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      With any luck, Brooke Miller would not receive a marriage proposal tonight.

      On a warm August evening, the wine flowed at the Serrano winery in Starlight Hill. George, the owner and her boss, wouldn’t give Brooke much of a hint as to the occasion. Only said that tonight’s announcement would be momentous, unprecedented, and a surprise to everyone in the community.

      It just had better not be a proposal.

      Having an affair with her boss was hands down, the singularly most stupid thing Brooke had ever done. When after a few months she’d realized that, as so many times in the past, the fizzled had fizzed and the pop had— well— popped, she’d avoided George. And it hadn’t been easy.

      How, exactly, did one break up with one’s boss? Her first guess? Strategically.

      One option would be to tender her resignation. Not going to happen. Brooke loved her job as general manager, and she was damned good at it. One stupid mistake shouldn’t ruin her career trajectory.

      She could just be honest and tell him the truth. And she would, eventually, but not now that he was considering her for a promotion to Vice President of Sales. In that position, she’d get an expense account and travel several times a year to Europe. More to the point, she was the most qualified person for the position and everyone realized it. George counted on her, relied on her, and trusted her. He’d assured her time and again that the position would be hers.

      So for weeks, she’d had a cold that wouldn’t go away. George had kept his distance. He seemed to understand when every time he approached any closer than three feet she held her arm out. “Still not feeling well.” She did have the monthly excuse, but that only worked one week out of the month. Two if she stretched it. George was not the brightest light when it came to women.

      Frankly, she was running out of excuses.

      Yet despite all the hints she’d dropped: “I think it’s great when a couple can remain friends after the romance is over. Sometimes two people don’t click, and is it really anybody’s fault?” George didn’t seem to catch the hint. At all.

      Instead, he’d taken to asking her about engagement rings: size, color, shape. She had no opinion.

      Then he’d asked about honeymoon destinations. Which would she prefer? Paris? Italy? Spain?

      She swallowed, and had no opinion.

      Maybe, Brooke hoped, he would announce her promotion tonight. Even if, among all the marriage talk, there’d been no mention of her promotion. Brooke straightened the silver setting for the umpteenth time. She’d chosen a perfect shade of Burgundy for the tablecloth and napkins. The centerpieces were crystal vases filled with old wine corkscrews.

      “Brooke, everything looks so awesome,” Chelsea Ricci, their summer intern, said. “You have perfect taste.”

      “Thank you.” Brooke stopped near the chocolate fountain. A nice touch and not the norm for Serrano parties, but she wanted tonight to be special. Just in case it was indeed the announcement of her promotion.

      “Someday I hope I can be half as creative,” Chelsea said.

      “Of course you will be.” Brooke said, picking up a name tag from a table. Tiny corkscrews with name cards. Everyone thought she was a genius, but part of her secret was Pinterest.

      George had invited every vintner in town tonight. Even some from neighboring Napa. She recognized all the established names among Napa Valley vintners: Guglielmo, Dardanelli, Rapazzini. Some she’d worked with in the past, some she’d like to work with in the future. But obviously, going to another company after first being VP of Sales might be a better transition to make.

      A couple of hours later, the party was in full swing and still no one had any idea of the occasion. They’d stop by and ask her occasionally, expecting her to know.

      “Oh, you know George. He likes to surprise us every now and then,” she’d answer, and then go find something to do.

      Brooke steered clear of George as he walked around the tables, in his usual composed state, as though a tornado wouldn’t faze him. Never smiling, head held high. He dripped with Alpha male confidence, which at first she’d found alluring and then after a while a tad disgusting. But since that was pretty much the pattern in her love life, it didn’t exactly surprise her that she’d grown tired of him.

      “I’m sure you all wonder why I gathered you all here tonight for this lovely occasion,” George finally announced in his booming baritone voice. “I hope you all understand. When a man is in love…let’s just say it’s been difficult to keep this under wraps.”

      Brooke’s hand rose to her neck. Oh no. Not here. Not happening. How could she say no and save this night? She tried to mentally telegraph to George that he should not do this. Not now, so publicly.

      Seemed that maybe this would happen. Happen right now. Her palms were sweaty. She couldn’t marry him. She couldn’t marry anyone. Marriage was for other women. Women that were not Brooke.

      “Even the woman of my dreams doesn’t know this moment is about to happen, as I’ve had to keep it quiet. You all know how I love a good surprise.” It seemed a little strange when George moved in her opposite direction. He dropped to one knee in front of Chelsea. “My darling Chelsea, I know I don’t deserve you but would you make me the happiest man on earth and marry me?”

      It seemed that the room was a bit hazy, and Brooke was looking through a telescope lens. She couldn’t for the life of her take in a deep breath, though she required oxygen at the moment. Stat! What had just happened? Chelsea? Twenty-two year old virgin and thirty-five year old playboy? It was a joke, that’s what it was. A bad movie of the week. Sometimes George liked a good practical joke, although for the life of her she couldn’t remember one.

      Chelsea turned beet red as everyone stood up to applaud. “Oh, Georgie,” Chelsea exclaimed. “Is this really happening?”

      Georgie? Well, this was a surprise, and an explanation for why he’d asked so many questions about rings and honeymoons. Probably only trying to get a woman’s opinion on the subject. And even if they’d never officially called it quits, maybe this was for the best. Brooke finally exhaled.

      George was on his knees now, holding a diamond ring looked to be worth two years of Brooke’s salary. “From the moment I saw you, I knew you were the one for me. I wanted to surprise you. Surprised?”

      “Say yes, you’ll marry him!” Someone in the crowd shouted.

      “Yes! Yes! Of course I’ll marry you,” Chelsea said, and George slipped the ring on her finger.

      The couple kissed and George turned to the crowd. “While we have your undivided attention, I’d like to announce our new VP of Sales.”

      Brooke smiled as she caught George’s eyes, and moved towards him. Yes, this was her time. Her moment in the sun. Better than she could have hoped. She’d have the job, and no George to damper the celebration, or the tiny question in her mind that he may have given her the job for reasons other than her abilities.

      “My lovely fiancé will take over those duties, as soon as we return from our honeymoon in Italy. After all, this is first and foremost a family business.” He threw a significant look in Brooke’s direction.

      The words kicked Brooke in the gut.

      “A la familia!” A gentleman from the Ricci table raised a glass of their best Pinot Grigio private label. Their latest prize winner, velvety with a hint of oak and fruit. Brooke had personally chosen it for the occasion tonight.

      For several long moments, she couldn’t move. She might have celebrated the fact that George had moved on, except for the fact that he’d taken her promotion with him. He’d dangled the promotion in front of her when he considered her to be his private play thing. When he realized that was over, he’d taken his toy with him.

      Suddenly she needed a shower in the worst kind of way. George managed to make her feel cheap and incompetent all at once.

      The newly engaged couple made their way around the room accepting congratulations, oblivious to the volcanic eruption that was building inside Brooke’s stomach.  She would need to give her best wishes to George privately, where she might have a chance at destroying the family jewels.

      Chelsea approached. “Thank you for throwing my engagement party. No one could have done any better. I’m so surprised. Did you have any idea? How could you keep this a secret?”

      “I had no idea. Didn’t even know the two of you were dating.”

      Chelsea blushed pink. “Georgie wanted to keep it a secret. I didn’t want to, but he said it wouldn’t look good because of my internship.”

      “And he’s right.” Wouldn’t look good, either, that a man-whore was marrying Tinker Bell. Brooke trembled with anger. Either that, or she had a fever.

      “Can you believe this ring?” Chelsea held it out for Brooke, nearly blinding her.

      “I really can’t. Congratulations. Not just on the wedding, but the job. That’s great,” Brooke spit out.

      “Wow, yeah. I had no idea about that but when George mentioned it to me a couple of weeks ago it sounded so cool. I mean, I get to go on trips to Europe and all. I don’t know what I’ll wear! I need to go shopping!” She squealed and bounced.

      “I better go see if the kitchen needs anything.”

      Seemed like there should be blood and guts on the mason tile floor, and not little drips of chocolate from the fountain. George had given her promotion, the one he’d promised her, the one she deserved, to the girl he was currently sleeping with. And he hadn’t bothered to tell her, or even give her a warning.

      No sooner had she entered through the doors to the large utility kitchen than Eric had followed her inside. “Bastard.”

      “That job was mine, Eric. I deserve it.”

      “Do you want me to cut his nuts off? Because I will.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Brooke said. “ I’ll do that.”

      “That’s my girl,” Eric said and left the room with a tray of wine goblets, but not before Brooke snatched two from the tray.

      Definitely a two fisted night of drinking lay ahead of her. She would enjoy this damn wine, an amusing bouquet of earthy opulence, if it killed her. What an idiot she’d been. For the first time in her life, she’d made the mistake of sleeping with the boss. And it had cost her a promotion, not to mention a sense of self-respect.

      She might have made the Dean’s list at Chicago State, but she still hadn’t cracked the mystery of boys. Or men that behaved like boys.

      Well, hell, this was a party. Brooke joined in, and danced with several of the men who asked. Even George’s youngest brother, Tony, who lowered his hand to her ass in a characteristic show of machismo.

      Brooke resisted the urge to slap the face so like George’s, and instead held up a finger and shook her head.  “No, Tony. If you want to keep that hand you better put it back where it belongs.”

      He did, snaking it around her waist. “Man, Brooke. You are smokin’ hot. It almost might be worth it to lose a limb.”

      “I don’t think so. You’re too young for me. What are you, twelve?”

      He scowled. “I’m twenty-one, dude.”

      After a few more glasses of wine, Brooke started to feel a whole lot better about the situation. The Vice President of Sales would be a token position if he’d given it to Chelsea. He needed someone young and pliable, someone without ideas of her own. Meanwhile, Brooke had an opinion or two, and they didn’t always agree with George’s vision.

      Like the name of their latest wine, for instance. George wanted to call it Georgissimo, which made a lot of sense for a narcissist. Brooke had been steadily and aggressively promoting many other, far less ridiculous names. Tonight she had a few new ideas.

      She swayed a little to the right, set her empty wine glass down on the tray that passed by, and made her way to the stage where the live band played. Time to offer heartfelt congratulations to the happy couple.

      Eric reached for her elbow. “What are you doing? I don’t like that look in your eye. You’ve had too much to drink. Let’s think this through all the way.”

      “I’m fine,” Brooke said, shaking him off and climbing up the steps to the stage to take the microphone from the lead singer. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Not you, George. I don’t mean you.”

      The crowd roared with laughter. Oh right, they think I’m kidding. “I’m Brooke Miller, and I work here. Most of you know me. I’m the general manager.”

      “Woot! Woot!” Tony shouted from the floor. Seemed he’d had one too many, because children didn’t know how to handle their wine.

      “I wanted to offer my sincere congratulations to the bride and groom to be.”

      Everyone cheered. Chelsea waved from the chocolate fountain. So far, this was easy. “Next month we’ll be unveiling our new wine collection, and naturally George wants to name it after himself.”

      Ripples of laughter ensued, and George had on his I’m-the-King-of-this-Castle smile. Time to wipe that smug look right off his face. “I disagreed, and I had a whole list of other names. But that’s not important right now. I agree this wine should be named after George. This is a momentous occasion.”

      The crowd cheered. George walked over by the chocolate fountain to join Chelsea, and put his arm around her. “So the question is: should we name this wine Lying Sack of Shit, or Two Timing Bastard? Any thoughts? Comments? Suggestions?”

      An audible gasp arose from the formerly engaged crowd, and every smile slipped off their collective faces. Tough crowd. Eating out of her hands one moment, glaring at her the next.

      George’s face had turned all interesting shades of red. The man could be scary looking when he wanted to be. But Chelsea. Damn. Brooke felt a pinch of regret deep in her belly. Chelsea didn’t deserve this treatment any more than Brooke did. George was setting Chelsea up to fail, so that perhaps he could write off their honeymoon as a business trip. He of all people realized how unqualified Chelsea was to be his VP.

      Eric walked up to the stage and took the microphone out of her hand. “Time to go now.”

      “Wow. I wasn’t really finished, but okay.” Brooke walked off the stage, the unnatural quiet of the room enveloping the night. The lead singer stared at her blankly, but before Brooke could tell him to play The Bitch is Back, a piercing squeal from the back of the hall drew everyone’s attention.

      It appeared Chelsea had slipped in some of the chocolate drippings on the floor. As Chelsea rose up she lost her balance, and fell into the fountain, toppling it to the floor. Oozy melted chocolate goodness now covered the tile. She slid into the chocolate, and one big piece attached itself to her Jimmy Choo heel. When she tried to get up, she slid again. Many of the patrons raced over to help, but George beat them to it. He bent down to pick her up, lost his footing and slid right into the chocolate mess. Both of them now appeared to be bathing in the stuff, chocolate smears in their hair, on their neck, on their faces. Clothes too, of course.

      “This is a thousand-dollar suit,” George could be heard bellowing. “Brooke! Who ordered a damn chocolate fountain anyway?”

      “There’s something you hate to see,” Brooke muttered. “All that chocolate, gone to waste.”

      Eric slapped his forehead. “Oh man. It’s been good working with you, Brooke.”

      Right. One more thing she had to say. She ran up to the stage again and grabbed the mic. “Before I call it a night, Georgie? I quit!”

      With that she held the mic out to her side, raised it shoulder level, dropped it to the ground like she’d seen so many rappers do, and marched off the stage.

      And she didn’t trip once.
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      Billy Turlock picked up the Chronicle at the 7-11, along with a gallon of milk.

      Pitcher or Wine maker?

      Although the two wouldn’t appear to have a thing in common, Billy Turlock has been spotted in his hometown of Starlight Hill in Napa Valley. The word is he’s scouting a location to start a vineyard. The pitcher retired from the Oakland Sliders after a year of injuries and surgeries on his nearly shredded shoulder. But the fact is even though he’s not even thirty, the former darling of baseball had outlived his usefulness on the mound. So if wine making is in his future, we hope he can press grapes better than he can pitch a no-hitter. The last time he pitched a no-hitter…

      Cockroaches. Vile filth. Billy set down the newspaper and grabbed a pack of beef jerky instead.

      “No paper?” The checker said, ringing up the milk without even looking at him.

      “I’ll find something else to line my bird cage,” Billy grunted.

      That’s when the man looked up. “Holy shit, Billy Turlock. In my store. Crap, hold up dude. Would you take a picture with me? Hey, Dad. Get out here, would you? Look at this.”

      Damn, that was nice. He should stop reading the sports section, like his older brother Wallace suggested. People were so much better. Before long some of the customers had congregated to ask for autographs and a photo or two. Or three. Of course Billy posed for pictures but he insisted on paying for the purchases, even if the owner wanted to give them to him on the house. He might not have a million dollar contract to look forward to this year, or any other year again for that matter, but he wasn’t exactly in the poor house.

      He wouldn’t be playing baseball anymore, but he’d find something to do with the rest of his life. He was almost sure of it.

      Of course, this wine making situation was a bit tenuous at best. But who was Billy to deny his grandfather’s dream? Hadn’t Pop been at every game since little league? It was certainly time to come back to his hometown and reward their support by sinking some money into the economy. Why not a vineyard?

      Some of the customers followed him outside. “Is it true you’re moving back?”

      “I am back, and it’s good to be home again.” Billy threw the gallon of milk in the passenger seat of his convertible.

      “You opening a sports bar?” One of the men asked.

      “Not exactly, but you’re in the ball park.” Billy said, opening the door. Everyone got a kick out of that double entendre. “A vineyard.”

      “Another vineyard?” Billy heard someone say. “Like we need more of those.”

      “How’s that like a sports bar?” Someone else muttered.

      Billy didn’t know the answer to that question, so he didn’t even try. He hopped in his car and ripped open the bag of jerky. Eventually everyone wandered back in the store or went about their business, waving goodbye.

      Vineyards.

      He didn’t know the first thing about them, other than the fact that he’d grown up in Starlight Hill.  But Pop said a private label vineyard was the way to go. A family business. Even if Billy’s mother’s side of the family was proudly of Scottish descent, filled with men that had likely never even come close to the grape, Pop said he knew what he was doing. Billy believed him, even if he realized he’d probably be seeing a lot more articles like the one in the paper today. Retired pitchers were supposed to open sports bars and fade quietly into the background. Certainly not try to resuscitate an old vineyard.

      His cellphone rang, and he could see by the caller ID it was Gigi, his publicist. Checking up on him again since it’d been all of thirty minutes since they’d last spoken. “What now?”

      “Just checking up on my favorite ball player.”

      “Right. Well, it’s been thirty minutes and no, I haven’t fathered an illegitimate child yet. The minute I do, you’ll be the first to know.” Billy punched her in on the speaker phone, and drove out of the parking lot.

      “Don’t make fun of me because I try to protect you from those women.”

      Gigi referred to those women as baseball’s version of gold diggers, and by now Billy could recognize them as well. He didn’t need Gigi’s assistance, not that she would believe him. “I’m in my home town. Give my home girls a little credit.”

      “Fine, but don’t come crying to me if an old classmate comes to you with an eleven-year-old, claiming she gave birth to your love child,” Gigi said without taking a breath. “I’m kidding. Do come to me when that happens.”

      “It’s not going to happen.” His teenage prowess had been greatly exaggerated, and he’d never been the man-whore the media liked to portray. If he had been, he wouldn’t have had time to play baseball. “You should stop worrying. I’m with family now, and they look out for me as well.”

      “Believe me that single fact is why I haven’t come down to scope out the place ahead of time. Besides, I’m still fielding some of these endorsement offers. How do you feel about kitty litter?”

      “No.” Was there anything more to say?

      “I’m fielding offers, but nothing is quite right yet. I’ll keep looking. What’s wrong with you, anyway? You sound pissy.”

      Billy crossed over Merlot Bridge, and felt a grin coming on despite his mood. The prettiest girl he’d ever known had bungee jumped off this bridge back in high school. Memories. “I just took a look at the Chronicle. Mistake.”

      “What did it say? I’ll demand a retraction.”

      “Never mind.” They were right, much as it hurt. He’d been on a losing streak ever since the last surgery. He only wished he’d quit while he was ahead. But quitting the game had turned out to be harder than he’d imagined. He wasn’t sure who he was without a mitt in his hand, but he was about to find out.

      “Whatever they wrote, don’t listen to them. You have a bright future ahead of you.”

      “Yeah.” Except that future wouldn’t involve baseball. No more surgeries. Time to retire, the doctor had pronounced. No more options.

      “And you be careful with this vineyard venture. I’ve heard the business can be cut-throat.”

      “Unlike baseball?” Billy laughed.

      “Laugh all you want, but those vineyard owners are probably going to scoff at a retired ballplayer acting like he can be any kind of real competition to them. You’re not even part Italian.”

      “Let them scoff.  Don’t worry about me.” He was worried enough for all of them. The last thing he wanted right now was a failed business. He couldn’t afford another embarrassment, another failure.

      As for competition, maybe it was time the old vineyard growers of Napa got some friendly competition.

      A little something he did know about.

      Not everyone regarded him as a useless retired pitcher with a shredded shoulder. None of the people he’d run into so far were questioning whether he’d ever been worth all the millions he’d earned out over his career. They were loyal baseball fans, like no other.

      Damn, it was good to be home.
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      It wasn’t the first time Brooke had been sky-diving, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. But today was especially fitting as diving out of plane at several hundred feet would be better than committing murder.

      The murder of George Serrano would have made front page news. They would have found her standing over his body with the bloody knife in her hands. “He made me do it.” She would say to the cops.

      Poor Ivey, her best friend, would be shocked. Mom would be ashamed. “I didn’t raise her that way. I taught her to love the environment. Heck, to worship it. This isn’t what I had in mind.”

      Not that Brooke cared what Mom (who should be re-named Mother Earth) thought. But there was the whole prison thing. She could plead temporary insanity, but face it she’d get a good ten years even for a slime ball like George. And she’d never looked good in orange.

      So skydiving it would be. Today she and her fellow skydivers were flying over Napa where it seemed like every weekend there were hot air balloons covering the landscape of the skyline. Less often, a Cessna loaded with daredevils.

      “Oh crap, I can’t believe we’re doing this.” Frat Boy #1 said to his pal.

      “I’m betting you won’t at the last minute, Einstein.” Frat Boy #2 said.

      They were practically indistinguishable to her— same vacant party look in their eyes, same Converse shoes. She’d bet a year of the salary she no longer had that they were the Stanford elite. Money to burn.

      “What about you, babe? How many jumps under your belt? Cause you look like a pro.” Frat Boy #1 asked Brooke.

      “Don’t call me babe, asswipe.” Twenty-four jumps to be exact and Joe the pilot knew it. But he was busy doing his job.

      “Oooooh, you stepped in it.” Frat Boy #2 said.

      “How much longer, Joe?” Anytime now would be good. Today she would jump harder than she’d ever jumped before. She would jump so hard today the middle of the earth would hear it when she landed.

      “I was just about to tell y’all to line up,” Joe said from the cockpit.

      Now why couldn’t she fall for a guy like Joe? Beautiful blue eyes, sexy southern drawl. Retired Air Force, even. Served God and country. Willing to serve her, more than once if she recalled.

      But since graduating from college, she’d had a definite type. George had been her type. Short-cropped hair, clean cut type, not a stitch of facial hair. Italian silk suited CEO.

      Maybe it was high time to re-think her type.

      “Brooke, we’ll have the rookies go first, and we’ll bring up the rear. What do you say?” Joe winked.

      Damn he was good looking. “Sure.”

      Frat Boy #2 stood up first. “Let’s do this thing, dude.”

      She had to sit through all the last minute instructions as Joe’s co-pilot went through them one by one. She’d heard it all more than a dozen times.

      Let’s go, let’s go. Time to get this show on the road. Frat Boy#2 and his tandem partner hurled out of the plane, but not before the stupid kid shouted, “Ha-ooh!”

      Joe rolled his eyes. “Next.”

      “That would be you.” Brooke slapped Frat Boy #1’s back. His tandem partner hooked them together.

      “Dude, I don’t know about this. That’s a freakin’ long way down.” He stared at the ground beneath him as if he’d only now noticed it was there.

      “What’s your name?” Brooke asked from behind him.

      “Er, Terry. Why?”

      “I’ve jumped about twenty-four times, Terry. And I’m still here to tell it. So go ahead and find your balls in there, and do this thing.”

      Terry didn’t move. Joe talked to him, and so did the tandem partner. About how it would be okay to change his mind at this point. No harm, no foul. Nothing to be ashamed of. The usual.

      “Don’t listen to them, Terry. If you don’t do this thing alone you’re going to feel like crap. Your buddy did it and he won’t let you live it down.” Brooke patted his back.

      “Dude, good point. Ah, hell.” Still, he didn’t move.

      “We’re going to need you to move if you’re not jumping,” Joe said. “We’re losing our window.”

      In other words, she was losing her window. And she would jump today, one way or another. No one would take that from her, certainly not a spoiled rich kid.

      “I just wish—” Terry began.

      He didn’t finish the sentence because Brooke gave him a good shove. He pushed into his tandem partner who must have assumed that meant a go, and out they both went. “That someone would push you out?” She called out after him.

      “Dudeeeeeee!” he yelled as he plunged into the air.

      “Shit, Brooke.” Joe said. He was nothing if not a stickler about rules. And it wasn’t cool to push someone out, even with a partner.

      “Sorry,” Brooke said as she jumped.

      Finally, the air rushed past her and she could fly. She stuck her arms out and welcomed the air rushing through so that she could at once be a part of the sky and a part of nothing at all. Falling.

      The thrill of the ground rushing up to greet her. Rising up closer and closer, but unable to touch her from this high up. Seconds passed, always feeling much more like years. Falling like this, sometimes, was better than sex. Better because she didn’t have to give up a part of herself. She only gave up her well-formed illusion that she was in control.

      She liked control, liked her lists, and liked knowing where she was headed. Being a daredevil wasn’t as crazy as some people thought. Every one of her risks were well thought out and planned ahead. And they forced her, for a few seconds, to let go.

      To forget that, sometimes, she was scared. Not of the jumping, but of being alone for the rest of her life. Never finding that one person that felt like the missing piece of the puzzle. She told herself that it was because nothing was missing— she was full and complete on her own and if she never met the right man that would be okay too.

      Yeah, and pigs fly.

      She hadn’t cried, and still hadn’t called Ivey. Ivey would bring ice cream and commiserate but what would be the point? It wouldn’t change anything. Only a time machine could do that. She’d get in one, too, if someone would hurry up and invent it.

      Yes, she could have settled for George at one time. But an old friend had once told her she shouldn’t settle for anything less than everything she wanted.

      Joe, who had jumped right after her, was frantically signaling something to her, trying to get her attention.

      Oh dammit, she hadn’t pulled her cord yet. With seconds to spare, Brooke reached for it, and heard the familiar heartening flapping sound of the parachute slowing her roll. Whew. Joe would be pissed now, since he would be convinced she’d done it on purpose. She happened to hold the record for the closest amount of time to releasing, and Joe hated it. But this time, it hadn’t been intentional. Not that he’d believe her or anything.

      So she was a little bit distracted, and who could blame her? She’d just thrown her entire career away. Most of the other vineyard owners had been at the party, and had witnessed firsthand her less than professional behavior.

      She’d acted impulsively for possibly the second time in her life, and it might have worked about as well as the first time.

      The worst part of the jump was meeting the ground. It always insisted on being part of the deal. She landed with too much velocity as usual, and spread her legs out to slow down. One of her ankles twisted, causing a roar of pain.

      Great, not another visit to the ER. She probably didn’t have insurance any more. No way could she afford the Cobra payment. Anyway, she’d had enough twisted ankles in her lifetime to know how to treat one at home.

      Frat Boy #2 had met up with Terry and in the distance she could see the two of them jumping in the air, high-fiving it, celebrating. Buddies.

      And right then, Brooke wanted her best friend.
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        * * *

      

      Brooke’s ankle was pink and sore, but definitely not broken.

      “Oh Brooke, what a jerk.” Ivey Garner pressed the ice pack on Brooke’s sore ankle.

      Like a true blue friend, Ivey had run right over when Brooke had called.

      “That’s actually the nice word for him.” They were at Brooke’s postage stamp sized apartment, a place with a corresponding sized rent payment. A place she should have long ago outgrown.

      “I never did like him.”

      “Neither did I after the first few exciting months. I was an idiot to go out with my boss. But I never thought he’d give the job I deserved to someone as green as Chelsea.”

      Another thing. George wasn’t stupid enough to let her bring down his business, which must have meant that the Vice President job was nothing more than a figurehead position. And yet he’d dangled it in front of Brooke, and made her believe she could have that promotion. Made her believe she might finally be able to move out of this little place.

      “Have you cried yet?”

      Cried over that man? Not even if he deserved it, which of course he didn’t.  “I don’t cry. But I might, if I can’t find another job soon.”

      “Do you have any other options?”

      “I’m going to put some feelers out. There should be something out there. Even though a lot of my prospective employers were at the event. They probably think I’m a little wacky now.”

      Brooke turned and reached inside her freezer for another ice pack. The kitchen was so small she didn’t even have to get up to do it.

      “You’ve forgotten that many of them don’t even like George. For all you know they’d be willing to give you a medal. But why not take some time and think about what you want to do as your next step?”

      She could do that, but Brooke knew what she wanted her next step to be. The problem was she wasn’t entirely sure she had the stomach for it. She’d taken physical risks before, and plenty of them, but financial risks were different. She could risk death, but she sure as hell didn’t want to be poor.

      Still, she couldn’t stop thinking about the Mirassu vineyard. For so long she’d had a crazy dream of owning a piece of land in the valley. For years she’d worked to make others a success, but maybe now it was finally her time.

      “The old Mirassu winery got repossessed by the bank about a year ago. Maybe I might be able to get a good deal on it because it needs work.” She stretched out her ankle so Ivey could put another ice pack on it.

      “Sad what happened there.” Ivey shook her head.

      More like tragic the way family could turn on each other. The official word was that it had been a ‘family dispute’, another euphemism for a contentious divorce. Suing each other had taken so much of their money that they’d lost the one thing they’d been fighting over. Brooke knew a little about contentious divorces and how they could ruin people. All right, she could write a book with the knowledge she had.

      “I say go for it. Sounds like perfect timing to me. Reach for your dreams. Why not?” Ivey asked.

      Because the land might as well be gold bullion. “I don’t want to be poor, for one.”

      “It might be a risky venture, but at least you know what you’re doing.”

      “I’ve got some savings, but not enough. I’d need a loan.” She couldn’t ask Mom, who lived on an organic farm after the divorce. Brooke’s father had left Mom almost penniless. Brooke still wasn’t speaking to the man.

      “Then get a loan. You’re part of the community here, and I’m sure the bank would work with you.”

      Brooke felt the first twinge of hope. “You think so? I’ll call the bank tomorrow.”

      Maybe she could make an offer on the vineyard. It wouldn’t be much, but maybe with the lack of buyers in this recession they’d jump at the chance. Brooke had the experience and the know-how to turn things around. That alone should put her in the contending, even if she wasn’t financially viable.

      “This is exciting,” Ivey said. “It’s like when I first got the midwife job at the hospital. You deserve to have your dreams come true, too.”

      For Brooke, what she might deserve and what she got were rarely one and the same. But today was a day for dreaming. “When I buy the vineyard, I’ll live right on the property as I get it ready to reopen. I’ve always wanted to live on a vineyard, and the Mirassu vineyard has that beautiful balcony that overlooks the land.”

      “That’s the spirit. I like the way you said when and not if.”

      First she had to think the plan through all the way. Make a few pros and cons lists, then organize them point by point. She had to be smart about this. Draw up a business plan and get a few investors lined up in case she needed them. She’d start tomorrow.

      “New beginnings all around.”
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        * * *

      

      On a cool early September morning, Billy stood at the curb with his grandfather and surveyed the dilapidated Mirassu winery. From the outside, the rambling stone mansion looked like an Italian villa manor from days of old. A manor with weeds overgrown from the house to the tree line. The place also needed a new paint job, and who knew what else?

      He’d been assured the grapes, however, had been salvaged. The bank understood their value.

      But with these looks, no wonder the bank was desperate. He was beginning to think the bank should pay him to take it off their hands. The place had fixer-upper all over it.

      “I see that look on your face,” Jean Jackson, Your Local Realtor with a Smile, said. “The same disgusted look on your face when Jeter hit it out of the park in the seventh inning. And like I told my husband, who said you should have thrown him your curve ball, it wasn’t your fault.”

      Everybody was a sports critic. “Yeah.”

      Jean waved a hand in the direction of the vineyard. “Don’t let the price scare you away. It’s worth every penny. The Mirassu winery was one of the oldest in the history of the town. And if you want to start a winery, it’s better to buy one that’s established. You do know it takes two to four years for a grape crop to grow in if you start one from scratch. You won’t have that problem here. The only work is cosmetic. Best of all, the bank will entertain an all cash offer for a considerable mark-down. They want it off their hands. Like yesterday. You can definitely make lemonade with these lemons. Or should I say grapes? Ah ha, ha, ha. You know what I’m saying?”

      Jean led the way, through the waist high weeds to the ornate front door. “Wait till you see this place. This is the main manor house.”

      It reminded him of an old Spanish villa, stucco and red tile roof. Ivy vines climbed up the side of one wall. Like the stone headstone at the entrance, some of the outer walls were lined with large stones.

      Jean continued chatting up the place as he brought up the rear. She opened up the front doors and led them through a small hallway into the larger room. Lots of work needed in here, Billy noticed. There was an odd peculiar smell he’d rather not try and identify.

      A broken window meant that critters might have made their way inside. Another wonderful thought.

      “That window broke not long ago. Probably some vandals. Anyway, a small fix.” Jean said, as she kept walking towards the back.

      The wine bar was near the back, just before the spacious stone balcony. Billy walked over to the balcony to what could possibly be his new backyard. Ah, yes. Here was the rub. All that land. It had a way of enticing a man, drawing him in. Rows upon and rows of vines heavy with grapes.

      Pop, who had been mostly quiet until then, finally spoke. “This is something.”

      “There’s twenty acres of prime California real estate.” Jean looked down at her clipboard. “The new gold.”

      “It looks like more than that.”

      “The land, the grapes, the manor house – did you know it comes with a living space in the back as well? That needs a little bit of work too. And then there’s a smaller cottage style house in back. In the old days, the head farm hand often lived there. Now it’s just more storage space.”

      Billy put his arm around Pop’s shoulder. “So Pops, what do you say?”

      They’d been looking at places for the past two weeks, and while there were others that needed far less work they were all much larger enterprises. All finely tuned machines that were only waiting for someone else to take over at the helm. Someone with more money than time.

      But Billy would let Pop be the final word on this deal. He knew grapes, he knew land, and even if he wouldn’t be running the place for the family this was his dream. Just like baseball had been Billy’s. The way Billy viewed it, he was the bank. He had enough to buy this place for cash, even if he wasn’t at all sure it was worth it.

      “It’s like I’ve always told you, Billy, baseball is life,” Pop began and Billy settled in to hear another baseball analogy. “Run at full speed. Maybe you’re sure that the ground ball you hit to the short stop is going to be an out. But what do we do, anyway?”

      “Run,” Billy said, because he knew this story.

      “That’s right. Run anyway. Run hard. Showing that you run 100% of the time says a lot about your playing style. And your character.”

      “Interesting,” Jean said. “So what does that mean exactly?”

      Hell if I know, Billy wanted to say. Only Pops had any idea of what he meant half the time. “Pops? What do we mean by that?”

      “We’re going to run with it, of course!” Pop wagged his finger at Billy.

      Yeah, he should have known. They were going to do this mess. Not for the first time, he felt grateful to have a contractor in the family. Wallace would help, and that could be his contribution to the ‘family business’.

      He turned to Jean. “It means we’re in the wine making business. Let’s talk numbers.”
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        * * *

      

      A week later Billy had closed on an all cash deal with the bank, sanctioned and approved by his accountant. According to everyone, he’d made a killing on this deal. The bank was desperate, and he had the cash. Cash was king, they’d said. And he’d forked enough of it over.

      Today he’d brought his brothers Wallace and Scott to introduce them to the new family business. He also then planned on putting them to work, because face it, with his brother Wallace in the contracting business, Billy would call in all the favors his big brother owed him for the past two decades.

      Pop was the owner of a vineyard, and he’d need help. First, the fix-it phase. “Let’s start at the edge and whack our way to the house. How about that?”

      Scott looked doubtful. “I should have brought my machete.”

      No. Billy didn’t need Scott the Army sniper to bring along any kind of weapon. “I should have brought my bat.”

      “Billy, get serious. You can’t take these weeds,” Wallace laughed.

      “Not unless maybe it’s the seventh inning and all the bases are full up.” Scott passed him on the way to the house, trudging waist high through weeds. “Tell me you looked inside.”

      “We did. It’s not as bad as it looks like from out here,” Billy said. “Most of the work is cosmetic. I think.”

      “Great, because I was afraid I’d have to kill you.” Wallace said, and was the first inside once Billy opened the door.

      “I’m told there’s good craftsmanship in here.” Billy followed him inside.

      “I can work with this,” Wallace said, nodding.

      His brothers followed Billy into the large utility kitchen. “Mostly cleaning needed in here.”

      “We’ll get mom to do that. She wants to help out.” Wallace said, running his hand along the polished wood counter tops. “We could replace these with granite.”

      “It’s all about the grapes though. Isn’t it?” Scott said, even though Billy would bet a seat on the first row of the next World Series that Scott didn’t know the first thing about wine. Neither did Billy, for that matter. All the Turlock men were more beer drinkers. And, of course, Scotch for special occasions.

      “That’s what Pop says.” Billy jammed his hands in his pockets.

      “You let him talk you into this, didn’t you?” Wallace threw him a look.

      Unfortunately his older brother could read him too well.

      “Oh man, Billy,” Scott threw up his hands. “Hang on to your money, old man. You can’t play ball any more. What are you going to do?”

      “This,” he glanced around the kitchen. “The new family business.”

      “But what do we know about wine?” Wallace asked.

      “Pop knows about it, and he’s going to lead this venture. C’mon, it’s going to be fun.” This damned adventure would be fun for the whole family if it killed him. He knew he needed a break from surgeries and physical therapy. The past year had been one big exercise in futility. They all needed some fun. It couldn’t just be him. Could it?

      “Billy, you’re a sucker.” Scott said. “Can I have some money for lotto tickets? You gotta play to win.”

      “No,” Billy said. “If I’m a sucker for my family, so be it. Pop won’t let me down. He never has before.”

      “How are we going to run a vineyard when none of us have ever done it before? Shouldn’t we like, call somebody?” Wallace asked.

      “Who do you suggest? 1-800-Start-a-Vineyard? Or maybe I should ask my competition if they’d be so kind as to help a nice guy out,” Billy said.

      “You know what? Don’t discount that idea right off,” Scott said. “People love you here. You were a superstar and now you’re home again. The people of this town would do anything for you, and you know it.”

      From outside, Billy heard the roar of a motorcycle. With those pipes, it had to be Harley. He turned to the wide paned window facing the front, and sure enough someone had pulled up at the bottom of the long circular driveway on a Sportster. “It looks like we’ve already got the welcoming committee here.”

      Wallace was at his elbow. “Nice bike. Don’t you have one of those?”

      “Mine’s a Road King.” Billy still had his eyes on the bike when the rider took his helmet off and long blond hair spilled out of it. That’s when he noticed the rest of her— including an ass that should be declared the 8th great wonder of the world.

      Scott clapped Billy’s good shoulder. “This is like a porno I saw once. Somebody pinch me. Am I dreaming?”

      “Holy shit,” Wallace said. “Look at her. Would you?”

      “I am,” Billy said. Unfortunately he was mesmerized.  But she was probably some baseball groupie that had heard he was in town. He had to get this woman off his property. Now.

      “What are you going to do?” Scott asked.

      “I’m going to take care of this. She’s trespassing.” He slammed the front door, and made his way across the wide expanse of weeds. “Can I help you?”

      The woman looked up at him, and her smile froze in place. Billy’s heart began to sprint as he stared at the woman. It couldn’t be. No way.

      Brooke Miller.
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      Billy Turlock. Here? Now? Why?

      It made no sense at all. Not that Brooke kept up with the sports page, but wasn’t superstar Sliders pitcher hometown hero Billy supposed to be busy fielding the million dollar offers? Somewhere up in Marin County where the streets might as well be paved in platinum? Had he retired, and gone into the real estate business? Why hadn’t anyone told her?

      “What are you doing here?” Brooke squeaked out. Damn Billy. He’d always made her so nervous with his easy smile, which didn’t always make it up all the way up to the green eyes. Those eyes were now supposed to be the smiling, uber confident eyes of a multi-millionaire. Get with it, Billy, and get the right eyes already.

      It was those eyes, frankly, that had haunted her dreams from their days together at Starlight Hill High School. Where he’d been the jock and she’d been— definitely not a jock.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” He cracked a smile.

      “I’m here to make an offer on this vineyard.”

      That seemed to bother Billy, somehow. He looked at the ground and rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s not going to be possible.”

      “Wow, well, you need to learn a little something about sales. That’s not a good attitude to take with a repossessed property in need of some TLC.”

      “Huh?” Billy asked.

      Now that was more like it, and what she expected from a jock. Huh? What did you say? Where’s the ball? She smiled, feeling the confidence kick in. These were no longer the hormone driven days of adolescence, even if Billy did bring some of the memories back to the surface by just— standing there.

      She set her helmet on the seat of her Harley, and walked towards the house.  “It’s your lucky day. I’ve been running the Serrano winery for the past three years. Before that, the Guglielmo winery. And before that, I was taught about everything from the grape to the bottle by my mentor, Anthony DeLuca. What this means to you is that I know the value of land. And I know my grapes, too.”
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