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Chapter One


Days Until Fynn and Liam Leave: Nine





“Hasta mañana,” I shouted to the guys in the field as I walked toward my mom’s house. 

The pruning crew would be done for the day within the hour. Usually, I would join them, but I had plans.

Spanish was not my first language, but I was reasonably fluent. Much of the fieldwork at Thomas Hall, my family’s winery, was done by hardworking, well-paid immigrants who only spoke Spanish and seemed to enjoy working for us.

They yelled their replies in return, smiling, and waving. I had spent the morning working the fields with them, laughing, talking, and singing as we saw to the pruning task at hand. Even though I could have just sent the field crew out to do the job without me, I enjoyed being in the fields. I grew up playing in them, and they had been mine to manage since graduating from college.

My intention was to spend the entire day with them, but after lunch, I received a frantic call from my cousin, Noah, who managed the winery. Vat three had sprung a leak again, leaving a sticky mess of red wine across the production room floor. To salvage the remnants, I spent the afternoon working on the leak and trying not to swear. I wasn’t the strongest person working in the production room, but with my Uncle Alex out of town, I was the only person with the skill set and toolbox to fix the ancient vat’s problems.

As I made the three-minute walk to Mom’s, Paco, the winery’s cat, followed alongside me. I swooped him into my arms, holding him like a baby as I scratched him behind the ears, all while juggling a bottle of wine. At first, he purred, but it wasn’t long before he began to squirm, so I put him down.

When my cousin, Noah, moved his wife to Thomas Hall, she brought Paco with her. Now, though, he spent more time roaming about the paths, fields, and production building than he did at their house. Not only was he a handsome cat but was smart. When we passed the pool house, he veered onto the path to his home to find dinner, and I continued on my way.

While walking, I thought about the house where I spent my childhood. I had never lived anywhere else, from birth to after Dad’s funeral to graduating from both high school and college. Every pivotal moment in my life had included that house. And while I hadn’t lived there in several years, it was still part of the fabric that was my life.

When I arrived at the winery from Willow Creek that morning, I parked my Mercedes SUV there, knowing I would be there for dinner. It was still sweltering as I walked, and the sun was still hours from setting. I left work on my desk, which was unusual for me then, but it was a special dinner, and I didn’t want to be late.

Colin, my mother’s live-in boyfriend, was buzzing with excitement when I saw him a few days earlier. His two boys were flying in from Ireland for a ten-day visit. The older of his two boys had recently completed his incarceration for burglary. I never heard the entire story. However, I it was his first trip to the United States.

Deep, booming laughter rang out from the kitchen when I entered the house. I slipped off my shoes and socks before quietly making my way into the room to find Colin and two younger carbon copies of him staring at me. All three were massive, about six foot five, with broad shoulders and a mountain of muscles. “The boys,” as Colin referred to them, not only had their father’s build but also his ginger hair, even though it was brighter than their dad’s, whose hair had faded and mixed with silver. And while I thought it was impossible, the younger McAllisters both had eyes that were even more piercing blue than the man from whom they inherited their traits.

“Little one,” Colin said, looking happier than usual. “Come meet my boys, Liam and Fynn. Guys, this is Cassandra’s middle child, Faith.”

I hugged Colin like I always did and gave the guys a small wave.

“You smell like ya fell in a vat. Tough day?” Colin asked.

I lifted my hands to my face and inhaled. 

He was right. I smelled like I had been soaked in wine.

“Vat three sprung a leak again. I spent a chunk of the afternoon working on it. I need it to survive until the end of the season.”

Colin patted my cheek and smiled. “Always the resourceful one.”

“I think I’m going to make myself resourceful and fix myself a drink before I get a shower. Does anyone want anything?”

As soon as I asked, my Mom came down the stairs and said, “Pour me some red.”

“We just started new beers. We’re good,” Fynn said. 

He had a pleasant voice. It was not as deep as Colin’s but soft and gentle.

I grabbed the bottle of red I brought from the cellar at work and a bottle opener, then set them on the island, where everyone converged as Colin chopped vegetables. When I turned from the cabinet after taking two glasses from the shelf, Liam was opening the bottle.

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” 

His voice was gravelly compared to his brother’s and dad’s, and I wasn’t prepared for the warmth it caused to radiate through my body.

Liam’s eyes locked on me as soon as he opened the bottle. I hadn’t noticed it at first glance, but when our eyes met, I saw silver, glittery specks in the sea-blue irises that reflected every light in the room, making them more spectacular than his brother’s or his father’s.

I only broke his gaze when Mom walked over to me. 

I poured her a taste of the wine and handed it to her. “Try this.” Then I poured myself a full glass. 

Mom signaled me to hand her the bottle as she tried it, which only had a number handwritten on it with a paint pen.

I was nervous as to what my mom would think of the wine. I had been thrilled with the final result, but outside of my Uncle Alex and me, no one had tasted it yet, so I crossed my fingers and held my breath.

“Faith, this may be the best blended red I have ever tasted. Be sure to tell Alex that.”

I let out a deep sigh and smiled.

“I will, but this isn’t his,” I said as she poured a full glass for herself. “It’s mine.”

Everyone’s heads snapped in my direction. 

Mom and Colin knew I was taking over more of Alex’s responsibilities as winemaster at work, but I had not told anyone I had blended my first red. I wanted to see how it turned out before I mentioned it. 

Colin grabbed three more glasses and poured a small amount into each. Fynn was the first one to comment after tasting it.

“Faith, you’re good at this whole winemakin' thing.”

“Thanks.”

“This is good. I could get into this. Can we get a couple of bottles for the house?” Colin asked. I hadn’t expected Colin to comment, as he wasn’t much of a wine drinker, so it was surprising to hear.

I smiled and nodded, trying to decide if he liked it or was trying to be supportive.

“So, what makes this taste so much better than any other blended red?”

Liam was more curious than his brother. 

“A variety of factors play a role in what the final product tastes like. If you go back to the beginning, the right growing climate and weather for the vines, especially temperature and the proper amount of sunlight, are crucial.”

“And that’s completely out of your hands,” Liam said.

“Yes and no. I mean, I can’t control the weather, but I can make sure the ground is as perfectly balanced as possible and has the right nutrients.” I turned to Colin. “Do you want some help with dinner?”

Fynn answered for him. 

“I’ll give him a hand. You’ve been at work all day. Sit and tell us more.”

I smiled and sat on the loveseat in the sitting area at the edge of the kitchen, a space my parents designed—because “the kitchen is the heart of the home,” as my dad used to say. It was such a perfect spot that, when I renovated my Victorian home in town, I worked one into its interior design. 

Liam relocated and sat with me on the loveseat, and my mom lounged in one of the armchairs.

“I’m oversimplifying this because there are dozens of other factors while the grapes are growing but harvesting at the right moment is probably the single most important viticulture factor outside of Mother Nature behaving herself. If you harvest too early or too late, it can mess with the acidity and sugar percentages of the grapes. The quality can also be altered by bad weather near harvest time or how they’re harvested.”

“There are different ways to harvest a grape?” Liam asked.

“Sure. Grapes can be machine-harvested. It’s quick, efficient, and doesn’t require nearly as much manpower. It’s ideal when you’re in a situation when bad weather threatens to ruin the harvest.”

“But . . . ?” Mom said.

“But machines aren’t people. They can’t selectively pick the great grapes and leave unsuitable ones behind. Basically, you’re trading quality for speed. There’s no way for a machine to choose only the highest quality grapes.”

“Which do ya use to harvest here? Or do ya use both?” Liam asked, now completely engrossed in our conversation.

I loved talking about my work with people. The only thing better than making wine was educating others about the winemaking process, and I didn’t get to do it nearly enough. However, looking at Liam, with his weathered skin and sleeves of tattoos on both arms, I was surprised to find him so engrossed in learning about the intricacies of the process. The combination of his looks and curiosity was appealing to me.

“We’re small enough to make mechanical harvesting equipment not financially practical. The only time we truly needed one since I’ve been a winemaster here was two seasons ago. I went to school with the junior wine master at Queen Charlotte Vineyards. I knew Charlie had finished harvesting two days before us because we had talked on the phone, playing with what the best course of action might be with the hurricane heading up the coast. He was right. We should have started sooner at Thomas Hall. So, when I called to see if any of his crew would be interested in working a few more days in an effort to get our grapes in, he sent a harvesting tractor instead. They use both. I almost blew an entire vintage with that decision to wait.”

I closed my eyes, sighed, and shook my head.

“But you didn’ and Alex backed that decision,” Colin reminded me, breaking the bubble Liam and I had fallen into. 

It was then that I remembered other people were in the room besides Liam, and the whole group was listening to me.

“Anyway, enough about my work.”

“Wow, I had no clue so much went into makin’ wine. I figured ya just fermented the grape juice, bottled it, and then drank it,” Fynn said, smiling as he set the table.

“But there’s more, right?” Liam asked.

“So much more. You should come to the production building while you’re here. I’ll give you the grand tour and an explanation of winemaking that goes with it.”
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