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Chapter 1

 


Will sat outside his family home for a long
time. He hated coming back like this—defeated, shamed…alone.

And it was the alone that hurt the most.
He’d never felt this alone. Did I really live my life with the
hope that someday we’d be together? I’ve been a total fool.

But he could still feel her skin, taste her
mouth, hear her voice saying his name. Will groaned, covering his
face with his hands and realizing he’d forgotten to shave that
morning. Great. Not even putting on a good face.

“Hey, Butthead, you gonna sit out here all
day or are you gonna come in and face the music?”

Will uncovered his face to see his little
sister Lisa peering in the window. At twenty-six, Lisa was hardly a
baby anymore. She’d run the vineyard for the past two years and she
had a reputation as a good businesswoman, but at just a little over
five feet tall, she was hard for Will to take seriously. Even when,
as now, she looked formidable. She stood, arms crossed over her
breasts, her stance challenging, eyebrows raised. When her eyes met
his, her face softened, however. “You okay?”

“Yeah, sure. Fine.” Will rolled up the
window and got out. He stood with his back against the door of the
Land Rover and spread his hands. “Well?”

“Well, what?” Lisa shrugged, her expression
puzzled.

“Well, let me have it. Tell me I’m an idiot.
I know I look like one.”

“You don’t look any different than usual,
except maybe a little more pathetic.” Lisa put her arms around him
and hugged him fiercely. “But yeah, you’re an idiot.” She sighed
and released him. “Mom wants to talk to you.”

“I’m sure she does.” Will opened the back
door of the Land Rover and took out his duffle. “Does she know
everything?”

“Probably. Word got around pretty quick. She
was pretty mad at first.”

Will winced. “Yeah, well, I can take
mad.”

Lisa glanced at him. “She wasn’t mad at you.
Not mostly, anyway. None of us were.” She gritted her teeth. “It’s
that bitch we’d like to get our hands on.”

“Don’t blame Cady.” Even now he couldn’t say
her name without longing. He took a deep breath. “It wasn’t her
fault. Not all of it, anyway.”

“Now you sound like Patrick.” Lisa shook her
head in disgust. “What is it with you guys? She used you to make it
through a rough patch in her marriage. She took advantage of you,
Will.”

Will stopped in his tracks, turning to face
his sister with a frown. “Is that how you see it?”

“That’s how it is.”

He shook his head, thinking of what Cady was
probably going through. He hadn’t seen her before he left, but he’d
made enough discreet inquiries to know she was doing okay, on the
surface at least. She and her family had gone on a two-week
vacation somewhere tropical at the beginning of the summer, and by
the time they’d returned, he’d been ready to leave. But what would
it be like now that she was home? Would she still have her friends?
Would she be able to resume doing the charity work she loved? And
her family. Could they withstand the finger pointing and continue
to love her the way she deserved?

Gossip needed a scapegoat. By leaving town,
he’d foisted that off on her when he knew damn well he deserved an
equal burden of the guilt. “Shit.” He half-turned back toward the
car.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Lisa grabbed his arm.

“I shouldn’t have left.”

She held tight to his arm as he tried to
pull away. “Oh no you don’t. You did the right thing and I’m gonna
make sure you keep doing it. God, Will, do you think she’d
be able to fix things with her family with you there under her nose
every second?”

He hesitated, knowing she was right.
“But…”

“But nothing. She needs time and so do you.
You both need to heal. You’ve got your families to help you get
through this. But if you go back there, you could both lose
everything.”

“She’s right.”

Will glanced at the front porch to find his
brother Patrick standing there, one hand still on the screened door
to keep it from slamming. Long years of habit had ingrained in all
of them that the screen door should not be slammed. Ever. Patrick
let the door swing gently closed behind him and came down the
steps. He took Will’s bag and started back to the porch without
further comment. He paused at the top, glancing over his shoulder.
“Mom’s waiting.”

 


****

 


Anne Hubbard never denied she was a strict
woman. A strong woman. Determined and capable, she’d assumed
control of her husband’s vineyard and restaurant when he died while
her boys were in college. When Will returned to take over the
restaurant, she’d concentrated her efforts on the vineyard,
building it up over the years, eventually getting the reputation
for being one of the best scuppernong grape producers in the state.
Wineries from all over the country bought their product, using the
sweet round globes from her vineyard in wines with labels from as
far away as California.

And Will had done so well with the
restaurant, she’d had no doubt it was what he was born to do. His
gentle nature and gregarious personality had combined to make him a
beloved boss and business owner. Anne knew his father would be
proud of him.

At least, he would have been before the
recent scandal that had rocked their family.

Anne had no illusions about her children.
Sweet, loving, intelligent, every last one of them. But they all
had faults that could easily become fatal if indulged. Patrick was
hot-headed and quick to judge. Thankfully, the police academy had
trained him to control his natural impulses. Lisa tended to be
silly and difficult to take seriously, in spite of her sharp wits.
Under Anne’s careful guidance, however, the girl had surpassed
herself in managing the vineyard, maintaining not only its local
roots but growing its national reputation as well.

But Will was different. His problem was his
heart. He had no control over it. He loved intensely and
completely, and when his heart was broken, he had a hard time
recovering. Anne had helped him through similar situations in the
past, though his schoolboy crushes couldn’t possibly compare to
what he’d felt for this woman he never should have fallen in love
with.

She didn’t look forward to this.

Anne sipped her coffee and waited for her
son.

 


****

 


Will hesitated inside the front door. He
glanced down the hall, knowing his mother waited in the kitchen.
His brother and sister paused with him and Will looked at Lisa.
“Can you give us a minute?”

Lisa opened her mouth to object, but Patrick
jerked his head at the kitchen. “Tell Mom we’ll be there in a
minute.” She frowned at him, but flounced down the hallway after a
second’s hesitation. Patrick sighed and looked at his brother.
“Don’t ask me.”

“I just want to know if she’s okay.” Will
heard the note of desperation in his voice and saw it reflected in
his brother’s eyes. “Jesus, I feel like a fucking addict.” He
turned away.

A moment of silence passed, then Patrick
spoke. “She’s fine. I saw her the other night.”

“Did she speak to you?” Will stood with his
shoulders hunched, holding onto the old wooden banister that he’d
slid down as a child. He could feel a slight nick in the wood
beneath his fingers and remembered how it had happened. He’d been
playing with one of his father’s knives from the kitchen,
pretending to be in a swordfight with an invisible adversary. He’d
never intended for the banister to take a hit, but it had. Will
remembered how angry his father had been. He wondered how angry
he’d be now.

Patrick didn’t seem to notice his brother’s
preoccupation. “No. I don’t think she saw me. She was with her
husband.”

Will closed his eyes, pain and relief
warring in him. I’m glad she and Neil worked things out. It’s
the right thing. But God it hurts to think of her in his
arms.

Then again, it always had. How in the
hell did I manage to fall in love with a married woman? Especially
one who was still in love with her husband?

He didn’t know the answer to that. He’d been
in love with Cady almost since the first moment he’d met her.
Beautiful, loving, generous, she’d embodied everything he valued in
a woman, and he’d fallen hard, though he’d contented himself for
years with being her good friend.

And now I don’t even have that. I’ve
still got her number in my phone, but I can’t call her. I can’t
even email her because it’ll mess everything up for
her.

He felt his brother’s hand on his shoulder
and took a deep breath. At that moment, the kitchen door opened. He
looked over his shoulder at his mother, her hands on her hips, a
tiny slip of a woman with long white hair and snapping green eyes.
“Will, what the hell are you waiting for? Get in here.”

She disappeared behind the swinging door and
Will sighed, knowing he’d put off his moment of reckoning long
enough. He pushed the door open and stepped into the kitchen he
remembered so well from his youth.

Sun poured through the lace curtains on the
windows above the sink, forming a swirling pattern on the floor.
His mother sat at the table, two cups of coffee in front of her.
She nudged one toward Will and glanced at Patrick. “Your sister’s
putting sheets on Will’s bed. Why don’t you take his bag up for
him?”

Patrick started up the back steps without
comment, leaving Will standing in front of his mother feeling like
a prisoner waiting to hear sentence for his crimes. She turned her
attention back to him and he groaned. “You don’t have to tell me I
fucked up, Mom.”

“Language, Will.” Anne motioned at the chair
across from hers. “Sit down.”

Will sat, but only after he’d kissed her
cheek. Instead of launching into the expected diatribe, however,
she reached over and took his hand. When his gaze met hers, the
love in her eyes made him more ashamed of himself than ever. “I’m
sorry, Mom.”

She smiled, squeezing his hand. “My poor
boy. I know you are. No matter what your mistake, I know I can
always count on you to be harder on yourself about it than I could
ever have the heart to be.” She sighed, dropping his hand. “The
damage is done. Now we just have to figure out how to fix it. For
you, for our family. Even for her.”

He looked at her sharply. “It wasn’t Cady’s
fault. Not completely, anyway. I’m the one who fell in love with
her.”

“It takes two to fall in love, Will. And she
was married.” Anne pulled her hand away. “Yes, I do blame her. She
must have known what she was doing, and she had more than her own
life and reputation to consider.”

Will shook his head. “You don’t know what
she was going through. Yeah, she knew what she was doing, but she
was in a lot of pain, and her husband—”

Anne slapped her hand on the table. “Stop
it, Will! She was married, and her husband is who she should have
turned to if she needed something more from him. You were both
wrong, and I’m pissed off that she’s the one who hasn’t lost
anything in this!”

Will hesitated. His mother seldom showed her
anger, but he knew she had a temper. And he knew she was at least
partially right. Cady wouldn’t agree that she hadn’t lost anything,
because he knew she’d loved him too. But she still had her family.
Her husband had forgiven her. She still had her home and her
daughter and everything that was most important to her.

And he’d lost the restaurant, at least
temporarily. And her.

He sighed, surrendering. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Anne looked startled. “What do you
mean, okay?”

“I mean, I screwed up. She screwed up. I
lost everything because I fell in love with the wrong woman. I’ve
learned my lesson. I think she learned hers, too. At least, I
figure she will before she’s done being grist for the gossip mill.
Now what do you want me to do?”

Anne shook her head. “Are you looking for
absolution, Will? I can’t give you that. I’m not even
Catholic.”

“Catholic or not, I’m here to do penance for
my sins, so take your pound of flesh, Mom.” He held out his arm and
closed his eyes as if ready to be flayed. After a couple of
seconds, he half-opened one eye, peeking to see her reaction.

“I don’t need a pound of flesh.” Anne’s
mouth twitched with amusement. “But okay. Here’s your penance. Let
go of her.”

His eyes opened, startled. “Mom…”

“Mom, nothing. Leaving the restaurant,
deserting the people who’ve depended on you for years…it’s no good
if you don’t let her go. She’s back where she belongs. She’s happy,
whether she deserves it or not. Let her go.” She punctuated each
word of her last sentence with a jab of her finger on the
table.

He looked away. “It’s not that easy.”

“No. It won’t be easy.” Her voice was still
stern, but softer. “But you can do it.”

“I don’t know if I know how.” He picked up
his coffee cup, studying its contents without interest. “I love
her.”

Anne sighed. “Yeah. You love her. And to
you, that’s always been the be all and end all. But son, there’s
more to life than love.”

He couldn’t help smiling. “Isn’t that the
exact opposite of what a mother’s supposed to say?”

“Not in your case.” The resignation in her
voice made him look at her. Their eyes met and she shook her head.
“You can start yourself on the right path by not asking Patrick
about her every chance you get.”

Will started to protest, then nodded.
“Okay.”

“And there’s plenty of work to do here.
Suzy’s taking care of the restaurant. Don’t make up excuses to go
back and check on it.”

Startled, Will realized he’d been on the
verge of suggesting that very thing. He nodded again. “Got it.”

She frowned at him, suspicious.
“Really?”

“Yeah.” She’s happy now. If I go back too
soon, before I’m over her, it’ll ruin everything. So yeah, Mom,
I’ll follow the rules. I’ll be a good boy. For her sake. “When
do I start?”

“This afternoon.” Anne reached for the
newspaper, her dismissal obvious.

 


****

 


Accalia Nikoulas stood in her new kitchen
drinking some of the strong Greek coffee she’d brought with her
from her father’s home in Corfu. She scanned the green fields
outside her window. They hadn’t been a vineyard for many, many
years, had lain fallow for many more. But the vines being planted
now would one day provide the grapes for the winery she hoped to
run. Looking at the empty fields brought both a wave of hope for
the future and a stab of homesickness. She turned away, remembering
her father’s words.

“If you think it’s worth doing, you must
think it’s worth doing yourself.”

“I know it’s worth doing,
Father.”

Her father’s severe features grew even more
foreboding for a moment, then he turned away. “And what of your
husband?”

And what of him? Accalia still wondered
about that. Myron was everything her father wanted for her for a
husband. Everything she should want. And nothing like she’d
always imagined.

She turned from the window, her heart still
aching with the unexpected onslaught of homesickness, and scanned
her kitchen again, this time with a more jaundiced eye. She had
moved to North Carolina to start a winery, not to nest. This isn’t
a long-term thing, she kept reminding herself, even if the little
villa-style house on the hill behind her recently purchased winery
might be more homelike than most of the other places she’d lived.
And still she couldn’t help looking back at all she’d left behind
in Greece and wondering if she’d made the right decision.

Accalia’s former homes had not lacked in
luxury. Her father’s mansion in the middle of his vineyard on the
Greek island of Corfu had every amenity a girl could ask for,
including maids, cooks, a stable full of horses, a pool and an
indoor bowling alley.

Her mother’s apartment in Manhattan boasted
two levels, parquet floors, marble countertops, innumerable
artworks no one ever looked at and a private workout facility in
which her mother met her personal trainer in her never-ending quest
to remain young.

Her husband Myron’s apartment in the city of
Corfu was equally sumptuous, though smaller. It had been his
apartment until they married, and she had moved in briefly before
leaving for America. She hadn’t regretted leaving the place she
still couldn’t feel at home in, but she did miss Myron. But then,
she’d been missing him since she got married, hadn’t she? She
twisted her fingers a little, a habit she’d gotten into since her
wedding. She’d forgotten to put on the heavy band of gold and
diamonds that morning. God, would she ever feel married? She
wanted to, but it was damn hard when you’d spent more time away
from your husband than together. And she knew for a fact that Myron
didn’t feel married enough to give up his affairs.

We weren’t supposed to be husband and
wife. That thought—that certainty—had haunted her since
her wedding. Myron surely felt it, too, or he would have been home
more often instead of searching for reasons to go abroad for her
father’s winery.

She wished she had someone to talk to. She
hadn’t bothered getting to know any of her neighbors, not that she
had any close ones, anyway. And not that she could reasonably
expect to confide in any of them in so short a time, either. She
spoke to Myron every day, of course, but they no longer had the
easy rapport they once enjoyed. When we were friends.

The phone on her kitchen wall never rang. It
mocked her with its silence. And her conversations with Myron and
her father were mostly confined to business. She had few friends in
Corfu and even fewer in New York. Almost everyone she knew was a
business associate.

Including my father and my husband.

Accalia shook off the haunting thoughts,
returning to more pleasant aspects of her current life. Her new
home. She looked around herself with a little real happiness
peeking like sunshine through the clouds of her loneliness. The
little house on the hill on the coastal plain of North Carolina had
two bedrooms, two baths, a tiny kitchen, ceiling fans, and enormous
windows that looked out over the surrounding fields. Over the past
couple of weeks since she’d arrived, she’d slowly moved the
belongings she’d brought with her into the nooks and crannies of
the house. Books about winemaking lined the walls next to the
fireplace. A few paintings of Greece decorated the walls in the
living and dining room. She’d put her dishes in the cupboard and
purchased a new, blue-flowered satin bedspread with matching
pillows for the master bedroom.

It felt absurdly good to have a place for
her things. A place of her own for the first time in her life.

Maybe Myron would come visit if she asked
him. Maybe they could try to get used to each other. Maybe she
could get used to wearing the band of diamonds if her husband were
with her. But then, the ring wasn’t really that consequential, was
it? Its weight alone wasn’t going to make her feel married. And
this far away from her family and friends, surely it didn’t matter
if she didn’t wear it.

She concentrated on her business plan for
the winery. It was almost ready. She just needed grapes to get
started. Here in grape-growing country, it wouldn’t be hard to find
those. But Accalia wanted the best and she’d already decided where
the best scuppernong grapes were grown in this state.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Will fell into a routine with his family
very quickly. To both his mother and sister’s delight, he took over
the cooking and cleaning the kitchen. Because of his training, it
took very little effort on his part and he could both prepare a
meal and clean up more efficiently than either of them. In his dark
moments he reflected that he might as well get some good out of
five years of culinary training and years of experience at the
restaurant. But he soon banished the sour thoughts and threw
himself into the work at the vineyard, propelled by what he knew
was an old-fashioned desire to win back his honor.

Lisa was undeniably the boss of the
vineyard. Her own master’s in business administration as well as
all the years of work she’d put into the business with her mother
gave her the expertise to handle anything that came up. Will found
it easier than he’d feared to work for her. While she handled the
bookkeeping and most of the accounts, he supervised the men in the
field, walking the vineyard floor to be certain the weeds weren’t
allowed to encroach on the vines and the pruning and fertilizing
was done properly. He enjoyed the outside time much more than he
would office work, although he’d been given one of those as
well.

“We have a potential buyer coming in to look
at the vineyard this afternoon.” Lisa took a bite of French toast
and washed it down with a swallow of coffee.

Will frowned. “Do we have the produce for
that? I thought we had our buyers lined up.”

“For the most part, we do.” Anne ruffled the
newspaper she was reading at the breakfast table and gave him a
canny look over the top of her glasses. “Two of the local wineries
have decided to go another way this year.”

A lance of guilt sliced through Will. The
California market fluxed constantly but the business between his
family’s vineyard and the local wineries had been constant for the
past twenty years. Having one pull out of the deal was unusual. Two
in the same season was unheard of. And he knew why.

“Because of me.” I hurt our family
credibility.

“Don’t start feeling all guilty, Will.” Anne
shook her fork at him. “If it had anything to do with you, that’s
their problem. If we can pick up this new winery, we won’t have any
problem getting rid of the rest on the open market. Probably get a
better price, too.”

Lisa took her plate to the sink. “Would you
mind meeting with the buyer, Will? I’ll leave the file on your
desk. I’m covered up today.”

He nodded and ate the rest of his breakfast
in silence. After breakfast, he cleaned the kitchen and went
upstairs to finish getting ready for work. On the way, he pulled up
Cady’s contact information on his phone. He studied her face all
the way up the stairs, though he’d long since committed every line
of it to memory. When his foot touched the top landing, he hit the
“delete contact” button and slid the phone into his back
pocket.

 


****

 


The moment Accalia entered the gates of
Hubbard Vineyards, she felt at home. The loneliness that had
overcome her more and more often in her off hours dissipated and
she pulled over to the side of the road for a moment, rolling down
her window and breathing deeply. The vines were different and the
fruit would taste vastly different, but the warm, green,
growing smell was the same. I’m home. The words
whispered in her soul, echoing in her heart.

She shook off the thoughts, reproaching
herself sternly. This wasn’t what she was here for. She needed to
make sure the vineyard would live up to its outside reputation and
deliver the best quality fruit for her wine. She drove slowly,
looking for signs of mismanagement. She knew what to look for and
so far the Hubbard vineyard was the best managed vineyard she’d
ever seen. Not even excluding her father’s. From the clean,
virtually weed-free vineyard floor to the ratio of leaf to cluster,
she had to admit, she’d never been in a better-maintained,
healthier vineyard. She could certainly see why Hubbard grapes came
so highly recommended. She needed the best grapes for her winery so
she could make the best wine and win awards and make enough money
to establish and expand her own vineyard. If she made enough of a
success of the winery, her father would be pleased, and she knew
that was the bottom line for her, just as it had been when she
learned to read at the age of three, when she brought home all A’s
throughout high school, when she graduated from college two years
early… Her mother’s pride was one thing, her father’s approval
something altogether different and far more difficult to
achieve.

But she wasn’t willing to leave anything to
chance. Still far enough from the house so she wouldn’t be spotted,
Accalia selected a side road and turned. She drove for another mile
and stopped the car. Grapevines lined both sides of the dirt road,
but she spotted paths between them. Making up her mind on
direction, she started walking.

She had no doubt Ms. Hubbard would make
certain she got a tour of the vineyard, but you could never be
certain you were seeing more than a public viewing. Accalia wanted
a more intimate look. She paused to examine the broad green leaves
and developing berries, then continued on. As she followed the path
around a grapevine, she froze when she came face-to-face with a
dark-haired man with a clipboard.

“Babai!” The Greek exclamation was
startled from her.

He raised his eyebrows, looking a little
amused, although his dark eyes remained melancholy. She thought in
a distracted way that he would fit right in as the dark hero
weighted down by past sorrows from one of the gothic romances she
liked to read. What were this man’s regrets?

Shaking off her curiosity, Accalia reached
for the shreds of her dignity. “Sorry, I didn’t expect to find
anybody way out here.”

He studied her, taking in her jeans, boots
and blonde hair pulled back into a somewhat severe but very
serviceable ponytail. She wondered what he saw. Just a
trespasser?

“I assume you’re Ms. Nikoulas.” He held out
his hand. “Will Hubbard.”

“I—yes.” She cleared her throat. “How did
you know?”

“You’re dressed appropriately, so you’re not
a tourist. And you’re scoping out the vines—” he glanced at his
watch, “—at least half an hour before our scheduled meeting.” He
shrugged. “That’s what I’d do. An unguided tour pretty much always
provides more information than a guided one.”

She couldn’t help smiling. She liked his
openness, and though she’d surprised him by blatantly trespassing
on his property, he didn’t seem to mind. “Well, that was what I had
in mind.” She glanced around. “I guess I’m wasting my time though
since you’re out here…”

“Pretty much.” He followed her line of
thinking without difficulty. “In fact, I probably would have
brought you to this section since I’ve checked it over. Now, if you
want to go check out the vines in the northeast corner, I haven’t
been there yet today.” He flipped a page on his notepad and drew a
quick map. “Here you go. Follow the road toward the house, then
make a left.”

“You’re not coming?” She tilted her head,
narrowing her eyes at him.

“Got work to do here, and you’re early.” He
flipped his notes back to the proper page. “Besides, the whole
point is to see what I wouldn’t show you, right?”

She shrugged, unable to deny his statement,
retraced her steps to her car and got in. She glanced at the
hastily drawn map and pulled back onto the road, her mind still on
Will Hubbard and his somber brown eyes. His open attitude didn’t
mesh with her first impression of the sober gothic hero. She
frowned. How could such a seeming honest man have secret
regrets?

 


****

 


The vineyard’s business office was located
in a separate ranch-style house from the family home. The front
parlor was used for greeting business clients while the other rooms
of the house were utilized for filing and offices. Natalie, the
receptionist who’d been with the family since Will was a child,
fielded calls, and Lisa, in her capacity as vineyard manager, had
the largest office. Will had set up shop in the smaller back
office, which provided breathtaking views over the vineyard.

In fact, he could see the northeast corner
quite well. Will walked over to the window, watching Accalia’s Jeep
as it drove back to the business office. Although he hadn’t visited
that part of the vineyard yet, he knew what she’d found. Lisa was
an excellent manager and she knew every vine well enough to spot
potential problems almost before they could arise.

Except I guess that’s my job now. Not
that he minded. He loved the vineyard. He just loved the restaurant
more.

The vineyard had been his mother’s dream,
the restaurant his father’s. They’d combined their resources and
aspirations efficiently, using the proceeds from the one to help
fund the other, but Will’s fondest memories were of working in the
restaurant with his father. It hadn’t taken his father long to
realize Will’s aptitude for the business, and he’d been more than
happy to foster it. Will had hoped to work with his father after
finishing his degree, but he’d found himself instead stepping into
his father’s shoes after he passed away.

Not in the plan, but then again, what plan
did he think God went by, anyway? Not his. If He did, Will wouldn’t
be mourning the loss of a relationship with a married woman.

It was definitely best that he wasn’t in New
Bern right now. Every aspect of that restaurant was haunted by
memories of Cady. Holding her on the couch in her office, kissing
her good-bye at the back door…and their first kiss in the kitchen,
when he’d known, not just suspected, that she wanted him too…

A tap on the open door made him swing
around, startled out of his memories of forbidden things. When he
saw Lisa, her eyebrows raised, he tried hard not to look guilty.
“Sorry. Lost in thought.”

“I’d offer you a penny for your thoughts,
but I’m betting they’d be overpriced.” Lisa motioned toward the
parlor. “Our buyer is here. I guess you didn’t hear Natalie
buzzing?”

“Sorry.” Will glanced at the phone,
wondering if he really could have been so lost in thoughts of Cady
that he’d missed the sound. “Still getting used to things
here.”

Lisa frowned, looking disappointed “‘Here’
used to be home to you, not a prison sentence, Will.”

“I’ll get used to it. Give me a break.” Will
picked up the folder he’d left on his desk about Nikoulas Wines. He
brushed past his sister, then, feeling repentant for being
irritable, turned back and gave her a quick hug. “Sorry. I really
am.”

She sighed. “I know. It’s okay. I just wish
I could make it easier for you.” She hugged him back and he stepped
away, keeping his expression cheerful.

“I’ll be fine. You gonna be in your office
for a bit? I’m sure Ms. Nikoulas would like to meet you.”

“Sure. I’ll be here. If I have to leave,
I’ll let you know.” She waved and disappeared.

Will passed Natalie with a cheerful wave and
pushed open the glass doors of the parlor, summoning a friendly
smile. “I trust your unguided tour was satisfactory.”

“It was.” She rose from her seat on the
couch and he noted she’d changed from her boots into attractive and
probably expensive flats. He wondered about the choice of flats.
She wasn’t an overly tall woman, although not exactly what he’d
consider short, either. Why not wear a slight heel, since she could
get away with it? He had a feeling she did it on purpose. Like her
virtually makeup free face and simple hairstyle, her clothing
seemed to indicate she had no interest in pretense. She projected
an air of confidence that he liked, and she was obviously at home
in her own skin.

A good person to enter a business
relationship with. It didn’t hurt that her lightly accented voice
reminded him of warm Mediterranean breezes, either.

She took his offered hand with a firm
squeeze. “I’m ready to talk numbers if you are.”

He laughed. “You don’t really beat around
the bush, do you?” He motioned for her to sit on one of the couches
while he took one of the armchairs.

“Never.” She produced a paper from her
briefcase and handed it to him. “That’s how many hectoliters of
wine I hope to produce and my projected needs in terms of grapes,
as well as what I'm willing to pay."

He raised his eyebrows. The figure on the
paper exceeded his expectations by more than half. He hoped they'd
be able to fulfill her requirements. “This is an ambitious business
plan you have.”

“My family has been in the winemaking
business for many years, Mr. Hubbard. I am trusting that our name
will go before us.”

“You’ve never made scuppernong wine,
though.” He glanced up at her.

“No. That is true. Our wines have always
been European. It’s a new venture for us. For me.” Her expression
showed no concern, and even a hint of arrogance. “To be truthful, I
fell in love with the taste of your scuppernong wine while on a
buying trip in the States. I took some home to my father.” She
smiled. “He didn’t really understand the draw, but when I showed
him the numbers, even he had to admit it could be a profitable
expansion if done correctly.” She paused. “Nonetheless, I am under
no illusions. Although I have the backing of my father’s name and
his label, this is my venture, using my capital. If I fail, I fail
alone. If I succeed…” She spread her hands.

Will’s respect for the woman tripled. He
recognized her passion because he’d felt it himself, working at the
restaurant. It was why he’d put in such long hours there, even
before Cady came to work for him. He shoved thoughts of Cady away.
“Well, I look forward to seeing you succeed, Ms. Nikoulas.” He
stood, holding out a hand as he stepped around the desk. “We would
be more than happy to help you on your way.”

Her face broke into a smile and she stood,
unfortunately a little more enthusiastically than gracefully, and
fell into his chest. Without missing a beat, Will put an arm around
her waist to steady her, stepping away only when he was certain she
wouldn’t fall. “Are you all right?” He noticed a slight blush on
her cheeks.

“Sorry.” She laughed, obviously embarrassed.
“I didn’t mean to jump at you. I’m not known for being
graceful.”

At the sound of a slight cough, they both
turned. Lisa stood in the door, a glint of amusement in her eyes
but her face schooled into a professional expression. “Ms.
Nikoulas, I just wanted to stop by and say hello. I’m Lisa Hubbard,
the manager of the vineyard. I trust you’ve seen everything you
need to?”

“Yes. I have, and I believe we’ve reached a
deal.” Accalia looked happily at Will. “Mr. Hubbard and I, that
is.”

“Perfect.” Lisa took her hand. “My brother
will be your contact here, but feel free to call on either of us at
any time. You are, of course, welcome back here as often as you
like.”

“Thank you.” Accalia nodded. “And please,
call me Accalia.”

“And I’m Lisa.”

“And Will.” Will stepped in. “Accalia is a
lovely name. Greek?”

She nodded. “My father is Greek, my mother
American. I’ve spent half my life here and half there. The best of
both worlds, I suppose.”

“What does your name mean?” Lisa tilted her
head curiously, lapsing out of her businesswoman persona for a
moment.

Accalia winced. “Nothing very attractive,
actually. My mother told me my father chose it because it means
‘chaos’ or something like that.”

“Mary Shelley said all invention comes out
of chaos.” Will smiled at her.

“He got that from his education at UNC.”
Lisa waggled her eyebrows expressively.

“More than they taught you at Duke.” Will
turned his back on her to find Accalia watching them with
amusement. “Would you like to see any more of the vineyards? I’ll
be more than happy to give you a guided tour.”

“Thank you, but I saw a good bit earlier,
thanks to your map.” She turned and started down the hall. Will
walked beside her, his hand resting on the small of her back as he
reached around her to open the front door.

“We look forward to seeing you again,
Accalia.”

She gave him an almost shy, slightly awkward
but still friendly smile. “Thank you…Will.”

Will watched her cross the parking lot to
her Jeep. Her figure was trim, almost athletic, and her blonde hair
shone in the sun. He turned to be confronted by his sister, leaning
on Natalie’s desk. When his eyes met hers, she pretended to fan
herself. “Was it getting hot in here or was it just me,
Natalie?”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Will
frowned at her.

“You were flirting with her!” Lisa
chortled.

“I was not.” Will brushed past her.

“Well, don’t get me wrong, Will. Seriously,
if you get us more buyers by flirting than by giving tours of the
vineyard, I’m all for it.” She laughed. “As long as our clients
aren’t married.”

Will froze at his office door and glanced
over his shoulder. She couldn’t have meant the remark the way it
sounded, but the explosion of pain in his chest wouldn’t be denied.
Lisa’s teasing smile faded and Natalie looked like she might cry.
Lisa took half a step toward him and opened her mouth as if to say
something but he shook his head and went into his office, shutting
the door carefully behind him.

He sat at the desk, looking at his hands.
God, he missed the restaurant. There was always something to do
there. If you were done getting ready for the lunch rush, you’d
better get started getting ready for dinner. And paperwork and
orders and checks to be signed. And then Cady came and even the
least favorite of his chores became a joy because he was near her.
He groaned and laid his head on his arms. These memories of her had
to go. He had to forget. Somehow.

A light tap on the door distracted him from
his self-loathing. He sat up. “Yeah.”

He expected Lisa, coming to apologize, but
it was Patrick who opened the door. “Hey.” He peered around the
office as if looking for some sign of danger.

“Hey.” Will waved him in.

“Lisa’s out there all but in tears about
something she said to you.” Patrick motioned out the door at the
reception area.

“Jesus.” Will went to the door. “Hey
Butthead, come here.”

Lisa poked her head around the corner. Her
eyes did indeed look suspiciously like tears. Will held his arms
open to her and she ran down the hall and threw her arms around
him. “I’m so sorry, Will. I didn’t mean it. I know it was callous
and stupid.”
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