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        The first step in starting my new life…don’t fall for my shrink.

        I may have agreed to allow cameras to follow me around.

        But that never included letting them spin me as a grumpy single dad looking for love.

        My focus is making sure my daughter has a fresh start.

        Not finding a date.

        And hopefully, I’ll be back to running my own brewery again soon.

        All I have to do is get through a few head-shrinking sessions with Marilyn Judson.

        Easy enough…if I can keep her from getting under my skin.

        Blame her sexy brain, her quirky parrot, or the way my kid adores her…

        I can’t quit chasing Mari.

        At least I’m not alone.

        She’s as thirsty as I am for what’s brewing between us.

        Yet Mari runs scared when we get close.

        Something’s stopping her, and a woman with secrets is a recipe for heartache.

        It’s time we all let it show…
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        CONFESSIONAL 611

        Judson, Marilyn, PsyD (Psychologist: Juniper Ridge)

        Because this is what I’m wearing. I’m not debating you on this, Lauren. They’re not sweatpants, they’re casual separates. Leisure slacks.

        Look, I stopped having my wardrobe dictated to me the minute I left Hollywood. They’re comfortable. Like a soothing hug from a trusted friend. Like a soft, heartwarming touch from…oh, shut up.

        Fine, they’re sweatpants. Can we start now?
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        * * *

      

      I shouldn’t have stopped for tea.

      I was already running late for my coaching appointment with the new brewery manager, and I should have gone straight to the conference room.

      But there’s this great new Earl Grey in the café, and with seven coaching sessions scheduled back to back, my need for caffeine overrode my good judgment.

      The lodge is straight ahead, so I kick up my pace to a run. The pencil anchoring my bun in place flips out and hits the snow on a bounce. I’ll grab it later, maybe shovel this path while I’m at it. My low-heeled pump slips on a patch of cinder-studded sidewalk ice, but I stay upright as I whirl through the side door and into the carpeted corridor.

      Pressing a hand to the wall, I pause to catch my breath. My fault for abandoning those twice-daily sessions with a personal trainer, though I don’t regret it. Not even a little.

      I start moving again, reminding myself to slow down and walk like a normal human. No, not normal. I know better than to use ableist language, even in my head.

      Squaring my shoulders, I bypass my office and aim for the conference room. The hall smells like Lana’s cinnamon candles and Dean’s burnt coffee, and I gulp back a weird wave of complicated love for my family.

      Griffin Walsh is already in the conference room, callused hands folded on the table in front of him. He looks like he hasn’t shaved for a week, which is more appealing than it ought to be. His gaze lifts, and the gaslight blue of his eyes makes me trip over my feet.

      Catching myself on the table, I offer my most charming Hollywood smile. “Thank you for your patience.”

      See what I did there? Opening with gratitude instead of apology starts things on a positive note.

      Griffin just stares. “Does this mean we can cut it short by five minutes?” He glances at his watch. “I’ve got a batch of grist that needs to come out of the mash tun.”

      “Ah.” I can’t pretend to understand the brewing process, but it’s important to show an interest in every community member’s role at Juniper Ridge. “Sounds exciting.”

      “Not really.”

      I claim the chair across from him, grateful I wore a skirt for a change. Not that I care about conforming to feminine ideals for fashion, but it’s important to set a professional tone for these coaching sessions. “You’re settling in okay?”

      He nods and looks at his watch again, in case an hour has passed since he checked thirty seconds ago. “How is this different from all the other interviews I’ve been doing this week?” He meets my eyes again. “I mean, I know I agreed to have my life filmed, but I didn’t realize it would be so…so…”

      He waves a hand, searching for the right word or maybe expecting me to fill it in for him. I fold my hands on the table and wait. In my experience, it’s best to let patients take their time forming their thoughts.

      I wait a little longer.

      And longer still.

      After maybe twelve hours, I cave first. “The other interviews are about gathering footage for the actual show,” I explain. “Also, for the research aspect of the Juniper Ridge experiment.”

      I don’t bother explaining my plans to publish details of the study in the Journal of Experimental Psychology, since I can see Griffin’s eyes glazing over. That information was in the paperwork he signed when joining our little self-contained community, and besides—I’m getting a definite “not a fan of shrinks” vibe.

      Cementing that theory, Griffin sighs. “So what the hell is this appointment for?”

      I’ve done this long enough to not take his gruff tone personally. “These coaching sessions are about deciding what you want to work on,” I explain. “Areas where you’d like to focus your goals for personal growth. It can be something you’d like help with privately or something you’re comfortable having as a focal point on the show.”

      That’s key and something I fought for when my siblings and I dreamed up the concept for Fresh Start at Juniper Ridge. If a community member wants privacy for his or her growth arc, I’ll absolutely respect that.

      Griffin gives me a long look. If he’s waiting for me to fill the silence again, he’s out of luck.

      “Beer,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “I was hired to be the brewmaster, so that’s what I want to focus on.”

      I stifle the urge to sigh. The bare bones of Griffin Walsh’s file are coming back to me, though it’s been months since he applied to be part of our thoughtfully planned, self-sustained community. Unlike some, he wasn’t drawn by the prospect of fame. It was the fresh start that appealed to him, though the details are fuzzy in my mind.

      I’ve interviewed literally hundreds of applicants and reviewed files for thousands more. Today alone, I’ve already done five of these coaching sessions and eight yesterday. Nine the day before. It’s possible I need a break, but more important to make sure the emotional needs of community members are fully met.

      “Beer,” I repeat, stalling for time as I slip a hand into my messenger bag to find his file. It would help if I could jog my memory on his backstory. “Do you have a favorite kind?”

      He studies me like he’s trying to identify a trap. “It changes all the time,” he says at last. “I’ve been playing around with spontaneous fermentation. Fruit lambics, Flanders red ales, even a Belgian gueuze. I’ve got a cucumber mint sour I’m working on right now.”

      “I see.” I don’t, actually. Beer is beer, as far as I’m concerned, which is to say it’s not tea.

      I’m still fumbling in my bag for his packet, still thumbing through my memories of why we hired Griffin Walsh. What’s his story? He’s not married, but widowed? No, divorced. Or wait. Gay?

      Meeting his icy blue eyes again, I shiver. I’m definitely getting a heterosexual vibe. Not that it’s possible to tell by looking, but something about him is setting off alarm bells in my ovaries. That’s a clinical observation, not an admission of lust. I’m here purely in a professional capacity.

      “So, you’ve come to Juniper Ridge to start over again.” I’m deliberately keeping it neutral since I can’t seem to find the damn packet by fumbling blindly in my bag. “Why don’t we focus there for now?”

      He shrugs and spreads his hands on the table. “Not much to focus on. I got the hell out of Sacramento. Had a brewery there that I lost in the divorce, so this is my shot at starting over without going back to square one.”

      Yes! Divorced.

      Not that I’m celebrating his heartache, but I’m pleased I recalled at least some of his backstory. “That must have been difficult.” I leave it open-ended for him to choose whether to focus on the loss of the marriage or the loss of his life’s work.

      “Yep.” He nods, dragging a hand through his hair. Hair that definitely needs a trim, though it’s not my place to suggest it.

      Lauren, she’s the one focused on image management. On which community members are framed up as jokesters or heroes or the brooding, serious type. My sister is a master producer, while I’m here to make sure we follow the rules, and no one cracks under pressure.

      I study Griffin across the table, seeing no visible cracks. There are webs of fine lines beside each eye, which gives him a rugged look. A guy who’s seen too much. Is that why we chose him? I know he brews good beer, but since that’s not my thing, I left most of the hiring details to my siblings.

      I’m wishing now I’d paid more attention. Wishing I’d taken just five minutes to review his file before walking through the door.

      Griffin clears his throat. “There is one thing.”

      I jump at the roughness in his voice. “Something you’d like to work on?”

      He nods, and I pick up my pen. “Wonderful,” I say. “Let’s hear it.”

      With a sigh, he scrubs the heel of his hand over his chin. It makes a soft scritch-scritch-scritch sound that gives me the oddest urge to purr.

      Purr? For heaven’s sake.

      He’s talking again, so I shake myself back into shrink mode. “I guess I’m wondering about…” He rubs his chin again. “About talking to girls.”

      “Ah.” That’s right, it’s coming back to me now. Gabe and Lauren’s hope for a storyline about a divorced man seeking a second chance at love. A rough-around-the-edges beer guy with a heart of gold seeks sweet, sunshiny shop owner or hairdresser or⁠—

      “Is it conversation in general you struggle with or just the small talk?” I ask.

      He frowns, shaking his head. “No, that’s not it. It’s just—” The frown deepens, and he drums his long fingers on the table. “I feel like I’ve lost this ability to communicate, you know?”

      “Ah,” I say. “So, this is a more recent struggle?”

      Brow furrowed, he nods once. “Yeah, I guess. Like she’ll act a certain way and sometimes I just want to put her over my knee and paddle her backside until⁠—”

      “Oh.” I drop my pen, struggling not to show surprise. It’s something I’ve prided myself on as a therapist, my ability to keep a straight face no matter what a patient says.

      But Griffin Walsh is throwing me off my game.

      “Well, certainly that’s understandable.” I pick up my pen again, then set it back on the table. The last thing he needs is a fear that I’m writing this down. “We all have things we want to do. Basic urges. Needs.”

      Kill me now.

      Griffin’s staring at me like I just licked the table, so I straighten in my chair. “My point is that there’s no shame in having those kinds of thoughts.”

      He frowns. “I wouldn’t really do it. I mean, spanking—that was never my thing. It’s a figure of speech.”

      The room feels blazingly hot, or maybe that’s my face. Should I reassure him these desires are totally normal or talk about consent? He’s looking at me like I have answers, and I’m not sure I remember my own name.

      Some therapist you are.

      I clear my throat. “Let’s start with the basics,” I say. “Strategies for initiating more productive conversations.”

      “How do you mean?”

      I tap my pen on the table, then realize I’ve picked it up again. When did that happen?

      “How about dinner?” I say. “Or coffee. Something simple to set the stage and give you both something to talk about. Or beer, how about beer?”

      My brain drags one useful bit of trivia from its archives. Besides being a master brewer, Griffin Walsh is a cicerone. I had to google that after reading his application. It’s like a wine sommelier, only for beer snobs. Surely that gives him plenty of fodder for conversation.

      “Beer,” he repeats, frowning. “You mean talking about it or drinking it?”

      “Either, really.” Anything to get him to open up. “Maybe both.”

      Griffin shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      “Fair enough.” Also, interesting. Maybe his love interest is in recovery, or not a beer fan. It isn’t my place to judge. “I agree that alcohol consumption comes with its own set of challenges in social settings.”

      Lord knows I’ve done my share of dumb things. I start out sipping chardonnay, desperate to have something to do with my hands at girls’ nights or family gatherings. But instead of lowering my inhibitions, it just makes me awkward.

      More awkward.

      It’s really hot in here.

      “Have you tried asking questions?” I’m still fishing in my bag, and I resist the urge to cheer as my fingers close around the info packet. “Maybe even starting with a list. Easy topics for conversation that you can prepare ahead of time so they’re handy when you need them.”

      There’s a flicker of interest in his eyes. He nods slowly, a shock of dark hair falling over his forehead. I set his packet on the table, then sit on my hands to keep from reaching across to brush back his hair.

      “Yeah, that’s good,” he says. “What kinds of questions?”

      “Ask about her interests.” We’re back on safe ground, so I’m warming to the subject. “What sort of things is she into?”

      Griffin looks down at the table, chiseled jaw clenching. “Makeup,” he mutters. “And hair. She’s always messing around with it. Curling it and then flattening it out with this weird clampy thing.”

      “Careful with the judgment words,” I caution, even though I’m with him on that one. What is it with this societal pressure for women to make their hair do the opposite of whatever it’s naturally inclined to do?

      Like you didn’t glam it up for the cameras.

      I take a deep breath and order myself to focus. “I totally understand that makeup and hair care may not be in your wheelhouse.”

      “You think?” The faintest hint of a smile tugs those full lips, and my stomach rolls over like a very good dog.

      “Right.” I clear my throat. “But the point is to ask questions that show you’re interested in her, even if the subject itself isn’t something that interests you. Something like, ‘how do you decide what you want your hair to look like on any given day?’ Or maybe you could focus on how she feels about her beauty routine.”

      “How she feels about her beauty routine?” He shakes his head and grimaces down at the table. “Christ, I’m not cut out for this.”

      His voice is rough, but when he meets my eyes again, his gaze holds an unexpected softness. He’s trying, he really is. He wants to get this right, and I want that for him very much.

      I flip open the packet, careful to maintain eye contact. We’re making progress, and I don’t want to derail that.

      “You could try taking the pressure off a little,” I tell him. “Maybe suggesting a game that lets conversation flow more naturally. Or what about a book of questions that you take turns asking one another?”

      He shrugs. “I tried that once. The book thing, I mean. I asked stuff like, ‘if you could take a one-month vacation anywhere in the world, where would you go?’ or ‘tell me what you like best and least about your life.’”

      “Those are terrific.” I’m seriously impressed he took the initiative. “How did it go?”

      Griffin frowns down at the table again. “She rolled her eyes and shut the bedroom door in my face.”

      Ouch.

      This is worse than I thought. I’m debating how best to broach the subject of emotionally abusive relationships, but Griffin’s on a roll now. He looks up, blue eyes earnest and a little melancholy.

      “The thing is, I’ve tried reaching out. Like, buying her gifts and stuff?”

      “Oh?” I swallow back my judgments, knowing he needs to be heard. “How did that go?”

      “Not great.” He snorts. “Probably my fault. How the fuck was I supposed to know stuffed animals aren’t cool?”

      “Um, well.” Yikes, what do I do with that? “When a gift is given with good intentions and love⁠—”

      “And seriously, I’ve tried talking with her about her period because I know that’s a thing, and God knows I don’t want her getting bad information from friends, but she shuts me out completely. It’s like I’m damned if I do, damned if I don’t, you know?”

      I stare at him. This is the first time in my psychology career that I’ve honestly been at a loss for words.

      “Griffin.” I say his name slowly, stretching it out, stalling for time as a faint buzz begins in the back of my brain. Something’s off here.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are we—” Lord, where do I start? “Um, well. That is, do you think it’s possible we’re having two different conversations?”

      He frowns. “What the hell conversation do you think we’re having?”

      The buzz in my brain grows louder—hornets, maybe. It’s dawning on me that I may have just stepped in the world’s largest pile of excrement. “I thought,” I begin carefully, “that we were having a conversation about improving your skills talking to women.”

      Griffin stares at me. “Women? Like—to date?”

      My brain rewinds with a squeal as I scramble to figure out where I got off track. I glance down at the first page of his packet, scanning for anything to help me dig out of this hole.

      It hits me like a tire iron to the forehead.

      “Sophie!” I slap the table so hard he jumps. “Your twelve-year-old daughter, Sophie.”

      He stares at me, unblinking, unflinching. I’m braced for him to stand up and walk out of this room. He has every right to.

      Hell, he’d be entitled to his feelings if he threw in the towel right now and quit the show. God knows I’ve given him zero reason to think his emotional well-being is in good hands.

      But instead, a slow, warm smile spreads over his face. Then a sound bubbles up, so deep, so unexpectedly musical, that it takes me a moment to identify it as laughter.

      He’s laughing. Griffin Walsh is laughing.

      “Huh,” he says, scratching his chin again. He’s still smiling, and ohmylord the man has dimples. “That’s pretty damn funny.”

      I try to smile back, but I’m mortified. Never, in all my years as a psychologist, has anything like this happened.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      For misinterpreting his question about girls. For making assumptions. For a million other things including the way my heart is flinging itself against my ribcage like a rabid bird.

      “Truly, I apologize,” I continue. “If you’d like, we could discontinue this session and⁠—”

      “Hey, Doc?”

      I swallow hard, tasting shame on the back of my tongue. Shame and the unmistakable, irrefutable sprinkle of lust.

      Goddamn those dimples.

      “Yes?” I manage weakly.

      Griffin leans forward, hands stretching across the table. He’s close enough to touch me if he wanted, and it’s all I can do not to reach for him.

      “This was fun.” He grins, and my heart flops over and sighs. “Wanna try again?”
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        CONFESSIONAL 628.5

        Walsh, Griffin (Head Brewer: Juniper Ridge)

        This here is the 7BBL hybrid brewhouse system. The mash tun has a 315-gallon capacity with a front manway and variable speed mash rake. Over here is the boil kettle, and—Divorce? How do I feel about my divorce? [scowls] What the hell does that have to do with—right, yeah, I get it. [drags hand down face].

        Uh, so, I mean…marriage is like a good wheat ale. You’ve gotta have the right ingredients and steep ‘em for a precise length of time before bringing it to a boil and then—[unintelligible muttering]

        Can we just talk about my new hazy IPA?
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        * * *

      

      “So that’s about it for the tour.” I stop in front of the brand-new boil kettle, trying to recall if I’ve forgotten anything. My right hand floats up like a helium balloon, but I stop myself and shove it in my pocket. The last thing we need is another filming break while they stop to fix my hair because I’ve dragged my damn fingers through it for the hundredth time.

      Why am I doing this again?

      My daughter’s face floats through my mind, which is all the answer I need. As my chest squeezes tight, I scan the assembled group.

      “Any questions?”

      I survey the cluster of new-hires like me. A hairdresser from Mississippi, a banker from back east somewhere, even a cop who grew up here in rural Oregon.

      No one raises a hand. Gabe starts to lower the camera, but Lauren’s not done yet. “Tell us about the challenges blending different types of specialty grains for something like a German Dunkelweizen.” She folds her arms over her chest, the steel in her eyes making it clear she’s done her homework, and also that I’m wise to be a little afraid of the eldest Judson sister. “That’s the kind of B-roll we can use later when we’re layering in metaphors about relationships.”

      I suck back the exasperated groan threatening to leak out. Also not a good look on camera, I’ve recently learned.

      But I’m the jackass who signed up for this, so I give them what they want. “Wheat beers are the perfect marriage of wheat and barley. The wheat gives you that bright, summery element, while the proteins in the barley help create a long-lasting head.”

      Gabe and Lauren exchange a private smile.  I’ve pleased the show’s producers, so that’s a plus. It’s all I can do not to scan the room for Mari, which is dumb. The show’s shrink-in-chief has no reason to be on set, but that doesn’t stop me from hoping to catch a glimpse of her. We haven’t crossed paths since that awkward exchange in the boardroom, and I hate to admit I’m bummed about that.

      “That’s a wrap.” Lauren nods to the lighting guy, who lowers the big glowing thing he’s gripping like a battle shield. “See you in the editing room in five.”

      For a second, I think she means me, and I’m swallowing back waves of dread. But no, she’s talking to the show’s tech geeks, which means I’m off the hook. Stifling a sigh of relief, I extract my hands from my pockets and move to check the new oxygenation system that arrived this morning.

      The O2 tank seems a bit low, but the sterile filter is in good shape. I’m reading the label on the stainless-steel diffusion stones when a voice bounces off the wall beside me.

      “Nice job there.” Mari Judson steps into my line of sight, her purse strap pressing a path between her breasts that I definitely do not notice. “Seems like you’re getting the hang of all this?”

      I shrug and dust my hands on my jeans. “I’ve brewed about twelve zillion batches of beer in my lifetime. I could do this in my sleep.”

      “I meant the production side of things.”

      “Oh.” Hell. We’re destined to miscommunicate at every turn, which is a shame. Blame it on the golden warmth in her eyes, or the way she always looks like she’s staring right into my brain.

      Scary thought, so I glance away. “Let me know if you want to try the new pale ale. We’re bottling it tonight.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile is stiff and polite, which I’m taking to mean she’d rather gargle swamp water. “Actually, I came by to give you something.”

      “Me?” I’m just dumb enough to think for a split second that she’s offering a kiss. Also dumb enough to think I’d accept, so it takes a second to regain my bearings. “What is it?”

      She slides her hand into her bag and comes out with two paperbacks. “These books on adolescent psychology. This one with the white cover—it’s specifically about communication strategies for teenage girls. The other is more general. A focus on the difficulties and opportunities surrounding puberty, if you will.”

      “I will.” My hand closes around the books, fingers brushing her knuckles and making me forget what the hell we’re talking about. “Read them, I mean. The books. I promise to read them.”

      She smiles, and the bottom falls out of my stomach. “It’s not assigned homework or anything,” she says. “I just thought it might be useful after—after our conversation.”

      Her cheeks flush pink, and I can see she’s about to apologize again, so I cut her off before she can bring up our awkward exchange. “Thanks.” I clear my throat and set the books on a bank of storage lockers. “Things are going better. With Sophie, I mean.”

      “Good. Wonderful, I mean. That’s great.” She winces. “I really am sorry about⁠—”

      “Don’t.” I drag a hand through my hair. “Look, I probably owe you an apology. If I hadn’t been such a grumpy asshole, we’d have avoided the misunderstanding in the first place.”

      She opens her mouth like she’s thinking about arguing, then presses her lips together. Her eyes search mine, and there’s a weird flutter in my belly. “Can I ask you something?”

      I’m instantly on guard but feel myself nodding. “Sure.”

      She pauses, choosing her words with care. “Are you uncomfortable around me? Or I should say therapy in general—is that something outside your comfort zone?”

      I hesitate. I made no secret of my divorced status when the Judsons interviewed me to join the show, but I’m sensing Mari wants more.

      For some reason, I feel like giving it to her. “My divorce was—ugly.” That’s a fucking understatement. “My wife—my ex-wife—was seeing a therapist for a while before she asked for a divorce. I guess you could say the request took me by surprise.”

      Again with the understatement. I still see Gabby’s face in my mind, her green eyes filled with tears.

      “I never realized before how unhappy I’ve become.”

      Mari’s eyes search mine, and I could swear she hears that same echo of my ex-wife’s voice. “I see,” she says softly. “And you think she wouldn’t have asked for a divorce without the therapist’s involvement?”

      I grit my teeth, reminding myself to tread carefully. “I don’t think the shrink put her up to it, if that’s what you’re asking. But I’m not sure she’d have reached that decision on her own.”

      Mari nods, and I try not to get lost in her eyes. “That sounds very painful.”

      “Yeah, well…” I trail off there, not wanting to get into it. “We also did couples’ therapy after that. Let’s just say it didn’t go great.”

      Mari’s expression is one of solemn sympathy, and I wonder if they teach that in shrink school. “Couples’ counseling is typically about either saying hello or saying goodbye,” she says. “People often come to the process when they’re past the point of achieving the former.”

      “Yeah. I guess that was it.”

      I still remember Gabby sitting there like a statue, her mind made up. I knew by then she was just going through the motions, and I wished like hell the shrink would snap her out of it. To say something, anything, to bring my wife back.

      But that’s ancient history. I’m over it now. Moving on with my life and whatnot.

      Mari’s still looking at me, her expectant expression suggesting she might squeeze my brain like a grapefruit to get more out of it. “It’s understandable that might leave a bad taste in your mouth,” she says.

      I’m still stuck thinking about grapefruit, so my brain does a weird short-circuit and blurts the first thing flashing through it. “Citra.”

      She blinks. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Citra,” I repeat like a dumbass. “It’s—uh—one of my favorite hops with lots of grapefruit and tropical flavors. I keep thinking I smell it, which is weird since I’m not getting a hops shipment until tomorrow.”

      Looking startled, Mari touches her hair. “Oh. Um, it might be my shampoo. It’s some sort of citrusy fragrance. I’m sorry it’s a little strong.”

      “No, it’s great—I mean, you smell amazing.”

      Oh, God. Kill me now.

      I’m sniffing the pretty shrink like some pervert, but she just smiles like she’s used to random strangers smelling her. “Thank you. And kudos to you for wanting a better life for you and your daughter. Being a single dad isn’t easy. It’s great you’re looking for ways to improve communication.”

      “Thanks.” My shoulders relax as I recognize the olive branch. Talking about Sophie feels way safer than talking about my ex-wife or the smell of the sexy psychologist’s hair. “My kid’s amazing, so that helps.”

      Like I’ve cued her to take the stage, my daughter bangs through a side door. Sophie’s wheat-colored hair is curly today, framing her face in wisps that remind me of the family photos we took on her fifth birthday. Her T-shirt is black instead of the pink daisy one she wore back then, and there’s black goop around her eyes that makes her look like an angry raccoon.

      I bite my tongue, deciding to pick my battles. It’s not every day my kid comes to visit me at work.

      “Hey, baby.” I hold open my arms, surprised when she launches herself into them like she’s waited all day for this hug. “How was school?”

      “Good. I got invited to a sleepover and Mrs. Gibson is making us write a paper on Ivan Pavlov, so that’s lame. But he did do cool stuff with the dogs, so maybe it’s okay.”

      This is about a dozen more words than she’s uttered to me in weeks, and I fight the urge to do a fist-pump. I dare a glimpse at Mari, whose face glows with an encouraging smile.

      “Hello, Sophie.” She holds out her hand, and my kid blinks at it a moment before extending her own hand to shake. “I’m Marilyn Judson. Mari. We met at orientation?”

      Sophie cocks her head and studies Mari. “You’re the shrink. Psychologist, I mean.”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Cool.” My daughter’s grin is almost bashful as she glances at me. “I was thinking about being a psychologist. Maybe a teacher, but my mom says shrinks make a lot of money.”

      Hearing my ex-wife dragged into the conversation sinks my mood like a steel-wrapped brick, and I try to figure out a way to reroute things.

      Mari’s way ahead of me. “Great job being open-minded about your future career,” she says. “When I was your age, I wanted to be a race car driver.”

      “No kidding?” Sophie brushes her hair off her forehead and scuffs a sneaker over the floor. “If your name’s Marilyn, how come you pronounce it ‘mar-ee’ like it rhymes with…I don’t know—car pee?” My kid’s brow furrows as she replays the words in her head and finds them lacking. “I mean⁠—”

      “Yeah, that’s a good question.” I step in to save Sophie so she doesn’t keep twisting in the wind. “Seems like you’d go with ‘Mary’ if you just wanted to shorten things.”

      The faintest cloud passes over Mari’s face, which seems odd. Her eyes flick quickly to Lauren, who’s over in the corner bossing the lighting guy. “I—well—” She clears her throat. “I’d been a clinical psychologist for a few years, not really part of the whole Hollywood scene like the rest of my family.” Her throat moves as she swallows, and I wonder what she’s glossing over. “When I started doing more TV appearances, the producers wanted something with a bit more pizazz.”

      “Sexier,” I offer, then cringe. Why the hell did I say that in front of my kid? Or to a professional woman, for that matter. I open my mouth to apologize, but Mari bursts out laughing.

      “Yes,” she says, swiping a curl off her forehead. “That’s it exactly. Names like ‘Lauren’ or ‘Lana’ just roll off the tongue, but ‘Marilyn’ and ‘Mary’ lack the same zing.” There’s that cloud again, drifting across her smile to drag down the edges of it. “Anyway, we settled on ‘Mari’ as a hat tip to the Latin word—mare—for sea, or Spanish—that’s mar. The producers thought it might resonate better with Latinx viewers, plus I liked it, so—” She shrugs, a gesture I suspect hides more than self-consciousness about her nickname. “What about you?” she asks. “Do you prefer Sophia or Sophie or⁠—”

      “Soph.” She slips me a side-eye, challenging me to point out this is the first time she’s asked to be called this. “Some girls at school said Soph sounds more sophisticated.”

      My chest tightens at the thought of my little girl wanting to be sophisticated. Wasn’t it last week she wanted to be a hippopotamus?

      Or maybe that’s when she was four. I’m not sure when time started moving so fast, but possibly the day I held my new baby girl in my arms and saw her first sweet, toothless smile.

      “Soph,” I say, trying it out as the knot in my chest tightens. “That’s nice.”

      Mari’s gaze shifts to mine, and for a moment, I wonder if she’s read my thoughts. If she knows how fucking hard I try to be a good dad, the kind of dad Sophie—Soph—deserves.

      Mari smiles, and the tightness in my chest uncoils like a knot of twine unspooling. “How are the two of you settling in?”

      “Pretty good.” Soph shrugs, and I try to read into it. Is she fitting in okay? Making friends? Did I make a terrible mistake thinking she’d be better off in a tiny, tight-knit community like this?

      “The kids at school are really chill,” Soph continues like I’m not standing here second-guessing every decision I’ve ever made. “Not like back home. I’m still figuring out where I fit in, I guess.”

      I rest a hand on her shoulder, letting her know I’ve got her back. “As long as it’s not with a street gang or a roving band of drug dealers, we’re good.”

      Mari smiles, but she’s studying Soph with her intense brain-scanning look. “It’s challenging sometimes to fit in at a new school. If you’d ever like to talk to anyone, I know several local therapists who specialize in teens.”

      I flinch without meaning to, and Mari shoots me an odd look. “Everything okay?”

      “Sorry.” I clear my throat. “Just remembered I need to order more lactobacillus for the sour beers.”

      She scans my face like she knows I’m lying. Like she can tell I’m leery as hell about sending my kid to therapy after what I went through with Soph’s mom.

      Maybe Mari senses my unease, because she turns her gaze back to Soph. “Have you connected with other Juniper Ridge kids at the youth mixers?”

      “I liked the one at the bumper cars,” Soph says. “There’s lots of really cool girls here.”

      The smile Mari gives Soph is warm and genuine. “I’m sure they think you’re pretty cool, too.” She shifts her gaze to mine. “For the record, we don’t film any of the youth events. Those are strictly for social development.”

      “Good.” The risk of Soph being brainwashed by fame was my biggest sticking point with this show, so I’m glad they’re doing their best to keep kids out of the limelight. “There’s another one coming up at the water park next week, right?”

      Soph nods and grabs my sleeve. “Yeah. Hey, Dad—can I go to Olivia’s house?”

      “Which one is Olivia?”

      My aspiring teen gives her best adolescent eye-roll. “You met her parents the other night. Her dad is a lawyer, and her mom teaches yoga. They have all the pets, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” Nice couple, and seemingly sane. Two daughters, one younger than Soph, and one the same age. “Her parents are home?”

      “Duh.” Soph scuffs her sneaker on the floor. “Her mom’s showing us how to French braid. Can I go? Please?”

      “Fine. But I want you home for dinner.”

      “Yes!” My daughter starts for the door.

      “Six thirty,” I call after her. “And set the table before you go.”

      Soph turns around. “What are we having?”

      “Why, so you can make up an excuse to eat at Olivia’s if you don’t like what I’m making?”

      “Daaaaaad—”

      “Spaghetti and meatballs,” I tell her. “And a big Caesar salad because I’m a monster who makes you eat your vegetables.”

      Soph grins and bounces back to hug me. “The salad’s the best part. See you at seven.”

      “Six thirty!” I shout after her as she bounds toward the exit again.

      My daughter just laughs and slips through the door. The second she’s gone, Mari looks at me. “I don’t know what you’re worried about. The two of you seem to have terrific communication.”

      “That was the most I’ve heard her talk in weeks. Having you standing here must have put her on her best behavior.”

      Mari smiles and adjusts her messenger bag. “It’s not uncommon for kids raised by an opposite-sex parent to seek connection with same-sex adults outside the family. Perfectly normal.”

      “I’m holding you to that ‘normal’ diagnosis,” I tell her, only half kidding. “If she turns up next month with a forehead tattoo, it’s on both of us for missing the signs.”

      “Deal.” She flicks a glance at the door where Soph disappeared. “I’m glad she’s settling in well at school. That’s something I felt pretty strongly about when we planned out Fresh Start at Juniper Ridge.”

      “My kid’s school?”

      “Education options for all the children of community members.” She pushes her glasses up her nose, a gesture I’m starting to recognize as the precursor to Mari shifting into shrink-mode. “We knew there wouldn’t be enough kids here to give them a sufficiently enriching school experience. Private tutors don’t allow for adequate socialization.”

      “Is that what you had?” It’s a blunt question, but I’m curious. “Growing up in Hollywood like you did—is that what school was like for the Judson kids?”

      Mari tilts her head. “You find my socialization lacking?”

      There’s a teasing note in her voice, but her eyes tell a different story. Like she really wants an answer.

      So, I give her one. “Seems like you’re doing okay to me. I imagine you had lots of learning opportunities most kids don’t get.”

      She laughs, but there’s an edge to it. “Like how to shake paparazzi or snort coke with a hundred-dollar bill?”

      “What?” It takes me a second to realize she’s kidding. “Jesus. I mean, I know celebrities have a different upbringing.” It’s just now dawning on me how different. “Still, you must’ve learned the same reading, writing, and ‘rithmatic as everyone else.”

      “Of course,” she says. “I wasn’t joking about tutors teaching us unusual skills. Cooper had one guy who was a Rubik’s Cube master.”

      From what I’ve seen of tabloid headlines featuring the youngest Judson brother, Mari’s cocaine quip wasn’t too far off the mark. Not that I’m judging. The guy got his act together, as far as I can tell.

      “What’s your special skill?” I ask.

      Mari looks startled. “You mean besides having a doctorate in clinical psychology?”

      “Yeah, besides that.” I lean back against the closest brite tank, not sure why I’m so eager for a glimpse behind Mari’s cool shrink front. “Can you play the harmonica or juggle knives or something?”

      She hesitates. I can almost see the wheels turning in her head, the decision-making process as she decides whether I’m worthy of an answer.

      At last, she clears her throat. “I crochet.”

      “You what?”

      “Crochet,” she repeats. “It’s like knitting, but with one crochet hook instead of two knitting needles. The stitches are more like small knots instead of little loops.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      A faint blush stains her cheeks as she folds her arms over her chest. “You find that funny?”

      “I find it fucking awesome.” I glance at the door, making sure Soph’s long gone. Not like my kid doesn’t know I curse, but I try to keep it to a minimum. “Seriously, that’s a great skill to have. A little unexpected, but⁠—”

      “You thought I spent all my time reading self-help books?”

      Folding my arms over my chest, I let my gaze drift to the books resting on the side table. “Nothing wrong with that,” I clarify. “I think it’s cool you’ve got a creative outlet.”

      “Thanks.” She looks at me like she’s still not sure if I’m teasing. “I haven’t done it for a while. One of my tutors thought I needed a more artistic avenue. Something to teach me patience.”

      I don’t know why, but I suspect she’s just revealed something way more personal than a hobby. “Do you make hats or dish towels or blankets or⁠—”

      “Animals.” She lowers her voice like she’s just shared something scandalous. “My first project was a rainbow-striped slug that I gave Lana. Well, I stuck it in her playpen. She was too little to know where it came from.” She looks thoughtful, almost like her mind isn’t here in the brewery anymore. “I made a bumblebee for Lauren and an alligator for Cooper. My older brothers were too cool for stuffed animals, but I made lots of other creatures like penguins and turtles. Even a hedgehog.”

      Her amber eyes have taken on a misty quality I’ve never seen before. I wonder how many people know about this talent of hers. “I’d love to see some of your stuff sometime,” I say.

      She hesitates, then lifts an eyebrow. “Is this like the old pickup line—come on over and check out my etchings?”

      I laugh, but the thought of being in Mari’s house is anything but funny. I wonder what her furniture’s like. Is it stiff and modern, all sleek lines and polished leather? That’s what I might have expected. Now, I’m not so sure.

      My brain stumbles over an imaginary area rug, tripping its way down the hallway to a bedroom. Mari’s bedroom, filled with sunshine and bright pillows on the backdrop of a big, white bed.

      Stop picturing her bed.

      I clear my throat. “I wonder if Soph would like learning something like that. Crocheting, I mean. She asked to take a knitting class before we left Sacramento, but I haven’t had time to look into it here.”

      “Creative hobbies can be a great outlet for kids.” She shifts a little, resting her shoulder against the brite tank just a few feet from mine. There’s still plenty of space between us, but I swear I feel her warmth. “Especially for kids dealing with adjustments like new schools or household moves or divorce.”

      “In other words, all the shit her mom and I put her through.” My voice sounds angry, and I force myself to lighten up a little. “It hit her pretty hard, her mom leaving.”

      Mari hesitates. “Does she have much contact with your—with her mother?”

      “Is this for the TV show?”

      “Of course not.” She pauses. “You’re aware of the psychological research we’re conducting, of course. But we’ll be sensitive about what’s actually televised.”

      “Yeah, got it.” I have vague memories of the forms I signed at the start of this. Cameras will be rolling all the time, but some of it’s for documenting psychology research and not for the televised reality show. “I just—my kid is off limits. I signed up so Soph and I could have a fresh start, and yeah, I know she’ll be on the show sometimes. But I don’t want her personal pain being used for ratings.”

      “Understood.”

      I search her eyes, recognizing sincerity. Also, that I’ve never seen this exact shade of hazel. It’s halfway between gold and silver, and I find I’m not able to look away.

      Question. She asked you a question, idiot.

      “No,” I say abruptly enough to make her jump. “Soph’s mother—isn’t in the picture. It’s been months since she called. Even longer since Soph saw her.”

      Her expression softens, a reminder of how good Mari must be at her job. “That must be difficult,” she says. “I meant what I said about recommending a good teen psychologist. It could really help with the transition.”

      “Thanks. I’ll think about it.” I should probably think about checking the fermentation tank, but I can’t tear myself away from Mari. Blame the scent of citra hops or the way she looks at me like she genuinely gives a shit what I have to say.

      Memory flickers in my brain, reminding me of a different time, a different conversation.

      “How about we try again?” I reached for Gabby’s hand as the kind-eyed couples’ counselor with the gray beard peered at us over the top of his glasses. “You can spend another year here doing community theater,” I urged. “Then when I expand the brewery⁠—”

      “It’s too late for that.” Gabby drew her hand back and glanced at the tired-eyed therapist. “Is there really any point in rehashing all this?”

      The shrink glanced at me. “Perhaps your husband would like a chance to feel heard.”

      Gabby sighed, a strong clue she was way beyond listening to anything I had to say.

      Shaking myself back to the present, I focus on Mari instead. On the very real, very beautiful woman watching me like she has all the time in the world to wait for me to pull my head out of my ass.

      “Dinner,” I blurt.

      Mari cocks her head. “I’m sorry?”

      I drag my fingers through my hair, grateful the cameras are long gone. “What if you came over for dinner sometime? I wasn’t kidding about wanting to see your crochet stuff. Besides, maybe you could observe some more with Soph. Give me pointers for being a better dad.”

      She looks startled for a moment but recovers quickly. “That could possibly be arranged.” A small smile tugs the edges of her mouth. “Would you make me eat my vegetables, too?”

      “Absolutely.” The playful note in her voice has set something simmering inside me. “I won’t feed you dessert until you do.”

      “Harsh.” Mari takes a step back, adjusting her bag on her shoulder. “But I can cope. I can also bring brownies.”

      “You bake and crochet? You’re a regular Martha Stewart.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Brownies would be purchased from the café. I have zero culinary talent to speak of.”

      “I’m sure you have plenty of other talents.” The instant I say this I want to cram the words back down my throat. “Uh, I didn’t mean that to sound sexual.”

      Mari stares at me a few beats, then bursts out laughing. “I never in a million years would have thought that.”

      Probably because I’m alone in having sex on the brain. I should definitely dunk my head in the brite tank or go home and take a cold shower.

      “Right,” I say, ready to move on. “So, dinner sometime.”

      I hate when people do that. Say “sometime” or “one of these days” to avoid making concrete plans. “Friday,” I say as she takes a step back. “How about Friday for dinner?”

      She hesitates. “I’d like that.”

      “Good.” I pat the side of the tank. “I’ll have beer. Juice and milk and probably soda for Soph. If there’s anything else you want to drink, just tell me.”

      Again with the hesitation. Something’s crackling between us, or maybe that’s just me. Does she think I’m hitting on her?

      Hell, maybe I am. I’ve just opened my mouth to blurt some inane reassurance when Mari responds.

      “No, this is great,” she says, her face oddly flushed. “A good chance to interact with a community member.”

      “Okay.” I flash a self-deprecating grin. “You sound like you’re trying to talk yourself into it.”

      “Not at all, I just—” She bites her lip. “What time do you want me?”

      My brain zings on those last words.

      You want me?

      You want me?

      You want me?

      Every atom in my body aches to scream “yes!” and it’s all I can do to croak out “How’s six thirty?”

      “Great!” She takes another step back, eyes still locked with mine. “I’ll be there.”

      She spins away, and I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding. I step forward, remembering I need to check the temperature on my hazy IPA. I swear I’m not chasing her. Not desperately moving to step into her orbit.

      But when she whirls back around, she crashes against my chest with a solid “oof.”

      My hands slide up her arms, and I tell myself it’s just to steady her. But as her golden eyes lock with mine, she makes a sound as soft as the breasts pressed against my chest.

      “Griffin, I—” The words die in her throat as she licks her lips. “Jesus.”

      Yeah. My thoughts exactly. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know why I can’t seem to let go of her. I don’t know why my mouth is descending on hers or why hers seems drawn to mine like we’re pulled together by gravity.

      Our lips touch, and I swear to God an arc of lightning cracks inside the brewery. She’s warm and soft and smells like⁠—

      “Smoke.” Mari jumps back, blinking. “Is something burning?”

      Oh, shit.

      My hands drop from her arms like I’ve been burned. That’s exactly what’s happening in the back corner of my brewery.

      “Extreme brewing.” I sprint toward the tank, kicking myself for ignoring the timer that buzzed two minutes ago. “It’s a process where malt and hops are subjected to high temperatures to concentrate the flavors.”

      And like a dumbass, I took my eye off the tank. Flicking switches to shut things down, I breathe a sigh of relief. Everything looks okay.

      But now Mari has seen me at my careless worst, which I swear never happens. “All good,” I say as I turn back to where she’s standing a safe distance away. “Everything’s okay.”

      But it’s not okay because holy shit, I almost kissed her. Kissed a goddamn psychologist, which is the last fucking thing I should be doing.

      She’s standing there looking as dazed as I feel, which is saying something. “Good,” she says at last. “That’s great. Um, I’d better go.”

      She starts for the exit. Like an idiot, I call after her. “We still on for dinner?”

      She freezes with her hand on the door. “Dinner.” She licks her lips again, and it’s all I can do not to reach for her. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

      Then she turns and sprints outside as my heart fumbles to find some way to restart itself.
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