She’d never met a woman like Alex, who could transition so effortlessly from overalls and work clothes and casual beauty to cocktail dresses and utter devastation. She shifted in her chair, relieved when the server arrived to take their drink orders.
Alex chewed her lip as she examined the menu. “Can you go first, Hannah? I’m not quite sure yet.”
“Do you want to get a bottle? I had my eye on a Beaujolais. Should pair nicely with most things on the menu.”
Alex’s grin deepened. “Sounds perfect.”
Hannah pushed the menu to the side and ordered the bottle of gamay slightly chilled. “Oh, and may I please get an ounce of the Locality with one small ice cube? Thank you.”
“Wait,” Alex interjected. “If you’re getting your bourbon, I’m getting mine. Gotta even out the sales here.” She shot Hannah a sexy glare.
“You want to taste them side by side?” Hannah raised her brow. “Because I think you may regret it.”
“Challenge accepted.” Alex turned to the server. “I’ll take the same, please. But with Mountain Gap bottled in bond.”
“You got it,” the server said, then disappeared.
Alex stared, a smirk playing on her lips. “You really think your giant brand-name bourbon can stand against mine?” She pressed a freshly polished finger to the table. “I bottle every single batch by hand. That bourbon is my baby. Handmade. Craft to its core.”
Hannah folded her hands and nodded. “And what do you think Locality is?”
“Just another huge brand.”
“No. See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Hannah leaned forward. “Locality is more ‘craft’ than any bourbon on the market.”
“Oh, fuck off.” Alex scoffed. “With love.”
Hannah laughed as the server placed their bourbon in front of them. “Taste it,” she said, sliding the glass of Locality in front of Alex. “Locality is just as it’s named…local.” Alex raised the glass to her nose and took in the aromas. “It’s the only whiskey in this area to source its grain from local growers. Much like wine. So when you drink Locality, you’re tasting the essence of where it came from. You’re tasting the truest Washington state whiskey.”
Alex’s brows met in a vee over her eyes. “What’s that point of locally sourced grain when you’re just going to mass-produce it anyway?”
“What does ‘mass-produced’ really even mean? It’s still aged in the same barrels as yours. They may have a bigger distillery now and can bottle more in a single run than you, but taste it, and tell me if you think it tastes mass-produced. Or if it tastes like a well-made bourbon at an accessible price point.”
“Okay, okay. Calm down over there. You invited me to dinner, not a sales meeting.” Alex chuckled as she took a sip. Her eyes widened slightly as she placed the glass back in front of Hannah. She took a moment with the bourbon in her mouth before she swallowed and nodded. “Okay.”
“Okay?”
Alex smiled and shook her head. “Okay. It’s fucking delicious.” She leaned on her elbows. “I can admit when I’m wrong.”
Hannah took a sip and grinned, enjoying her victory. “And so wrong you are.”
“Hey, don’t push it.”
“You’re cute when you’re angry,” Hannah joked.
“I’m not angry.” She shook her head, then looked at Hannah, her eyes soft. Vulnerable. “I’m jealous.” She spun her rocks glass in its condensation. “I’m stuck at my current capacity and can barely keep up with our sales. I think telling myself that big brands are heartless makes me feel better because I can’t figure out how to make the next leap in my own business.”
Hannah took a moment with her words, not wanting to say the wrong thing or be condescending. Alex was being so honest and vulnerable. “Can’t figure out how or scared to try?” she asked softly.
Alex stopped spinning her glass and held it on the table with both hands. “I built this on my own, you know? I don’t have a big investor or a business partner or even a life partner to lean on. And I’m comfortable. I love my distillery. But I know it could be so much more if I found the courage to try.” She bit her lip as she seemingly filtered through all it would take to grow her business. “We’re at capacity with our space, so it would mean a new location. Another still. More equipment. It would mean a kind of investment that could make or break me.” She shook her head. “What if I invested all of this money into growth and change and never made it back?”
“Hey.” Hannah reached across the table and took her hands. It was wild to her how natural it always felt. “Your bourbon stands for itself, and you have the demand. Not to mention, you are a stellar distiller and business owner. If you choose to expand, you’re going to succeed. I know you are.”
The server opened the bottle of wine and poured them each a glass, then he took their dinner orders. Hannah ordered what she had planned: the caesar salad and scallop risotto. Alex ordered the braised lamb shank linguini and a house salad.
“Yeah,” Alex continued. “I just wish I had someone in all this.” She shook her head, seemingly waking up from her wistfulness. “But this year’s winner of the Washington-Made Whiskey Awards gets a full spread and interview in Decanter. And that’s huge.”
Hannah almost choked on her wine. She had no idea that was on the line for this year’s awards. Locality was always in Decanter, but for someone like Alex… “Huge. That’s amazing.” She didn’t want to spoil dinner by telling Alex she’d submitted Locality. It could wait.
“Yes.” She grinned. “Fingers crossed. I mean, I tend to do pretty well.”
“So I’ve heard.” Hannah cleared her throat and raised what was left of the bourbon. “I know we are archrivals, and we’re probably angering the whiskey gods by commingling, but—”
Alex erupted into giggles as she raised her glass. “Commingling?”
Her molten eyes captivated Hannah. The challenge in them intoxicated her. Everything about Alex intoxicated her—but more than that—seemed to call her home. Safety and adventure. She was everything.
Maybe she is everything.
“What else would you call this?” Hannah gestured to the restaurant, the wine, Alex.
Alex rolled her eyes and lifted her glass higher. “Let me take it from here, babe. Whiskey gods be damned”—she quickly muffled a “not really” into her napkin—“here’s to our first date. To you and me.” She smiled softly, holding Hannah’s gaze. “And to whatever comes of us. Whether it be a lovely friendship or…commingling.” She winked and drained the sip of bourbon.
“Cheers,” Hannah said and finished hers as well.
Hannah couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a date where she’d truly felt as though she was on the same page with the other person. Maybe in the early days of Deidra, but even then, there had been the tension of different goals rubbing against each other like unstoppable tectonic plates until mountains had grown between them. A range that just couldn’t be crossed. Kept them from connecting in ways more intimate than sex.
But with Alex…
The server cleared their dinner plates and brought Hannah’s attention back. Dinner had flown by in a flurry of laughter and embarrassing childhood tales and stories of dating catastrophes. It was all slipping by too fast.
“I’m so full,” Hannah admitted, her hands pressed to her stomach. She hadn’t meant to indulge so much, especially in this dress.
“Same.” Alex took a deep breath and pushed her empty glass away. “I can’t take another bite.”
“No room for ice cream?” Hannah gave Alex her best puppy dog eyes. Though she hadn’t a clue if she even had puppy dog eyes. She probably just looked like a sad, haggard woman squishing her brows together.
“Oh my gosh.” Alex chuckled and folded her napkin on the table. “You look like you’ve swallowed a chicken bone.”
Hannah took a sip of water, feeling like she had swallowed a chicken bone. “But is it working?”
Alex found her ankle under the table and ran a foot up Hannah’s shin, making her hand shake as she set down her glass. “Ask for what you want, and you’ll find out.”
She cleared her throat, struggling to focus on anything besides Alex’s touch. “I don’t want this night to end yet.” Hannah reached for Alex’s knee under the table, shuddering when her fingers met the soft skin of Alex’s thigh instead. Alex’s breath caught, leaving Hannah craving more. “Have room for ice cream?”
Alex exhaled a choppy breath. “Seriously?”
Hannah dragged her fingers back and forth from Alex’s knee to the hem of her dress. “Not many people know about my wicked sweet tooth.”
“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”
Hannah shrugged. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“More pressure.” Alex bit her lip and covered Hannah’s hand with her own, pressing it harder against her thigh. “Please.”
“Sorry,” Hannah whispered.
“Don’t worry. You’ll learn.” They held each other’s gaze for a beat before Alex grinned. “And I would like to know. So let’s pay and go indulge some more.”
“It’s already paid.” Hannah stood. “Ready?”
    
Hannah seemed to be nervous after leaving Sage and Sizzle. They’d driven separately to the Scoop, but even the quiet time alone in the car hadn’t seemed to help her recover. Alex wondered if the awkward hug outside the restaurant was to blame. Hannah fiddled with her keys as they waited in line to order and blew out a breath. “Wouldn’t have guessed it’d be so busy in the winter, you know? Because of the cold.”
“Han.” Alex took a step closer and fished an arm in Hannah’s coat, pulling her near. “Are you okay? Does the prospect of ice cream always get you so wound up?” She thought dinner had gone well, but the longer Hannah fidgeted and shuffled, the more Alex worried it might be because she was no longer into her. Maybe Alex had said something wrong. Done something wrong.
Hannah smiled, but it was forced, a smile Alex had never seen before. She imagined Hannah used it often in sales calls. “Of course it does.” She pointed to all the cartons of ice cream. “Do you see all those flavors? How am I supposed to pick?”
Her words hit just the same as her smile. Empty. “That’s what sampling is for.” They took a step forward as the couple in front of them finished their order. “Or you could be extra adventurous and get two flavors in one.”
“Lemon sorbet and dark chocolate,” Hannah said, grinning.
Alex scoffed, holding her at arm’s length. “Absolutely not. Nope. That’s blasphemy, and I will not have it. Pretty sure they wouldn’t even serve that combination out of their own self-respect.”
Hannah half smiled, her eyes fixed on nothing in particular but faraway.
“Hey,” she said, nudging her arm. “If you just want to get out of here, I’d completely understand. Even if this doesn’t work out, we can still be friends. No harm, no foul.” She heard the words pour from her mouth, and she hated every single one of them. We can just be friends? No harm, no foul? Of course, Hannah was free to leave, but it would harm Alex. How could it not?
“Oh, no. No, I don’t want to leave.” The employee who couldn’t have been more than twenty waved them up to the counter. “I’m sorry I made you think that.” She nodded to the register. “Should we order? I’ll explain myself. I promise.” Her demeanor shifted, giving Alex a small bit of hope that she hadn’t messed everything up.
Hannah did not order lemon sorbet and dark chocolate. Instead, she went for balsamic fig and honey mixed with blackberry bramble. A step up from the chocolate lemon disaster. And Alex got a scoop of the sweet corn and olive oil and the strawberry cheesecake, her all-time favorite.
“Damn,” Hannah said as they sat at a small table. “I should have gotten a cone. I’m jealous.”
“You should have.” Alex shrugged and licked her ice cream, pretending to not care about Hannah’s lack of cone. “But in the spirit of new friends, you can have a bite of mine.” She held it out.
“Alex…” Hannah eyed the cone for a moment before her shoulders fell, and she stared at her bowl. “You scare me,” she murmured.
“Sorry?” Alex shook her head. She leaned in, their shoulders pressed together. “I what?”
Hannah jerked up, her eyes boring into Alex’s. “I said, you scare me.”
“Oh, babe.” She squeezed Hannah’s good knee. “I promise, I am not scary. But do you know what is?” Hannah gave her a questioning stare. “Halloween. Do you like horror films?”
Hannah winced. “This may not surprise you, but I don’t consume a lot of media. This may surprise you, but I also scare easily.” She grinned and reached for Alex’s hand. “Like for real. Not just with, well, you.”
Alex’s heart clenched at her words. She wanted to wrap Hannah in her arms and hold her. Take care of her. Chase away all her fears. A faint, faraway voice in her head reminded her that Hannah would soon disappear back to LA, and that this night was completely pointless. Empty. She didn’t care, though. She had decided before this date that she would treat herself, chase whatever was between them, even if she only got one night. Hopefully, the taste of it would linger in her mouth awhile. Keep her company.
Alex swallowed, suddenly uninterested in her ice cream. “Halloween, while truly terrifying, has no blood. It’s actually brilliant how they build the fear without the gore.” She clapped a hand against her thigh. “That score? Incredible. Almost as iconic as Jaws.”
Hannah took a big bite and rubbed her forehead, probably fighting off some wicked brain freeze. “Doo, doo, doo, duh, doo, doo, doo, duh.”
“First of all, you’re adorable. Second, you know it! See? Iconic.” Alex rubbed her knee. “How’s that brain freeze?”
Hannah gave her temple one last rub, then chuckled. “Brutal. I got a little too excited about my ice cream.”
“It happens.” Alex took a bite of her waffle cone, expertly licking the ice cream before it melted over the ledge. “Do you want to come over? We could put on Halloween. I think we both have the day off tomorrow, right? Hopefully, getting home around midnight isn’t out of the question for you?”
Hannah took her last bite and smiled. “Not too late at all. I’d love to. But serious question…”
“Yes?”
“Do you have movie snacks?”
Alex grinned. “I have some movie snacks, yes.”
“And are they Red Vines?”
“What the actual fuck?” Alex’s jaw dropped. “You seriously like Red Vines? You’re not joking with me?”
“Oh, I don’t joke about Red Vines.” Hannah looked amused. “Who doesn’t like Red Vines? They’re classic.”
Alex leaned away, shocked. “Um. No one likes Red Vines. Except for me. They all prefer Twizzlers.”
“Except for us. Twizzlers are fine in a pinch, but I’m a Red Vines girl. All day.”
Alex smiled. “You’re in luck, then. I have a whole bin of them.”
Hannah stood and tossed her empty bowl in the trash as if she was spiking a football after the game-winning touchdown. “Let’s do this.”
“Jesus.” Alex laughed. “You’re like Marshawn Lynch in a Dior dress.”
Hannah raised a brow. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
Alex popped the tip of her cone in her mouth before it could drip down her dress. She savored the last bit of olive oil and corn before turning on Hannah. “Oh, it’s a good thing. Full of surprises, Carver.” She slammed her trash in the bin and pumped her fist in victory. “Let’s do this. Follow me.”
They walked to the lot together, and Hannah followed Alex home. Of course, she had cleaned every inch of her house on the off chance Hannah wanted to come home with her. It had made the invitation that much easier. But it didn’t quell all her nerves about the situation. Hannah Carver was about to be in her most intimate space. There was no hiding from her. Or her curiosity. There was no hiding Jason and Michael, though thankfully, watching Halloween would be a nice ease into the explanation of her bad-to-the-bone fish.
She groaned as she turned onto her street, and the nerves reverberated through her body. “It’s fine,” she told herself. “If all else fails, there’s always the whiskey collection.” In fact, she should really start there. It was the biggest thing they had in common, and thanks to a generous head start from her father, she had amassed quite the collection with a few rare gems Hannah was sure to appreciate.
Alex didn’t bring just anyone down to her cellar. She’d learned the hard way after Beth had taken the glass of Old Rip Van Winkle Ten Year as if it was a bottom-shelf tequila shot. She didn’t blame Beth, though. Alex really should have known better. Lesson learned.
She parked high enough up the driveway to leave Hannah a spot behind her. For some reason, the roads in her neighborhood tended to be neglected by the salt trucks, and she didn’t want Hannah slipping. She always kept her driveway salted and safe, another lesson she’d learned from Beth, a very tipsy Beth who’d almost broke her ankle after one too many on a particularly icy night.
Hannah locked her car and joined her on the front porch, pulling her coat tight around her and hunching her shoulders against the cold. “I’m obsessed with your house already,” she said, her breath a white puff between them. There for a second, then gone.
“Well, don’t speak too soon, geez. Your gonna jinx it. And, Hannah?” She tucked a wayward curl behind Hannah’s ear, not missing how her eyes fluttered shut at the contact. “There’s nothing to be scared of. I promise.” She was full of shit.
There was everything to be scared of.




  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
    
The door shut behind them, startling them both, and the air felt heavy as they shed their coats in the entryway, hanging them on the hooks by the stairs. Neither spoke as this tension filled every crevice between them. It wasn’t awkward, it was…intense. There seemed to be an understanding that they would at least share a kiss tonight if not more.
“How about a cup of vanilla chai? It’ll help get rid of the chill,” Alex offered.
“Oh, yes, please,” Hannah said, blowing in her hands as she kicked off her shoes “I know I’m from Alaska, but LA has made me weak. It’s cold as shit.” She huddled close to Alex, trying to warm herself.
Alex didn’t seem to mind the proximity. “Also, and you can say no, how about I fetch you some sweats to change into?”
Hannah straightened, a hand in the air. The offer was sweet, and she couldn’t deny that cozy sweats sounded amazing right now, but she couldn’t impose like that. “No, I couldn’t—”
“It’s seriously no bother at all.” Alex ran a hand down Hannah’s arm, squeezing her fingers before she let go. “Do you really want to be cold and uncomfortable for the whole movie? Or do you want to be in a fresh pair of cozy sweats and warm socks while you sip tea, eat Red Vines, and watch one of the greatest horror films ever made?”
Hannah rolled her eyes, crossing her arms and laughing. “Well, when you put it like that, it’s kind of hard to say no.”
Alex grinned, seemingly satisfied with her answer. “Good. I’ll be right back, but make yourself at home.” She pointed to the small glowing tank in the corner of the living room. “Feel free to say hi to Michael and Jason while I’m gone.”
“You’re seriously going to leave me alone with two psycho serial killers without having even introduced me yet? That’s just cruel, woman,” Hannah said in feigned panic.
“So you do know Michael Myers, then?” Alex asked, her brow raised in a sexy appraisal.
Hannah shrugged. “Yeah. Just because I haven’t seen Halloween doesn’t mean I’ve been living under a rock.”
Alex closed the space between them and popped a quick kiss on her cheek, making every inch of Hannah buzz. She wondered if Alex had felt that way when Hannah had kissed her on the cheek. “I promise, they’re very well behaved. Haven’t killed anything except for endless bottles of fish food. I’ll be right back.”
She started up the stairs, and Hannah called, “You’re not supposed to say that,” behind her.
“At least you know some horror film rules,” Alex called back.
Then Hannah was alone in the living room. She walked slowly around, taking in everything she could before Alex returned. There were a handful of framed photos on the mantel: one of her and her mom, one of them with a man that must have been Alex’s father, one of her and…
Beth.
“Holy fuck,” Hannah cursed into her hand. She grabbed the photo, horrified to see her non-fling with her arm around Alex, the two of them probably in high school. “No, no, no. They can’t be friends.” She looked over her shoulder as if Beth might have been watching her. But it all clicked into place. The phone call Alex had gotten in the rickhouse was Beth upset that Hannah had canceled. She’d probably painted Hannah to be some horrible person who used people and had no morals; that wasn’t true, but still. She placed the photo next to the others, trying to return herself to normalcy.
Clearly, Alex had no idea that Hannah was the woman Beth had been on about. Beth must not have used her name. Yet. Shit. She really didn’t want to ruin their first date by telling Alex that she was the woman Beth had been seeing. If one could even call it that. There was no way this wasn’t going to come out. Beth would say her name one day, or they would all run into each other.
But not tonight.
Hannah turned to the fish tank. She would pretend she had never seen that photo. It seemed fair. Besides, whatever happened between her and Beth was completely irrelevant to what she had with Alex. And what she had with Alex could not be more different than what she’d had with Beth.
And she had been as honest as possible with both women. A flash of guilt hit her for choosing to hide this knowledge, but it just wasn’t relevant. It was a small town, and Beth should have told Alex it was Hannah if she didn’t want the possibility of them meeting. Which was always going to happen since they sold the same product, though Beth didn’t even know Hannah sold spirits. Beth didn’t know anything about her. It was how Hannah had wanted it.
But she wanted to be known by Alex, who never stopped pulling things from her. Not pulling. Hannah gave pieces of herself willingly. She took a deep breath, trying to settle her anxiety and push Beth out of her mind for the evening. She only had space for Alex.
“Hey, guys.” She ran a finger down the tank, noticing how clean it was. Made sense for a distiller to be clean. “Got any tips for me? Meet any other women recently?” They bobbed to the surface, then back down to the fake forest. “On second thought, don’t answer that.”
She straightened and took in the rest of the space. It was cozier than she could have imagined. With dark greens and earth tones similar to her cottage, a gas fireplace, and a big, soft-looking couch with fluffy pillows and multiple throws. It was a space to hunker down during a snow day or lose time working on puzzles and watching movie marathons. It was a space she felt at home in.
“Ah, see? They wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Alex said as she appeared from the stairwell looking irresistibly cuddly in her joggers, wool-lined slippers, and oversized Seahawks sweatshirt. Hannah itched to slip her hands under that sweatshirt and feel the warm skin underneath. “You’re probably something gross like a Chargers fan, so this may offend you, but I got you this.” She tossed Hannah a matching Seahawks sweatshirt and a simple pair of sweatpants. “And socks.” She placed a fresh pair on the side table.
Hannah held up the sweatshirt, grinning hard. “A Chargers fan?” She scoffed. “I’d sooner root for the Vikings. I cannot stand the Chargers.”
A smile played on Alex’s lips as she quirked a brow. “Oh really?”
“Really. I grew up in the literal northwest.” She took a step closer to Alex. “Like, Washington is cute and all, but it’s basically the south to us. And you think I’m going to root for the Chargers?” She gave her best look of disgust. “Hell, no. Seahawks all the way, baby.”
“All right, all right. Don’t blame me. You may have grown up in Alaska, but you are clearly LA through and through.”
“Through and through?” Hannah asked, not sure why the words stung so badly.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.” Alex’s brows stitched together, a hint of worry in her eyes. “It’s just that you’ve mentioned how much you love LA. Like, a lot. So I didn’t think it was a huge leap to think you may root for their teams.”
Hannah shook herself out of her weird insecurity and gave her best wily smile, crossing her arms for effect. “I’m offended.”
Alex let out a laugh. “I see that.”
They stared at each other, a hint of challenge between them. “You know, I’ve still got plenty of Alaska in me. I’m not all LA.” It felt like a lie saying it in her Dior dress. But she wanted to be more Alaska than LA. She was tough, self-reliant, and unafraid. Growing up in Alaska had taught her the tools she used to survive the craziness of the city.
“Okay, Ms. Alaska, I believe you.” Alex patted her shoulder. “Now, why don’t you get changed into your beloved Seahawks hoodie? There’s a bathroom just off the kitchen.” She pointed.
“Okay. Can you just help with the zipper first?”
It wasn’t a move. Getting the zipper down on this vintage dress was ridiculously difficult. It was as if the dress had been designed in a time when they believed a woman couldn’t possibly be getting ready alone. But when she turned and pulled her hair over one shoulder, the moment felt heated. She heard Alex swallow.
“Um. Yes. Of course.” She was gentle, taking her time undoing the hook and eye and holding the fabric together at the top as she eased the zipper down. Cool air on Hannah’s newly exposed skin made her shiver. Or maybe it was Alex’s soft breath on her back.
She felt the zipper hit the end of its track, and Alex let out a deep breath. They were frozen in the moment together, Hannah’s entire back exposed. She closed her eyes, willing Alex to touch her. Desperate for Alex to touch her. To take another moment she never gave to other women. Letting someone undress her was something she rarely allowed.
“Okay,” Alex whispered as she placed her hands on Hannah’s hips.
The single word felt as though it was cascading down her spine, zipping alive sensations she hadn’t felt in so long. More than just the basic urge to touch and be touched. It was something deeper that moved her. That made her take a step backward into Alex’s arms and shudder when she wrapped them around her waist.
Alex tightened her grip in a kind of hug, then loosened as if to release her.
“Please don’t let go,” Hannah said, surprised by the desperation in her voice. “Wait. Just a moment longer. Please.”
Alex didn’t respond with words. She held Hannah tighter and just barely pressed her lips to Hannah’s exposed neck, whispering kisses down the slope of her shoulder. Hannah never wanted to leave this position. And it shocked her, craving to be held. Especially like this, half-clothed and vulnerable. But she would have traded her nonexistent college national championship, her impeccable sales record, and all her future accomplishments—everything—just to stay in this moment with Alex forever. In her arms.
How could she resist? When not even the things she valued most in life felt as good as Alex’s arms around her and her mouth on her skin.
“Go on,” Alex whispered. She pressed one more tender kiss to Hannah’s shoulder and slowly let her go. “I can hold you during the movie.”
It was only with the promise of being back in her arms that Hannah allowed the separation. “Sorry,” she said, gripping the sweats to her chest. “I’m not normally so…”
“Needy?” Alex supplied with a grin. She looked too cute and inviting in her cozy sweats.
Hannah just wanted to curl into her and hide. Rest. Then take a fistful of that messy bun and turn things up a notch. “Hey.” She widened her eyes in offense. “I prefer ‘excited to be in your company.’”
Alex shrugged. “A little long-winded, don’t you think?”
“Fine.” Hannah scoffed and brushed past, pausing shoulder to shoulder with her. “For the record, I’ve been needy for you since the moment we met. And I’m not needy for women often.” She leaned closer to Alex’s ear and whispered, “I appear to have a need only you can fill.”
Alex’s mouth fell open, but Hannah didn’t leave her an opportunity to respond. Instead, she walked past her to the bathroom and changed into her sweats. They were loose-fitting and worn in a way that told her they were some of Alex’s favorites. It felt so personal being in her clothes. Though she and Alex were roughly the same size, the sweats swallowed her in the best way.
She opened the door, and Alex was in the kitchen pouring kernels into a pot on the stove.
“Oh, wow,” Hannah said, placing her folded clothes on a stool. “The old-fashioned way.”
“Well, when you love movies—and popcorn—as much as I do, it just makes sense. It tastes better, and it’s so much cheaper.” She clamped the lid and gave the pot a shake.
Hannah walked around the counter and peered in the pot. “Doesn’t all popcorn taste like popcorn?”
“What?” Alex stepped back, pressing a hand to her chest. “Oh my God, Hannah. I’m about to change your life.”
“I mean, I know popcorn at the movie theater is like an entirely different beast. It’s so damn good. But beyond that, it’s all the same.” She stood behind Alex, waiting for the first pop.
“You are so wrong, it’s almost adorable,” Alex said, giving the pot another shake. After a minute, the first kernel popped, and Hannah jumped. “Okay. Scratch that, you’re actually adorable.”
Hannah grinned. “Oh, hush.”
Alex continued to shake the pot over the flame of the stove, the kernels popping away. “You do know how popcorn is made, right? You see, it’s a kernel. Then you heat it up and—”
“Come off it.” Hannah wrapped her arms around Alex from behind and tickled her sides until she had to abandon the pot and smack Hannah to get her off. The popping was incessant as they giggled and play fought, pushing each other against the counter and flipping positions for dominance.
Hannah had her pinned, her hips pressing into Alex’s, their eyes locked. The energy of the moment quickly morphed from lighthearted to heavy. To hot. This was the moment, her body pressed into Alex’s, Alex’s hands gripping the edge of the counter as if she needed the anchor, her gaze on Hannah’s mouth. Hannah leaned in, her eyes fluttering shut.
A loud clanging made them both jump.
“Oh shit,” Alex said, pushing off the counter. Popcorn flew all over the kitchen, the lid having been pushed off by the growing kernels.
Hannah doubled over laughing uncontrollably. “There’s popcorn everywhere.” She wheezed between fits of laughter.
Alex shut off the stove and poured the popcorn into a big bowl as one last kernel popped free and rocketed to the floor. She tossed the pot in the sink and looked around, chuckling. “And that’s how you make popcorn.”
Hannah crouched, picking stray pieces off the floor and tossing them in the sink while Alex picked them from between stove grates. Once they had cleaned up most of the mess, Alex dressed the popcorn with olive oil, salt, pepper, and a dash of Italian seasoning. “Ah,” Hannah said. “This seems like the important secret step that makes the magic.”
“Exactly.” Alex boiled water and made two cups of chai to go with the popcorn and Red Vines. “Okay. You grab the bowl and the tub of Vines, and I’ll bring the tea. Deal?”
“Deal.” Hannah dutifully carried the snacks back to the living room and sat at one end of the couch, relieved to sit first, not having to be the one to choose their proximity. But Alex had promised to hold her.
Alex set the tea on the coffee table, flipped on the fireplace, and stood in front of the TV, searching through her movies for Halloween. “Aha. Here we go.” She walked around the coffee table to join Hannah on the couch, only hesitating for a moment before sitting right next to her, their thighs touching. Hannah was grateful for her bravery.
Alex handed her the cup of chai and a Red Vine. “Are you ready to be blown away?” she asked.
“Let’s do it.” Hannah took a bite of the Red Vine. “I’m excited to learn the origin story of Michael’s namesake,” she said, nodding to the fish tank.
“Next time we do this, we’ll have to watch Friday the 13th, so you can learn Jason’s, too.”
They both paused, the idea of a second date hanging between them. Hannah wanted it desperately. She couldn’t imagine going back to her cottage tonight knowing she’d never get to spend time like this again with Alex. The ease she felt with her was unparalleled. The raw attraction she had for her was startling. She would have never hesitated to ditch the prospect of a second date in the past. In fact, she would be relieved if a woman ended things first. But if Alex wanted to end things, she’d be…gutted.
“Sorry.” Alex cleared her throat. “I didn’t mean to imply you wanted a second date. The first one isn’t even over yet.”
Hannah laid a hand on her thigh, stilling her. “How else am I supposed to learn about all the fictional serial killers? This is important stuff. We definitely need a second date ’cause there’s no way I can watch these films alone.”
“Okay.” A wide grin spread over Alex’s face. “We’ll have a second date, then.”
“Perfect.”
Alex settled in next to Hannah, pulling her legs onto the couch and leaning against Hannah’s side. Warmth pooled all over Hannah’s body from the contact. She took a sip of tea, then slid it onto the coffee table, wanting the free hand to wrap around Alex if the opportunity arose. Alex hit play, and a sinister tune filled the living room.
“I’m already scared,” Hannah whispered, her eyes glued to the TV and the glow of the fire beneath.
“Aw, babe.” Alex pulled her hand into her lap and cuddled in closer. “You’re so screwed if you’re already scared. He hasn’t even broken out yet.”
“Broken out?” Hannah asked, squeezing Alex’s hand. “Broken out of where?”
“Just wait.”
They turned their attention back to the movie, but Hannah couldn’t stop replaying Alex calling her “babe.” Couldn’t focus on the horror unfolding on the screen when her fingertips rested on Alex’s thigh. How did she even get here? Hadn’t she just met Alex at Ben’s? She should have been freaking out.
Instead, she was just…happy. Wildly happy.
They watched the movie in a comfortable quiet, Alex popping in with a fun fact about the production every so often, until the credits were rolling before Hannah knew it. Had she wasted the entire length of the movie without making a move? She was running out of time to—
Alex shut off the TV and traced her fingers over Hannah’s hand. “Now you know,” she said.
Hannah took a deep breath. “Now I know. And now I’ll never sleep again.”
Alex laugh. “If you feel that way after Halloween, you’ll truly never sleep again after Nightmare on Elm Street.”
“Oh Lord, you’re going to ruin me, you know that?” Hannah straightened, stretching her back, and Alex let go of her hand, reaching for her tea. “I’ll live in fear from here on out.”
“Don’t worry. You’re final girl material.”
“Can we both be final girls?”
Alex tilted her head, seemingly considering the question. “Hmm. It’d be tricky, but I’d bet on us.”
“Me too.” Hannah stood, not wanting to linger in the awkward between moments of the movie ending and her leaving. She almost didn’t recognize her lack of courage, and she’d certainly be regretting not kissing Alex when she lay in bed that night. But she felt she had missed the moment. Moments.
“You can give them back to me later,” Alex said, eyeing the sweatshirt.
“Are you sure? I’m happy to change.”
Alex waved her off. “No, no. The only thing worse than putting on a dress at the end of the night is pulling on a wet bathing suit.” She chuckled, standing to walk Hannah to the door.
“Well, thank you. I’ll just grab my clothes and get out of your hair.” She walked to the kitchen, not leaving Alex time to reply, or if she did, Hannah didn’t hear it. She grabbed her small pile of clothes and the car keys from the entry table. “That popcorn really was delicious.”
Alex watched her, her hands tucked deep in her pockets as she leaned against the wall. “You’re welcome to movie night anytime. And they don’t always have to be scary.” She winked.
Hannah dropped the doorknob and leaned in for her usual kiss on the cheek, but Alex took her face in both her hands and kissed her hard, backing Hannah up against the door with the force of it. They thudded against the oak, deepening their kiss. Hannah opened her mouth, indulging in the feeling of Alex’s soft tongue brushing over her lips, her teeth, her own tongue. It was everything. Her entire body erupted with pleasure as she tugged at Alex’s sweatshirt, desperate to get as close as possible.
It was everything she’d been missing. Delicious, sweet, sexy, and deep. It was a kiss that reached within her and shook everything up. Every heavy breath was more and more dizzying until she slipped her hand under Alex’s sweatshirt and felt that warm skin she’d been dying to touch all night. Then things became clear again.
She turned them in an instant and pinned Alex against the door, continuing her exploration of soft skin, dragging her knuckles along her rib cage. Alex shuddered in her arms, making Hannah desperate to know what it was like to make her come. She held Alex tight as her trembling became violent at Hannah scratching down her stomach to her waistband.
“Fuck,” Alex murmured with a shaky voice. “Fuck.”
Hannah planted one hand against the door and grazed her teeth over Alex’s throat. “Where do you need me to stop?” she whispered in her ear, hoping the answer was nowhere. Hoping the answer was spend the night, please. And maybe never leave.
“It’s the first date,” Alex said, sounding disappointed in the fact.
Hannah pulled up, giving Alex some space to catch her breath and think with a bit of clarity. “No sex on the first date? That’s okay. There’s absolutely no pressure.”
Alex groaned. “Fuck. Fucking rules.” She rolled her eyes and gave an adorable pout. “Why’d I implement such nonsense for myself?”
“I get it.” Hannah gave her a sweet kiss on the forehead. “I’m pretty fond of rules, though I find I’m constantly breaking mine with you. But I respect that.”
“Thank you.” Alex played with Hannah’s fingers, seemingly unwilling to clear her path and let her leave.
“No, thank you for this amazing evening.” She pulled her keys from her pocket and gave them a little jingle. “I’ll message when I get home, and maybe we can pick a day for our second date.”
Alex smiled and nodded, making space for Hannah to leave. “Okay. I’d like that.”
Hannah opened the door. “Good night, Alex.”




  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
    
Hannah:
Thanks a lot. Now every time the wind blows, I think Michael is crawling through my window to get me.
Alex lay in bed with a book resting on her chest, grinning like a fool at Hannah’s text. Initially, she hadn’t expected Hannah to actually text her when she got home, but Hannah continuously surprised her in the best ways. Like showing up at the distillery, staying for movie night, being vulnerable, and not to mention the sexiest kiss Alex had ever experienced. And to top it all off, she texted when she said she would.
If she wasn’t careful, she could fall hard and fast for this very much not available woman. At least, not available to her or anyone who didn’t live in the greater LA area. She didn’t even know what Hannah wanted out of this or if there was any possible outcome that wasn’t heartbreak for Alex. Maybe heartbreak was a bit extreme, but that was only the first date, and her feelings were already threatening to gallop out of control. She couldn’t even imagine what the second date would bring.
She bit her lip, and her eyes fluttered shut. Okay, she could imagine some of what the second date would bring. She opened Hannah’s text and typed a response.
Alex:
Don’t worry. Michael is with Jason, safely within the bounds of their fish tank. Though I thought I heard them scheming some kind of plot while I was feeding them. Could have sworn I heard your name in there somewhere.
Hannah replied within the minute, clearly not concerned with playing games or making Alex wait for her response.
Hannah:
Oh, my God. What if your fish don’t like me? Is that a deal-breaker?
Alex chuckled. She wouldn’t have guessed that Hannah had such a silly side from her initial impression, but again, she was full of surprises. Alex: No more than you living in LA is.
Hannah: Fair point. Listen, we’ll figure it out, okay? Promise me one more date?
Of course she wanted to go on another date with Hannah. And yeah, she was looking forward to taking it up a notch in the physical department, but a rush of anxiety filled her before she could reply with a simple, cool “Yes.” She trusted Hannah, but hormones and infatuation could get people in situations they didn’t mean to be in. Was Hannah biting off more than she could chew with Alex? After they had sex and Hannah was satisfied, would she drop Alex and move on? Why wouldn’t she? She had been clear with her intentions to leave. With her desire to leave.
Alex:
I know there’s probably no nice and tidy outcome to this, just…try not to hurt me. Please.
She sent it before she could wuss out. It was her worry—how she felt—and she wanted Hannah to know it. She wanted her to know that she could hurt Alex because maybe then, she wouldn’t. Or at least, maybe she’d try not to.
Hannah:
Alex, I assure you that you’re not the only one with feelings on the line here. Obviously, things are complicated by circumstances that are out of our control, but I promise to do everything I can to not hurt you.
Alex:
Okay. Thank you. So second date. Arcade?
Hannah:
I haven’t been to an arcade since I was a kid. Like, an actual little kid. Thirty-some odd years ago. Though I did have a sales call at a bowling alley recently.
Alex: Doesn’t count. How’s Thursday? I’ll pick you up at seven?
Hannah:
Deal. Good night, Alex.
Alex:
Good night, Hannah.
She checked the weather, briefly scrolled through social media, scanned her email. She just wasn’t quite ready to put her phone down for the evening on the off chance Hannah messaged one more time, but she didn’t. A feeling of guilt began to settle in the pit of her stomach as she opened a DM from Beth. It was just a silly video of a panda trying to climb a snowman, but Alex began to worry about telling her about Hannah. Something about it gave her anxiety. She knew Beth would be upset that she hadn’t told her about Hannah to begin with, but she’d also just be upset about Alex finding someone so incredible.
“Don’t be too upset, she lives a million miles away,” she muttered to no one.
She closed her phone and picked up where she’d left off in her book. Maybe she’d drop by Cup of Dirt tomorrow for a latte and a quick catch-up. She’d tell Beth everything and say she hadn’t wanted to jinx it by telling her too soon.
Besides, Beth had kind of done the same with her mystery woman.
She took a deep breath and held it for five seconds. It was a little breathing exercise her mom had taught her from therapy. She slipped her bookmark between the pages and turned off the lamp, too tired and too worried to read anymore. Everything was fine. She closed her eyes and fell asleep to the replay of kissing Hannah in her entryway.
    
“Mike. Listen to me, please.” Hannah rubbed her forehead, trying to keep her headache at bay. “I’ve secured every account that was on my list. If there are accounts you need me to call on that I’ve somehow missed, email them to me.”
He grumbled something she couldn’t understand. It was becoming clearer and clearer that this wasn’t just a humbling mission for her to complete; this was a punishment. A punishment that Mike was taking too much pleasure in. She could hear it in the tone of his voice, in how he told her that her sales territory didn’t miss her, and everything was fine without her. She had never loved Mike—especially not after this bullshit assignment—but she’d never thought him conniving or ill-intentioned. Until now.
Now it felt as though he didn’t want her to come back. Maybe he knew of her intention to replace him and become CEO. And if he was smart, he knew she’d be successful.
“But did you enter Locality in the Washington-Made Whiskey Awards? I want that small-town notoriety for the brand. I want to remind consumers that’s how they started. Just like their favorite neighborhood micro distilleries. Except we’re smarter and could actually grow their business.”
She gritted her teeth, feeling strangely defensive of said micro distilleries, something she never used to care about. But she thought of Alex and how damn hard she worked to bring her community a bourbon they could be proud of and how risky it was for her to make the jump to grow. It was all on her. No investors, no co-owners, no one.
“I entered it. And we have a good shot at winning.”
“Good. Shouldn’t be too hard with these tiny fuckers making—”
“Mike. If there’s nothing else, I need to get going.” Her voice dripped with disdain, and she hoped he heard every ounce of it.
“Right. Okay. I’ll shoot over your new list of accounts. Finish that, and we’ll talk about your next assignment.”
Next assignment? That made it sound a lot like she wouldn’t be returning to her old assistant district manager job. She didn’t have the patience to push right now. She took a breath, feeling something in her chest shift. Passion wasn’t exactly something she ever lacked, but this feeling gathering in her was like anger, passion, and an eagerness for potential change that scared her. It was as if she wanted Mike to cross the line so she could burst. Maybe even bloom. Into what? She had no idea, but something felt right about it.
She needed Taylor to get here already.
“Bye, Mike.”
    
The next day was blistering cold and dark gray. Alex wished it would storm, not because she felt sad or upset; she just loved the coziness of it, the drama of the dark sky, and the energy in the wind that made her feel like anything could happen. She walked down the street on her way to Cup of Dirt, enjoying the rustling of the trees and how everything felt heightened. Almost buzzy.
A small tree limb cracked a few paces ahead of her and made her jump. She clutched her chest and took a deep breath, chuckling at how easily she startled. It only stoked her anxiety about talking to Beth. It would be fine, though. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She wanted to keep Beth filled in with her love life, but things with Hannah had moved so quickly, she hadn’t had time to slow down and fill her in with all the details. Plus, it was probably just residual adrenaline from last night that was making her so jumpy and anxious.
She walked into Cup of Dirt and took a long, deep breath, the aroma of espresso and sugar warming her. Easing her. It was the perfect place to be on a gloomy day like today. She sat at the barstool that had a view of the outside and waited for Beth to notice her. She was pulling a shot of espresso and chatting with a regular who Alex had forgotten the name of.
“Hey, babe,” Beth called over her shoulder. “I didn’t see you sneak in.”
“Well, it’s my day off, and I missed you. Plus, there’s no better place to spend a dreary winter day than a warm coffee shop.”
Beth handed the regular his coffee and walked to Alex. “Day off, huh? Then why is your laptop on the counter?”
Alex eyed it. She should have just left it at home and enjoyed the mental break from everything. The purpose of this outing was to talk to Beth anyway, not to be glued to her computer. But the thing about being a business owner was that it was nearly impossible to turn her brain off from work. “Just in case you were busy, I brought it for company. Been researching business loans versus private equity for expanding.”
Beth leaned on the counter and gave her an appraising glare, then squeezed her arm. “I’ll let it slide. Only because that’s super exciting.”
“Well, thank you.” Alex smiled and pushed her laptop a few inches away. “So what’s new? What have I missed?”
Beth pulled another shot of espresso and frothed a bit of milk for Alex’s go-to cappuccino. “Not much really.” She handed her the drink and pretended to wipe something off the counter next to them. “I texted that woman and gave her a piece of my mind.” She rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as I thought it would be.” She shook her head, a darkness gathering in her eyes at the mere thought of it. “She just seemed so into it, then nothing.”
Alex didn’t want to go through the whole thing again. They’d already discussed it. She didn’t need to understand why Beth felt as hurt as she did, but she did need to accept Beth’s feelings and support her. “Yeah. I’m sorry, hon.”
Beth spread her arms and shrugged. “What can you do? Women are dogs.”
“I don’t think we should say—”
“So what’s new with you besides all this exciting business stuff? Any word on the awards?”
Okay. Moving right along.
“No, they’re judging right now, but the turnaround is pretty quick. We’ll hopefully get the results any day now.” Alex’s stomach tightened at the thought. She won every year, but that didn’t make it any less special or important to her. It also in no way guaranteed that she would win again. She was nervous as hell. This year’s prize—a spread in Decanter magazine and twenty grand—was huge for someone like Alex. That national publicity could be the spark she needed to get over this growth hump.
“You’re gonna win. You always do.”
Alex sipped her cappuccino. “Damn, it’s good. You make it perfectly.”
Beth winked and smacked her lips. “I got that perfect touch.”
“Perfect touch, huh? That’s handy because I need a good cup of coffee ASAP,” said a woman who blew through the door like a wild wind. She was tan, tall, and gorgeous, with curly black hair that bounced about her shoulders and teeth so white, it seemed impossible that she’d ever had a cup of coffee in her life. “Please,” she added as she shook off her coat. “I had the craziest flight in this weather. I’d be getting something a little stronger if it weren’t before noon.”
She grinned, and Alex swore she could hear Beth swoon.
Here we go again.
Beth walked to the woman, tugging on her apron and fussing with her hair. “Well, you came to the right spot. Not for the booze—though I feel your pain—but I can make you whatever you fancy.”
Alex watched the interaction over her shoulder. The woman’s gaze fell down Beth’s body as she seemingly considered what to order. She sat at one of the first spots near the register. “Something strong. Not too sweet. Not real milk.” She added, “Please,” as if it was always an afterthought to her. But at least she said it at all. If mentioning her flight in hadn’t given it away that she wasn’t from here, her general zippy, self-important attitude would have.
“You got it.” Beth grinned as if the woman was the hottest thing in this coffee shop besides the espresso. “Can I get a name for your drink?”
“Taylor.”
Beth wrote it on the cup Starbucks style, something Alex had never seen her do. “Sit tight. I’ll get that right out for you.” She reached into the milk fridge in front of Alex and mouthed, “Oh my God.”
Alex shook her head, smiling at Beth’s tenacity in dating. She was smitten with this woman from out of town. But Alex couldn’t judge her. She was smitten with a woman from out of town, too.
Beth handed Taylor her drink.
“How much do I owe you?” Taylor asked, taking a slow sip. “Mm, so good.”
Beth wiped her hands in her apron. “It’s four fifty. Or…” She tapped the counter with two fingers. “You can do the rainy day special where you give me your number instead of paying.”
“Well, that’s an easy choice.” Taylor grinned and pulled out her wallet. Disappointment washed over Beth’s features until Taylor produced a business card and slid it to her. “Don’t forget to use it, though. I hate wasting business cards.”
Beth held it in her palm as if it was made of gold. She must not have expected her line to work. “I will.”
Taylor dropped a ten in the tip jar and raised her coffee. “I’ve gotta run.”
Beth nodded, her eyes a little wide, as if she still couldn’t believe what had just happened. “Nice to meet you, Taylor.”
Taylor waved as she walked out.
“Holy shit,” Beth said, a little too loud.
The regular chuckled. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a hot date there, Beth.”
She basically twirled to him, smiling as if she was on the set of a movie. “She is so hot, isn’t she? I can’t believe that just happened.”
She whirled over to Alex next, her excitement palpable. Alex’s first thought was to warn her that this woman was from out of town and wouldn’t be able to give her what she wanted. That Beth should be careful and protect herself. But that wasn’t what Beth wanted from her. She just wanted Alex to support her and be happy for her, even if getting involved with this woman was a terrible idea. She finally understood the assignment.
Alex sucked in her lips, ridding her mind of any negativity, then gave Beth a broad smile. “She really was. And that line…damn, Beth. You completely crushed it. Got her number and everything.”
Beth nodded, smiling to herself. “I mean, I had to try. She basically checked me out in plain sight.”
Alex wiped a bit of foam from her lip. “Yes. Yes, she did. I can confirm.”
“When do you think I should text her?”
“Hmm.” Alex tilted her head back and forth in consideration. “Depends on if you want to play it cool or show your hand. I think there’s something sexy about the confidence to just text someone without having to hide behind a facade, but that’s just me. I know you don’t want to come off as overeager.”
Beth’s eyes widened. “Am I overeager?” The concern in her voice was genuine.
“Oh no,” Alex assured her. “No, babe. You are fun and down, and anyone should be excited to get to date you.”
“Yeah,” Beth said, the volume of her voice seeming to reflect just how much she agreed. “You’re damn right. And you know what else?”
“What?” She was nervous for the answer.
Beth pulled Taylor’s card from her pocket along with her phone and started typing. “I’m done tiptoeing around women, trying to be exactly what they want.”
“Damn right,” the regular said, raising his coffee.
Alex chuckled.
“You’re damn right,” Beth said, feeding off his comment. “All I can be is exactly who I am, and if Taylor doesn’t like it, then she doesn’t get to have any of this.” She passed her hands over her body and shook her hips. “It’d be quite the loss for her.”
“You tell ’em, Beth.” The regular was quite the hype man.
“Oh, I’m gonna, Joe.”
Joe was quite the hype man.
“I think that’s fair. Playing games is overrated. Being up-front is sexy.” Alex tried to peek at Beth’s phone. “What are you saying?” she asked.
“I’m saying, ‘Hi, Taylor. Let me be up front. I’d love to take you out. How’s tomorrow night?’” She tapped her phone, then slid it back in her pocket. “Done.” Beth’s grin told Alex she was satisfied with herself.
“I like it,” Alex said. She was being bold with Hannah, and it seemed to be working, so why shouldn’t Beth be bold with Taylor? Maybe they were well-suited that way. Taylor didn’t seem like she messed around. In fact, she seemed to know exactly what she wanted.
“Oh.” Beth pulled her phone out. “Messaged back already. She can’t do tomorrow but asked to do Wednesday instead. We’re on!”
“I’m happy for you, babe. You crushed it. Where’re you gonna take her?” Alex asked.
“Can I take her to the distillery? Give us a tour? Please?”
“Oh, I don’t think—”
Beth slapped her hands together. “Please, please, please, Alex. She’ll think it’s cool that we’re getting VIP treatment and all.”
Alex did not want to get roped into this, but it seemed important to Beth. She sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
“Can we taste a barrel or two?” Beth’s eyes were wide with hope.
“Of course. Yes. It will be a great date.”
Beth reached over the bar and wrapped her arms around Alex’s shoulders. “Thank you. I owe you one for sure.”
Alex patted her back. “Well, I do still have my Frank card, so you literally do owe me one.”
“Use it whenever, bitch. I’ll be there.”
Alex laughed into her cappuccino, the foam parting from her breath. She took a moment to enjoy her coffee, letting the rich aroma settle her needless nerves. “Are you gonna ask me about my dating life ever?”
Beth stopped emptying the dishwasher and zeroed in on her. “Spill. Now.”
Here went nothing. “I kind of met someone last week at Ben’s, and we ran into each other walking home the other night. She asked me to dinner, and I said yes. We had our first date yesterday, and it went really well.” She could feel her cheeks heat. It was the first time she had ever talked about Hannah to anyone. “I’m going to take her to Rascal’s Romp for our second date. She said she hasn’t been to an arcade since she was a kid.”
“Okay,” Beth said, leaning over the bar. “I need details. Who is this woman? Have you kissed? Have you had sex? Was it love at first sight? Details, woman.”
“Well, the thing is, she’s only in town for maybe a couple more weeks. She’s a district manager for a distributor and is here on some sales calls to get one of their bourbons more placements here.”
Beth frowned. “Oh, so she’s the enemy.”
“I wouldn’t really say that.” Alex shrugged. “There’s plenty of shelf space for both of us. It’s the fact that she’s leaving in a couple weeks that’s the hard part.”
More customers began to file in as she spoke, and Beth had to take orders between their conversation. “Keep talking. I’m listening,” she said. But it was clear the lunch rush had descended upon her.
“It’s okay. You’re busy.” Alex took her last sip and slid the empty cup across the bar, relieved to be done with the conversation for now. “I’ll fill you in later.”
“Ugh. Fine. But you’d better.”
“Love you,” Alex said as she slid into her coat. “Thanks for the delicious coffee as always.”
“Love you. And you’re welcome.” She flipped the iPad to the customer for their signature, then called to her, “I’m stopping by tomorrow for the rest of this story!”
Alex gave a thumbs-up before the door closed behind her and she was back in the cold gray. It was refreshing, the cold. She walked home with a smile on her face, feeling lighter now that she had told Beth about Hannah. Not that she’d told her much, but it was out there. That was all she needed. Now she could just relax and focus on her upcoming date. Waiting the couple of days would be painful, but she decided to take a page from Beth’s book and text Hannah:
Missing you. Excited for our date. Get your game face ready.




  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
    
Hannah and Taylor sipped champagne in their pajamas around the fire in Hannah’s living room. She thought Taylor would want to go out, but she’d arrived in a frenzy, nerves shot from a scary flight and jittery from a very strong coffee made by none other than Beth. She had opted to relax with a little day, drinking in the cozy cottage for her first day in town, and Hannah was more than down for that.
“All I’m saying is, she got a little over-the-top when I canceled plans once,” Hannah said, staring into the flames, her glass of bubbles held to her mouth. “One time.” She held up a finger for emphasis.
Taylor grinned. She had always gone for women who had a proclivity for drama. “While I appreciate the heads-up, I just don’t care. I want her.”
Hannah shrugged, relieved that she was most likely no longer on Beth’s mind. “Have her, I do not mind. At all.”
“Seriously?” Taylor crossed her legs and sat up straight in the oversized armchair. “How could you not want her?” She shook her head in apparent disbelief. “Beth is sexy as hell. And direct. And doesn’t fuck around. Goes for what she wants.”
Hannah grinned, beyond tickled that within the first hour of arriving in Mountain Gap, Taylor had not only met Beth but had started a potential whirlwind romance with her. What was it with this town and Salish Spirits employees? “You always did go for the firecrackers.”
Taylor sipped her bubbles and nodded. “Life’s too short. I want to feel alive when I’m with someone. I want to ride the roller coaster, you know?”
Hannah blew out a breath. Alex made her feel alive but not with drama. She made Hannah want to live deeper in her daily life. “I get what you’re saying. I really do. Just be warned. Beth seems like the type of woman who struggles with casual. Not that that’s a bad thing. It just may not match up with what you’re looking for right now. And if you’re only looking for casual, Beth is gonna flip when you leave in a week. Trust me.”
She shrugged, swirling her champagne as if she gave zero fucks about the consequences. “I just don’t care. The chemistry was wild, and I want to see where this week takes us.”
Hannah grimaced. “Just be gentle, okay?”
“And are you being gentle?” Taylor raised a brow. “Is Alex just going to be hunky-dory when you waltz out of her life in a couple weeks?”
“That’s not fair. I care about her, and she knows everything. She knows I can’t guarantee the outcome of this.” She didn’t like how defensive she sounded. It made her feel like she was doing the same thing as Taylor was with Beth.
Taylor held her glass between her thighs and gave a condescending clap. “Oh, bravo, Hannah. Because everyone knows that as long as you’re honest about leaving someone high and dry, no hearts will be broken.”
Hannah shook her head and took a deep sip of wine. “Friends are really something, huh?” she muttered.
“You love me. And you need my harsh criticism, too.”
Hannah tried to let it go, but Taylor’s words wormed into her brain. Was she just doing to Alex what she always did to women? Hide behind honesty and hurt them in the end. The idea of hurting Alex made her nauseated. “Yeah,” she said, distracted by the pain gathering in her chest.
“Hey,” Taylor said more gently, bringing Hannah back to focus. “I know you care about her. I know you don’t want to hurt her, okay?”
Hannah nodded, her lip trapped between her teeth. Nothing to say.
“So tomorrow…” Taylor said, seemingly trying to guide Hannah back to levity.
She gave herself a small shake and sighed. “Yes. Tomorrow. What do you feel like doing? Do you have to work at all?”
Taylor rolled her eyes and ran her finger along the rim of her glass until it whined, surely reflecting her annoyance. “Yes. I swear, I don’t know what this goddamn company would do without me. I have a meeting to walk Angelo through his new account list at three. I’m sure I’ll be more than ready for a drink afterward, though. What do you have going on tomorrow?”
“Let me look.” Hannah opened the calendar app on her phone, then the new account list Mike had sent her. Really, she should have had a full day of calling on these new accounts, but something in her gut told her to take the day off. What she felt was a lot of disdain for her boss, resulting in an unwillingness to be productive for him. It was a new feeling. She was used to working for other people with the promise of making it to the top, but she began to suspect Mike would do anything he could to stop her from making it.
Honestly, why hadn’t she started her own company by now? She’d be significantly more successful working for herself. She nibbled her lip as the possibility stoked a daydream.
“Got anything tomorrow?” Taylor asked.
Hannah swiped her calendar shut and met Taylor’s gaze. “Just need to take an hour or two to go over some things in the morning, then I’ll probably pop in on Alex at the distillery while you’re in your meeting. You can meet me there and taste some bourbon when you’re done.”
Taylor’s brow twitched upward in skepticism. “No offense to your girl, but is it actually good? I don’t wanna be blinded by some makeshift micro distillery’s bad bourbon.”
“Oh my God.” Hannah groaned and tossed a pillow at her gently enough to not knock the wine out of her hand. “Yes. It’s fucking delicious. As good as, maybe even better than, Locality.”
“I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.”
“Guess you will.” Hannah snagged a cracker from the tray on the coffee table. “Excited for your date?”
Taylor grinned, and in that moment, Hannah thought that maybe Beth wasn’t such a bad option for her. Maybe they were two quirky keys to the same lock. “Yes, I am very excited. I’ve been so busy lately, I haven’t had much time to date, so it will be nice to get out with a new woman again.”
“Haven’t had much time to date?” Hannah chuckled. “Does that mean my dear, fierce best friend has been in the middle of a dry spell this winter?”
“Not one I couldn’t moisten up if I wanted.” Taylor smirked.
“First of all, that’s disgusting. Second, why haven’t you?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I guess it all kind of starts to feel like nothing when you never have sex with someone you care about. Like, what’s the difference between a one-night stand and a vibrator?”
“Batteries?” Hannah laughed.
Taylor joined in, doubled over in stiches. “Yes. And you don’t have to ask your vibrator to leave in the morning.”
“Wait,” Hannah said, confused. “Are you saying you want to have feelings for Beth?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Ask me after our date.”
“I will.”
    
“Hey, would it be okay if we talked in your office for a minute?” Marco asked.
Alex saved the Excel sheet she was working on and closed her laptop. She had a feeling she knew what was coming. “Of course. Everything okay?”
He nodded, dropping his gaze to the long drain on the production room floor. “Yeah, no. Everything’s good. If we could just…” He nodded to the back of the distillery, not technically the office but enough privacy for a chat.
“Right.” Alex nodded and followed him.
He leaned against the counter and sighed, anxiety apparent in the way he scratched the denim on his thigh and couldn’t maintain eye contact. Alex felt for the kid. She wanted to say it was okay, that she knew what he wanted to talk about. But moments like these—putting in notice at your first job, breaking up with partners, asking for a raise—they were big for a young person. Big for building their strength. So she stayed quiet, waiting for him to work up the courage.
“I love working here,” he stammered.
She couldn’t help but grin, the anxiety of losing her one production employee disappearing behind her adoration for him. Feeling for him. “I know, Marco. Thank you. We love having you here.”
“Yeah.” He winced. Maybe she should have left that last part out. “The thing is, I applied for this grant that would allow me to intern at a distillery in Japan, and since I took Japanese in high school, it’s the perfect opportunity for me to combine my passions and learn a different style of whiskey. And Japanese whiskeys are now some of the greatest in the world, and not only that, but I have a second cousin on my mom’s side—well, not by blood, but we’re kind of close—and he said I could stay with him on his pullout couch and—”
“Marco,” she held up a hand to stop him, his rambling almost painful at this point. “That sounds like an incredible opportunity for you. Of course you should take it.” She squeezed his shoulder.
He blew out a deep breath and relaxed against the counter, a small smile tugging on his lips. “Really?”
“Yes, really. You are young and so bright. You’re hardworking, diligent, and have a natural aptitude for distilling. You’re going to go far, Marco. Now is the time to get out there and learn as much as you can.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the door frame. “You won’t learn all the different complexities of distilling in one place. It’s the right move.”
He pushed off the counter and collided into her with the biggest hug she’d ever received from him. She wrapped her arms around him to keep her balance and patted him on the back. “Congratulations. I’m very proud of you.”
“Thank you so much,” he said into her shoulder.
“Okay.” She patted him again until he pulled back. “Now. When is your last day here?”
“This is my two weeks.” She must have let a sign of her disappointment slip because he added, “I would’ve told you sooner, but I just got my acceptance yesterday. I didn’t want to tell you before I knew for sure.”
“That’s okay. I appreciate it. Why don’t you go finish up and get out of here? Go celebrate.”
“Okay.” He grinned and ran a hand through his hair, his cheeks adorably pink. “Just finish cutting the new bottled in bond and cleanup?”
She nodded.
“Thank you, Alex.” He walked past her with an extra pep in his step.
Once he had gone, she sat in the office chair and took a deep breath, holding it for five seconds before releasing. “Fuck.”
She’d meant everything she had said to him. She was excited and proud and wanted this experience for him, but she was already short on manpower. Losing Marco without finding a replacement ASAP would put her severely behind on production, something she couldn’t afford when she was on the brink of expansion. It was the last thing she needed to be dealing with right now, and she was annoyed with herself for not anticipating his departure. She should have hired someone already.
She opened her email on her phone and typed out a quick message to her two closest distiller friends:
 
I have an opening—
 
She shook her head and deleted it.
 
I have two openings for full-time production positions in the distillery. Hands-on. From mash to bottle. Looking for one applicant with experience. Willing to train the other if it’s the right fit. Please let me know if you have anyone in mind.
Cheers,
Alex
 
They would send her at least one good applicant, she was sure of it, but she’d get a job posting up first thing when she got home tonight. Suddenly, she felt incredibly behind. She should probably cancel her date tomorrow with Hannah.
But she needed it.
“I’m doing this now.” She opened the laptop and began drafting the job posting. The sooner she knocked it out, the less stressed she would feel tonight and tomorrow for her date. When she had something she was happy with, she posted it and walked back to the distillery to check on Marco.
He was coiling the hose, clearly finished. “Just about to head out,” he said. “Anything else you need from me?”
She smiled. “Nope. I’m all good. Get out of here.”
He nodded. “See you tomorrow, then.”
“Have a good night, Marco.”
She waited for him to finish before she walked out to the rickhouse to take a moment for herself, needing to escape the buzzing activity of the bar and settle her mind. The cool air instantly eased her—made it easier to breathe—and the smell of oak gave her something to hang on to. It anchored her. She ran her fingers over the head of a barrel and traced the black lettering. Mountain Gap Distilling.
Her mom had told her before she’d opened that the name wouldn’t stand out on a shelf, but she’d used it anyway. It was who they were. Mountain Gap. What else was she supposed to name it? Alexandra Lang Bourbon? Name it after herself like every man ever? And to be real, who was going to buy a whiskey with a woman’s name on it?
“Stop,” she whispered to herself. She was going dark. The door opened, jolting her out of her thoughts. “Hannah.”
Hannah walked in, dusting snow from the shoulder of her wool coat, a bright smile warming her cool eyes. “I hope it’s okay I popped by.”
The stress melted off Alex at the sight of her. At the sound of her voice. Hannah was exactly what she needed right now. Someone who believed in her and someone who wanted her. “I’m actually so glad that you did.” She wrapped her in a hug, her coat still cold from the outside. “Here,” she said, pushing the coat off her shoulders. “Let me take this for you. I’ll hang it in the closet.”
“Thanks.” Hannah let her take it and followed her into the office.
“What brings you by? Decided you wanted to taste all my barreled bourbon and steal my trade secrets?” Alex asked through a grin.
“Oh no. I did that the last time I was here.” She winked.
“Ah, yes. That explains why I found my barrel thief in the middle of the rickhouse with a Glencairn next to it.”
“Really?” Hannah’s eyes went a little wide.
Alex pushed the inventory to the side and leaned against her desk. “Yes. But Marco was the culprit.”
“I knew pinning it on him would work.” Hannah gave her best evil laugh. “But actually, I just missed you and wanted to see you. Is that okay?”
“Yes.” Alex’s heart leapt at her admission. It was still hard to believe that Hannah felt that same way she did. “It’s more than okay.” A beat passed as they stared at each other. “Are you avoiding an unpleasant sales call or…”
“No.” Hannah’s demeanor shifted with her answer. Her furrowed brows didn’t necessarily hint at severity but more sincerity. “No, it’s funny. I’m not avoiding anything at all.”
It sounded as if there was a lot of history behind that simple sentence. “I’m glad.” It should have been so easy to want to avoid her feelings for Alex. Why would anyone want to get into a messy situation that almost certainly had an expiration date? It didn’t make sense.
Instead, Hannah crossed the small office and stood in front of Alex, her fingertips brushing Alex’s thighs. Alex took one of her hands and kissed her knuckles, her palm, her fingertips, until Hannah smiled softly, and an ease seemed to fall over her. “Is Marco or Emily still here?”
Alex shook her head, planting one more kiss on Hannah’s pointer finger before reaching for her face.
Hannah bent to meet her, pulling up an inch short of her lips. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Alexandra Lang.”
“Good.” Alex curled a hand behind Hannah’s neck and pulled her down, kissing her as if she’d dreamed of this very thing every day and every night. Kissing her as if all she did in her quiet moments was replay kissing Hannah at her house. Kissing her as if all she did in her busy moments was dream about racing to Hannah. To her calm.
Alex spread her legs and dropped her hands to Hannah’s hips, guiding her between her thighs, the proximity clearly spurring Hannah on. She slipped her hands up into Alex’s hair as she deepened their kiss, every break of lips filled with soft breath and moans. Hannah’s tongue was demanding, and it drove Alex mad for her. She let her hands slide to Hannah’s ass and slipped them in her back pockets, desperate to feel every inch of her. She had never wanted someone so badly in her entire life.
So she told her. “Fuck, Hannah.”
“You okay?” Hannah asked between kisses, her lips finding Alex’s between every syllable. She smelled fresh and sexy, her signature perfume heightening every sense for Alex. She didn’t typically love scents on people, but this delicate floral spice was quintessential Hannah, and Alex could not get enough of it.
“I want you,” Alex murmured. She squeezed Hannah’s ass until she groaned and pushed closer between her thighs.
“Careful, Alex. Keep it up, and we’ll being doing something we shouldn’t be. I’m already so…” Hannah abandoned her words for Alex’s neck, dragging her teeth down the column of her throat.
Alex shuddered, the sensation of teeth overwhelmingly delicious. She slid a hand to Hannah’s waistline and untucked the tail of her shirt, needing to feel skin, needing Hannah to feel just as affected as she was. As Hannah nipped at the hollow of her throat, Alex asked, “You’re already so what, babe? Tell me.”
“Wet.”
Her admission set fire to Alex. She dragged her nails from Hannah’s bra to her belt, knowing damn well there’d be red tracks across her back that matched Alex’s neck. Hannah groaned against her skin, pushing her hips to Alex’s center. Alex was completely soaked for her. Had been since Hannah had skimmed her thighs with her fingers.
“Alex,” Hannah whispered against her ear.
“Hmm?”
“Do you need me to stop?” She brushed her lips over the shell of Alex’s ear. “Because I need to know now if you do.”
Things went hazy. Nothing existed in the world besides Alex’s lust for her. Not the distillery, not the pressure of growing, not the awards. Nothing except her desperate need for Hannah. “No, babe. I need you to fuck me.”
Hannah responded only with a groan and a sharp drag of teeth down Alex’s throat. She straightened, her cheeks flushed, her shirt untucked. Alex adored how the business side of her had completely melted away until she was standing in front of her, completely loose and given away to desire.
Hannah took her hands and pulled her up, spinning her around. She took a step, making Alex brace herself with a hand on her desk, Hannah’s body flush with her back. When Hannah’s hand dragged up Alex’s skin under her shirt, Alex pushed her notebook out of the way to steady herself with that hand, too. Because Hannah literally bending her over her desk was the sexiest thing she had ever experienced. In a moment, Hannah had unclasped her bra, her breasts now loose within the cups, her nipples brushing against the fabric until they were brushing against Hannah’s hands instead.
Alex moaned, the sound of it so foreign to her. She had rarely found herself in moments of abandon like this one, and she began to think she had never found herself in a moment like this as Hannah dropped her hands to the buckle of her jeans and pulled down the zipper, the sound of it loud and thrilling in the quiet of her office.
She straightened as much as she could to allow access down her pants, the front of her thighs pinned to the edge of the desk. She reached behind and grabbed the back of Hannah’s neck as Hannah pushed a hand down the front of her panties, the other massaging her tits.
“You’re perfect, Alex.” She gently squeezed a nipple as she slid into Alex’s wetness. “Fuck,” Hannah muttered. “You’re soaked for me.” She ground against Alex’s ass, clearly needing some pressure to ease her own situation.
“Mm-hmm.” She gripped Hannah’s hair and pushed her ass harder into her, wanting her to feel it against her pussy. “Always.”
Hannah briefly pulled away and tucked her thumbs in Alex’s jeans and panties, pushing them over her hips and ass so they bunched above her knees. Alex planted her hands on the desk, so ready for her. Hannah reached between her thighs from behind, rubbing through her and teasing her clit, the other hand lightly scratching her back under her shirt. Alex had a feeling Hannah was going to leave marks on her, just as she had done.
Her fingers made soft circles around her pussy, but Alex was beyond desperate. “Hannah. Fuck me already,” she said, agony in her voice. She could feel how swollen she was against Hannah’s teasing fingers.
Again, Hannah didn’t respond with words. She gathered a fistful of Alex’s hair in a tight grip and pushed into her with what felt like two fingers, maybe three. Whatever the amount, Hannah filled her perfectly with an intoxicating pressure. Alex gasped, bearing down on her desk as Hannah fucked her exactly how she needed: deep, with slightly curled fingers hitting the spot over and over with every stroke.
Hannah’s hand tightened in Alex’s hair as she drove into her. She had never in her nearly forty years been properly fucked like this. Hannah’s hips pushed against her ass as she thrust into her. Then, everything began to hum in Alex’s body. The world was cool menthol. Everything tingled as she tightened on Hannah’s fingers. She faintly registered the hiccupping moans she was emitting as Hannah fucked her and pulled her hair.
She was about to erupt. “I’m going to come,” she blurted.
Hannah hit deeper in response. “Then come for me.”
“I’m going to come.” Hannah clearly didn’t get what Alex was trying to say. “So hard.”
“I know.” Hannah’s breathing was hard. “I can feel it.”
Alex released a guttural moan as everything that had been building inside her cascaded through her and waterfalled down her thighs in the most incredible orgasm she had ever experienced. Hannah slipped her fingers from her, surely drenched, then fell to her knees behind Alex and began licking her clean.
She would have come again in an instant had Hannah not avoided her extremely sensitive clit as she gently lapped up her inner thighs and pussy. How Hannah tidied the mess she’d made was almost sexier than her bending Alex over her desk and pulling her hair. When Hannah pulled away, trailing kisses over her ass, Alex turned to help her up off the ground.
They hugged each other tightly, chests rising and falling as they captured their breath. Hannah stroked her hair. “That was…”
“Fucking incredible,” Alex supplied.
“Yeah?” Hannah breathed the word into her ear. “You’re sure?”
“Am I sure?” Alex pulled back, incredulous. “Hannah, I think you could tell how fucking incredible that was.” She leaned back in to whisper, “Or did you miss the part where I squirted all over your hand?”
“Fuck, Alex. Fuck.” She elongated the last word and chuckled against Alex’s shoulder, hugging her tight. “Did I make a mess of you?” She pulled back to look.
“No, but it looks like you made a mess of you.” They erupted into chuckles over the wet spot on Hannah’s trousers, and Alex pulled up her pants. “But what do you expect when you fuck a girl like that?”
“You are something else, Alex.” Hannah trapped a grin between her teeth and pulled Alex by the loose denim of her jeans until she stumbled forward. “Let me get this for you,” Hannah said, working on Alex’s zipper.
The door cracked open, and Beth and Taylor appeared in the frame. “What the fuck is this?”




  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
    
Hannah’s world imploded.
“Oh shit.” Alex scrambled to fasten her button and reached under her shirt to clasp her loose bra. “Beth. Hi.” Her face was bloodred. “This is—”
“Hannah,” Beth said.
“Oh no,” Hannah whispered. This was absolutely not how she wanted this revelation to happen.
Taylor stepped into the office, her gaze hopping from Hannah to Alex to Beth. “I’m sorry. What exactly is going on here?”
“Taylor, this is Alex, the woman I’ve been telling you about,” Hannah explained.
Taylor grinned. “Nice to finally meet you, Alex.”
“Wait,” Alex said, looking at Beth. “Wait. How do you know Hannah’s name? I never told you.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Beth said, her words sardonic and her tone sharp. Her eyes darted to Hannah, and she narrowed her brows. “Maybe because she’s had her tongue in my mouth and her hands all over my body before she bailed out of nowhere. But now I see. She clearly just hops from woman to woman.” Her eyes never left Hannah’s, and Hannah didn’t dare look away. “At least you weren’t lying. Keeping it casual for sure, huh, Hannah?”
Alex ran a hand through her hair, clearly processing the bomb that had just exploded in her office, examining the shrapnel, trying to make sense of it all. Of course the universe would play this joke on Hannah, but it broke her heart to see Alex so taken aback. She should have told her before she found out like this.
“Hannah is the woman who hurt you?” Alex asked, a finger limply pointed at Hannah.
“Yep.” Beth smacked her lips, giving Hannah a disgusted glare.
“First of all,” Hannah interjected. “I had no idea you two were friends or even knew each other. Second, Beth, we hung out one—”
“Twice,” Beth corrected.
“Fine.” Hannah used all her willpower to not roll her eyes. “We hung out twice. Though Alex and I were not involved at that point, I did not owe you commitment or monogamy. I canceled plans once.”
“And now I see why,” Beth said.
Hannah held out her arms, palms up. “I don’t know what else to tell you, Beth. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with us, but I was never trying to hurt you. It was one date. I just happened to fall for someone else.”
It was then Hannah noticed how quiet Alex had been. How quiet she still was, her gaze stuck to the ground like gum.
“Yeah. My best friend.” Beth shook her head. “I can’t fucking believe this, Alex”—Alex jolted her head up at the mention of her name—“I can’t believe you’d get with her.”
“Beth.” She sounded completely exhausted. “You know I had no idea.” She shook her head. “How could I have known?”
Hannah glanced at Taylor. Her eyes were wide as she watched.
Beth hiked her purse up her shoulder. “I don’t care. This is so fucked-up, Alex.”
Hannah took a step toward Beth. “Hey. This isn’t her fault. It’s all just one big misunderstanding. Nobody knew—”
“I don’t care what you have to say,” Beth interrupted. “It smells like sex in here. We’re leaving.” She walked out of the office.
Taylor bobbed on the balls of her feet, hands buried in her pockets. “I, uh, guess I’ll see you at home later?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Hannah said softly.
“Cool. I’m going to go see if Beth is okay.” Taylor looked around the office one more time. “You won, by the way.”
Hannah shook her head, confused. “Huh?”
“Mike just emailed us the article.” She waved the phone in her hand. “Locality won the Washington-Made Whiskey Awards.”
Alex walked around her desk and sank into the chair, silent.
“Oh.” Hannah probably should have warned Alex she was entering Locality. At least, she wished she had. “Okay. Thanks.” Why Taylor felt this would be the ideal time to tell Hannah this information was beyond her.
Taylor gave her a sympathetic nod and walked out, leaving them in an energy that could not have been more different than just ten minutes ago. Hannah took a deep breath, the wet spot on her trousers looking out of place and awkward now. She tried to cover it with her hand. “Wow,” she muttered.
Alex didn’t respond.
Hannah sat in the chair opposite her and bounced her leg, even though her knee was sore from, well, kneeling. “Alex. I had no idea Beth was your friend.”
Silence.
“We went on one casual date. Nothing happened beyond a silly—”
“It wasn’t silly to Beth.”
Hannah scoffed, incredulous at this turn of events. “I told her from our first messages, I wasn’t interested in anything serious. That I wanted strictly casual. No feelings. No emotions. I cannot control if she chose not to hear that.”
“Great. Glad we cleared up what you want. Or don’t want.” Alex stood. “I think you should go.”
“That was before we started this, Alex. Please.” The slight lilt of desperation in her own voice surprised her. “Please. I don’t know what I want. You know that.” When Alex didn’t respond, she stood, understanding the conversation wasn’t going to happen right now. Alex probably needed more time to digest everything that had happened.
Alex plucked Hannah’s coat from the closet and pressed it into her hands. “Congratulations on the award, Hannah.”
“Alex—”
“I need space.”
“Okay. I understand.” There was no arguing that. She nodded and slid into her coat. “If you feel up for talking about this, please reach out. Okay?”
Alex folded her arms, eyes faraway. It shattered Hannah’s heart. She gnawed her lip and gave Hannah a curt nod. “Bye, Hannah.”
“Bye, Alex.” Hannah walked out of the rickhouse into another cold afternoon. It was always cold. It had grown on her, sure. But right now, she just wanted to go home to LA where she knew exactly who she was and what she wanted, and if a woman got hurt feelings because Hannah didn’t want to propose after five dates, she wouldn’t feel like this. She wouldn’t feel like a black rot was hallowing out her chest.
“And it’d be warm,” she growled. She didn’t bother walking through the distillery again. Couldn’t bear it. Instead, she walked all the way around the building to her car and drove home in silence. It was not how she anticipated this little visit going. Fucking Taylor could have given her a heads-up, but it wasn’t her fault. Literally no one knew Beth and Alex were friends except for her.
Hannah let herself in her rental and switched on the fireplace to warm up. The last thing she wanted was a cold ice pack anywhere near her, but there must have been a connective fiber running from her heart to her knee because her knee ached incessantly. She changed into sweats, poured a tall glass of red, and grabbed her ice pack from the freezer. Taylor was probably out consoling Beth. She rolled her eyes as she settled in the armchair next to the fire. It was truly ridiculous. She wished she’d never messaged Beth. She wished she’d never met Beth. But most of all, she wished she would have had the courage to face her feelings for Alex sooner. Then none of this would have happened. It was on her shoulders. It was the wake-up call she needed.
She sipped her wine and watched the fire dance. Things were shifting. What she used to value and want was changing, and Hannah had always been adaptable. From what she could tell, romance was just like business. If she found a better business opportunity that would offer her bigger gains, she would change her plans to pursue it.
If she found a woman who made her feel safe, seen, and like she was on an adventure across the universe, she would change her plans to pursue her. She’d give up casual for love like that. She’d change her priorities for love like that.
If she wasn’t adapting, she was dying, after all.
A love like that. Did she love Alex?
How could she be sure? The only thing she was sure of right now was that she missed Alex and would stop at nearly nothing to make this right.
Taylor walked in, pulling off her gloves finger by finger as if anticipating Hannah’s anger. As if she’d just realized she had thrown Hannah to the wolves by announcing Locality’s win in front of Alex. But Hannah wasn’t mad at Taylor. What did it matter when she was already being eaten alive by the wolves?
“Hey,” Hannah said. She sounded dejected, but she couldn’t muster more energy.
“Hey, Han.” Taylor tucked her gloves in her coat pocket before hanging it in the closet. She took a couple steps into the living room. “Got any more of that?” she asked, nodding to the glass of wine.
“On the counter in the kitchen. Help yourself.”
She returned with an equally large glass of wine and sat on the side of the couch closest to Hannah. She took a moment to swirl her wine and gaze at the fire before she met Hannah’s eyes and said, “I’m sorry.”
“It doesn’t matter anyway.” Hannah shrugged and adjusted the ice on her knee. “Pretty sure my chances with Alex vanished the moment Beth walked through the door.”
Taylor eyed the ice pack. “I thought your knee injury was from, like, high school? Isn’t it healed?”
Hannah had told her about the injury during their first business trip together. She had gone for a jog the day before and tweaked it, so it was hard to hide her discomfort all week. “It’s just flaring up in the cold.”
Taylor nodded. “I have some ibuprofen in my—”
“I’m fine. Thanks.”
They were quiet for a beat. Hannah hated that she was sucking all the energy out of the room. She hated that Taylor was acting meek, walking on eggshells around her. But Hannah ached.
“I wasn’t thinking.” Taylor sighed. She hadn’t even taken a sip of her wine yet. “Well, I was thinking, actually, but it was stupid. I thought Alex was going to find out she lost the moment she opened her email, and it was clearly already a mess between you guys, so I ripped off the Band-Aid and put it all out there for you two to figure out.”
Hannah tore her gaze from the fire. Taylor scratched at the seam of her pants, looking as if she’d like to disappear behind the cushions until Hannah finally let out a small chuckle.
Taylor shook her head in apparent confusion, a tentative grin playing on her lips. “What?” she asked. Her word held a small tremble of nerves.
Hannah’s laughter deepened, clearly making Taylor uncomfortable. “It’s just”—Hannah wiped the corner of her eye—“so fucking ridiculous, isn’t it?” She set her glass on the side table, worried she’d spill red wine on the chair from her shaking laughter. “I spend my entire life hiding behind goals—goals in sports, goals in money, goals in business—and I finally meet a woman who makes me believe I could be simply happy within myself. Within her. That maybe it would be okay to simply exist with her company and a cup of coffee and not have to task my brain every five seconds with some ridiculous goal just to keep myself distracted from the fact that I’m fucking miserable.”
Taylor’s eyes widened, but she stayed quiet.
“And it’s so easy for me to blame Beth, right?” Hannah sighed and ripped off the ice pack, annoyed with its shifting and fussing. “Of course it is. Blame Beth for being human and having emotions and getting in the way of what I want. But Beth is just another distraction from the fact that I would have fucked things up with Alex on my own anyway because that’s just who I am and what I do. And just because I seem to have woken up doesn’t mean I’m magically ready for the kind of healthy relationship Alex deserves.”
Taylor nodded slowly and reached for Hannah, squeezing her wrist. “You deserve that kind of healthy relationship, too, if you want it.”
“I do, but…” Hannah shook her head, tears welling from frustration. “What I’m so angry about is it’s hitting me that Beth only highlighted what that issue was.” She jabbed herself in the chest with her pointer finger. “Me.”
“How are you—”
“If I wasn’t trying to run away from something with Alex, I never would have gotten the apps and messaged Beth. I would have been secure and mature and asked Alex, the woman I wanted, on a date. But instead, I dragged her very emotional best friend into this mess.” Hannah pressed her face into her palms and groaned.
“I hear you.” Taylor rubbed her back, a level of intimacy they had never reached before, but she appreciated it. “Han, if you could snap your fingers and have everything cleared up in exactly the way you wanted, what would that look like? Do you want to be with Alex?”
Hannah took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. I want to be with Alex and truly mend things with Beth, but that’s probably impossible.”
Taylor shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m asking for your ideal world.”
“Then, yeah. That’d be it. And I wouldn’t have the urge to torch it all to the ground and run before anyone can hurt me.”
“Okay.” Taylor stopped rubbing her back and reached for her wine. “And what about LA? You’ve got to book a ticket home soon and take over your accounts again. Then what? Are you willing to do long distance? How would that look?”
“I honestly don’t know.” Hannah grimaced and reached for her wine, too. “My last conversation with Mike left a horrible taste in my mouth. It made me feel like he wants to shoulder me out.”
“What?” Taylor looked as if she’d taken a sip of rotten milk. Her genuine surprise made Hannah glad she wasn’t somehow in on it.
“I think he sees me as a threat.”
Taylor let out a chortle. “He should.”
“I know.” Hannah grinned. “I think the Locality score was just too big. He seems to believe I’ll leapfrog him for CEO as much as I do.”
“Okay. So?”
Hannah took a moment, sipping her wine and allowing this feeling to simmer and gather in her gut. Some shifting of foundation, erupting of mountains. Then, a settling. “Why would I want to work for someone else?” She grinned as she spoke, the words feeling right. “I’m the best at what I do. Why have I spent years fattening some prick’s pockets when I could be doing something on my own?” She knew why: validation. Validation of her existence. But she didn’t need that anymore.
“You want to start your own distribution company?” Taylor asked.
“No. Not quite.” A million thoughts raced through her mind. “I love whiskey and good beer and wine. I love neighborhood producers that put soul into the products they create. I don’t want to work for the benefit of a middleman. I want to work for the benefit of the producer directly.”
“Wait.” Taylor furrowed her brows. “Are you saying you just want to be a sales manager for one of these places? Because I love you, but that’s a bit of a step backward.”
“No. I don’t want to do that.” She sipped her wine, waiting for the idea to come to her. Then it did. Sharp and bright and out of nowhere. “I want to be a marketing and sales consultant for small producers. I’ll consult on anything from sales and marketing strategy to fundraising to growth plans. I’ll be working for myself with maybe one or two employees and doing what I’m passionate about. I’ll be in control of my client list and keep it small.”
“You’ve already decided, haven’t you?” Taylor gave her scalp a rough scratch and shook her curls. “You’re leaving Salish.”
Hearing Taylor say it out loud made it real. Her words hit Hannah square in the chest. She was about to let go of the goal that she had held close for years, but she had nothing to be afraid of. She had enough savings for a modest early retirement if all else failed. Though she knew she wouldn’t fail. “I’m leaving Salish.” She watched Taylor, readying herself for anger or hurt or disapproval.
She was none of those things. Taylor smiled, her dark brows framing her warm eyes. “You’re leaving Salish,” she repeated.
Hannah smiled hard, an overwhelming joy and a complete sense of freedom flooding her. “I’m leaving Salish,” she repeated.
Taylor took the last swig of her wine and stood. “I think I spotted a bottle of bubbles in the fridge yesterday. What do you say? Time to celebrate?”
Hannah nodded. “Time to celebrate.”
After Taylor had poured two flutes of champagne, she brought them to the living room and handed Hannah one. They raised them to one another. “To your next chapter,” Taylor toasted.
“To my next chapter.”
They clinked glasses, and Hannah sipped the zippy bubbles, letting the moment wash over her. She set the glass down and looked at Taylor, who honestly seemed happier than Hannah had seen her in a while.
“What’s up?” Taylor asked.
“My knee hurts all the time. Like, a lot.”
Taylor raised a brow. “Okay, well—”
“I want to get a new doctor for a second opinion.”
“That sounds—”
“And I need a therapist.”
Taylor smiled and set down her champagne, reaching for her laptop on the other side of the coffee table. “Hannah Carver,” she said as she opened her computer. “Let’s find you a therapist, you badass.”




  

CHAPTER NINETEEN 
    
A muddy flood of emotions rushed through Alex. Anger. So much anger. Confusion. Annoyance. Hurt.
Anger.
She had sat alone in her office for a half hour after she’d kicked Hannah out, trying to digest everything that had come to light. Hannah and Beth, losing the WMW Awards for the first time to Locality, Hannah proclaiming she’d never wanted anything serious. All of that interrupted by spurts of flashbacks to what had just happened on her desk.
It was the biggest whiplash she’d ever experienced.
And now she sat with Beth in Alex’s living room while Beth explained how hurt she was by the entire situation as Alex tried to wrap her head around what she’d just lost. The awards—her shot at the spread in Decanter magazine and twenty grand—and Hannah.
Hannah was the woman of her dreams. The one who made sense of it all. Strong, confident, gorgeous, and she saw Alex for her deepest self. Hannah saw the part of her that wanted to strive, that wanted to take up more space but was scared to jump.
Hannah made it seem possible, though. Just by believing in her.
“I just can’t get over it.” Beth took a long pull from her water bottle and wiped her mouth on the arm of her sweatshirt. It was the bright purple one with the rainbow today. “Of all the people in Mountain Gap, you just had to sleep with Hannah.” She lightly beat her head with her knuckles. “Argh. It’s burned in my mind.”
Alex rolled her eyes, only half hoping Beth didn’t catch it. “For the millionth time, I had no idea she was the woman you were talking about. No idea.”
Beth shook her head, clearly unsatisfied with her response. “You couldn’t put two and two together?”
Alex’s anger was directed at her now, and every word Beth spoke only aggravated her more. “Put two and two together?” she asked, exasperated. “What was I supposed to put together? That you met up with someone from the apps at around the same time I met Hannah? How is that relevant at all?”
Beth scoffed, slamming her bottle on the side table. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that I said she was in sales and only looking for casual, and Hannah is in sales and only in town temporarily.”
Alex rubbed her forehead, an ache gathering behind her eyes. This was ridiculous. Beth had completely lost it if she truly blamed Alex for this. “That’s quite the stretch. I had no idea, and I certainly wasn’t looking for clues.”
“Maybe because you wanted her for yourself.” Beth’s eyes turned cold, a look Alex rarely saw.
“Beth, please. That’s ridiculous. I don’t know how else to say it. I couldn’t have possibly known it was her.” Was she missing something? This was clearly an unfortunate mistake with no one to blame. Least of all Alex. How could Beth not see that?
“I just can’t believe you’d do this to me,” Beth said, as if she didn’t hear a single word that had come out of Alex’s mouth. “You knew how I felt about her, Alex. You knew, and you just fucked her anyway.”
Alex slapped the couch cushion next to her, startling Beth. “Enough.”
“I just—”
“No.” Alex held up a hand to stop her. “That’s enough.”
Beth sat back in her chair, seeming to understand she’d crossed a line.
“I have been steadfastly by your side through every dating up and down you’ve ever had. I have gladly stepped aside and let you claim every queer woman who shows her face in this town the instant you lay eyes on her.” She pushed a finger to her chest. “I have been so unbelievably stressed and so desperately lonely. Then Hannah comes along and shines a light in my life and gives me something warm and good, and now you’re acting like I stole your favorite toy.”
Beth’s brows met in a V as she listened.
“I’m sorry that she wasn’t interested in you, Beth, I really am. But she was special to me, and you ruined it. Not by going on a date with her, but by doing whatever the hell this is right now.” She waved in Beth’s direction. “By acting like I personally wounded you and should give her up.” She shook her head, tears threatening to spill. “And you haven’t even checked if I’m okay. But I should have expected that because somewhere along the way, you became a selfish friend, Beth. A friend who can only root for me when you’re on top. A friend who only wants me to find love after you have.” She wiped the slow stream of tears falling down her cheek. “And I just don’t need that in my life. I’m sad enough. I need a friend who can nurture me and wants the best for me.”
A heavy quiet fell over them. Beth tugged her bottle into her lap and fiddled with the lid, snapping it open and closed, her eyes glued to her lap. Alex watched as the anger that was coursing through her gradually morphed to guilt, but she refused to give in. She’d said what she should have a long time ago. She’d needed to get it off her chest, and if Beth couldn’t hear her, maybe she wasn’t a friend worth having.
Though Alex would mourn the friend she used to be—the friend who’d held her hand through the loss of her father—she understood that sometimes people changed, and friendships changed.
“I…” Beth started and snapped her lid one more time before covering it with both hands. “Are you okay?” The furrow in her brow had smoothed, and her eyes were full of concern instead of ice.
“No, Beth. I’m not.” She couldn’t roll over so easily, the way she had always done in the past. She was done appeasing.
“Yeah. I know.” She studied the rug below for a moment. “What if I told you I was scared?”
“What?” The ambiguity annoyed Alex, but her question came off a little harsher than intended.
Beth flinched. “Alex, you’re incredible. You’re gorgeous, smart, and successful in a business that everyone thinks is cool. I just”—she leaned forward in her chair—“I’m worried that if I don’t find my person first, that everyone would choose you over me. I mean, you’re the obvious choice. I don’t have my shit together like you, I’m loud, I’m always late.” She paused for a moment, looking to the ceiling. “Oh, and I snore.” This earned the slightest smile from Alex. “I guess I’m a tad insecure, and I hadn’t realized I was hurting you or that you needed more from me. I think I always just assumed you were good, you know? I mean, you’re Alex, you’re always good.”
“That’s the thing, though. I’m not always good.” She shook her head. “Sometimes I need help, sometimes I need to take up space in our friendship, and I want to find love, too.” Beth nodded as she spoke. “And I can’t lie, it’s super offensive that you think I would ever purposefully hurt you that way.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I would never.”
“I’m sorry. You’re right.” She wrung her hands, rocking on her elbows. “I was just so livid seeing you two that way. Seeing you get what I wanted so badly.”
“You were jealous,” Alex whispered.
“Yeah. I was jealous.” Beth nodded. “I think I’ve always been jealous of you, Alex, and it has clearly manifested into something ugly, and I’m so sorry.”
“I really appreciate you hearing me and apologizing, but I think I need some time to process everything.” A flash of hurt crossed Beth’s face. “I’m not saying I don’t forgive you. I will. It’s just a lot right now, and I can’t lie, I’m just not quite there yet.”
“I understand. I do.” Beth stood and grabbed her purse from the floor. “But will you call me when you’re ready? Please.”
Alex stood to show her out. “I will. I promise.”
Once Beth had left, she called the one person who didn’t currently roil all her emotions. She called her mom.
    
Ben’s was pleasantly busy, with just enough patrons to make Hannah feel like she was out and about but not too busy to slow their service or make it too loud. Hannah and Taylor found two seats at the end of the bar, and Ben greeted them.
“Good to see you again, Hannah. It’s been a minute.”
She chuckled and shook his hand. “I had to go on a quick burger cleanse before I could indulge myself again.” She squeezed Taylor’s shoulder. “This is my friend Taylor. She just flew in yesterday, and I thought I’d treat her to Mountain Gap’s best burger and a beer.”
“Right on,” Ben said, shaking Taylor’s hand. “I don’t know if I can claim the best burger title, but they sure are made with love. I’m Ben, by the way.”
“I don’t doubt it for a second. Nice to meet you, Ben.”
He grinned and flipped his signature green hat backward. “What can I get you ladies to drink?”
Hannah ordered a porter she had been wanting to try, and Taylor ordered the local winter warmer. Once they had their beer, Hannah raised hers. “Taylor, I want to say something that is going to come off completely wrong, but I’m going to say it anyway.”
“Oh,” Taylor said, raising her glass. “This sounds like my kind of toast.”
“Don’t speak too soon.” Hannah laughed. “I don’t think I knew just how deep our friendship ran before you came out here and saw my life implode. I kind of thought we were work besties who liked to drink together. But I just had this life-altering moment, and I wouldn’t have wanted to experience it with anyone else. I mean, you helped me book my first therapy appointment—”
“And I am so excited for you, by the way.” Taylor grinned, glass still raised.
“Thank you.” Hannah felt blush creep into her cheeks at how sappy she was being in public. This was all so new to her, but it felt strangely good. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, thank you for being there for me today.”
“Anytime,” Taylor said and clinked their beer. She groaned when she took her first sip. “This is fucking delicious.”
“I told you,” Ben called from down the bar.
“You sure did, Ben,” she hollered back.
“So,” Hannah said after taking a sip. “My personal feelings about Beth aside, how are you feeling about her? Are you going to see her again?”
“Yeah. I think I am.” Taylor smacked her lips and plucked at the wet edge of her coaster, clearly considering what she wanted to say next. “I know it seems weird, and just like you, I have no idea what I’m doing. But goddamn, that woman just has this pull on me—like a force—and I don’t want to fight it. I know she kind of blew up at you for saying you wanted casual, then canceling on her, but she seems really chill about us.” She shrugged and took a sip. “I don’t know. Maybe she learned more about herself from you, but all I know is that we have a connection, and I want to explore it.”
Hannah nodded, running her finger up and down her cold glass. She was doing her best to put her personal feelings aside and be a good friend, even if Beth was far from her favorite person right now. What pissed her off the most wasn’t about herself; it was about Beth being selfish and ruining something good for Alex. It was no secret how giving Alex was and how much she deserved to be happy. That was what angered Hannah the most.
“I get it,” she finally said. “I mean, I obviously get it. Are you still going to fly out in a few days?”
“No.” Taylor grinned. “I may have switched my meetings to virtual and canceled my ticket out.”
Hannah gasped. “You did not.”
“There must be something in the water here because I definitely did.” She tore the corner off her coaster. “I probably should have asked if I could stay a few more nights.”
Hannah chortled into her beer. “Yes, though I doubt you’ll be spending many more nights at my place.”
“Definitely tonight, though. Tonight calls for Ben and Jerry’s and a bad romcom.”
“Oh, yes please.”
They feasted on what truly were the best burgers in town and walked back home. Hannah would have to call Mike soon. He’d realize in a day or two that she hadn’t checked in with him about her new list of accounts. But she’d take a couple more nights of the company paying for her rental. After that, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. Even if Alex never wanted to talk to her again, she wasn’t ready to leave Mountain Gap. This place was special to her. It was a place of respite but also of change.
She had booked two online sessions with her therapist and wanted to have them while she was still here. Something about going back to LA without a plan felt hard. It didn’t sit right with her. She wasn’t ready to dive back into the chaos of a city like that. She needed the peace of Mountain Gap to sort out her next move. And maybe to give Alex more time to come around.
Her phone burned a hole in her back pocket. She was desperate to text and check in, but that was not what Alex wanted. She had asked for space, and Hannah had to respect that. Because she respected Alex.
So she’d wait. She’d stay in Mountain Gap, quit her job, go to therapy, and draw up the first draft of a business plan. Carver Consulting. It was mildly terrifying, deserting every plan she had ever made. But at the end of the day, if she had to bet on someone, she would bet on herself. Every single time.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY 
    
It had been a couple days since the big blowup in Alex’s office, and she was alone at the distillery on Monday afternoon. Emily had just been by to discuss the next couple of weeks in terms of sales and production, only adding to Alex’s stress. She didn’t have anyone to help her bottle what they needed for the end of the month—Marco would be gone by then—and the work was already beginning to pile up.
She sat in a booth in the quiet tasting room as she emailed applicants to set up meetings. Sitting in the sunshine from the window was bringing her some much needed calm, especially because she planned on texting Hannah today.
She had needed space, and to Hannah’s credit, Alex hadn’t heard from her once since that day. It was major points in her column. And truly, Hannah hadn’t done anything wrong in this mess. Yes, she’d hurt Beth’s feelings, but that wasn’t hard to do. And yes, she had proclaimed that she wanted nothing serious, but Alex could tell from the way Hannah interacted with her that she wasn’t just using her. There was something special between them. Or else Hannah probably would have stuck with Beth for the casual.
And Alex had gone into their date knowing full well that Hannah would be leaving in a matter of weeks for LA. She was just as much to blame for getting involved in this mess.
She sighed as she sent her first interview invitation. This applicant was her favorite, a promising young woman looking to make the transition from winemaking to distilling. She had applicable experience and the desire to learn, and Alex already knew she was hardworking from the multiple wine harvests on her résumé.
Once she was finished, she closed her laptop and opened her messages with Hannah. The most recent ones were full of laughing emojis and red hearts. It kind of felt like those messages had been sent forever ago. She swallowed her hesitation and began typing. She didn’t know how to do this, so she just said exactly how she felt: I miss you. Can I see you soon?
She didn’t make any promises or show her hand too early, but she hoped she set a good tone.
Hannah: Please. I’d love that. I miss you, too.
Alex:
How about tonight? When you’re done with work?
Hannah:
About that…I don’t really work anymore. So whenever you’re free, I’m free.
Wait, what? Hannah didn’t work anymore? Alex reread the text to make sure she wasn’t missing something. What did that mean? Had she quit her job? But she was obsessed with work.
Alex:
What do you mean? Is everything okay?
Hannah:
Everything’s okay. I’ll explain tonight. How about pizza at my place? I’ll kick Taylor out and tell her to go to Beth’s. We’ll have privacy to talk things out.
Alex:
Okay. I’ll see you later.
Alex tucked her phone in her pocket and slid her laptop into her backpack. Her brain couldn’t handle any more work stress now that it was obsessing over seeing Hannah tonight. She locked up the distillery and began walking home, the sun warming her back through her sweater. She wasn’t even sure about what she wanted to say, and it had been almost a week since she’d asked for space. Not that it would matter if she had planned a speech. She knew the second she saw Hannah, all her thoughts would fade. Her stomach tightened at the thought of her lounging on the couch, her arm draped over the back, so cool and casual.
Alex fed Michael and Jason without any puns or sweet talk; her mind was racing. She showered in a daze and stood in front her closet for what felt like ages. This isn’t a date. She just needed to pick something comfortable and casual. Something that Hannah wouldn’t read into. She pushed hangers of clothes out of the way. Definitely not a dress.
She tugged a chunky green sweater from a hanger and grabbed her favorite pair of worn jeans. It was something she would wear to Beth’s. There was no reading into this outfit. She didn’t bother drying her hair, even though she’d probably freeze her ass off on the walk over, but she was already running late. And if she was honest, she was anxious to see Hannah already.
As Hannah’s house came into view, she slowed. Something gnawed at her until she had completely stopped only a few doors down. Just walk. She shook herself out of her momentary paralysis and continued down the sidewalk. Just when she thought she would make it all the way, Hannah’s door cracked open.
Alex froze. Taylor walked out onto the sidewalk, catching Alex in some weird stutter step of hesitation.
“Hey, Alex.” She waved, walking toward her. “I’m just on my way to Beth’s.”
“Hey,” she finally said.
“So.” Taylor swayed on the balls of her feet. “I kind of noticed you seem nervous.”
Alex chuckled, her entire face warming under Taylor’s observation. “I mean, yeah. Yes. I’m a little nervous.”
“Between you and me, you have nothing to be nervous about.” She winked. “She’s excited to finally talk, and the pizza smells amazing. I tried to snag a piece, and she slapped my hand.”
Alex wrapped her arms around herself. “Yeah? She’s not mad at me for taking so long?”
Taylor chuckled. “After the shit show that happened that day, I think everyone needed some space from one another. She’s not mad.”
“Okay.” Alex gnawed on the inside of her cheek, a nervous habit she could never shake.
“Go on. Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”
Alex nodded, reluctant to believe anything at this point. “Okay. Thanks, Taylor.”
She winked and walked past Alex in the direction of Beth’s house. Alex couldn’t get over that pairing. It made absolutely no sense while somehow making all the sense in the world. Taylor seemed to love everything that put other women off Beth. And she could match Beth’s energy.
“You’ve got this,” she said to herself and walked the rest of the way to Hannah’s door. After one more moment of gathering confidence, she knocked. It took longer than expected for Hannah to answer, only adding to her nervousness, but when she finally did, Hannah’s smile put her at ease.
“Alex,” she said, all breathy and adorable. She was in an old Alaska sweatshirt and a light pair of jeans. Her hair was casually down, not in manicured loose curls but in waves that she’d clearly run her hand through countless times. There was an easiness about her that hadn’t been there before. Sure, she had always been confident and charming, but there was a new warmth that Alex couldn’t put her finger on.
“You look fantastic,” she said, pulling Hannah into a tight hug.
A puff of air escaped Hannah’s lungs with the force of it. “Oof. Careful there. The old knee is not having it this week.”
“Oh no. I’m so sorry.” Alex pulled away and held her at arm’s length, examining to make sure the rest of her was safe and intact. “Come on. Let’s get you on the couch.”
Hannah didn’t protest or insist on walking on her own. She allowed Alex to wrap an arm around her waist and guide her back to the couch. Once she got to the edge of it, she plopped on the cushion with zero grace and a grimace on her lips. It broke Alex’s heart to see her in such pain.
“Ice pack?” Alex asked.
Hannah locked her fingers behind her leg and gingerly lifted it onto the coffee table. “It’s in the freezer. Should be ready to go.”
Alex grabbed the knee-shaped ice pack and returned to the living room. “Do you want help putting it on?”
She never imagined Hannah would say yes, but she nodded. “Strap it tight, please.”
Alex sat next to her and leaned over her leg, wrapping the straps over and under, careful to keep them aligned and tight before Velcroing them down. “How’s that?”
Hannah groaned. “Perfect. Thank you.”
“It kills me to see you like this.” Alex worried her lip, tracing all the etches of pain down Hannah’s face. “Babe, there’s got to be something they can do to help you. Something isn’t right if you’re in so much pain.”
“I agree. I made an appointment for a second opinion. I don’t want to feel this way, either. I promise.”
Alex planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Thank you.”
“It’s sweet that you care,” Hannah said, a grin playing on her lips.
“Of course I care. It would be futile pretending that I don’t.” She looked around the rental, taking in everything that wasn’t Hannah’s, wondering if Hannah enjoyed the earthiness of the place. Then she took Hannah’s hand into her lap. “I just needed some time to process.”
“I get it,” Hannah said, her eyes on Alex’s fingers. “That was a lot.”
“Ya think?” Alex rolled her eyes, chuckling. “I know you were just doing your job, but you could have given me a heads-up about the Washington-Made awards. I would have understood. But you kind of blindsided me.”
Hannah took a moment before responding, scratching at the denim above her knee. “You’re right. I was scared that if I warned you or tried to talk about it with you, I would change my mind and not submit to them. Locality is huge and is constantly in Decanter. The awards won’t bump their sales. But my objective was to flood the local market, and the Washington-Made Whiskey Awards is part of that market.” She shook her head, dropping her gaze to her fascinating jeans again. “So I just had to do it and get it over with. But I wish I had warned you.”
“I get it. I do,” Alex said, fidgeting with Hannah’s fingers. “There’s nothing that’s a deal-breaker for me. It’s just all a bit messy.”
Hannah snorted. “You couldn’t possibly be referring to your best friend, whom I’ve kissed, walking in on me zipping your pants after we had mind-blowing sex on your desk? Oh, with my best friend, who your best friend is banging.”
Alex burst into chuckles and nodded. “Yes. That would definitely be one of the messy factors involved here.”
“Mm-hmm. I thought I might be on to something.”
Alex leaned closer, letting her head rest on Hannah’s shoulder. Her sweatshirt was warm and soft, and she laid her head gently against Alex’s. “I don’t blame you for any of that,” Alex whispered. “Beth was wrong to blame you. To blame me. We’ve done nothing wrong.”
“I know that,” Hannah said against her hair. “I just wasn’t sure if you knew that.” She took a deep breath, and Alex wondered if she was smelling her hair. “And for the record, what I told Beth I wanted was my truth when it came to her. But I never told you that I wanted strictly casual because strictly casual is the last thing I want from you, Alex. I can’t just let you go.”
Alex’s entire body melted at her words. She tilted her head back to meet Hannah’s eyes. “But you have to leave so soon. How are we supposed to hang on to this?”
“Come here.” Hannah shifted and placed an arm over her shoulders, pulling Alex to her chest, a position they were only in for a moment before she said, “Well, funny story, I’m in Mountain Gap indefinitely right now,” and Alex yanked out of her grip.
“What?” Alex could feel her eyes go wide and her brows reach for her hairline. “What do you mean? You’re not going back to LA? What about work?”
“I’m so glad you asked.” Hannah grinned, mischief gathering in her eyes. “I had a spirited phone call with my boss, Mike, yesterday.” Her grin stretched wider as she seemingly recalled the conversation. “Let’s just say, I will be investing all my hard work and skill into myself now, instead of that pathetic little excuse for a man.”
She heard Hannah’s words, and they could only mean one thing. But she needed to hear Hannah say it. “You quit?”
“I quit.”
Alex shook her head. This couldn’t be real, could it? “But you wanted to take over Salish. That was your goal.”
“I know.”
She scrunched her brows, confused. “But you love goals.”
Hannah chuckled. “I know.”
“You don’t just love them, Hannah. You live by them.”
Hannah squeezed Alex’s thigh, bringing her some comfort. She couldn’t help but feel as though she had gotten in the way of Hannah’s dreams, and that was the opposite of what she wanted. She wanted to support Hannah and celebrate her inevitable success. “I still do. But my priorities have shifted. What I want has shifted.”
Alex shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“When Salish Spirits was created, its mission was to bring quality Northwestern products to the national market. And I was good at that. Turns out that helping these brands find the spotlight made the company a lot of money, too. That’s when things gradually began to change, and the mission shifted from discovering talented producers to feeding the machine and making the biggest profit possible.” She sighed. “I don’t want to waste my life working my ass off for a giant distributor. I want to work my ass off for the producer.”
“Hannah, I—”
“One more thing.” She squeezed Alex’s knee again. “Well, there’s a few more things, but Alex, I don’t want to go back to LA. And I’m not saying that you have nothing to do with that decision, but the thought of the city makes me anxious now. I miss the Northwest. I miss the air and the mountains and the people. I miss feeling free and at peace. The cold really messes with my knee, but I’m going to get that figured out.”
Tears gathered in Alex’s eyes. It was all so much. She was so proud of Hannah for finding what she truly wanted to do with her life, for being brave and standing up to Mike, and for having the courage to leave a city she’d lived in for years in pursuit of something that suited her better. “You’re truly staying?”
Hannah grinned. “I’m staying.”
Alex squeezed her shoulders. This beautiful woman, who Alex thought would vanish, was staying in Mountain Gap.
“I obviously have to go back and pack and sell my condo and figure it all out, but I’m not ready to do that yet. In a week or two.”
“I can’t believe it, Han. That’s amazing.” She cuddled into Hannah’s arm. “Tell me more about what you want to do instead. About working with producers.”
Hannah kissed the top of her head, sending shivers through her extremities, then told her all about how she wanted to start a consulting firm. She told Alex about her passion for these products and how she could help producers bring them to a bigger market, help them grow their operations, and build them into stronger companies. “These producers don’t make amazing wine, beer, or spirits because they want to run a business. As you know better than anyone, they do it because they’re passionate about it and can create something special. I just want to unburden that creation and help with the business side of things.”
Alex stayed quiet for a beat, reflecting on her own need for someone like Hannah, with connections, experience, and prowess. Someone who could help her find the path forward for her business. Hannah was right, she was a damn good distiller and had made it this far with her business, but she was stuck. She wasn’t a businesswoman.
“And I was kind of thinking…” Hannah said.
“Yes?”
“I have experience, of course. But I need to build my client list to earn credibility in this new endeavor. I know you’re at a crossroads of growth with the distillery, and I thought maybe you’d like a hand in figuring out your next steps?”
Alex straightened. “Hannah, I don’t think I could afford—”
“See, that’s the thing about being my first client,” Hannah interjected. “You’d be doing me a favor by taking a chance on me. I know we will be successful. Potential clients will look at what we accomplish together and want to hire me.”
“You have to charge me. I don’t accept free help,” Alex said, adamant about not being a charity case, no matter what Hannah said about building her client list.
“I’m going to charge you something, just to make it official and get this business legally up and running. But I’m serious, you’d technically be taking a risk, and that warrants a huge discount.”
Alex needed the help, and she needed the discount. “And you’re going to do this all on your own?”
Hannah shook her head. “No. I think I have someone in mind who would be a great fit for this opportunity.”
“If you say Emily, I’m kicking you out.” Alex pulled back to give Hannah her best threatening glare.
“You’re going to kick me out of my own house, huh?” Hannah laughed.
“It’s just a rental. And, yes, I am.”
Hannah held up her hands in defense. “I would never dream of stealing Emily from you, though it’s tempting.” Alex relaxed back into her. “Actually, Taylor has surprised me this visit. I wouldn’t have thought she’d be someone I could trust with starting a project of this scope together, but after this week, I think she’d be perfect.”
Alex chuckled and pulled Hannah’s hand back into her lap. “Mountain Gap really had its way with you two.”
“I think it worked its magic, for sure.” Hannah cleared her throat, shifting the energy to a more serious tone. “There was one more thing. It’s personal, but I wanted you to know. I, uh, decided that the support of a therapist would be beneficial to me during this life change. Plus, there are some patterns I’ve realized I have in relationships that are a bit avoidant. I want to work on these things for myself, but if you wanted to continue seeing me, I want to work on them for our relationship, too.”
Alex raised Hannah’s hand to her mouth and kissed her knuckles, overwhelmed with joy. Not only was Hannah going after what she wanted in her career, but she was doing her best to become the healthiest version of herself. She wasn’t afraid to work hard for business and for happiness. How could Alex not want to be with her?
“I’m so proud of you,” she murmured against her knuckles. “If that’s something you believe will help you grow into this new phase of happiness, you know I support you completely.”
Hannah blew out a deep breath as if she had been nervous for Alex’s response. “Okay. Thank you.”
“And about our relationship,” Alex said, holding Hannah’s hand against her heart.
“Yes?” Hannah’s brows rose, hope coloring her face in a light pink.
“If that’s something you want and feel ready for, then I would be thrilled to find out where this goes.”
“Come here.” Hannah pulled her on top so Alex straddled her lap.
She was careful to not put too much weight on Hannah’s legs, worried about her knee, but she wrapped her arms around her shoulders and nuzzled into her neck. It was warm and didn’t smell of perfume. She smelled zesty and fresh, as if she’d just gotten out of the shower and was staying in for the evening.
“Are you gonna be my girlfriend or what?” Hannah whispered.
Alex leaned back, staring at the beautiful woman who’d taken her breath away at Ben’s. Who’d let herself be vulnerable with Alex when she’d shut the rest of the world out. Who’d known Alex and adored her for everything she was. Alex inched forward and let herself sink into Hannah’s hips, earning a small moan of pleasure from her. “Yes.”
“Fuck, I missed you.” Hannah ran her hands up Alex’s back and kissed her hard.
It was full of desperation, longing, hope. As Alex ran her tongue along Hannah’s bottom lip, she ground into her hips, wanting to claim what was hers. Needing to give herself to her girl. “Can we take this to your bedroom? I need you. Please.” When they were in her office, it was the sexiest thing Alex had ever experienced, but she’d never gotten to taste Hannah. She’d never gotten to undress her or suck her tits or feel how wet she’d made her. And she was desperate to.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
    
Hannah could not believe her life. She had a sense of freedom she’d never felt before, and it wasn’t because she’d just quit her job. It was because she had chosen to let her heart lead her decision-making for once. It was so rigid, living her life bound to her goals. But now she was trying to live her life in accordance with what made her smile, what made her feel light, what made her happy.
And what made her happy was taking Alex by the hand and leading her to her bedroom, knowing she wouldn’t have to hop on a plane back to LA in the morning or find the right words to say good-bye without breaking Alex’s heart. Because there would be no saving Hannah’s if she had to leave.
She guided Alex through the door and switched on the small lamp on the dresser, illuminating the cozy room. It was the same shade of green as the rest of the house, with a queen bed on a chestnut bed frame. Nightstands stood on either side, littered with books. Alex zeroed in on the haphazard stacks, fingering the spines and even cracking a few open.
“Romance and Rye,” she said, holding up a small textbook about rye whiskey in America that Hannah had brought with her. “My kind of gal.”
“Yeah?” Hannah took hold of her hips. “I’m glad you approve.” She guided her to the edge of the mattress, but Alex pressed a hand to chest.
“Actually, love, that’s not what we’re doing tonight,” she said, but the darkness of her eyes made it feel like that was exactly what they were doing tonight.
“Oh. Okay, do you want to—”
Alex cut her off by turning her and gently nudging her down on the bed. “You got to run the show in my office.” She bent to kiss her brow.
It was scary how much Hannah felt that kiss. It ricocheted through her body, pinging every fingertip and extremity and finally settling in her chest. It was the most loved she had ever felt by someone who wasn’t her mother. She stayed quiet, watching Alex in awe as she pulled the sweater over her head and dropped it on the floor. Her jeans followed. And holy hell, there was nothing more beautiful than Alexandra Lang stripped down to her panties and bra.
“I know you, Hannah,” she whispered, reaching for the hem of Hannah’s sweater. Hannah let her pull it over her head and drop it. She’d never been shy about undressing in front of women, but something about this felt different. It felt as though she was giving something to Alex she had never given anyone. “I know you’re used to being in charge and leading the army. I know you’re the boss.” She sank to her knees and worked on the button of Hannah’s jeans.
Alexandra Lang. On her knees.
Hannah was so wet already.
“I know,” Alex continued as she tugged her jeans down her thighs, “that maybe you’re not used to letting someone take the lead.” She tugged the cuffs over Hannah’s ankles, leaving her bare and needy and submissive. The latter something she rarely indulged in. Alex peppered soft kisses up her thighs that made her burn with want. That made her want to submit in every way. “But I also know that deep down, you’re dying for it, baby.”
There it was. The pet name. Baby.
The trigger that had shot her away from Beth. The crossing from casual territory to the terrifying territory of serious. Only, when Alex said it, it didn’t scare Hannah or feel like an invasion; it felt as warm as Alex’s lips on her skin. It felt right. It felt like home.
Hannah tucked Alex’s hair behind her ear. “This isn’t something I normally do, Alex.”
She reached behind Hannah and unclasped her bra. Hannah let it fall without hesitation, dying to be naked for her. Dying to be bare for her. She wanted Alex to see everything. Every freckle, pockmark, and scar. Every dark memory, fear, and hope. Everything. “Maybe we both need to try something new, then.” Alex’s breath caught in as she tossed Hannah’s bra to the side. Then a soft smile spread over her lips, and she gently guided Hannah down onto the mattress. Hannah reached for her, but Alex grabbed her hand and kissed her fingertips. “Nope. You’re not allowed to touch.” She pressed Hannah’s hand to her side and reached behind her back to remove her own bra.
“Fuck. Alex. How am I supposed to not touch you?” She groaned, exasperated by the directive.
“Fine.” Alex took her hand and guided it between her legs to the wet spot on her underwear. “See what you do to me, Hannah?”
“I need you. In my mouth. Please.” She was desperate to taste Alex. To learn how Alex rocked against her mouth when she sucked her clit.
Alex leaned down and gave Hannah a deep kiss that made her want to abandon all the rules and flip Alex on her back. But she guessed that was the point; everything was flipped tonight. “In due time,” Alex whispered, making the ache between Hannah’s thighs grow into a delicious throb.
Alex dragged her knuckles down Hannah’s breasts, smiling when her nipples tightened in response. She was demanding but gentle, always aware of her weight, avoiding Hannah’s knee. It was as if they’d been making love for decades the way Alex knew how to move around her body. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of Hannah’s panties and tugged them down her legs. “Fuck, Hannah. You are stunning.”
“Come here.” Hannah guided her up until Alex was straddling her hips again.
“I’m here,” she said, as she guided Hannah’s good leg out, spreading her for herself. Alex shifted until Hannah gasped, the wetness of Alex’s pussy pressed to her own. It was something she had never experienced before. Exquisite, indulgent, and fucking sexy as hell. Alex began to rock her hips, pushing her pussy into Hannah’s until they struck a rhythm, their breaths synching with every stroke.
“Alex. Don’t stop. I could come like this.” Her own voice was shockingly desperate, but she didn’t care. Alex just held this part of her.
“But you’re not going to,” she said in the sexiest voice Hannah had ever heard. She slid off, leaving Hannah missing the hot wet of her. She spread Hannah’s legs and settled between her thighs, running a finger through her pussy.
“You’re fucking killing me.” Hannah covered her face with her hands, desperate for Alex’s mouth on her.
“Not killing you. Fucking you.” She dove into Hannah’s pussy without reserve, dipping her tongue deep inside until Hannah emitted a carnal moan. Hannah tossed her head back, overwhelmed with all the delicious sensations.
Alex dragged her tongue up and down her entrance, then filled Hannah with her fingers. Being filled by Alex…it was the sexiest and most loving feeling Hannah had ever experienced. Like they just fit. But all coherent thoughts vanished once Alex began to suck her clit as she thrust into her. She hit a perfect rhythm, building an electric hum through Hannah’s body until her limbs began to vibrate.
“Fuck. Alex.” She grabbed a handful of her hair. “Fuck. Don’t stop, baby.” She slammed her eyes shut and ground her pussy against Alex’s mouth. Against tongue and teeth and fingers until the vibration saturated into a shudder, and everything collapsed in a cascade of pleasure. “I’m gonna come so fucking hard.”
Alex pulled up for a split second, locking eyes briefly with her. “Then be a good girl and come hard for me.” She added a finger and continued to hit that perfect spot until Hannah completely unraveled, coming hard in a back-arching, sheet-grabbing orgasm.
“Wow,” Alex said, seemingly mesmerized by how Hannah looked right now.
“Wow, indeed,” Hannah said through a chuckle, draping a hand over her forehead.
Alex crawled up her body and tucked herself along Hannah’s side, nuzzling into her neck. Hannah could smell herself on Alex’s breath. It was kind of nice. Like they belonged together. Her eyelids grew heavy as Alex traced unknown shapes on her chest with her fingertips, whispering sweet nothings until Hannah couldn’t decipher the line between her dream world and reality.
That was, until the lights and sound faded, and Hannah fell completely asleep in Alex’s arms. It was the soundest sleep she had had in ages.
    
Hannah’s eyes fluttered open. It couldn’t have been morning yet. Her room was pitch black, and she couldn’t hear any traffic outside. Not that there was any traffic in this town. But she guessed it was around three in the morning. Her left side was heavy with the weight of someone. She blinked a few times, the memory of last night rushing back to her.
Alex. Alex slept peacefully, her ass backed into Hannah’s stomach, her head resting on Hannah’s arm. Pins and needles began to tingle in her fingertips. She gently freed her arm from under Alex’s head and took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dark until she could make out Alex’s naked figure half covered by sheets.
Fuck. She was stunning. And Hannah needed her.
She ran her hand softly up and down Alex’s side from her hip to her ribs, her knuckles just grazing the bottom of her breast. Alex stirred, stretching and rolling onto her back, allowing Hannah more access. Hannah traced the curve of her inner thigh, just barely grazing over her center. Alex’s breath deepened, but her eyes remained close as she spread her thighs wider. Hannah leaned over Alex’s breast and dragged her tongue over her nipple, earning a sexy moan and a buck of her hips as reward.
When Alex took Hannah’s hand and guided it to her pussy, Hannah knew she had the consent she needed. She fucked Alex softly. Holding her tight, kissing her deeply until she came, holding on to Hannah for dear life. She whispered, “I love you,” and fell back asleep within five minutes. Hannah watched her eyes fall shut as her breath became deeper and slower. She watched Alex sleep, her fingers still wet from their love, and replayed the three words in Alex’s sleep-soaked voice. Over and over and over again.
She kissed Alex’s temple. “I think I love you, too.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
    
Hannah stared as Alex filled two mugs with coffee and cream. She handed Hannah one and sat next to her on the island stool.
“What are you staring at, huh?”
Hannah shook her head, avoiding the question by taking a long, slow sip.
Alex quirked her brow and leaned into Hannah’s shoulder. “It wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with last night, would it?”
“Maybe a little.” Hannah grinned at the swarm of images that filled her mind. Alex on top of her, beneath her, in her arms. She set down her mug and turned on her stool to face her. “Do you remember what you said after we made love the second time? Right before you fell back asleep?”
“I do.” Alex’s gaze dropped to the counter, her hands tightening around her mug. “Sorry about that.” She looked at Hannah, worry narrowing her brows. “I didn’t mean for it to slip out. I just—”
Hannah squeezed her shoulder. “You didn’t hear me, did you?”
“Hear you? No.” She shook her head. “I didn’t think you responded.”
“I did.” Hannah leaned in and kissed her temple, brushing her lips over Alex’s soft skin before pulling away. “I love you, too.” As she heard her own words out loud, a calm settled over her. She didn’t just love Alex. She adored Alex. She respected Alex. She really fucking liked Alex. And she had this urgent need to make her happy and to keep her safe.
“Wow.” An adorable grin overtook Alex’s face as she wrapped her arms around Hannah. “Just a couple of weeks and Mrs. CEO is ready to change her life for love, huh? And to think, I couldn’t even get a date before you showed up.”
Hannah chuckled. “I think you helped me see a lot of things about myself I had been avoiding.” She rubbed circles on Alex’s back. “And about dating, what if you only dated me from now on?”
Alex made a show of thinking hard about her answer, rubbing her chin and looking to the ceiling. “Yeah, okay. I guess I could do that. If you wanted to only date me also.”
Hannah grinned. “Okay, but that would require me to cancel all further plans with Beth.”
“Oh. My. Gosh.” Alex smacked her arm. “Too soon, Han. Too soon.”
She burst into laughter, rubbing her arm where Alex had smacked her.
“Was she a good kisser?” Alex asked, a sassy lilt to her voice.
“Oh, nuh-uh.” She sipped her coffee. “I know better than to answer that. It’s a trap, and there is no winning for me. This I know.”
“Sexy and smart,” Alex said.
Hannah kissed her cheek and stood. “We gotta get moving. We’re supposed to meet everyone at Darlene’s Diner in an hour.”
“But it’s only a ten-minute walk.” Alex frowned and took another sip of coffee.
Hannah took her hand and pulled her to the bedroom. “Mm-hmm. That leaves ten minutes to change and thirty minutes for whatever we want.”
“God, your time management skills are sexy,” she said, closing Hannah’s door behind them.
    
As Hannah and Alex walked to the entrance of Darlene’s, they spotted Taylor and Beth rounding the corner. Anxiety at seeing Beth again flooded Hannah’s system. She wanted to stop but knew she couldn’t. What would she do anyway? Literally run away? Alex squeezed her hand, giving her the resolve she needed to keep walking down that sidewalk.
“Hey, lovers,” Taylor said, a giant grin on her face.
Beth stayed quiet, her eyes darting from Hannah to Alex to the pavement. It was a foreign energy for her, and it put Hannah on edge. This would be a very awkward breakfast, especially for poor Emily, who was waiting for them at the table inside.
“Good morning,” Alex said, pulling them both into a quick hug.
Hannah waved like a nervous schoolgirl. “Morning.”
Taylor opened the door for them, and Alex walked inside.
“Actually, Hannah.” Beth touched her arm, stopping her from going in. “Do you mind if we talked? Just for a second.”
Hannah looked to Alex, who was watching from just inside. She mouthed “Go on” to Hannah and gave a little thumbs-up. Taylor grinned.
“Okay. Sure.”
Beth kissed Taylor’s cheek. “We’ll be just a minute. Order me a chai latte, please?”
“You got it. Want a coffee, Han?”
“Yeah. Thanks.” Hannah followed Beth down the block to a wooden bench under a birch tree. They sat, and Hannah was flooded with awkward guilt. “Beth, I—”
“I’m sorry, Hannah.” She turned to completely face her. “I projected a lot of my own shit onto you and our experience.” She grimaced, dropping her gaze to her lap momentarily before continuing. “See, I’m not a woman who people choose first very often, and you caught me at the end of a long string of very disappointing dating experiences. I knew you wanted strictly casual, and though I didn’t necessarily believe I could change your mind, I think you canceling plans may have triggered me. I convinced myself you’d ghost me.”
Hannah took a moment to respond, wanting to choose her words with care. “For what it’s worth, I scrolled through what felt like all of Mountain Gap and within a twenty-mile radius on that app, and you were the only woman I wanted to talk to.” Beth smiled softly. “You’re cool and fun and into different things and gorgeous.” She chewed her lip, trying to be vulnerable with Beth. She would be in Hannah’s life for a long time, and she liked her. They just had to get past this chaotic start to their friendship.
“I know that just because I was honest about wanting casual doesn’t mean I can’t still hurt people,” she continued. She turned to match Beth. “And I am so very sorry that my actions hurt you. I had met Alex already, and the feelings I had for her scared me. I should have been brave and faced them earlier. Instead, I tried to run by opening that app and messaging you.”
Beth chuckled, shaking her head. “This is the gayest shit I’ve ever heard.”
Hannah couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re not wrong.” They laughed together for a few seconds, then Hannah said, “So Taylor…”
Beth nodded, a wide smile on her lips. “Taylor, yes. Funny how some things turn out.”
“It really is.” Hannah sighed. “I’m looking forward to being your friend, Beth.”
“I am, too.” She patted Hannah’s leg. “But, Hannah, if you hurt Alex, I’ll fucking kill you.”
Hannah felt her eyes widen. She did not want to see Beth lose her shit. “I don’t doubt that for a second. But you really don’t have to worry about it. I know what I have in her.”
“Okay. Good talk.”
“You ready to join the others?” Hannah asked.
“Let’s do it.” They hugged it out and walked back to Darlene’s.
Emily, Taylor, and Alex sat around a table drinking coffee and chatting about the merits of different popular bourbons. It was funny how their worlds collided but fit so perfectly. Hannah pulled out the chair next to Alex and reached across the table, holding out a hand to Emily. “I’m Hannah. It’s nice to finally meet you, Emily.”
Emily grinned. “It’s very nice to meet you, Hannah. Though I can’t say I’ve heard too much about you beyond a very brief but excited phone call from this one.” She nodded to Alex, who was adorably pink in the cheeks. “So we’re here for business and pleasure?”
“We are,” Hannah said. She took a sip of coffee and looked down the table at Taylor, who was apparently lost in Beth’s eyes. “Taylor, can I get your attention for a second?”
She looked up and grinned. “Yes. What’s up?”
Hannah explained how she had left Salish Spirits and planned to open her own consulting firm and wanted to work with Mountain Gap Distilling as her first client. Emily listened intently, peppering her with questions about her experience and how she planned to help their expansion. Of course, she didn’t have specific details yet, but her ideas were enough to win Emily’s approval, especially since Hannah made sure to reiterate how important Emily was to this operation.
“And Taylor,” Hannah started, making sure she was still focusing. “I happen to have a position open. If you wanted to—”
“Wait, what?” She straightened, suddenly at full attention. “What are you saying? You want me to come on? I haven’t even thought of leaving Salish, and—”
“Easy, easy.” Hannah chuckled. “I think you’d be a great fit as my right hand in this. I don’t know anyone who’s better at market analysis and positioning brands for success. I could really use you if you were looking to change things up. We can discuss pay later, but it would be remote.” Hannah sipped her water. “Based out of Mountain Gap.”
Alex squeezed her thigh. “Hannah, are you sure? Not Seattle?”
“I’m sure. I’m done with cities.”
“Okay,” Alex whispered.
“Wow, Hannah.” Taylor looked completely shocked. “I don’t know what to say. I’m completely flattered.”
“You don’t have to say anything right now. It’s going to take me a while to get things up and running. Just think about it.”
“Okay. I will. Thank you.”
“Where are you going to live, Hannah?” Beth asked.
Hannah looked at Alex and smiled. She hadn’t told her this tidbit yet. “You like my rental, right?” she asked.
Alex nodded. “Of course. It’s gorgeous and homey.”
“Good.” Hannah smiled. “Because I called the owner and made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. I close on it in three weeks.”
The entire table erupted in a collective gasp.
“Babe, are you serious?” Alex asked, gripping Hannah’s arm in shock.
“So serious.”
“Congratulations,” Taylor said. “You are just knocking shit out left and right. I’m proud of you, Han.”
“Thanks, guys.” She squeezed Alex’s leg. “Life’s just too short to not be happy.”
They ate breakfast, an excited energy humming about the table, an occasional business idea or home decoration tip being thrown out for discussion. Hannah couldn’t help but think they were a good crew, the five of them. She and Alex stole the occasional glance over a bite of toast or sip of coffee. And nothing felt righter than that moment.
When they had paid the bill, they all walked outside in a chorus of groans. “I’m so full,” Emily stated, her hand pressed to her belly.
“Same,” Taylor said.
They exchanged hugs, phone numbers, and congratulations before they all went their separate ways, and Hannah was alone with Alex again.
Alex held her hand as they walked back to Hannah’s house. To Hannah’s home.
“You know, things are going to be really busy once we get started working together to expand the distillery.”
Alex chuckled. “Oh, I know.”
“Like, very busy.”
“Mm-hmm.” Alex squeezed her hand. “I’m aware.”
“Yeah,” Hannah said as they turned onto her street. “I was thinking of maybe taking a trip before we hunker down and dive into everything.”
“Oh yeah? I think you should enjoy this time while you have it, babe. Where do you want to go?”
Hannah stopped walking and tugged Alex to face her. She held both her hands and grinned. “Well, I was hoping we could take a trip together. You and me.” Alex smiled, spurring her on. “I thought, since I’ve met your mom, we could go to Alaska, and you could meet my mom. It’s been way too long since I’ve seen her, and I want to change that.”
Alex’s eyes were wide. “Are you sure you want me to meet her?”
“I’m so sure.” She squeezed Alex’s hands. “I’ve never introduced her to anyone I dated in the past. But if you can’t tell, Alex, you’re not like anyone I’ve dated in the past.”
“I had a suspicion.” She chuckled, her eyes damp. Maybe from the wind, but Hannah hoped it was from her words.
“I love you, Alex. You changed my life.” She leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Want to come meet my mother?”
Alex nodded. “Yes, baby. I really do.” She kissed Hannah, circling her arms around her waist and holding her tight. “You’re unstoppable, Hannah Carver.”
“We’re unstoppable.”
“Come on.” Alex pulled her down the sidewalk. “We’re not doing anything the rest of the day besides fucking and watching movies.”
Hannah laughed, her feet barely touching the ground as she followed Alex to her new home. “And calling my mom,” she shouted into the wind.




  

EPILOGUE 
    
Alex watched Hannah run her fingers over the plaque. It was just a small thing, black and silver, with clean lettering: Carver Consulting. It made her heart soar seeing Hannah in this moment, her eyes misty and her lips tugging into the most joyous smile. It was as if she had finally reached the one goal that mattered, the one goal she didn’t even know she had.
To be happy.
Alex walked behind her and wrapped her arms around her waist. “Do you like it, my love?”
Hannah took one more second to admire the plaque before she turned in Alex’s arms. The look she gave her made Alex never want to let go. She wanted to love Hannah, celebrate her, support her every day.
“It’s perfect.” Hannah peppered kisses down Alex’s jaw, squeezing her tight. “Thank you so much, baby. Are you going to put it up for me?”
She patted Hannah’s chest and chuckled. “Are you not handy?”
“Not at all. Why do you think I’m dating you?” Hannah grinned. “Why don’t you go put on those sexy overalls, grab a drill, and hang this on my new office door for me?”
Alex popped an eyebrow. “I don’t work for free.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll pay you in kind.”
She cuddled into Hannah’s chest. “I’m so fucking proud of you. Congratulations.”
She kissed the top of Alex’s head and rubbed her back. “I literally couldn’t have done any of this without you. You changed everything. You’re my superpower.”
“I didn’t do anything. I just love you.”
“And that’s everything,” Hannah said, holding her. “I can’t wait for tonight. It will be the perfect celebration to end this wild year.”
Alex pulled back and kissed her cheek. “A wild one, indeed. But the best year of my entire life. Thanks to you.”
Hannah grinned, and Alex knew she was going to repeat it. “I didn’t do anything. I just loved you.”
Alex rolled her eyes. “And that’s everything,” she repeated back.
“Oh, are you making fun of me?” She tickled Alex’s waist, laughing and nipping at her neck.
Alex swatted her, trying to wriggle free. “Hannah,” she whined. Then, Hannah caught her wrist, and the moment deepened. Hannah’s eyes were dark and needy and soulful. Alex needed her, too. Since they’d been together, there hadn’t been a day where they hadn’t made love unless Hannah was out of town and once when Alex was sick. And now, watching her…
Alex leaned into her, brushing her lips over Hannah’s ear. “Do you want to break in your fancy new desk before we go home and get ready for the party tonight?”
Hannah only growled in response, spinning them so Alex butted up against the live oak edge. She couldn’t help but smile at how effortlessly Hannah moved now. Her new doctor had hooked her up with a physical therapist, and her knee had gotten so much stronger in just a year. Now, when she kneeled to clean Alex up, she didn’t groan.
    
“You ready?” Hannah asked, squeezing her hand.
Alex looked at the giant warehouse. It was rustic and gorgeous. Something she thought she would never be able to afford for her business. It was bigger than she’d anticipated needing, but once Hannah and Taylor had convinced Emily and her to hire an events coordinator to open the space for future events, the space made more sense. It would be her new distillery, tasting room, rickhouse, and event space. With plenty of square footage for future growth.
Unwilling to give up her original space, Alex had an idea to convert the distillery into an experimental space. She had always wanted to try making vermouth and some other fun things. That tasting room would remain open as well. They could easily cover the overhead with the profit from the bar alone.
It was perfect.
“I’m ready.”
They walked into a small gathering of their family and friends. String lights made the corner of the warehouse cozy, and tables lined with food and drinks welcomed them in. It was an overwhelming feeling, seeing everyone she loved in the community come out to support her. If last year was wild, this coming year would be complete chaos with construction on this space starting next week.
Hannah smiled, urging her to go mingle with all the people there to celebrate her. But first, she needed a hug. She pulled Hannah against her, reveling in the comfort and strength she got from her. She could do anything with this woman by her side.
“You’ve got this, love,” Hannah whispered and kissed her cheek. “This is all you.”
“Hannah,” she said, not ready to let go. “Thank you. For everything.”
“I’m just a consultant you hired. This is you, Alex. Your business. Your success.” She squeezed her tight before letting her go. “I’m so proud of you, baby.”
Alex kissed her before turning back to the small crowd and the sign that read Mountain Gap Distilling 2.0. She took a deep breath, focusing on the one thing she knew in her bones: with Hannah beside her, she couldn’t fail.
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