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Chapter 1

Susie
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Have you ever just needed a minute? That’s what happened to me when I ended the nightmare of a relationship. In reality, I took a lot more than that, and that’s why I’m here today trying to repair my friendships. I was a horrible friend to the two best people in the world, and all I can do is hope they forgive me.   

I took off, a little scared and a lot pissed off. I asked my boss, my best friend’s dad, for an extended vacation, and left to find myself again. The time off was longer than I planned, but I needed it so I could reevaluate the choices that led me to this point. I don’t regret leaving. My only regret is the way I left.

I’m glad to be back with my head on straight, but I have some pissed-off friends. The only thing I left was a note. No phone calls, no texts. Nothing but a note on Piper’s nightstand telling her not to look for me. Looking back, that was a shit move. 

Like I said, I panicked. I failed in the friendship area that night and every night after that until I came back. My friends would have helped me, but I needed to do this on my own. I had to get my control back. I just didn’t realize I would miss some monumental moments in my best friend’s life while I was trying to get my shit together. Worst. Friend. Ever.

“You seriously just left us,” Piper growls as she leans against the soft cushions of my almond-colored couch, placing her hand on her round belly. She’s so fit I can practically see the baby’s feet pushing through. 

Her feet hit the glass on the coffee table with a clunk, sending my eyebrows to my hairline. I pick her feet up to ensure she didn’t crack the glass, then gingerly place them back down when I was satisfied that there was no damage. She smiles a crooked grin that tells me she’s not sorry. 

“Don’t be like that, Pipes,” I beg her with a sullen look. I lean over and put my hand on her tan arm and my straight blond hair falls forward, tickling my arm. At least she doesn’t shrug off my hand. That’s a step in the right direction.  

I feel bad, I really do. But I won’t apologize for needing time after the Incident. I understand why she’s still pissed about me up and leaving, but the need to get out of here was too strong. I couldn’t think or breathe. The walls were closing in on me and the panic setting in. I was breathing through a straw at the bottom of the ocean, and I just thought she would understand a little more. But of course, I didn’t think she would go through what she went through either. 

Surely, she understands I needed to get my head back on straight. I let a bastard lay a hand on me. Me! Susan Fucking Devon. No one lays a hand on me. I didn’t have a choice as a sixteen-year-old girl who just lost her mother, but I sure as hell have a choice now that I’m a grown-ass woman.

Jeremy was quite stunned when I walked away from him after his fist landed on my cheek. I guess he wasn’t accustomed to women walking out on him like that. He stood there, gaping at me with his mouth wide open. I wonder how many other women he’s laid a hand on and how many couldn’t walk away. My heart squeezes in my chest, thinking that someone, for whatever reason, can’t walk away from an abuser.

I eventually came back to my hometown of Amelia Island, Florida, when I wasn’t seething any longer. To get to that point, it took a lot of driving, shopping, sightseeing, and booze. But I returned with a clear head and my identity back. I finally felt like myself again and that I could face my friends who no doubt thought I abandoned them. But letting someone get me like that wasn’t who I am, and I needed to find her again. 

Susie Devon eats men for lunch. I’m not a bitch, but I don’t take anyone’s shit either. Somewhere along the way, he made me comfortable enough to let my guard down. That’s when he first grabbed my wrists hard enough to leave a mark. When I stood up to him, he punched me in the face. That’s a one-and-done for me.

Piper, my best friend since middle school, is rightfully pissed at me. I went radio silent because I was in a bad place. My world was a dark pit, and I couldn’t climb out of it. I turned my phone off and didn’t turn it back on until I found my way out of the abyss. I just hope she can forgive me for missing out on so many important moments. At least I’ll be here for the birth of her baby.

Meg is also less than sympathetic. She rounds out our tri of friends. I laugh, thinking about her trying to console Piper through her first trimester morning sickness. Probably didn’t happen. I’d bet good money on Meg cutting out every time Piper so much as looked like she might vomit. I can see her turning on her heels and running out of the house if Piper turned the slightest shade of green. 

“What do you expect me to be like? I’m pregnant, and my best friend abandoned me!” Piper cries, her long arms flailing wildly.

“I’m sorry, Pipes. I wasn’t thinking that you’d go get married and knocked up as soon as I left town. I also had no idea what that client’s ex would do to you,” I smile a weak smile that doesn’t reach my eyes.

Piper is a divorce lawyer and her client’s ex-husband went after her. That asswipe blamed Piper for the demise of his marriage and began stalking her. That led to him kidnapping her at gunpoint. Thankfully, her guy, Mike, has a dad and brother that are both cops and they found her before any lasting damage was done. My heart feels like a thousand paper cuts sliced through it that I couldn’t help her work through all that. I wish nothing more than to turn back time and be there for her, but I can’t. All I can do is move forward. 

“I wasn’t thinking you’d be gone for that long and then show your sorry ass back up here once all is well either,” Piper’s lip is turning up despite her trying to hide it. Her emerald green eyes soften just a bit. 

“I love you, Pipes. You’re like family. You know I wouldn’t leave forever. I wouldn’t stay away, knowing there’s a little Piper on the way. How’s Mike handling all this?”

“He’s a basket case, reading every book he can,” she says as she fingers one of her perfect mahogany beach waves. I never understood how she wakes up with perfect waves. Quite the contrast to my stick straight locks. 

When I stand, she lets me pull her into a hug, and my face lands at her breasts. She is almost as tall as I am when she’s sitting on my couch and I’m standing. So, when she let me pull her to a hug, she towered over me, making me turn my head just before I got a face-full of big, pregnancy breasts. 

“Bitch! When did the cat drag your sorry ass in?” Meg strides into Piper’s house with a bottle of wine in hand. She looks as stunning as usual in her skin-tight red ankle pants and white camisole with just enough flounce to accentuate the girls. She pushes her sunglasses up to her head as she closes the door.

“Meg!” I run to her with my arms open.

She lands a quick smack on my cheek, which no doubt leaves a red stain, then pushes me aside and waggles the wine bottle over her head on her way to the kitchen.

Meg pours two generous glasses - poor Piper only gets water - that would not stand up to a bartender’s scrutiny, “Glad you’re back.” She flops into the chair opposite of Piper and me.

And that’s all she’s going to say about it. She’s the most outgoing of us and has never met a stranger. The three of us couldn’t be more different, but somehow, we work. They have been my best friends forever and nothing will ever change that.

“What is this? It’s not the usual gas station stuff,” I quip, taking a long pull and setting the glass down to pick up the bottle and examine it.

“No, this is celebration wine, since our girl decided to grace us with her presence again,” she grabs the bottle from me with her perfectly manicured nails, “It’s from something called Michaels winery. Somewhere along the wine trail of Texas.”

Both of us look at each other and exclaim, “Girls’ trip!” clapping our hands together.

“Fuck y’all! I can’t go on a wine trail unless you wait a year,” Piper whines.

“Again, not our fault you got knocked up. And hell no to waiting a year,” Meg flips her long chestnut brown hair over her shoulder and quips back to her.

“So, wine trail. You and me, when?” Meg asks as she takes a pull from her wine, “mm, holy shit this is good. Taste that.”

“I did and yeah, it is.” I take another long pull from the sweet nectar.

“Okay, it’s settled then. You and me on the wine trail. Besides, I need to get over Derek, and you need to find someone that isn’t a complete ass.” 

“Okay, put a pin in the Derek thing for a second, and we’ll come back to it. But how do you think we’re going to find Mr. Right 1,000 miles away? Won’t that be a little difficult long term?”

“Who the fuck said anything about Mr. Right? I’m talking about Mr. Right Now.” Meg stares at me with a piercing look. Her long sun-kissed locks flow over her shoulders as she uncrosses her legs to lean forward and stare pointedly at me.  

“Touché.” I laugh and wave my hand coolly. “Okay, now let’s take the pin out and tell me what happened with Derek. I wasn’t gone that long, and y’all were going strong.”

Meg tells me she’s designing her new line of clothing. I’m so proud of her for going out on a limb and pursuing her dream. She’s going to New York to pitch her designs to a few execs. Derek apparently had a toddler meltdown at the thought of her going to New York. I can picture him on the floor, flailing his arms and legs by the way Meg describes it. I guess there wasn’t much trust there. She’s better off finding out now than when she’s way more invested in the relationship.

“Well, fuck him,” I raise my glass.

“Yeah, fuck him,” Meg raises her glass to me.

Piper raises her water glass, “Yeah, fuck both of y’all for drinking in front of me.”

We fall into a fit of laughter, and it feels like old times before I messed up. I’m glad I didn’t wreck our friendship completely. I really do have the best friends ever.                               
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Chapter 2

Susie
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Three months later:

“What’ll y’all have, beauties?” The bartender with dirty blond hair says while he slings the towel over his shoulder.

He pulls two wine glasses from under the bar, setting them gently on the top in front of us. His round, brown eyes stay locked on Meg while I peruse the wine menu. She giggles, tosses her hair over her shoulder and orders a Rosé. We should probably order food, but I’m still full from all the road snacks Meg insisted on. 

“I’m not picky. Whatever you have open is fine. Just need to wash down a long day of driving.” I shoot him a half-hearted smile.

Driving from Amelia Island, Florida, to Kerrville, Texas, is a long day, even with two people splitting the workload. We left in the wee hours of the morning so we could be here by evening. And of course, the week must start with Michaels Winery since that’s the wine that inspired the trip.

Although we had the plan in place to leave before the sun has a chance to say hello for the day, I had to spend the night with Meg to ensure she got up on time. I love her, but responsible she is not. She’s the fun one of the group who takes life by the balls. I’ve always wanted to be the one that could get away with saying anything and everything that pops into my head. But I’m not. Piper is the responsible one. Meg is the fun one. I’m the serious one. But not on this trip. I’m going to let loose for once. 

Meg is sitting next to me in her short shorts and lacy top that barely contains the girls, perusing the wine list despite having just ordered. She looks like a million bucks, even after the ridiculously long drive.

I look around at the winery now that I’ve slowed down for a second. It’s been go-go-go since we woke up this morning. It’s quaint, but in a grand sort of way. The building looks like it’s probably at least a hundred years old. The floors are wood, but not the sleek hardwood kind that I’m accustomed to. They’re more like Old West saloon wood floors, which makes it all the more charming. The u-shaped bar where we’re seated is enormous, but still doesn’t take up the entire space of the tasting room. There are several tables and chairs scattered about with myriad of customers. A large double door looks like it may lead out back. What’s back there? The actual vineyards? That would be cool to see. 

Meg and I stopped into the bed and breakfast before coming here to get checked in. We couldn’t accomplish that quickly enough. Our luggage hit the floor of our rooms and we were out the door and headed here a second later.  

We waited for Piper to have her baby because she would never have forgiven us for not being there. But the new mom couldn’t come on the trip. She’s bummed, but we promised to keep her posted with updates. We committed to daily selfies and to describe everything we eat and drink along the way. 

This is the first time Meg and I have been out without the balance of Piper, and it could either be catastrophically bad or life-altering good. My money is on exceptionally bad with a lot of fantastic memories sprinkled in there.  

I feel a presence behind me, and the air crackles with warmth and electricity. Scorching heat radiates off the body of whoever is behind me and wraps around me like the fuzzy sweater my mom bought me during the winter of my junior year. 

My hair in a high ponytail does nothing to dampen the feel of his breath on my neck, and the hairs on it raise when the warm gush tickles them. I break out in gooseflesh. Who is this person?

The smell of sandalwood and citrus and something that is simply manly permeates the surrounding air, lulling me in. I almost don’t want to turn in case he doesn’t match what I just imagine him to be. I take in a deep breath before I turn, so I don’t look like a weirdo sniffing him. I close my eyes, relishing in its deliciousness.

I glance at Meg quickly before turning. She has the unmistakable “Meg look” of devouring someone, so I know he must be yummy.

He leans in so that only I can hear, “When someone doesn’t care about the wine they want, it cuts me deeply,” he says in a slow, sexy Southern drawl that sends shivers through me straight to that special spot. 

When I turn, I’m greeted with a massive brick wall. I crane my neck up his magnificent body, relishing every sinew. My eyes move slowly from his beautiful chest to his strong shoulders and corded neck. He’s heaven in a flannel shirt.   

I straighten my ponytail, heading straight into lawyer speak because, well, I can’t help myself, “I would argue that I have done nothing to you. If we want to deliberate over this, I didn’t know you existed until this very moment, so I couldn’t have set out to hurt you. Even though one could argue there is still a small amount of culpability despite my not knowing you existed, I would argue that the statement wasn’t aimed directly at you and therefore not–,” I tell him as I look up to greet his face, trying to keep the smirk off my expression.

His face stops me in my tracks, causing me to stare at him like a deer caught in headlights, unable to continue my dissertation. His emerald eyes singe a hole straight through me. He looks down at me with long eyelashes.

Most people have to look down to see me with my petite height, but his hooded eyelids make the dipping of his head toward me even sexier. Many men would run to the hills after I go into lawyer speak, but not this guy. He looks like he wants to consume me.

His strong jaw ticks with his lip slightly upturned like he knows he affected me. Cocky bastard. He turns to the bartender and sets his arm on the bar, leaning in so I can get a backside view. And holy shit, what a view. I lean back on my stool to get a better look, then shoot my gaze over to Meg. She’s covering her mouth to keep from laughing.

His shirt is tight over his back muscles, allowing me to see the individual peaks and valleys that make up his back. And damn, that ass. I could live my life happily just staring at it. I glance back at Meg again. She waves a hand at me that tells me to go forth and conquer.

This is the kind of guy that Meg said we need to let loose with. I glance over my shoulder again, and she wiggles her eyebrows. She’s something else. I shake my head and look away before I break into laughter. I’m not here to meet, go home with, or even talk to anyone. Even though that’s what Meg seems to think our only objective is. I’m here to have a true girls’ week and let loose.

Our long drive from Florida did wonders to help me get past Jeremy. Not that I truly needed to get over him. I was over him the moment he hit me but moving past that night hadn’t been as easy as I would have liked. Mostly because it wasn’t the first time. 

“It’s all your fault,” Dad spits at me. 

I stand on the other side of the island to keep it between us. If I let him get within arm’s reach, I’m toast. He lunges, I dodge. It’s the game we play every night. More often than not, he catches me.  

I know that night was all my fault. If only I hadn’t broken curfew and gone out that night. Mom would still be with us. What would my teenage years have been without a drunk dad and if I had my mom? 

“What caused your shitty day, blue eyes?” He looks at me then turns back to the bartender, “Tanner, please get blue eyes and her friend a taste of our Pinot Grigio,” he looks to me, “that’s an easy sipping wine good for washing down a shitty day,” the stranger says with that drawl. 

“Thanks,” I croak out, barely.

“You should always care what kind of wine you drink.” The green of his eyes pierce through me, making my heart staccato in my chest.

“Well, cowboy, I didn’t say I had a shitty day. Just a long one. There’s a difference. Should I define the two terms? The real question is why do you care what kind of wine I want?” The corner of my mouth can’t help but upturn. 

I’m coming off so bitchy - maybe it’s been a shitty day after all. Maybe his cockiness rubbed me the wrong way, too. Or maybe I’m still annoyed that we had to stop so much along the way for Meg and her road snacks. I don’t understand why she didn’t pack a cooler if she knew she required so many.  

I try not to let it, but my mouth betrays me just like my body does, pulling toward him. It’s pulling me in like a moth to a flame, or whatever that cliché expression is. 

“My bad, ma’am. I didn’t mean to insinuate anything,” he tips his cowboy hat. “My Pinot is good for a long day, too. And no, I’m quite clear on the definition of the two,” He tips his cowboy hat and walks behind the bar.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound like that. I guess it has been a shitty day, after all. I’ll take that Pinot to wash away my shitty day, cowboy,” I smile weakly, hoping it will make up for me being such a bitch. 

I look at Meg’s face, and she’s staring...hard. Her lips form a straight line, her signal for me to knock it off. I shrug one shoulder and give her a “sorry” look.

“You calling dibs? He seems interested in you, but you have to stop being an ass,” she whispers in my ear.

“Huh? Dibs? And I’m not being an ass,” I whisper back.

“Yeah, you are. You want him, right? You saw him first, so I’ll give you dibs,” she’s having a hard time keeping her voice low, so it comes out as a deep rasp.

“What are we, in middle school? He’s not a prize to be won at the fair. There’s no ‘dibs,’” I whisper-shout and shoot her a pointed look.

“Speak for yourself. They’re all prizes to me. Beautiful, beautiful prizes,” she laughs, playing with her perfect beach waves. 

I turn back to the sexy stranger as he pours the light gold liquid into a glass while staring at me with a hunger that looks as though he hasn’t eaten his entire life. And that his first meal is me. My heart does somersaults in my chest, and when I touch my fingers to my neck, I feel it pounding away.

His corded forearms spill out of his flannel button-down shirt, which leads up to the most amazing shoulders, working their magic as he unscrews the bottle. Watching his muscles flex is mesmerizing. If they had their own TV show, I’d binge watch it. His Hazelnut curls peek out from underneath his cowboy hat, completing the look.

“My oh my, look at those shoulders. I just love a good pair, and man, what those could do to me,” Meg croons.

“Hush it, I call dibs,” I shoot back.

Meg barks out a laugh, “I knew it!”

I bet he has a mess of curly hair under that hat. Maybe Meg was right after all, and a romp in the hay with a stranger that can’t possibly ask more of me than I’m willing to give is just the answer I need. 

He slides a drink that’s nothing more than a swallow toward me and one to Meg, giving her a fleeting glance. Meg is gorgeous, though. She’s Latin with a body to die for. She puts most women to shame with her gorgeous caramel-colored skin, long brown hair, big doe eyes and an ass you can bounce a quarter off. He barely looks at her but looks at me in a way I can’t quite define. Desire? His lip turned up in a half-smile is just pure sex. Yeah, that look is definitely desire. 

“Thank you,” I say as I bring the glass to my lips.

He eagerly waits while I taste his creation. His eyes shine with anticipation. I can tell he wants to know what I think. He just doesn’t know my knowledge of wines is contained to the shittiest of varieties. 

I close my eyes and moan at the sweet nectar. “Damn, cowboy. You did good.”

“You like it?” His eyebrows raise slightly while he busies himself wiping off the bar. The pride pours off of him as he moves his arm around the bar top. His eyes light up like a Christmas tree and his smile is barely contained in anticipation. 

“I love it, but the portions are so tiny,” Meg complains as she looks at her glass like it might get fuller just by staring at it. 

“It’s a tasting. They’re smaller portions, so you can try more flavors,” Carson explains. 

“Genius, well, bring on the flavors,” Meg laughs, slapping her  hand on the bar. 

“I love it. I would love to impress you with my knowledge of wine, but I’m afraid it’s limited to Boons Farm and box wine from the gas station,” I say, not even trying to hide the smirk on my face.  

His lip turns upward while he tries to remain stoic. Before I can control my movements, my head motions for him to sit in the seat next to me. What’s happening to me? I love a good flirt but inviting a stranger to sit with me is a new one, even for me. 

“I’d love to. Name’s Carson, and yours?” The exquisite cowboy drawls out every word but pays special attention to his name. If he doesn’t stop, I’ll be a gooey puddle on the floor. 

He pours himself a glass and puts a swallow more in ours before walking around the bar to sit next to me. His taut thigh brushes lightly against mine, searing heat into that exact spot. It’s distracting how warm his leg is against mine. It’s burning its existence into me. 

“Susie. And this is my friend, Meg.” I hold my hand out to shake his, and he promptly brings it to his mouth, placing a gentle kiss on my knuckles that sends shivers into the very core of my being, straight to my growing wetness. Down, girl.

There goes my body, betraying me again. He repeats the same with Meg, dammit. I feel a twinge of jealousy over the simple act of putting his lips on Meg’s hand. She looks at me with a trite face. I guess that’s her way of saying I better make my move if I want him. How Meg of her.

He lifts his glass, “Here’s to new friends.”

“To new friends,” I repeat, clinking my glass to his, and we clink to Meg’s.

“What brings y’all out here?” Carson asks.

“Girls’ trip,” Meg says quickly, bringing the glass to her lips.   

“Well, it’s my lucky day, I guess,” he adds.

I giggle. Yep, you heard me. I giggled. I haven’t giggled in years, maybe since high school. Meg lets out a scoff into her glass. I shoot her a look that tells her to hush it, and she just shrugs then downs her wine in one unlady-like sip.

I take another sip, “Impressive.”

“Yeah, cowboy,” Meg eyes me with a sardonic look, “it’s amazing. What else you got?”

I finish the rest of my swallow, and he motions for Tanner to pour us another “tasting” of something red. He says it’s a Merlot. I tell myself not to look trashy and down it in one gulp like Meg just did. It’s hard to keep to just a sip. I’m accustomed to guzzling a whole glass quickly just to keep the taste to a minimum. That’s what happens when your wine repertoire consists of gas station wines.   

“Would you like the grand tour?” He stands, putting his hand out for me.

He then puts his hand out to help Meg stand as well. I bet he’s thinking he’ll get lucky with the two of us, or maybe he’s just truly a gentleman. I really hope it’s the latter. He doesn’t look like the kind of douche that wants to have a threesome. But you never know. He is a man.

When he lets go of my hand, I instantly feel the loss. That’s not how I want to feel this early in the game. I need to get my head on straight. Don’t let some smooth-talking cowboy take your head away, Susie.

He leads us past several women that stare at him like he’s their next mean and then look us up and down while they whisper something to each other. They couldn’t be more obvious about what they’re talking about if they tried.

I have no idea why he chose me to talk to. Nothing about my appearance screams, “approach me.” My faded jeans have seen better days and my t-shirt has a hole in the hem and Van Halen with the little kid’s face across the breasts. My hair in a high ponytail with hairs falling around my face top off the ghastly look. I didn’t even freshen up my makeup before coming here. I didn’t look in the mirror, so who knows what state I’m in. Oh well, I’ll look better tomorrow.

This trip will be good for me, I know this even though it just started. Meg and I did some serious girl time bonding on the drive here, also thanks to the thousands of stops for snacks. Even though I left for a while, this girls’ trip has done more for my psyche than my time alone did. I should have done that in the first place. A twinge of regret passes through me before I can snuff it out. 

Carson places his hand on the small of my back, sending a shiver of gooseflesh spreading out like tendrils from his hand and effectively bringing me out of my thoughts. He opens the back door, leading us to an outdoor area.

“This here’s the party area. Ma loves to throw a good party to celebrate the holidays and any new flavors we create.”

“Ma,” Meg mutters under her breath. “Mamma’s boy,” she smirks at me as she shakes her head.

“Shut. Up.” I give her a cross look and she just shrugs her shoulders, still smiling.

We step out to a covered patio with a tiki bar to the right. Just past the covered area to the left is a firepit with chairs littering the area around it. I can picture myself sitting by the fire, feeling the warmth covering my skin and drinking several glasses of his wine during a holiday party. I may have to be in town on a holiday weekend to partake in one of these shindigs.

“New flavors? Aren’t there just the usual ones? Like Chardonnay, Pinot, Zinfandel?” I peer through my lashes at him.

“No, sweetheart, there’s so much more than just those generic blends. It’s the flavors within the blend that make it special.”

He walks us to the tiki hut bar, “Can I get the blackberry blend?”

“Blackberry? I thought they made wines with just grapes,” my ignorance of the wine industry is showing.

He shakes his head while still smiling. The bartender pours a tasting of a dark liquid, almost black. It’s viscous and pours out more smoothly than other wines. Carson hands the nectar to us. I lift the glass to my lips and his pupils dilate, nostrils flaring slightly as he devours me with his eyes. My insides do the mating dance again.  

“Swirl it and sniff it first. Like this,” he says and then shows me what to do.

I follow suit before taking a sip. Then close my eyes and moan, “Holy shit, this is good. It’s very decadent.”

Meg closes her eyes and moans, sounding more like she’s having sex than drinking a glass of wine. She gets a look of approval from the bartender.

“It’s best paired with desserts like cheesecake,” Carson continues. I’m lost in how good it is and barely comprehend what he’s saying.

“I can see that. This would be amazing with cheesecake,” I add.

Meg wanders off to the firepit area and sits next to the unlit firepit. She sits on one chair that surrounds it and kicks her feet up onto the ledge. She just made herself at home. She looks so comfortable, I may have to join her.  

“Glad you think so. I’ll take you to Jocelyn's where we can try some.”

“Um, sorry. No, I can’t. I’m not looking to start anything. I’m just passing through.”

Suddenly, I don’t know what I’m doing. Not that I’m afraid of a little flirting, dating or sex, but my heart is racing and my palms are sweating. He’s moving a little fast for me. Not for someone like Meg, but me–I usually move much slower than this. 

“Who said anything about starting something? I’m just talking about two consenting adults having cheesecake that pairs amazingly well with my master creation,” he smiles, swiping the back of his neck with his hand.

“Still, I don’t think it’s a good idea, sorry. Girls’ trip and all,” I place the glass on the bar top and turn to walk back to Meg.

“Don’t blame me for anything. I can find someone, I mean something, to amuse myself with,” Meg calls to me as I walk to her.

Carson starts toward me, then stops, probably deciding I’m not worth the hassle. I pull Meg with me back through the tasting room, and the women see us leaving without our arm candy, whisper something to each other, then stand and walk to the back. Geez. They couldn’t be more obvious and desperate. I’m thankful that I’m neither.

We step out of the building and into the blazing Texas sun toward my car. The rays sear into my skin, immediately burning the top of my head where my locks are pulled back. How do people live in this kind of heat? Florida is hot, but there’s always an ocean breeze to cut through the blazing. I can literally feel my skin burning in just this short amount of time. My shirt is immediately sticky, and I deeply regret my choice of jeans. I feel a bead of sweat drip down my back, tickling me as it wanders aimlessly. I reach up to wipe away the dampness on my forehead as we get to my car.

“Fuck, it’s hot,” I say as I wipe my brow.

“Yeah, he was.”

“I meant the temperature out here.”

“Oh, sorry. I misheard you,” Meg giggles.
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Chapter 3

Susie
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We jump in my Mercedes and take off down the street, back to the B&B, blasting the air conditioner. I’m okay to drive because I had a big lunch–more like lunch and a shit ton of snacks–and I feel nothing from those few sips. Tasting portions are extremely tiny, anyway. It’s almost a travesty, but it did let me try multiple types, so I guess I can’t complain too much.  

My mind drifts as it always does when I get into the car. Even with Meg as a distraction, my mind wanders to that night. 

“Hey, Mom, can I go to this party at Carter’s house?” I ask over dinner.

“No, dear. Not tonight. It’s supposed to storm, and I don’t want you out in that.” Mom smiles a warm smile, but that only irritates me.

A loud pop pulls me out of my thoughts as I struggle to stay on the road. Meg lets out a string of curse words as I pull the car the rest of the way out of the street, bringing it to a full stop. I step out and I have not one, but two flat tires. I know how to change a tire, but I only have one donut, so we’ll have to call a tow.  

Meg and I pile out of my car and stand off the road close to a barb-wired fence, where cows are becoming curious. The distinct smell becoming stronger and the bellowing louder tell me they are meandering toward us. The tall grass tickles my calves as I try to concentrate on what our next steps should be. Meg isn’t much help. She’s busy swatting at the bug that landed on her arm, turning in circles to get away from it.

I get off the phone with the tow yard and groan. It’s going to take three hours for them to get here. I have no interest in standing here for three hours, so I give them directions and tell them I won’t be here. At least they have the proper equipment to tow a Mercedes. I’ll call tomorrow and find out where they took it. There can’t be that many places in a town this small.

I look at my phone–hold it in the air and wave it around–but don’t have enough signal to bring up Google maps and Uber doesn’t recognize where I am. So, I just shove the useless metal in my back pocket. I remember the B&B being at least ten miles down the road with a left or right turn somewhere in there. I wasn’t paying enough attention, just blindly following where the lady on my GPS told me to turn. But it can’t be that hard to find. This place is as small a town as they come. 

I ask Meg, but she’s useless. She points in the direction that she thought we came, and it’s the opposite direction that I thought we came. Great, we could screw up a bread sandwich right now. Well, we have a fifty-fifty chance of going in the right direction. So I supposed we need to pick one and go. 

I grab my purse, lock my car, and we take off in the direction I thought we should walk. The humidity feels like a wet blanket that is repeatedly slapping me in the face. I bet my skin is glistening from sweat that’s beading out of every pore. The next ten miles will feel like a hundred. Meg is pulling her long, thick locks off her neck, trying to stay cool as the beads of sweat are forming around her forehead. Her cheeks are already a flushed red and she’s tan. I can only imagine I look like a tomato with my fair skin. 

She hisses, “Fuck, it’s hot.”

“Yep, let’s get moving or we’ll be out here all day.”

We walk and the cows move along the fence in the same direction, walking with us. The sun is hanging low in the field, but that does nothing for the blazing heat. No reprieve even though it’s evening time. Back home, when the sun begins to wane, the breeze picks up. Here, nada. There is nothing but blazing sun. 

A few minutes into our walk, the familiar hum of an engine slowing down tells me someone is stopping for us. Great. Exactly what we need right now—a serial killer pulling up to murder two cute girls walking alongside of the road. I bet his name is Daryl and is missing teeth. I picture a “wife beater” tank top and dirty jeans, greasy long hair, and a goatee. A chill splays down my spine, sending a shiver through my body despite the severe heat. He’s going to kidnap us and tie us naked to a pole in his barn. Okay, Susie. Now you’re just being dramatic.

“Ooh, do you think it’s a hot guy?” Meg grabs my arm, “Please let it be a hot guy.”

“I doubt it. Probably some serial killer, and his name is Daryl.”

“Buzzkill. And why Daryl? I love The Walking Dead, and he’s the best character on the show. Don’t be hating on Daryls,” Meg pushes me by my arm, making me stumble into the road a few steps.

I’m going to intimidate this guy if he slows down more. Yep, he’s slowing down. I reach into my purse, pretending to grab a weapon. I turn sharply toward the vehicle as it slows, and the window rolls down, acting like I have a gun and putting on my best “don’t fuck with me” face. Meg’s eyebrows shoot up to her hairline at my movement.

Carson puts his hands up. “I come in peace. Please don’t shoot.”

I smile. “Thank goodness. I thought you were going to be a Daryl ready to kidnap me.”

Meg looks at me like I’m still hating on The Walking Dead.

“No, ma’am. Just a Carson ready to give y’all a ride. That your car with two flats back there?” He points his thumb over his shoulder.

“Yeah, we’re okay, though. We just have a little way to go to get back to the B&B.”

“Well, okay, if you’re sure. But you might want to turn and go in the right direction.” He smirks, his hand lazily draped over the steering wheel.

I roll my eyes. “This day just keeps getting better and better. It’s all good, though. No ride needed.”

“Okay, if you say so.” He waves and rolls the window up.

“Are you fucking stupid?” Meg says as he rolls away.

“Ugh, I just don’t need any drama. This is a girls’ trip. We’re not supposed to be hooking up.”

“Speak for yourself. If I have the opportunity, I’m taking it,” Meg declares through laughter as we forge on back in the other direction.

As the daylight gives way to dusk and the sun is falling beyond the horizon, I look up to see clouds rolling in. They look like smoke billowing overhead; they’re moving quickly and forming a threatening dark blanket. Great. Just great. And I just shooed away our only hope at a ride that doesn’t include a serial killer.

We walk a little longer when I feel the first fat raindrops land on my head. I look up at the sky and hold my hands out.

“Why me? What have I done to piss you off?”

Meg holds out her hands and turns to walk backward and faces me, “Because you’re stupid, that’s why. You went and let our only decent ride get away.” I flip her my middle finger, and she breaks into laughter.

I look up with trepidation at the fat drops coming down. I rub up and down my arms, trying to will away these feelings that always well up when it rains. The last conversation I had with Mom was right before she came out to get me after sneaking out. It was pouring that night. I got home before she did. That night she never came home. 

“You okay, honey?” Meg pulls me close when she realizes it’s raining.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I half-smile, “You know how I get when it rains.” 

“I know. It’ll be okay.” She squeezes me. 

The sound of tires approaching over the hill toward us is unmistakable. I grab Meg by the arm and pull her toward me. This is Daryl, it must be. This is how we’re going to go out—tied to a post in someone’s barn. I look back with the fiercest look I can muster and am greeted with that sexy damn smile.

“Now you want that ride?” he says through the open window, one arm on the steering wheel, the other leaning out the window, without a care on his face. He doesn’t look worried that it’s raining. He doesn’t seem to care that his arm is starting to get wet.   

I weigh my options when the bottom falls out. The fattest raindrops I’ve seen pummel down upon us. Lightning dances across the sky, followed by a loud clap of thunder that shakes the earth underneath us. That’s all I needed to get my ass in gear. I run to the other side of the truck and Meg jumps into the backseat. Carson leans over and opens the door for me to jump in. His truck is so high that I need the grab bar to heave myself in. That’s not saying a lot because most everything is high to me. 

Carson’s smirk appears across his lips again. I’ve gotten to where I really like that damn smirk. I shake the thought off and settle into the seat, buckling my seatbelt as he takes off. I try my best not to keep staring at that sexy damn smirk. 

“You staying at Ms. Ann’s B&B?” He glances at me.

“We’re staying at Magnolia Fields,” I answer, staring at the rhythmic sweeping of the wipers. The rain is pounding against the windshield, making it almost impossible to see anything ahead of us.

“Yep, that’s Ms. Ann’s.” He taps the steering wheel as he drives.

“Okay, then yes, we’re staying at Ms. Ann’s. Wait, how’d you know? Are you stalking us?” A spike of nervousness shoots through me and just as quickly dissipates. He doesn’t strike me as the stalker type. And what would he be doing? Hanging out at the B&B just to see if some single women check in... Yeah, I just realized the stupidity of my statement.

“Well, it’s easy enough since it’s the only place in town to stay. I’ll have you there in a jiffy.” He glances at me with one side of his lip curling into a smile.

We fill most of the drive with idle chit chat. I’m thankful for the distraction from my thoughts. Most of our talk centers on oenology and all that it entails. I tell him I’m an attorney–which he apparently figured out after my dissertation–and Meg talks some of being an aspiring designer. But we find winemaking way more interesting. It’s fascinating listening to him talk about creating new blends and what goes into that. I never realized it was so technical and chemistry-like.

“How long are you in town for?” he asks as he pulls into the parking lot on the side of the B&B.

“A week,” I tell him. 

I look back at why Meg is so quiet, and she has her nose in her phone. That explains it. That girl is always texting or talking to someone. 

“Just wondering how long I had to get to know you.” He winks at me and smiles widely.

He runs around the front of the truck, tucking his head, letting his hat take the brunt of the rain to open our doors. He holds his hand out, and I think about just jumping out until I look down. I hesitantly grab his hand because the truck is so high, I may fall trying to get out. But I’m not letting myself get fooled by these Southern manners and that drawl. Damn that drawl. Meg is already out and shuts the door before he can hold his hand out for her, too.

He drops his arms with a look of disappointment, then cups the small of my back to run us to the porch. Meg follows behind us with a shit-eating grin I can feel, so I don’t even have to look back to know it’s there.

“Thanks, I appreciate the ride,” I utter as we step onto the porch, looking like a trio of drowned rats.

Carson takes his hat off and pushes his hands through his hair, making it look even more disheveled and way sexier. I squeeze the wet clump of my ponytail to wring the excess water out. Meg is trying to wring the excess out of her hair as well. Her thick hair is making way more of a mess on the porch than my thin, slick clump. 

“My pleasure, Susie, Meg.” He drawls out Susie and tips his cowboy hat to me, gives a quick nod to Meg, then opens the door for us to go inside.

We walk into the older Victorian home that looks like a flower shop threw up in it. It adds to its charm, though. It’s a little overwhelming to try to focus on one thing. The walls are covered with magnolia flowered wallpaper. There are no less than fifty potted plants of all different varieties scattered about. Even the magazines on the coffee table in the front entry room are of gardening. The rug under the coffee table has a flower pattern on it, and the picture over the mantel is of a bluebonnet field. The brilliant blue hues of the flowers in that field jump alive like I could smell them if I walked close enough. 

My eyes are drawn to the fireplace so large I could literally stand inside it. That’s not saying a ton since I’m vertically challenged, but it’s still saying something. The woodwork around the mantel is ornate, and I wonder how the people of past days were able to carve such intricate details with hand tools. 

Meg’s heels click clack across the hardwood floor as we cross the foyer to the desk on our right. The elderly man that’s sitting in next to the fireplace looks up at the racket we’re making. He gives us a huff, then goes back to his fishing magazine. The plump gray-haired woman aptly in a flower dress looks over the rim of her glasses up from the smut book she’s reading and smiles the instant she sees Carson.  

“Hey, Carson. How’s your mom ‘n them?” She rounds the desk and pulls him into a big hug.

“She’s good. Making it day by day. You should come by soon. She’d love to catch up on the neighborhood gossip.”

“Oh, you hush. That’s not all we do.” She pats him on the arm, then holds onto it.

I grab Meg’s arm for us to leave them to their conversation when I feel a large, warm hand on my wrist. The hand engulfs my small wrist. It’s not rough, just enough to know he’s there. I turn back and see him pleading with his eyes, and with a smile, I return to his side. Meg goes on to her room, the traitor.

“Oh, you’re the new people I rented to yesterday, right?” Ms. Ann takes my other hand in her wrinkled one. “Aren’t you a beautiful sight for my Carson?”

Carson swipes the back of his neck and mouths a silent apology. “Uh, Ms. Ann?” He looks at her nervously, “You got any peaches I can have?”

I’m thankful for the subject change and smile at Carson. He smiles back, bending his head slightly.

“Oh, yes. I sure do. I have a basket full that the boys picked to get you started, then harvest will start on Monday. How much wine are you going to make this year?”

“Just a few cases for the Fourth of July party. I want to make peach wine for the party Ma is throwing.”

“I’m so happy to hear she’s going to be throwing parties again. We miss the winery parties around here.” She pats his arm with the liver-spotted hand that’s still perched there. She has yet to let go of him.

I have a feeling there’s a story there, but I won’t stick around long enough to find out. Why did he grab my hand, though? It was odd and out of place. Maybe he wanted to be rescued or have an excuse to get away. But I feel awkward standing here with strangers in the middle of their familiar conversation.

“Yes, us too. After Dad, I wasn’t sure she’d ever recover enough to get back to normal.”

“Has it been a year yet?” Ms. Ann rubs his forearm. I can’t help but watch her hand run up and down his corded forearm.

“Yes, ma’am, almost two now.”

“Such a shame. He was such a good man.” Ms. Ann lets him go and rounds back behind the desk.

Well, there’s the story. His dad must’ve passed away. I know the pain of losing a parent too soon. It is life-altering. It creates a hole in your heart that nothing can fill. I reach up to touch his arm but think better of it and lower my hand to my side.

“That he was. Well, Ms. Ann, I’ll come by this weekend to get the peaches. I’m going to walk Susie to her room. See you later.” He waves at her as we turn to the hall.

“Such a gentleman; just like your father taught you. See you this weekend. Maybe you can help this old woman with a few things around the house while you’re there.” She smiles widely and knows she’s got him.

He nods and smiles, then turns his attention back to me. It’s almost overwhelming to have his full attention. His gaze is intense, like staring into the sun. I quickly turn and head down the hall, afraid I’ll get burned if I keep staring at him like that.

We reach my room, and I pull out the keycard. He takes the card from my hand and swipes it at the lock, opening the door and motioning for me to go in.

I walk in and turn just inside the doorway, not letting him get all the way in. If I let him in, I’m afraid he’ll crack my wall wide open.

“Thanks for the ride,” I say as I prop my arm on the doorframe and motion for my keycard back.

“No problem. I enjoyed your company. I’ll check on you tomorrow and help you with your car if you need anything. Let me see your phone,” he offers, holding out his hand.

I give it to him. He punches in a number and places it back in my hand with the keycard on top.

“Now, you have my number if you need anything. Call me so I can have yours.”

I do as I’m told, which is unlike my nature. This man does something to me that, if unchecked, could be very dangerous to my heart.

“Perfect, now I have yours. I’m not letting you get away again, blue eyes.” He smirks and tips his hat before turning on his heels to leave.

The room is decorated like a bedroom in a house would be, adding to the hometown charm. There’s a king bed in the center, a dresser along the opposite wall, and a wingback chair in the corner complete with a throw blanket strategically placed across its back, lazily stretching to the seat. I hop on the bed–almost sad to mess up the covers–and lie back to text Meg.

Me: You traitor. You left me

Meg: I just gave you a window of opportunity. And by the texts, I take it you didn’t take me up on it.
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