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        Reese Clark has one goal—save her family’s Oregon vineyard.

        Step one: build a new tasting room . . . uh, yesterday.

        Step two: dodge PR disasters while wrangling her eccentric family.

        Too bad her contractor turns out to be Clay Henderson.

        Her ex’s best friend. The most forbidden guy in her orbit.

        The old Clay was a wild blend of bad decisions and bar fights.

        But new Clay is sober, serious, and sexier than a cellar-aged cabernet.

        Too bad he’s still off-limits.

        And Reese has her hands full already.

        Between her pot-growing grandpa, her parents behaving like smitten teens, 

        and an alpaca with a groin-butting vendetta,

        Reese needs more drama like she needs bonus holes in her wine barrels.

        But Clay’s steady presence—paired with a bad-boy-gone-good vibe⁠— 

        has Reese spiraling faster than a busted corkscrew.

        One taste proves forbidden fruit only gets better with age.

        But the past—just like love—can’t stay bottled up forever.

        And everything Clay and Reese have built could come crashing down around them.
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            ALSO IN THE CAN’T HAVE HEARTS CLUB SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Some hearts have warning labels. Best friend’s ex. Brother’s girl. Forbidden flings and second chances. Welcome to The Can’t Have Hearts Club, five standalone, intertwined stories set in the scenic Pacific Northwest where the last person on Earth you should love might just be your soulmate. These five couples absolutely, positively, without a doubt shouldn’t fall for each other…but what happens when they do?
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            A NOTE TO MY LOVELY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The book you hold now has an interesting origin story. Way back in the dark ages of 2010, I sold a trio of romance novels in my first three-book romantic comedy deal. Let It Breathe was scheduled as book #3.

      I set out to research Oregon’s wine industry and the vineyards that serve as the setting for this story. I figured if I was going to write the tale of a divorced vineyard owner falling in love with her ex-husband’s best friend, I wanted to understand my book’s setting.

      But it turned out I got to understand the divorce part, too.

      Because while all that research was going on, my marriage of 13 years unraveled like a snagged sweater. It transpired during the same stretch of time I was writing Let It Breathe.

      As you might imagine, the story took a melancholy turn. It was still romantic comedy, but with a sadness to it. Years later, Publishers Weekly would write a starred review of About That Fling (my 2015 bestseller, and the second book in the Can’t Have Hearts Club series). They used the phrase, “heartache and humor go hand in hand,” and it’s a line I’ve used plenty to describe my style of romantic comedy.

      But that’s not what the publisher wanted from me in 2010, so we scrapped Let It Breathe as part of that first contract.

      Once I’d cycled through the hell of divorce and put myself back together again, I took my first timid steps into new love. The result of that journey became About That Fling, a runaway hit that prompted my new publisher to ask if I had other books ready to roll.

      The moment I revisited Let It Breathe, I fell in love with the story all over again. Divorced and remarried by then, I brought fresh eyes and hard-won experience to this tale of a woman working to take her family’s vineyard to the next level while struggling with private fears that her failed first marriage means she’s not cut out for relationships at all.

      And now as I revisit the story again in 2025, I’m dumbfounded by some of the insights my thirty-something self managed to capture long before my fifty-year-old self had fully processed it. I’ve joked that writing for me is a form of therapy, but until I read this story through the lens of hindsight, I’m not sure I realized how true that was.

      Now that I’ve regained the rights to my backlist, I’ve put those first two stories back in the order I originally wrote them. I hope you enjoy starting the Can’t Have Hearts Club series with Let It Breathe, and I hope you love Clay and Reese’s story even a tiny fraction as much as I loved writing it. Thanks for joining me on this journey!

      Hugs and kisses and awkward butt pats,

      Tawna
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        Researching Let It Breathe at an Oregon vineyard in 2010.
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      Reese Clark ducked out of her house and made a beeline for the picnic table beside the winery barn. In one hand she held a bowl of Cocoa Puffs. In the other, a bowl of mealworms.

      The magazine she’d tucked under one arm slipped a little, but Reese pinned it in place with her armpit. The movement made the small black bird on her shoulder ruffle his feathers and squawk as Reese squished across the damp grass. It had rained all night, but sunlight seeped through the clouds as Reese savored the hug of her comfiest jeans and the thrill of being blissfully alone with her breakfast.

      “Here, try this.”

      Reese jumped, losing her grip on the magazine but saving the mealworms and Cocoa Puffs. The starling on her shoulder chirped again and fluttered to perch on her head. Reese glared at the man emerging from the winery barn with a glass in one hand and his ponytailed blond hair held back by a blue bandana.

      “Dammit, Eric—why are you here so early on a Tuesday?”

      “It’s not early, it’s six thirty.”

      “That’s early. And it’s your day off.”

      She plunked down on the picnic bench and set her cereal and mealworms on the table. Eric bent to snatch the magazine by its cover, keeping the wineglass clenched in one hand.

      “Hey, the new Wine Spectator,” he said. “Mind if I⁠—”

      “Yes, I mind.” Reese grabbed the magazine back and flipped the end of her long, gold-brown ponytail out of her cereal bowl. The bird held his ground, its tiny claws anchored in Reese’s hair. “I haven’t read it yet. You’ll get it later, but only if you let me eat my breakfast in peace.”

      He dropped onto the picnic bench beside her and scratched his chest through his SpongeBob T-shirt. He studied the two bowls.

      “Which one’s your breakfast?” he asked.

      “The mealworms. Bluebirds love Cocoa Puffs.”

      He pushed the wineglass in front of her, knocking the spoon out of her cereal.

      “Mealworms go great with Viognier—come on, just a sip,” he urged. “I think it’s a bit too brassy, but I want your opinion.”

      “Eric, I⁠—”

      “Don’t be a grump, Riesling. Drink the fucking wine.”

      She slugged him in the shoulder. “Don’t call me Riesling.” She was more annoyed by the use of her full name than by the cursing or the suggestion she was the sort of girl who drank wine at six thirty in the morning.

      She was that sort of girl.

      And truth be told, she didn’t mind the cursing.

      “Go feed the bluebirds so they stick around and chase the damn starlings off the vines,” she said. “Then I’ll taste the wine.”

      “You mean like the damn starling that just pooped in your hair?”

      “Stumpy has an injured foot and isn’t a threat to our grapes. Besides, he’s being picked up today by a wildlife group that handles nonnative species.”

      “You’d rescue a goddamn piranha if you found it swimming in the alpaca trough.”

      Reese ignored him as she picked up the glass. She took a slow sip, swishing it over her tongue. She sucked in a little air and tilted her head to the side, contemplating the wine as she watched Eric walk to the bird feeder. He had one eye on her, which was probably why he didn’t see the alpaca until it head-butted him.

      “Goddammit, Leon—not in the nuts again!” Eric doubled over.

      Beside him, the shaggy, cream-colored beast with random patches of caramel fur made a wark-wark sound and twitched his ears. Reese tasted the wine once more before she set the glass on the table. Eric limped back over with Leon ambling cheerfully behind.

      “Why can’t you have a dog like normal women?” Eric muttered.

      “At what point did you mistake me for a normal woman?” Reese reached up to scratch the alpaca behind the ears. The starling chirped and fluttered away to perch on Leon’s back. Reese took another sip from the glass. “The wine’s great. Seductive. Is this the one you blended with Muscat?”

      Eric nodded, looking pained but pleased as he dropped onto the bench beside her. Leon rested his head on Reese’s shoulder as she reached for her cereal spoon.

      “I’ve got most of the Viognier in steel like usual,” Eric said, “but I added the Muscat to this one and kept it in oak for a little while just to experiment.”

      “Not bad. Maybe another week or so, but I think you’re on to something.”

      Eric took the glass back, sipping in thought. “You know what this wine reminds me of?”

      “What?” she said around a mouthful of cereal. Leon hummed softly while Reese chewed.

      “The Grüner Veltliner we served at the wedding.”

      “That wasn’t a Grüner. That was a late-harvest Sauvignon Blanc.”

      “No, not our wedding—and that was a late-harvest Gewürztraminer anyway—my wedding to Sheila. The good wedding.”

      Reese rolled her eyes, not insulted by the wedding slight or the reminder he’d moved on to a new wife, but damn sure she knew her wines. “That was not a Gewürztraminer at our wedding, it was a Sauv Blanc—a nice one.”

      “It was not a Sauv Blanc. Remember? You wanted a late-harvest Gewürz because your parents ordered that pork dish.”

      “We were not serving Gewürztraminer—we changed that at the last minute because your mother wanted that crappy chicken.”

      “Right, but we kept the Gewürztraminer because it went with the lemon buttercream cake you just had to have.” He frowned. “I never did get a piece of that cake.”

      “No one got a piece of that cake. Your best man passed out on it, remember?”

      Eric grinned. “Clay didn’t pass out at my wedding to Sheila,” he pointed out.

      Reese dug into her Cocoa Puffs. “One of seven hundred and eighty-three signs that your present union is a vast improvement over our ridiculous excuse for a marriage.”

      “Are you going to read that magazine? Because there’s an article about winemaking in Rioja and⁠—”

      “Go away, Eric.”

      He didn’t budge. Instead, he looked up at Leon.

      Leon spit on him.

      “Damn animal,” Eric muttered, wiping his arm on his T-shirt. Reese resisted the urge to remark that now it looked like SpongeBob was drooling.

      Eric picked up the wineglass and stuck his nose in again, pondering the aromas. Or pondering something. Reese watched him as she took another bite of cereal, wondering what was bothering him.

      “You worried about the expansion?” she asked. “It’s a lot of pressure on you as the winemaker, and I know the jerk at Larchwood says it’s too much to take on, but⁠—”

      “Worried? No, it’s great. This place is about to hit it big time.”

      “That’s the hope,” Reese agreed as she shoved cereal into her mouth and studied her ex-husband. “You and Sheila doing something fun for your anniversary?”

      “We’re having dinner at Gerlake in Portland, and I got her a jacket she’s been wanting.”

      “The purple suede? Excellent, she said I could borrow it for the Memorial Day event.”

      “And I got her this cool lacy thing at Victoria’s Secret.”

      “I won’t be borrowing that.”

      He grinned. “You know, you could be happy again, too.”

      “I wasn’t happy the first time I was married,” she pointed out. “No offense. But you were there, and you hated it, too. We’re excellent friends but lousy spouses.”

      “No offense taken. Clearly I ruined you for other men.”

      She laughed, spilling milk on the table. “Yes, Eric, that’s exactly it.” Leon leaned down to sniff the milk.

      “Seriously, you should get over your issues,” he said.

      “My issues?”

      “Issues,” Eric repeated. “Your parents have the most perfect marriage on the planet, so you got this idea love was easy. When you realized it wasn’t⁠—”

      “Gee, this therapy session is fun. Weren’t you leaving?”

      He shrugged. “Look, I’m just saying you seem sort of miserable lately. All you’ve done since college is work at the vineyard and fix broken animals—there’s been no excitement, no change, no passion, no⁠—”

      “Drama? I hate drama, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      Eric sighed. “You just seem stuck. Stagnant. That’s all. It wouldn’t kill you to date or something.”

      Reese bit her tongue and reminded herself not to be bitchy. He was trying to help. She reached up and scratched Leon again, earning a contented cluck from her pet.

      “As much as I enjoy having my ex-husband advise me on my love life, I’m fine. Really. I’m happy.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.”

      Eric buried his nose back in the wineglass and Reese watched him warily. So it wasn’t the expansion, and it wasn’t anything with Sheila. But something was definitely on his mind. She’d known Eric for fifteen years, and with the exception of the year they’d been married, they’d always been good friends. People were always surprised when Reese told them her ex-husband was the winemaker for her family’s vineyard—a vineyard she’d been managing for most of her adult life. Truthfully, the arrangement had never bothered either of them.

      But something was definitely bothering Eric now.

      “What’s wrong?” she blurted.

      Eric sighed. “Look, there’s something I’ve gotta tell you.”

      Reese felt a slither of something cold run down her spine. Dew from the overhanging tree, but still, it didn’t seem like a good omen.

      “What?”

      He looked at her, his hair flopping over the bandana and his expression somewhere between beaten puppy and morose hippie. Behind them, Leon hummed again.

      “It’s something big,” Eric said.

      Reese set her spoon down and braced herself. “Let’s hear it.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten miles away, “something big” was eating an omelet at Crescent Café.

      “Clay? Clay Henderson, is that you?”

      Clay looked up to see June and Jed Clark headed toward his table. Jed had his hand in the back pocket of June’s jeans, while June had her arm slung around her husband’s waist like a beaming cheerleader laying claim to the quarterback.

      They’d been married—what?—thirty-five years? Clay watched with a mixture of admiration and nostalgia as Jed paused to kiss June’s temple en route to Clay’s side of the restaurant.

      “Haven’t seen you for ages, son,” Jed said once they arrived at the table. “Eric said you’d moved to Idaho.”

      Clay nodded, swallowing a bite of omelet. “Boise. I’ve been there more than three years.”

      “You still doing that environmental building stuff?”

      “Yes, sir. Still with Dorrington Construction. They’ve had me working out of southwest Idaho until just a couple days ago.”

      Clay watched their faces for a reaction, for some sign that Eric had told them the news. There was nothing.

      Then again, they weren’t paying much attention to him. Jed was busy trying to look like he wasn’t intentionally grazing the side of his wife’s breast with his arm, while June brushed a strand of salt-and-pepper hair from his temple.

      Some things don’t change, Clay thought, trying to decide if that was a good or a bad thing.

      “So we hear you, uh—made some changes in your life,” Jed said.

      June shot an uncomfortable grimace at Jed. Jed met his wife’s expression with an apologetic eyebrow lift, and Clay watched June’s frown soften. It dawned on Clay that he’d just watched an entire conversation between two people who didn’t require a single word to communicate, and he wondered what it would be like to have that connection with another human.

      He also wondered whether he should just go ahead and address the elephant in the room. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I went to rehab. I’ve been clean and sober almost four years now.”

      Jed smiled. “Sir? I’m not used to hearing you be so polite, son. Is that the sobriety talking?”

      “Something like that,” Clay agreed, fighting the familiar sensation of feeling awkward in his own skin.

      “Congratulations, honey,” June said, touching Clay’s shoulder. “That’s great news. So how long are you in the area? I’m sure Eric and Reese would love to catch up.”

      Clay took a sip of coffee, then cleared his throat. “Well, actually, I’ll be here awhile. Dorrington won the bid to build your new tasting room and event pavilion out at the vineyard.”

      “Oh,” June said, surprise registering across features that didn’t look a day over forty, though Clay knew her daughter was thirty-four.

      Reese, he thought, and felt an unexpected flood of warmth.

      “We knew Dorrington won the bid, of course,” June was saying. “They did such a nice job with the new cellar for our neighbors at Larchwood Vineyards last summer. It’s just that Jed and I have been gone for two weeks on the most romantic Caribbean cruise, so we’ve been a little out of the loop. I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “Does Reese know?” Jed asked, never one to beat around the bush.

      “I’m not sure,” Clay admitted. “I told Eric last night when I had dinner with him and Sheila. He was planning to tell Reese this morning.”

      June and Jed exchanged a look, though Clay couldn’t know for sure what it meant. Might have been concern. Then again, they might have been telepathically communicating plans for a quickie in the restroom.

      “Will you boys excuse me a minute?” June said. “I need to visit the restroom.”

      Clay choked on his coffee. Jed smiled at his wife and squeezed her hand. “Want me to order the usual?”

      “Thanks, honey. Blueberry this time?”

      “Perfect. I call dibs on the crust.”

      “I call dibs on the orange coffee mug.”

      “All yours, baby.” He kissed her temple, then turned and sat down in the seat across from Clay. As Jed picked up the saltshaker, he studied Clay from across the table. “You’ve seen the plans for the new building, then?”

      “Looked them over last week with the branch manager,” Clay replied. “That’s great you guys are going green, doing the LEED certification and all. Environmentally conscious building is the hot ticket in Oregon wine country right now.”

      “That’s why they sent you.”

      “That’s why they sent me,” Clay agreed.

      He paused, waiting to see if Jed would add anything else. Jed seemed content just fiddling with the condiments, spinning the pepper shaker around in lazy circles. Clay remembered a joke he’d heard about a woman with a medical condition that caused her to have an orgasm each time she sneezed.

      What are you taking for it? the joke went.

      Pepper.

      Clay opened his mouth but shut it again fast.

      You’re a sober adult now. No more dirty jokes.

      “So are you still leading wine country bike tours, sir?” Clay asked.

      Jed laughed. “Sir,” he repeated, shaking his head. “I can’t get over that. Yeah, the bike tours have gotten pretty big. We’ll have three dozen people out with us at the height of summer.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Nope. The winery’s booming. June’s still managing the business end, of course, and Eric’s still making great wine for us. Larissa’s doing marketing, and we’ve got Reese running the vineyard full-time now.” He grinned. “She’s got plans to make Sunridge the next big thing in Oregon wine country.”

      “And she’s succeeding?”

      Jed nodded with fondness and leaned back in his seat. “Ever known Reese not to succeed at something she put her mind to?”

      “No, sir,” Clay said, though he knew damn well Reese would disagree. After all, her marriage to Eric hadn’t gone according to plan.

      A marriage you never should have let happen, dumbass.

      Clay cleared his throat, forcing his brain not to venture down that path. “How’s Grandpa Albert doing?” he asked, hoping like hell the old man was still alive.

      “He goes by Axl now.”

      “Axl?”

      “It’s his street name. He got it in prison a few years ago.”

      “Prison?”

      Jed shrugged. “He only did a few weeks. Got caught trafficking drugs, but they let him off easy since he was just selling counterfeit Viagra to a rival biker gang.”

      “Isn’t he in his late seventies?”

      “Just turned eighty last week, but that hasn’t slowed him down much. Actually, would you mind keeping an eye out for him and flagging him down when he gets here?”

      “Uh—sure.”

      “Thanks,” Jed said, standing up and clapping Clay on the shoulder. “I need to chat with the chef about the catering for a wine event in a few weeks. You’ll recognize Axl when you see him.”

      “No problem.”

      Jed hurried away, and Clay directed his attention to the front of the restaurant. The instant he turned, the door burst open to reveal an old man in aviator sunglasses and a black leather jacket. Spotting Clay, Grandpa Albert gave a start of surprise, then swaggered over to the table and eyeballed him.

      “Well, well, well,” he said, dropping into the seat beside Clay and running a hand through his wispy white hair. “If it isn’t the guy who face-planted in my granddaughter’s wedding cake.”

      “Hello, sir.”

      “And got arrested for pissing in the ashtray at Finnigan’s.”

      Clay squirmed in his seat. “Good to see you again, sir.”

      “And plowed down a row of Reese’s thirty-year-old Zin vines on a riding mower.”

      “You’re really looking good, sir.”

      Albert pulled off the aviator sunglasses—bifocals, Clay realized—and looked at him. “I always liked you.”

      Clay hadn’t seen that coming. He swallowed, wondering when the lump had formed in his throat. “Thank you. I always liked you, too.”

      “Of course you did. Everyone does. So where the hell you been? I thought you and Eric and Reese were the Three Musketeers for life, and then you up and left.”

      Clay cleared his throat. “I had some things to straighten out.”

      “Damn right you did. Where’d you go for rehab, Bellmont Health System?”

      “Good guess.”

      “It’s the best. A couple guys I ride with had to go last year. Started building model airplanes with their grandkids and got hooked on sniffing glue. You know how it is.”

      Clay wasn’t sure he did, but he nodded anyway and took a sip of his coffee.

      Albert leaned close and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level. “If the rehab doesn’t take, I might have a business proposition for you. I’m not at liberty to say too much just yet, but it has to do with a special little harvesting operation and⁠—”

      “Actually, sir,” Clay interrupted, “I’m pretty committed to sobriety. And I’m going to be working at the vineyard building your new event pavilion and tasting room.”

      “Is that so?” Albert sat back and studied him. “Well, Eric’ll be glad to have you back.”

      “Eric,” Clay repeated. “Not Reese.” He didn’t phrase it as a question but still left room for Albert to object.

      There was no objection. Instead, Albert just studied him with a look so intense, Clay had to fight not to drop his gaze. “Reese always got screwed when it came to you,” Albert said at last. “And not in the good way.”

      He gave Clay a pointed look, and Clay felt his neck grow hot. Albert was right, of course. Reese had bailed him out of jail more times than he could count. She’d not only endured his lame excuses but the ones Eric had made on his behalf. Then there was that awful night at Finnigan’s. The bar fight that had killed any chance he’d ever had of⁠—

      “I know,” Clay said, interrupting his own dangerous train of thought. “I’m sorry about that. About all of it. I plan to apologize as soon as I head out there tomorrow. I’m a different person now.”

      The old man looked at him. “You’d better prove it. Girl’s got ambition. She’s making something big out of that vineyard with a new pavilion and the wine club and media attention and shit. Doesn’t need you making a mess of things again.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Albert slugged him in the shoulder. “What’s with the sir bullshit? You think you’re talking to an old man or something?”

      “No, s—no, that’s not it at all.”

      “The name’s Axl now, dammit.”

      “Axl,” Clay repeated, trying it out. “Okay.”

      Axl picked up Clay’s mug, downing the rest of his coffee without comment. “So you’re not a drunk anymore,” he said, thunking the mug down on the table.

      Clay cleared his throat again. “I prefer the term ‘recovering alcoholic.’”

      “And you’re going to be working at a winery.”

      “Yes, s—yes. That’s right.”

      “With your best buddy making wine.”

      “Yep.”

      “And my granddaughter giving you orders.”

      “Right.”

      Axl studied him for a moment, then shook his head. “Don’t fuck it up.”
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      “I don’t see why I have to change my shirt,” Larissa argued.

      Reese stared at her cousin for two beats, wondering which would emerge first—smoke from her own ears or Larissa’s boobs from the purple push-up bra thrusting said boobs to terrifying heights.

      “Because I’ve seen prostitutes dressed more conservatively,” Reese said. “This is a wine tasting room, not a strip club.”

      “This is a barn,” Larissa said.

      She did have a point. Since Sunridge Vineyards didn’t have an official tasting room yet, they’d been holding tastings in the winery itself. With barrels stacked everywhere, a drain running the length of the concrete floor, and the scent of fermenting grapes saturating the air, it was hardly the ambiance Reese wanted to create. Still, the hordes of wine tourists appearing each week assured Reese she was on the right track.

      Mostly on the right track, she amended, looking at her cousin in the purple lace bra and sheer yellow blouse. Reese flipped the end of her own gold-brown ponytail over one shoulder and tried to keep her voice calm.

      “Look, Larissa—we’re trying to build a professional reputation for Sunridge Vineyards, and part of that is looking like professionals. Not professional streetwalkers.”

      Larissa folded her arms over her chest. “Is the baby opossum in your pocket part of our professional image?”

      “I’m not working with the public right now. You are.” Reese touched the front of her flannel overshirt and felt the tiny creature stir. “I ran out of incubator space and he needed lunch.”

      “You’re breastfeeding?”

      “His bottle’s in my office. Come on, Larissa. Work with me here.”

      “Fine.” Larissa sighed. “Do you need me to go raid your closet for a knee-length flannel shirt, or can I use my own wardrobe?”

      “Your own clothes are fine.”

      “Damn right they are. I just wore that kick-ass blue dress when I convinced the buyer for Anthony’s to start carrying our ’24 Pinot Noir and the ’25 Pinot Gris. That’s nearly thirty restaurants in the whole chain.”

      Reese stared at her, stunned. “Wow. Larissa, that’s—great job.”

      Larissa beamed, her cheeks pinkening. “Some of us just have what it takes to market wine.”

      “Oh.” Reese’s tone flattened. “You slept with him.”

      “So?”

      Reese sighed. “Just change your top. Please? For me.”

      “Fine. But only because you’re my third-favorite cousin.” With that, she sashayed out of the room.

      It was best not to dwell on the fact that she was, in fact, Larissa’s only cousin. Larissa’s parents had run off to Bali when Larissa was fifteen and Reese was ready to graduate from high school. Larissa had stayed behind in the care of Reese’s parents, eventually following Reese to college and sticking around the vineyard to handle sales and marketing.

      A knock on the door signaled the arrival of more wine-tasting visitors. Reese straightened her crewneck T-shirt and dusted some cracker crumbs off the bar. Larissa must’ve closed the door on her way out, so Reese strode over and opened it.

      “Hello, welcome to⁠—”

      The words died in her throat.

      A jolt of recognition ran through her. But this wasn’t the same man she remembered trying to fill her livestock water trough with beer six years ago.

      His face had thinned, with angles and planes replacing the mottled puffiness of his cheeks the last time she’d seen him.

      The shoulders were still broad and his hair was still the same caramel shade, but it was shorter now—almost a buzz cut. And what was that tattoo peeking out from beneath his T-shirt sleeve⁠—

      “Hello, Reese.”

      The warmth in his voice made her stomach flip like it always used to. She would have known that voice anywhere. She was more familiar with the sound of it phoning from jail at two a.m., but still. She gripped the edge of the door harder and took a deep breath.

      “Hello, Clay,” she said as levelly as she could manage. “Eric said you were back in town.”

      He dragged a hand through his hair. “So you know I’m the foreman on the project?”

      She nodded. “And I know you got sober. Congratulations on that.”

      “Thank you.”

      His eyes dropped to her breasts, and Reese felt an unexpected flutter of desire. A pleasant tingle started under her sternum and sent a pulse of heat all the way to her nipples.

      Then she remembered her passenger.

      “It’s a baby opossum I rescued,” she said, touching a finger to her shirt pocket. “I didn’t grow a mutant nipple, in case that’s what you’re thinking.”

      She saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “I wasn’t thinking about your nipple. Or anyone’s nipples.”

      “That’s a first.”

      He blinked. “I’ve changed, Reese.”

      Something about his words knifed straight through her core. Maybe it was Eric’s accusation that she hadn’t changed. Maybe it was the question of how much Clay had. Maybe it was something else entirely.

      She weighed her next words carefully, not sure how to bring up the subject. “Aren’t you worried that—um—well, working at a winery⁠—”

      “I’ll climb into a barrel of Pinot and drink my way to the bottom?”

      “Something like that.”

      “No.”

      “You sound pretty confident.”

      He gave her a small smile. “I am.”

      “You always were.”

      “True,” he said, shifting his weight to lean against the doorframe. “But I’ve been sober almost four years now. I’ve earned it.”

      Reese nodded, still taking him in. He was the same, but different. They’d been buddies in college—her, Eric, Clay. The Three Musketeers. Back then, he’d been Eric’s roommate and one of her best pals. That was before she and Eric got married and Clay dropped out of college to work construction and drink himself into oblivion. He’d been crazy even then, was probably still crazy now.

      But had his eyes changed color? They’d always been brown, but usually more bloodshot than anything. They looked clear now, and the most remarkable shade of root-beer brown with tiny flecks of⁠—

      “I suppose you’ll want to see the area where you’ll be working,” Reese said, stepping back a bit to put a few feet of distance between them.

      “Reese—before we get started, I want to say something.”

      “Oh?”

      She felt the baby opossum wriggle in her pocket and saw Clay’s eyes drop to her chest again. She touched her fingers to the flannel, and Clay didn’t look away this time.

      “You were always so soft,” he murmured. His eyes widened the second the words left his lips. “A softie,” he clarified. “A softie with the animals.”

      He shook his head and took a deep breath. Reese waited, not sure what to expect.

      “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “Really, I know I wasn’t a very nice guy those last few years, and you bailed me out more times than I deserved. It couldn’t have been easy on you or on your marriage to Eric, and I want to apologize for⁠—”

      “You didn’t wreck my marriage to Eric,” she interrupted. “That was a mistake from the start.”

      “Of course it was, but I know my behavior—” He stopped, probably sensing from her expression that he’d misspoken. “I didn’t mean to imply your marriage was a terrible idea.”

      “It doesn’t matter; it was.” She swallowed, not sure why she felt so flustered. She’d never been heartbroken about the divorce, not even when the wounds were fresh and she and Eric fought all the time. Now it was more a dull emptiness. Mourning for what was supposed to be, instead of what was.

      She cleared her throat. “Eric and I were meant to be great friends, but nothing more. Didn’t take long to figure that out.”

      “Right,” Clay said, and Reese could see him regrouping. “My point is that even after you two split, I hung around for years and made life miserable for both of you. And then there was that business at Finnigan’s, the night you got hurt⁠—”

      “You already apologized for that,” she said. “You called from rehab four years ago, remember?”

      “Right. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about all of it, Reese.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      Clay shifted awkwardly, and Reese wondered what to do next. Hug him? Slug him in the shoulder like an old friend? She tried to imagine what his shoulder might feel like under her hand and then realized she knew exactly what it felt like. She remembered it well, hard and solid and bare beneath her clutching palm . . .

      “Let’s look at the construction site, shall we?” she blurted, her cheeks burning.

      Clay nodded and started to reply. He stopped, turning as a trio of middle-aged women came giggling up the walk behind him in a cloud of perfume so thick Reese could taste it.

      “Is this where the wine tastings are?” called a heavyset blonde woman in a pink cashmere sweater and a diamond ring that could double as a paperweight.

      “Yes,” Reese said, moving to one side as Clay stepped to the other and held the door open for the women to pass. A second woman wore designer boots and clutched a dog-eared copy of Wine Trails of Oregon. The third woman toted a handbag Reese knew cost more than her car. All three were flushed with wine and the exertion of climbing up the walkway. Reese was glad the new tasting room would be on lower ground with a parking lot and a picnic area and⁠—

      “Aren’t you a gentleman, holding the door for us?” giggled one of the women as she beamed up at Clay. “Very sweet.”

      “Ma’am,” Clay said, and pulled the door closed behind them.

      “Welcome to Sunridge Vineyards, ladies,” Reese said as she moved toward the wine bar. “Are you here to do some tasting?”

      “We are,” agreed Pink Cashmere. “The guy in the tasting room at Larchwood Vineyards said you weren’t open, but I knew you would be.”

      Reese gritted her teeth, silently cursing the neighboring vineyard owner. “He does that sometimes, but I can assure you, we’re open. Seven days a week, eleven to six. Will you pardon me for just a moment?”

      She scrambled into her office and tucked the baby opossum into a small pouch she’d placed on a heat pad in the cage. Latching the cage door, she turned to scrub her hands at the sink before hustling back to the tasting area. Clay was standing at one end of the bar smiling his old familiar smile at the customers, and Reese felt her heart twist.

      “So were you ladies hoping to do our full tasting menu, or just some select wines?” she called.

      “The full thing,” piped the woman toting the wine book. “We hear your Pinot Blanc is just to die for.”

      “It hasn’t killed anyone yet, but the day is still early,” Reese said with deliberate cheer.

      She reached up and grabbed three wineglasses from the overhead rack, tugging the hem of her shirt as it rode up. She glanced at Clay, wondering whether he’d stick around or wait outside.

      He was watching her with an expression that gave Reese the strangest sense he could see right through her clothes. She ordered herself not to think about it as the women sidled up to the bar. It wasn’t really a bar so much as a large piece of plywood over two retired wine barrels. The linen cloth Reese had covered it with added a small touch of class, but still.

      “Girls’ weekend?” She asked as she lined up the glasses.

      “It is.” One of the women beamed. “We’re staying at a cute little bed and breakfast at one of the other wineries.”

      Reese darted a look at Clay. One of the tasks on his construction roster would be building several small cabins so Sunridge Vineyards could offer that same perk. He smiled like he’d just read her mind, and she fought back a flurry of butterflies in her belly as she returned her focus to the guests.

      “By this time next year,” she told them, “Sunridge will have our own on-site lodging. You’ll have to come back and visit us.”

      “We will!” One of the women rested her hip on the makeshift bar. “What’s your name, hon? Are you with the family that owns the place?”

      Reese plucked a bottle from the wine chiller behind her. “I’m Reese Clark. My grandparents started the vineyard in 1984 growing grapes for other wineries. It wasn’t until 2002 that my parents opened the winery, and then I stepped in after college as vineyard manager and viticulturist.”

      “Viti-what?” asked the second woman as she plunked her massive handbag on the bar and leaned against one of the barrels.

      Reese winced as the wood wobbled, but everything seemed to be holding. She gave it a wary glance as she uncorked the bottle of Pinot Gris. From the corner of her eye, she saw Clay move to the opposite end of the bar.

      “Viticulture is the science of grape production,” Reese explained. “We look out for pests and diseases in the vineyards, deal with things like fertilization and irrigation, tend to fruit management and pruning and harvest and⁠—”

      “Oh, my, that sounds interesting.” The woman’s tone suggested she found it as interesting as pocket lint. She placed her palms down on the bar and leaned forward to peer at the bottles lined up on the shelf behind Reese.

      The plywood gave a faint creak. Reese sucked in a breath, the chilled bottle poised above the glasses as she waited for the whole bar to come crashing down.

      She glanced at Clay. He was gripping the edges of the plywood with both hands, trying to look casual, but Reese could see what he was doing. He was holding up her bar.

      Ironic, considering how many bars had propped him up over the years.

      Ignoring the way his biceps flexed under the thin T-shirt, Reese turned back to her guests. They all sat staring at Clay.

      “Pardon my reach, ladies,” Clay said.

      All three fluttered their lashes at him. The woman with her palms on the bar turned toward him, leaning down in a blatant effort to give Clay a glimpse down the front of her shirt. Clay looked at Reese and gave an almost imperceptible shrug.

      The woman in the pink cashmere licked her lips. “Are you a viticulturist, too?” she asked, shooting a pointed look at Clay.

      Clay didn’t loosen his grip on the bar. “No, ma’am, just a carpenter.”

      “Oh, join us for a drink, then!” piped the woman with the expensive handbag. “We could use a little male companionship.”

      “Please?” pleaded Pink Cashmere, leaning sideways on the bar and causing it to sway as she patted the empty stool beside her. “Just one drink. It’s a girls’ getaway, but we’ll make an exception for you.”

      Clay smiled, his expression nearly as tight as his grip on the bar. “Thanks, but I’m doing great right here. You ladies enjoy.”

      Reese waited for one of them to wrestle him to the floor and pour wine down his throat, but they backed off and turned their attention back to her.

      “This is our 2024 Reserve Pinot Gris,” Reese announced as she tipped it into the stemware. “As you can see from the tasting notes in front of you, it was a gold-medal winner at the Northwest Food and Wine Festival last year. We age this in steel for six months before we filter and bottle it right here on site.”

      “Only six months?”

      “That’s common for a lot of white wines like Pinot Gris,” Reese explained. “Others—like our Chardonnay, which we’ll be tasting next—are aged in oak, so they take a little longer. And many of our red wines spend years in the barrel.”

      There was much chatting and sipping, with the women commenting on notes of pear and apple. Reese shot a glance at Clay, who was still holding the end of the plywood steady. He smiled and Reese gave a small nod of thanks before reaching for the Chardonnay.

      She cycled through the white wines and moved on to reds, pointing out a bronze-medal Pinot Noir and explaining that most of their wines were estate grown.

      “What does that mean?” one of the women asked. “Estate grown?”

      “It means we grow all the grapes right here in our vineyards. Except for the dessert wine we’re sampling at the end—that’s a blend of some grapes from Southern Oregon.”

      She bent to retrieve a small brass bucket from under the wine rack, conscious of Clay’s eyes on her as she plunked it down on the bar.

      “This is a rather long tasting list, so it’s perfectly okay to expel the wine. I’m sure you ladies know, but it’s not mandatory that you swallow wine to taste it. Go ahead and spit if you like.”

      She shot a quick look at Clay, though if he’d seen the opening for a dirty joke about swallowing versus spitting, he hadn’t taken it. The old Clay would have at least smirked, but this one just stood there stone-faced, hands gripping the edge of the bar. Reese uncorked a Maréchal Foch and started pouring, wondering what the hell was taking Larissa so long.

      The ladies chattered among themselves, one of them taking only a small sip of each wine before passing it off to the woman in the pink cashmere, who obligingly polished it off.

      Reese continued to move through the list, her lips forming the words while her mind drifted a thousand miles away—well, more like three feet away at the other end of the bar. She kept stealing glances at his shoulders, those beautiful, chiseled arms, the way his narrow waist tapered into worn jeans that fit snugly over his⁠—

      “That’s it for the tasting list,” Reese said as they sipped the last drops of specialty Vin Glacé dessert wine. “Did you have any questions or want to sample anything not on the list?”

      “I’d like to buy a case of this one,” announced the woman with the expensive handbag, jabbing a finger at the Reserve Pinot Noir. She fished for a wallet with her free hand and peeled out a credit card.

      “Excellent choice,” Reese said, accepting the card as the woman leaned across the bar, making it sway again. “Let me just run this, and then I’ll help you carry it out to your car.”

      “I can get it,” Clay said. Every female eye shifted toward him. “Which box is it?”

      “Oh,” Reese said. “It’s right over there in that stack against the wall, but you don’t have to⁠—”

      “I insist,” he said, waiting until the women pried themselves away from the bar before loosening his grip on it. Reese watched as he ambled over to the cases and hoisted one like it was filled with cotton balls.

      “Ladies,” he said. “Would you mind pointing the way to the car?”

      “Oh, it’s the gray Lexus right out here,” chirped the woman as Reese handed her credit card back. “Let me get the door for you.”

      Clay smiled and followed after them. “If you’re not okay to drive, I’d be happy to give you a lift wherever you’re headed.”

      “Aren’t you the sweetest,” one of them twittered. “Don’t worry, though, I only took tiny sips of everything since we all agreed ahead of time that⁠—”

      The door closed behind them before Reese got to hear the end of the sentence. Was that really Clay Henderson giving a lecture on sober driving?

      “Was that really Clay Henderson giving a lecture on sober driving?” Larissa burst into the winery wearing a V-neck sweater that—thankfully—only showed the top quarter inch of her bra.

      Startled, Reese began gathering up the glasses as Larissa tucked the white wines back in the chiller. “Yes, it was.”

      “God, he’s still hot. Hotter than he was five years ago, and he was damn hot then. What’s he doing here?”

      “Working, believe it or not.” Reese moved toward the kitchenette with Larissa on her heels, eager for details.

      “No joke? He’s working here? Better lock up the good stuff.”

      “He’s not working in the winery, he’s building the tasting room. And he’s not drinking, either. He went to rehab.”

      Larissa blinked. “Wow, that’s hard to believe. He used to be wild. I remember one time⁠—”

      “Larissa, could you hold down the fort in the tasting room for the rest of the afternoon?” Reese interrupted. “I told Clay I’d show him around, give him the lay of the land.”

      Her cousin gave a wicked grin. “Considering the way those women were sizing him up, you won’t be the only one offering him a lay.”

      “God, that’s just what he needs.” Reese gritted her teeth. “Sexual harassment from our customers while he tries to get his life back on track.”

      “Clay’s a big boy. I’m sure he can handle it.”

      Reese nodded, annoyed with herself for feeling irritated at the thought of Clay handling anyone. “So you’ve got the tasting room covered?”

      “No problem.”

      “Oh, and FYI—Dick Smart at Larchwood is back to telling people our tasting room is never open. We need to have another talk with him.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I’ll pay him a visit. He likes staring at my legs. Maybe if I distract him, he won’t notice when I hit him over the head with a bottle of Chardonnay.”

      “Thank you.” Reese paused, her hands frozen in the soapy water clutching a wineglass. “Hey, Larissa?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you think I’m miserable?”

      Larissa looked surprised, then studied Reese long enough to assure her the answer wasn’t a simple no.

      “Miserable how? I mean, you could add some highlights so your hair isn’t so brown and blah, and you’ve got those great boobs no one ever sees since you’re always wearing those baggy shirts⁠—”

      “I don’t think he meant miserable looking, but thank you for that.”

      “He who?”

      “He Eric.” Reese toweled off the glasses and avoided her cousin’s eyes. “He said I work too much and my life has stagnated and I need to find passion and excitement and start dating again so I can be ridiculously happy like he and Sheila are.”

      “He got the ridiculous part right.” Larissa paused. “I thought you never wanted to get married again.”

      “I don’t.”

      Much, Reese amended silently, thinking about the scene she’d witnessed behind the barn after breakfast. Her mother had been teaching her father to play smashball with the wooden paddles they’d bought for family events at the vineyard. Her dad had said something that made her mom throw her head back and laugh before Jed grabbed her around the waist, swooping her in circles until they both toppled laughing into the grass.

      I’d only get married again if I could do it like that.

      “Can’t say I blame you,” Larissa mused, still tracking with the original conversation. “Tying and untying the knot within a twelve-month span before you hit twenty-five would make anyone swear off marriage.”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” Reese set down a wineglass, not sure if she meant the marriage or the divorce.

      “Did it? Getting married, I mean. I’ll never understand why you did it. You and Eric had zero chemistry.”

      “You might have pointed that out before we walked down the aisle.”

      Larissa shrugged and began to wipe down the counter with a rag. “I figured you knew. If you wanted to pledge eternal devotion to a guy who seemed more like your brother than your lover, who was I to tell you not to go through with it?”

      Reese toweled off another glass and wondered for the millionth time why she had gone through with it.

      Because you thought marriage was the ticket to happily ever after.

      Because your parents made it look easy.

      Because you needed to forget about him.

      “Anyway, why do you care what your stupid ex says?” Larissa asked, jolting her back to the present.

      “I don’t, I guess. I just thought if I was giving off a miserable vibe, I’d want to know.”

      “I wouldn’t say miserable,” Larissa said, setting aside her rag to reach for the dried glasses. “But you haven’t changed much in the last decade. You should probably get laid more.”

      Just then, Clay pushed through the door. He nodded at them. “Ladies.”

      “Hey, Clay,” Larissa said, shooting Reese a knowing look before turning to walk the glasses back to the bar. “You’re looking good.”

      “Thanks, Larissa—you, too. Reese, did you want to go over to the building site now?”

      Reese nodded as she dried her hands and folded the towel over the edge of the counter. “Sure thing. Let me just⁠—”

      The door burst open again, cutting off the rest of her sentence. Her mother stood there with flushed cheeks and a wild look in her eyes.

      “Reese—come quickly! It’s your grandfather.”
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      At the panicked sound in June’s voice, Clay yanked his cell phone from his back pocket. “Should I call 911?”

      “No!” shouted the three women.

      Clay froze, phone in hand, wondering if they’d all lost their minds.

      June took a step forward, shaking her head. “No police. Please don’t make this worse than it is.”

      “But if Albert—um, Axl—needs help⁠—”

      “No one’s hurt,” June said. “Not yet anyway. Reese, come on, hurry.”

      Reese moved to follow her mother out the door, and Larissa scurried after them, clearly not wanting to miss anything. Clay hesitated. No one seemed distressed in the way he might have expected if Axl were having a heart attack. Still, maybe they’d need help lifting him or something.

      The whole family helped you out when you were at your worst. The least you can do is lend a hand now.

      He fell into step behind them, though it was obvious they’d forgotten he was there.

      They trudged up a grassy slope past several rows of spindly vines just beginning to sprout for the season. At the end of the rows stood a thick forest buzzing with insects. Clay remembered Eric telling him Reese nurtured certain bugs to keep the less desirable ones off the vines, and he wondered if that’s what he was hearing.

      Between the forest and the vines stood Axl, with a shovel in one hand and a tape measure in the other.

      “Gramp—dammit, Axl!” Reese yelled. “Stop it right now. What are you doing?”

      The old man whirled around and frowned. “What does it look like I’m doing? Planting. Been doing it on this land since before you were born, and I can still⁠—”

      “What are you doing to the goddamn vines?”

      The heat in Reese’s words was enough to halt even Axl in his tracks.

      “Figuring out where to put my plants, that’s what,” he huffed.

      “What plants?”

      June touched her daughter’s elbow, looking grim. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. Your grandfather wants to grow marijuana next to the Muscat vines.”

      “Not all of them,” Axl protested, looking like a defiant teenager. “Just this section right here. It’s an experiment.”

      “An experiment,” Reese repeated, looking incredulous.

      “An experiment,” Larissa said, looking eager.

      “Hell, yes,” the old man said. “Don’t you remember back when June planted lavender beside the Riesling vines, and for a few years after that, all the wine reviewers went on and on about the ‘delectable hints of lavender in the bouquet’?”

      Reese stared at her grandfather. Even from three feet away, Clay could see the muscles in her jaw clenching and unclenching.

      “Okay, Axl, not to split hairs or anything,” Reese said slowly, “but last time I checked, it was legal to grow lavender.”

      “It’s legal to grow weed, too!” Axl insisted. “This is Oregon, remember?”

      “I’m aware of that, but I also know you need special permits to grow large amounts.  It’s regulated by the government, and there are all kinds of rules for growing it. You can’t just start a pot plantation in your backyard, and definitely not at a commercial operation like a vineyard.”

      “I got that covered, sweet pea.” The old man grinned and reached into the back pocket of his pants, pulling out a folded piece of paper. He held it out triumphantly, shaking it in front of his granddaughter.

      Reese just stared at it like he held used toilet paper. She finally took it, and Clay watched her eyes travel back and forth over the page.

      “Medical marijuana?” she said.

      “That’s right,” Axl said. “It’s big business these days.”

      Larissa tried to peer over her cousin’s shoulder at the words on the page. “Why is ‘medical’ spelled with two Ls?”

      “Because it’s a forged form,” Reese said, handing it back to Axl, who scowled as he took it. “And even if it were legit, there are limits on how much you can grow and where you can grow it. I really don’t think a vineyard is the best place, and right here next to the forest and my Muscat vines⁠—”

      “Well, where am I supposed to do it, then?” Axl snapped. “I thought you’d be happy about infusing your wines with a little extra somethin’-somethin’, if you know what I mean.”

      The old man tried to wink, but the gesture seemed to throw him off balance, and he started to tip. Clay caught him by the arm before he could go toppling down the hill.

      “Hands off the goodies, son,” Albert said, stepping back and brushing off the arm of his jacket. “But thanks.”

      “No problem, sir—uh, Axl.”

      The old man sighed. “All right, then, where am I going to put my doobage?”

      The cracking of twigs snapped everyone’s attention to the edge of the woods. An older man stood there with his arms folded over his chest and an expression Clay would’ve called a “shit-eating grin” before he gave up swearing.

      Reese’s jaw clenched. “Dick,” she snarled.

      Clay looked at her, surprised at the curse until he realized it was probably the guy’s name.

      “Reese,” the guy replied. “Planting a new crop?”

      “No,” Reese said. “Just checking the progress on the Muscat this season.”

      “Hmm,” Dick replied. “You’ve never had much luck with Muscat here, have you? Such a shame, seeing how it seems to grow so well in my vineyard.”

      Larissa snorted and took a step closer to her cousin. “Too bad your Pinot comes up short.” She sent a pointed glance at the guy’s crotch, effectively doubling the insult.

      “My Pinot is none of your concern,” Dick snapped. “What is my concern is what you’re planting in this area, seeing how my property abuts yours right along that ridge over there.”

      “Abuts,” Axl grunted. “That’s definitely the first word that comes to mind when I think of you, Dick.”

      June put a hand on her father’s shoulder as Dick glared at them. Reese folded her arms and matched the glare with one of her own.

      “I’m aware of the property lines between Sunridge and Larchwood, Dick,” Reese said. “As you can see, we’re safely on our side.”

      “And at the moment, you’re on our property,” Axl added. “Those woods are ours—always fuckin’ have been, always fuckin’ will be, and if you’re here to badger us about selling again, the answer is no. ’Scuse me, the answer is fuck no.”

      Dick ignored him and sneered at Reese. “I’m watching you. Don’t think I don’t know about that little event you’re hosting out here later this month.”

      Larissa rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows about the event. We sent out a press release. It was on the front page of the newspaper.”

      “Well, I certainly hope you know how to contain your guests. And your plantings, whatever they may be.”

      He cast a dubious look at Axl, who spat on the ground at his feet. Then he turned on his heel and stomped back into the forest.

      “Asshole,” Larissa muttered before the guy was out of earshot.

      Reese sighed and waited a few more seconds for Dick’s footsteps to retreat before turning back to her grandfather. “Look, you’re not planting medical marijuana here. No way. Not with Dick watching and questionable paperwork. It’s too close to the property line.”

      Axl stood glaring into the woods after Dick. “Asshole better not step on my ’shrooms,” he muttered before turning back to Reese. “So where the hell do I put my weed?”

      Reese waved an arm down the hill. “There’s the pole barn where we used to do the grafting. I think I’ve even got some old grow lights down there. Why don’t you go do some research on indoor grow operations? And find out exactly how much you can have and where you can put it and⁠—”

      “I’ve got all that, Peanut Butter Cup. I’ve been doing my research on the interspace.”

      “Internet,” June said with a sigh.

      “That’s great, Grandpa,” Reese said. “I’ll do some research, too, okay? Just to make sure everything’s legal.”

      Axl frowned a little at that but didn’t say anything else. June reached out and took the shovel from him. “Come on, Dad—I’ve got some brownies in the oven down at the house. What do you say we have a few of those with some milk?”

      “Brownies?” Axl perked up at the suggestion. “I was just reading up on a new recipe for brownies with a special ingredient, if you know what I mean.”

      Clay braced himself to catch the old man if he tried to wink again, but Axl was apparently done. He allowed June to take him by the elbow and steer him down the hill. Reese and Larissa and Clay stood staring after the pair as they headed into the house that had stood at the edge of the vineyard property for more than forty years.

      The sound of an approaching car drew their attention to the gravel road beyond the house. They all watched as a blue hybrid SUV crunched its way toward the winery.

      “Someone’s here for wine tasting,” Reese said. “Larissa, could you⁠—”

      “I’m on it,” she said, already wobbling down the hill in a pair of ridiculously high heels.

      Clay’s mind flashed back to the first time he met Larissa, fresh-faced and eighteen and teetering in the same sort of silly shoes. She’d been a new college freshman, while he’d been gearing up to drop out of school, already hell-bent on fucking up his life with booze and bad decisions. Larissa had stood there smiling and earnest, gripping her cousin’s arm like her whole world revolved around Reese.

      Clay could relate. Both then and now.

      “See you at dinner later, Reesey?” Larissa called over her shoulder as she moved down the hill.

      “Maybe,” Reese said. “I might be working late on some contracts. Don’t forget to top the bottles with the argon gas when you close up, okay?”

      “I know, I know.”

      Larissa made her way toward the winery, and Reese stared after her for a moment. When she turned and looked at him, Clay felt the full force of those blazing green eyes like an electric jolt to the spleen.

      “Still sure you can handle this?” she asked.

      It took him two beats to realize what she meant. “You mean being surrounded by alcohol, drugs, and possible illegal activity conducted by members of your crazy family?”

      “Right.”

      “I think I’m safe.”

      Reese smiled, not a huge smile, but enough to make Clay want to make her do it again.

      Dude, get a grip, he reminded himself. Your best buddy’s ex, remember?
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