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    This novella is dedicated to Kylie.


    May you never stray far from the vineyard. 

  


  
     


     


    Character is like a tree and reputation like a shadow. 


    The shadow is what we think of it; the tree is the real thing.


     


    -Abraham Lincoln


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


     


     


    Isabelle Donnelly’s eyes darted around the room, first to her mother, then to her sister before coming to rest on the man that stood as a barrier between herself and her betrothed.   


    “We are gathered here today in the presence of God to offer up our bounteous thanks for the gift of marriage, and to witness the joining together of Isabelle and Leo,” the pastor said. 


    Isabelle looked at her mother who was positioned on a pew in the front row, picking at a single piece of lace fabric in her lap as if she hoped it would unravel, just like she hoped the wedding would. Her mother hadn’t made eye contact since she entered the church, and Isabelle suspected she wouldn’t, not after the blow up she’d had with her father the night before.  He’d knocked on the door to Isabelle’s hotel room in a last-ditch effort to dissuade her from her decision to marry a man neither he nor her mother found suitable. When she refused to listen to what Dad called “the Donnelly voice of reason,” he’d stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind him. And in a further act of protest, he hadn’t shown up for the wedding.


    The pastor continued.    


    “Today is a time for family and friends to share in their commitment to each other by offering Isabelle and Leo our continued support, love, and best wishes in their lives together.”


    Isabelle’s gaze shifted to her sister, Melanie, who, at twenty-eight was two years her senior. She was dressed in a fitted lavender dress that matched nicely with her hazel eyes and long, straight, brown hair. Slouched in her seat, she gave Isabelle a look of disgust—a look that asked the questions on everyone’s minds:


    Why the hell are you doing this?


    Why are you marrying a man you hardly know?


    Isabelle scrunched her eyes shut. Today was her wedding day, a day to be happy, to rejoice, but everywhere she looked she was met with scowls of disapproval.  It made her question why they’d come at all, and why they hadn’t forsaken her like her father who had left her at the last moment to walk down the aisle alone.  Did he really think she wouldn’t go through with it just because he disapproved?  And where was her childhood friend Emmett?  He promised he’d be there, and yet, as she studied the faces of everyone in attendance, his was absent.


    Isabelle disregarded the tension saturating the room and stared into Leo’s bright, brown eyes, watching as he slid a three-carat diamond band into position on her finger.


    “I know we’ve only known each other for a few months,” he said, “but I’d feel the same even if it had been three years.  Before we met, I never knew women like you existed.”


    A faint gagging sound broke the silence.  Isabelle turned to her sister who clasped her hand to her throat as if she had a piece of meat trapped inside of it.  


    The pastor placed a hand over hers. “It’s your turn to say your vows.”  


    She breathed in.  “Leo, I …”


    The next two minutes were a blur.


    Leo rubbed his thumb across the inside of her palm when she finished, leaned forward, and whispered, “We’re almost there.”


    The pastor surveyed the audience.  “If any of you can show just cause why these two fine people shouldn’t be married, speak now or else forever hold your peace.”


    Isabelle glared at Melanie who shook her head, but remained silent.


    The back doors to the church flung open and Isabelle’s father staggered inside.  Emmett followed close behind. Even from a distance, she noticed the pained, emotional look on her father’s face. The look of disappointment. Emmett ushered her father to an unoccupied pew at the back of the room. Her father hung his head and sat down.


    The pastor continued. “Now that Isabelle and Leo have given themselves to each other by solemn vows before us and before God as witness, and have shown their affection and trust by the giving and receiving of rings and by joining hands, by the power vested in me I pronounce you husband and wife.”


    Isabelle felt a strange uneasiness stirring from within as the preacher rambled on. Her legs buckled beneath her like they were all fluid and no bone, and she collapsed, her head smacking against the hardwood floor upon impact.    


    Within seconds, her sister had scurried to her side, cradling Isabelle’s head in her lap.  Leo bent down. Melanie slapped his hand away. 


    “Don’t touch her!” she hissed.  “You did this!” 


    “I was just trying to—”


    Melanie turned and yelled, “Emmett!” 


    But there was no need, he was already there.


    What should have been one of the happiest moments in Isabelle’s life turned out to be the day her entire world fell apart.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


     


     


    Isabelle sat upright and tried to adjust to the unfamiliar surroundings around her.  The sound of her father’s voice emanated from the hallway.  “If you hadn’t pressured her to marry you before she was ready, none of this would have happened.”


    “We love each other,” Leo said. “I didn’t see a reason to wait. Besides, she’s fine.”


    “She’s in the hospital,” Melanie lectured. “How the hell do you consider that fine?”


    Isabelle kneaded her forehead with a hand. The pain shot through it like bullets being fired off at a shooting range. 


    A male voice said, “You should rest.” 


    She turned toward the man leaning against the wall. “Emmett?” 


    He walked over, looked down at her, and smiled.  


    “Why am I in the hospital?” she asked.  “What happened?”


    “Your dad insisted,” Emmett said.  “He wanted to make sure you were okay.  You fainted.  Do you remember what happened?”


    “The last thing that comes to mind is you walking into the church with my father. I didn’t think he’d come. And then he walked in with you, which means you found a way to get him there.”


    “He loves you, Izzy.  No matter how he feels, he wants to support you.”


    She brushed a hand across his. “Thank you.” An enormous arrangement of lilies sitting on the table across the room caught her eye.  “Are those from Leo?” 


    Emmett shook his head.  “They’re umm, from me.  I saw them in the gift shop downstairs and I remembered how you used to keep lilies in your room when we were in high school.”


    “Can you tell Leo I’m awake now?  I’d really like to see him.”


    He frowned, and walked toward the door.


    “Emmett?” she said.  


    He turned.


    “Thanks for the flowers. They’re beautiful.”


    He tipped his head toward her and then walked into the hallway.


    Melanie entered the room, boosting herself onto the end of the hospital bed. She crisscrossed her legs, faced her sister, and said, “Well, you got what you wanted. You’re married.”


    “But I thought I collapsed before the ceremony finished?”


    “He got to the I-now-pronounce-you-man-and-wife part right before you took a nose dive. The guy practically threw himself on top of you to seal the deal with a kiss, and that senile pastor allowed it even though you were spread out on the floor like Sleeping Beauty.”


    Isabelle’s eyes veered away from her sister. “You probably hated that.”


    “It scared me to see you there on the floor not moving. And then the guy kept trying to maul your lips before anyone else could get to you.”


    “He has a name, you know,” Isabelle said. “You don’t need to keep referring to him as ‘the guy.’”


    Melanie shrugged.  “I could think of worse things to call him.”


    “Are you always going to be like this about him?”


    “We don’t know the guy. I mean Leo. We don’t know Leo. You show up in town with a new guy after we haven’t seen you in ages, make a brief introduction, then flash a ring in our faces, and announce the two of you are getting hitched in a few weeks.  And you can’t see why that might be a little hard to take?”


    Isabelle laced her fingers together on her lap and leaned back on the pillow. “Is Dad still mad at me too?”


    “He wasn’t ever mad. He’s disappointed.  You know how old-fashioned he is.  Leo never asked permission to marry his daughter.  What do you expect?”


    “It was my decision to make.”


    “And you made it.  So why do we need to keep talking about it?”


    “Because you all treat him like an outsider, like he doesn’t belong.   Everyone respects Dad in this town, and I won’t have Leo shunned everywhere we go.  As soon as I feel better, we’re out of here.”


    “I can’t help what Dad does or doesn’t do, but at least you listened to him long enough to agree to Leo signing a prenup.”


    Isabelle’s eyes shifted to the blank wall beside her.


    Melanie’s eyes widened until they looked the size of two half-dollars.  “You did have him sign the prenup, right?” 


    Isabelle said nothing. 


    Melanie grabbed both sides of her arms and squeezed.  “Tell me he signed the damn thing, Isabelle!”


    Two knocks sounded from the door, and Leo stepped into the room. 


    Melanie rolled her eyes.


    “Can I have a few minutes with my wife?” Leo asked.


    Melanie rose from the bed and without any acknowledgement she strutted past Leo into the hallway.


    Leo approached the bed, leaned in, and kissed Isabelle on the forehead.  “I’m sorry about all this.”


    “Why?  You aren’t to blame.  They’ve all treated you like you’re the main attraction on Wild Kingdom.”


    He laughed.  “Who knows, maybe I am.”


    Isabelle balled her hand into a fist and socked him on the arm.  “That’s not funny.”


    His smile turned into a look of concern.  “You’re unhappy. I can see it in your face.  What can I do to make things better?”


    “Get me out of here.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


     


     


    “I’m sorry we missed our flight,” Isabelle said.


    Leo wrapped his arms around her.  “Don’t be.  We can cruise the Bahamas anytime.”  He pulled her hands to his lips.  “All I need is you.  So let’s enjoy this gorgeous hotel room and each other.”


    Isabelle smiled. Leo had always been so kind. And he wasn’t hard on the eyes either. At a height of almost six feet and a with mane of messy, chestnut hair, he’d always reminded her of a younger version of Jonathan Rhys Meyers. She snatched a pink-striped box from the chair and carried it with her to the bathroom.  She stripped off her jeans and t-shirt and replaced them with a form-fitting black satin chemise and a matching robe.


    When she emerged a few minutes later, Leo looked pleased. He patted the mattress. “Come here. Let me help you with that tie.”


    She wagged a finger in the air.  “Not until after room service arrives.  You can wait that long, can’t you?”


    He lifted her onto the bed and climbed on top of her.  “Why wait if I don’t have to?” 


    She raised her head and met his lips with her own. 


    “Let’s call off room service,” he said.  “All I want tonight is you.”


    He’d barely uttered the words when someone knocked at the hotel room door. Leo grunted and staggered out of bed to open it.  The attendant pushed a cart into the center of the room.  Isabelle squinted, her eyes focused on a wine bottle on the tray. 


    “I think you have the wrong room,” she said.


    The attendant started to look in her direction then quickly turned away. Isabelle looked down, noticed her robe had spread open wide enough for him to see things he was embarrassed to see. She snatched the crumpled duvet from the center of the bed and pressed it against her.    


    “Is something missing from the cart?” the attendant asked.


    She shook her head and pointed.  “That wine … we didn’t order it.  We have plenty of our own.”


    “Are you sure, ma’am?” 


    She cringed at the sound of “ma’am.”  Did marriage come with an automatic “miss” to “ma’am” upgrade?  


    Leo approached the cart, lifted the bottle of wine, and studied the label.


    The attendant pointed to the desk.  “Can I use your phone?”


    Isabelle nodded. 


    The attendant made a call, said “uh-huh” and “okay” several times. When he hung up, he said, “We were told to bring this to you as a gift.”


    “From whom?”


    Leo grabbed a white envelope the size of a playing card from the top of the tray and offered it to her.  “There’s a note.”  He pulled some money from his pocket and handed it to the attendant. “I’m sure we can clear this up ourselves.  You can go now.”


    Once the attendant had gone, Isabelle said, “Well, who’s it from?”


    Leo picked the envelope’s seal and withdrew the note inside:


     


    CONGRATULATIONS LEO AND ISABELLE


    WE WOULD LIKE TO GET TO KNOW YOU LEO IF YOU’LL GIVE US ANOTHER CHANCE. ENJOY YOUR WEDDING NIGHT.


     


    P.S. ISABELLE--I KNOW THIS WINE IS YOUR FAVORITE—ENJOY


     


    “My favorite?”  Isabelle said.  “What kind is it?”


    Leo spun the bottle around.  “It’s a Chateau Lafite Rothschild, whatever that is.”


    “What year?”


    “Says 1996.”


    Isabelle stuck her hand out.  “Let me see the bottle.”  Leo handed it to her, and she flipped it around, inspecting it in her hand.  “It’s a Bordeaux.  There’s a little story that goes along with this particular wine.”


    Leo raised a brow. “Let’s hear it.”


    “In the mid-eighteenth century a French politician became hooked on this stuff.  He gifted some bottles to King Louis XV who preferred it to most of his other wines.  This earned it the nickname ‘the King's wine.’”   


    “I underestimated your knowledge of wines.” 


    “My father wouldn’t have it any other way.  By age ten, I’d memorized all the wines in our vineyard.  He used to tell me stories like the one I just told you.”


    “So it’s a peace offering?”


    “If the bottle came from him,” she said. “The card was typed, and it wasn’t signed.”


    “And is it?”


    “Is it what?”


    “Your favorite?”


    “One of them.  If I told you how much this bottle cost, you wouldn’t believe me.” 


    Leo uncorked it, reached for two glasses, and poured.  “Let’s make sure it doesn’t go to waste then.”


    Isabelle pressed two fingers to the side of her forehead, rubbed her temples.  


    “What is it?” Leo asked. “What’s wrong?”


    “I want to have this with you, but I’m still a little woozy from earlier.”


    “I’ll wait then.”


    She shook her head.  “Don’t.  It won’t be the same.  Now that you’ve opened it, you should have some.”  She reached out, grabbed a glass of water from the bedside table, and clanked it against his flute of wine.  “To our future.”  


    Leo leaned forward and kissed her.  “Why don’t you rest for a while?”


    “I’m fine. Besides, I got all dressed up for you.”


    “I tell you what, I’ll go shower and eat some of this food, and if you’re still sleeping, I’ll wake you.”


    Her aching head cried out a resounding yes, and she gave in, curling to the side on the bed.  Leo folded the bedspread over her.   


    “I’m sorry for the way my family has treated you,” she said.  “I never meant for any of this to happen.”


    “I love you, Isabelle,” he whispered.  “Nothing else matters to me.  Only you.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


     


     


    Light filtered bright shades of orange and yellow through the sheer curtains, and Isabelle realized something—she hadn’t only slept a few minutes—she’d slept all night.  Her legs and arms were draped over Leo like a spider monkey struggling to find warmth, only she wasn’t warm at all—she was freezing. 


    Isabelle peeled her face from Leo’s arm, propped herself up, and peered around the room.  The Bordeaux was tipped on its side. Empty. Isabelle brushed the tips of her fingers up and down his arm to rouse him from sleep. He didn’t move.  She leaned in close, turned his face in her direction.  His skin didn’t look right.  It looked pasty. She brushed her lips over his, and his mouth fell open, but no breath came out.    


    Isabelle gasped, tripping over a pile of Leo’s clothes as she flung herself over her handbag on the floor.  She dumped her purse out, spied her cell phone, pressed her father’s number, and dialed. No answer. She tried her sister. No answer. He mother. Voicemail.  


    Isabelle swabbed her watery eyes with her fingers, blinked, and dialed again.


    “Hello?” came the voice on the opposite end.


    Finally.


    “Emmett?”


    “Are you okay?” he asked.


    “I’m—it’s Leo.  I can’t … he’s not … breathing. I … need … help.”


    “Where are you?”


    “Langley Hotel, room number …”


    What was the number? 


    Her eyes danced around the room looking for any sign of it.   


    “I don’t know, Emmett.  I don’t know!”


    “Just take a breath, Isabelle,” he said. “I’ll be right there.”
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