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            Chapter One

         

         Three catastrophes before breakfast has got to be a record.” Leyna Milan answered the phone call via Bluetooth without taking her eyes off the narrow winding road.

         Her best friend, Emily, offered a cheerful laugh. “Your day is off to a great start, obviously.”

         “Another liquor order screw-up nobody seems to be able to straighten out. Twenty-seven draft beers, and they still manage to deliver two kegs I don’t carry on tap.” She’d resisted the urge to kick one of the kegs for being stuck in the middle of the restaurant, where it didn’t belong. There was a strong possibility it would break her foot. Plus, it would ruin the toe of her favorite Louboutins, and she’d stopped wasting money on footwear the price of a car payment after she broke off her engagement to Richard. “What’s up with you?”

         Leyna could hear Emily’s heels tapping against pavement, and she pictured the petite blonde crossing town square from her apartment over her cake shop, head tipped back, breathing in the fragrant spring air.

         “On my way to the coffee house. I had an epiphany at three a.m. while brainstorming ideas for fresh new local events.” She lowered her voice before continuing. “I think I might run for a seat on town council.” A bell jingled as Emily entered Jolt Café. “I can already see it,” she whispered. “Elect Emily Holland for Sapphire Springs town council. Am I crazy? You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

         “No way, it’s the best news I’ve heard this week. I’ll be your campaign manager.” Town council needed new blood, and Emily was full of great ideas. Leyna slowed and turned down a long driveway. “Let’s strategize over lunch.”

         “Definitely. But while it may be the best news you’ve heard this week, it’s not the biggest. You’re not going to believe what Nana heard at book club last night.”

         Emily’s Nana was the source of all their gossip. Normally Leyna would’ve been eager to hear the news, but she was distracted as a couple of reporters ducked out of the way when she drove around the bend. She lifted her hands from the steering wheel long enough to shake the tension out of her fingers. “Save it for lunch, I gotta go. Duty calls.”

         “Wait—”

         A weather report on the local radio station replaced Emily’s protesting.

         Leyna parked her black Jetta in front of the gray stone building that housed Wynter Estate headquarters. A breeze stirred the bed of ornamental grass surrounding the company sign, bending the long blades toward the manicured lawn.

         Home of her new restaurant.

         When Leyna inherited her grandfather’s Italian bistro, part of the deal was to open a second location of Rosalia’s at his best friend’s winery, her own plans be damned.

         She grabbed her laptop bag out of the back seat and, with her hand resting on the car door, paused. Thick smoke trailed from brushfires ablaze on the edges of the vineyard, and a deafening helicopter circled overhead—a desperate ploy to raise the temperature. According to the morning news, all of Niagara wine country scrambled to try to save their grape vines from a late bout of spring frost.

         Given the weather debacle and Stefan Wynter’s recent stroke, she’d been banking on today’s meeting being postponed so she’d have more time to prepare for next week’s catering job at the art gallery. No such luck. On the tail of the liquor order screw-up and one of her servers quitting via text message, Stefan had sent a cryptic email that it was crucial (in caps) that everyone attend today’s meeting, as there would be an important announcement.

         Previous meetings had been in the winter, before Stefan got sick, when a thick blanket of snow still covered the sleeping vineyard. Now the greening fields bustled with crew members. A reporter and cameraman paced the parking lot, asking anyone who resembled an employee if frost damage would compromise the year’s vintage, and if the helicopter pushing down the warm air from the fires would really give them enough heat to save the vines.

         To ward off questions, she allowed her long dark hair to fall over her face and chanced a glance past headquarters to Stefan’s large house, nestled among sycamore trees, and the smaller guesthouse, with its dock on the lake.

         Memories of swimming there with friends, of falling in love, flickered in her mind, and as always, she pushed them away. Though a mere fifteen minutes from downtown, she’d avoided wine country for years before this business arrangement.

         Tearing her gaze away from the house, she made her way inside. Her arches already throbbed from the height of her heels, so she skipped the stairs and rode the elevator. Those damn heels were a great idea when she’d left the house, envisioning a day in her office.

         With a ping, the elevator doors slid open, and Leyna stepped off into the reception area, already alive with ringing telephones and the buzzing of printers.

         “Good morning, Ms. Milan,” Stefan’s assistant, Carolyn, said, punching a button on the phone and setting down the receiver. “Can I get you a coffee?”

         “I’d love one, thank you.”

         Carolyn poured the hot brew into a paper cup and passed it to Leyna. “There’s cream and sugar around the corner and blueberry scones I baked last night. I nuked them when I came in, so grab one while they’re still warm,” she added with a wink before turning back to the caller on hold.

         A few staff members mingled in the boardroom, whispering among themselves, so Leyna waved hello and chose a chair next to Les from accounting. He was too preoccupied with punching numbers into a calculator to offer small talk, which was perfect. She’d have a few minutes to look over her notes in case Stefan called on her to speak.

         A hush fell over the room when Stefan surfaced in the doorway and hovered there. He spoke on his cell phone, jabbing his finger toward the ground with each quiet order he gave the person on the other end. Normally his deep complexion popped against his thin white cap of hair, but today he was pale. It was only a little over a week since he’d gotten out of the hospital. He stabbed at the screen of his phone before shoving it into the breast pocket of the sport coat that hung loose around his chest. With a sigh, he gripped his cane and hobbled into the room.

         Not out of the woods yet. Her heart ached for the man who was the closest thing to a grandparent she had left.

         Stefan surprised Leyna by taking the seat next to her, instead of his usual spot at the head of the table.

         “Good morning, love.” His deep eyes wrinkled with the warm greeting, and he placed a hand on her shoulder to ease into the chair while the others trickled to seats around the long conference table.

         “You’re looking well,” she whispered. “I’m glad you’re on the mend.”

         Stefan leaned his cane against the table and retrieved a stack of papers from his briefcase. “I’m tougher than a burnt steak.” He winked before raising his voice to address the room. “We’re waiting for one more to arrive.” Pushing up his sleeve to look at his watch, he let out a long, drawn-out sigh before plucking the phone from his pocket again and hammering out a message.

         His daughter, Danielle, no doubt held up in a session with her personal trainer. It’d be too easy to get through a meeting without her constant interrupting.

         Leyna tapped her pen against the lined paper in her notebook, smattering a constellation of blue dots across the page. Damn delayed meeting. Mondays were too busy for this. Maybe she could convince Stefan to stall on the restaurant a little longer—at least until she and her brother, Rob, could put their heads together to come up with a financial miracle so she could not only open the second restaurant but also buy the building next to Rosalia’s on town square. She pulled out the realty information on the Blackhorse Theatre and the designs she’d been working on for a logo.

         A risky idea—maybe even foolish, considering she had next to zero capital left after taking ownership of Rosalia’s last summer and overhauling the tired restaurant to bring it into the twenty-first century, both structurally and aesthetically. But ever since a FOR SALE sign went up in the window next door, the building haunted her dreams. It shared a pedestrian alley with Rosalia’s, which meant she could expand her back courtyard and double her patio seating, not to mention the perfect concert venue to host bigger acts than she could feasibly bring into a restaurant-lounge setting.

         Securing the space wouldn’t be such a pipe dream if it weren’t for needing to solve the first problem at hand—pulling off this new restaurant at Wynter Estate.

         “Stefan, since we have a minute, I wondered if we could talk about the timeline for the new restaurant. There’s some stuff on my end I’d like to fig—”

         “Hold that thought,” he apologized, pulling the vibrating cell phone out of his jacket, and turning away from her to answer the call. After a short conversation, he turned back to face the group.

         “We’ll begin,” he bellowed, silencing the whispers that had morphed to a low murmur in the short time he’d been on the phone. “All hell is breaking loose here today, and we’ve all got other things to get to.”

         Stefan passed Leyna a stack of agendas. She took one off the top before passing the pile to Les. She glanced down at the document and noticed the last topic of discussion was “announcement.”

         Way to keep it cryptic.

         Stefan recapped the previous meeting and worked through the first few points on his agenda, ticking each one off the list.

         The end of April was still too chilly to warrant air-conditioning—and for the low neckline of her camisole. She pinched her pale pink cardigan closed at the neck, sipped her coffee, and tuned back in to Stefan, who discussed ideas for upcoming summer events. He was a man to be admired. He’d famously built Wynter Estate from the ground up, planting his first rows of cabernet sauvignon after his land proved to be too grainy and low in nutrients for growing pear trees. Or something to that effect.

         “The Sip and Savor Festival is fast approaching,” Stefan was saying. He placed a chilly wrinkled hand over Leyna’s. “We are thrilled to have Rosalia’s new chef, Marcel, catering our summer solstice tasting in the vineyard, and Carolyn informed me on my way in this morning that the event is officially sold out.”

         A mumble of approval erupted, and Leyna’s eyebrows shot upward. Sold out already? She’d barely promoted it. The Sip and Savor Festival took over Sapphire Springs for two weeks each June. Local wineries hosted special events to launch their latest vintages. Wynter’s summer solstice tasting was always one of the highlights of the festival.

         Stefan turned to her. “It’s all thanks to your savvy business sense and that glowing review in The Post. Leyna, is there any chance Marcel can bend on his numbers, so we can open up more tickets?”

         She scrawled a reminder to send a thank-you note to Marcel’s buddy at the newspaper for the favor. “I’ll ask him and get back to you, but I’m sure we can handle an extra fifty people.” They would whether he liked it or not.

         “Excellent.” Stefan beamed, and jotted something down on his agenda. “Get back to me when you’ve discussed it with him. There’s a case of samples waiting for you downstairs. I’ve suggested pairings to go with each wine but will leave the final menu selections up to you and your team. The sooner you can get back to me with confirmation, the better, so we can move forward with print material.”

         She nodded, flipping her day planner to the end of the week to task herself with following up.

         Stefan went on to other matters. “Many have expressed concerns about this cold snap in the weather and the effect it could have on our yields.” He pushed his chair away from the table a little and adjusted his posture. “I’ll tell you all the same thing I’ve been saying for forty years. Any farmer worth the dirt under his nails understands one thing.”

         “Mother Nature will always have you by the balls.” The voice, low and husky, came from the doorway.

         Midsentence, Leyna stopped writing. She’d know that voice anywhere.

         “Nice of you to join us, Jason,” Stefan said, turning toward the door.

         She stopped breathing.

         A drum solo couldn’t have drowned out the hammering of her heart.

         “Sorry I’m late.” He pushed off the door jamb. “It’s a shit show out there.”

         He mumbled something else, too low to detect.

         Obviously she’d turned the alarm off this morning instead of hitting snooze and somehow the ex of all exes scored a cameo appearance in her dream, because this could not be happening.

         “Sit down,” Stefan commanded, kicking an empty chair under the table so it rolled toward Jay.

         The chair directly across from her. Okay, call it a nightmare, actually.

         His brown eyes fell on Leyna, and he hesitated before raking his fingers through his chestnut hair and crossing the room. Dirt fell from his Blundstone boots, leaving a trail across the gleaming floors.

         Leyna jerked her head down to stare at her notebook, the words blurring together. Jay Wynter rising to the surface after eighteen years and strolling into a staff meeting at Wynter Estate? No way in hell. Heat crept up the back of her neck and pulsated in her cheeks. Why was it so damn hot in here all of a sudden?

         Without raising her head, she rolled her gaze toward Stefan. His mouth formed a crease, and he looked away.

         “Most of you know my grandson, Jason,” Stefan began, glancing around the room at everyone but Leyna. “For those who don’t, I’ll give a brief introduction. Jason’s been working in this industry since he used to toddle around behind me in the vineyard. The last eighteen years he’s divided his time between Wynter Estate and various wineries throughout France—mostly Burgundy, experimenting with organic growing practices and modern irrigation systems—things I considered fluff until a few years back, when his efforts started winning him awards in the wine world. He’s late, didn’t bother to shave, and couldn’t have dressed less professionally if he’d tried…but he’s a hell of a vintner.”

         Jay’s back went straight, and he glanced down at his worn Pearl Jam T-shirt and the tanned knee poking out of his faded jeans.

         The smoke that had been curling over the vineyard when she arrived wafted off of him, wrapping its bony fingers around Leyna’s throat. She reached for her coffee.

         “Given my recent health scare, he’s come back to help out,” Stefan said. “Please excuse his appearance. He arrived just in time to be up all night dealing with this weather fiasco on my behalf.” He clasped his hands together on the table and paused a moment before going on. “Which brings me to my announcement—after the Sip and Savor Festival in June, I’ll be retiring as CEO of Wynter Estate and naming Jason as my successor.”

         Leyna’s coffee lodged somewhere in the back of her throat, refusing to go down and leaving her no choice but to give into a fit of coughing. Les scrambled to pound her back.

         Jay’s mouth dropped open, and his wide eyes stared at Stefan.

         The hum of the air conditioner kicking in nearly catapulted Leyna from her chair. Successor? Jay? No. Nope. Nope. Nope. The only successor worse than Danielle was her fickle son.

         “I know my decision to retire comes as a shock to everyone,” Stefan said, “but I’m following the advice of my doctors.”

         “The place won’t be the same without you,” one of the vineyard crew said from the far end of the table.

         “Don’t worry, I’ll still be around. I’m just handing over the responsibilities. Now,” he slapped the stack of papers in front of him. “I’ve reversed the order of our agenda. The next item to be discussed was the progress on Rosalia’s new restaurant at Wynter Estate.”

         Jay inched forward in his chair, and the sleeve of his T-shirt crept up to reveal the edge of a small tattoo. “New restaurant?” He studied Stefan and then Leyna.

         “I’ll catch you up later,” Stefan said, before focusing on the group. “Most of you have heard the buzz about the new restaurant, but we’ve yet to discuss it in a full staff meeting.” He turned to Leyna, his smile warm. “Unless you’ve been living under a rock, you’d have heard about Leyna Milan stepping up to revamp her grandfather’s Italian restaurant. Joe Leone was my best friend for fifty years. Two years ago, we got to talking about our ailing health, the future of our family businesses, and the future of the economy in general. Both businesses were stable, but Joe and I brainstormed ideas and began considering how the two companies could complement one another.”

         The room remained silent while Stefan went on. “We’ve decided to use a section of the Renaissance Road vineyard for the new restaurant. There’s more than enough untouched land for the building and parking lot.”

         Though she’d been in on the planning since her grandfather’s death a year ago, none of Stefan’s words sunk in. Mouths moved, but the words were drowned out by flooding in her ears, like she struggled underwater.

         Jay’s brow was furrowed, and he had yet to close his mouth. Clearly, he thought his grandfather went off the deep end. “Renaissance Road? Last time I checked that land belonged to me.”

         “I will catch you up later,” Stefan repeated with a force that silenced Jay. Speaking to the group again, his voice softened. “We’ll be using the same designer who oversaw Rosalia’s rebranding last year, for a look and feel that will complement the existing restaurant.”

         Breathe, nod, repeat.

         Jay Wynter—her first boyfriend, first love, first everything was stepping up as head of the company she was partnering with. He also occupied the chair opposite her, and his presence hung in the air, robbing her of oxygen, like the smoke from the smoldering fires outside.

         Stefan wrapped things up, and Leyna chanced a glance at Jay. Deep-set eyes, dark as chocolate, bore across the table.

         “That’s all for today. Meeting adjourned,” Stefan announced, pounding his fist against the oak table like a judge, earning a few chuckles from around the table.

         Leyna snapped out of the daze and shoved her chair away from the table. “Stefan, a word?”

         “Me first,” Jay said, already standing with his arms crossed.

         “We have much to discuss,” Stefan said, buttoning his sport coat with some difficulty. “But it’ll have to wait.” He closed his fingers around his cane as staff trickled out of the room. “I have a conference call.” He hoisted his bag onto his shoulder and headed for the door, the room constricting with each measured step he took toward the elevator.

         Jay rubbed his fingers across the scruff on his chin before starting around the table toward her. “Look—”

         “Don’t,” she warned. She preferred the distance of the table between them. Hands trembling, she gathered her papers, shoving them into her laptop bag in no particular order. To her dismay, a few scattered across the table onto the floor, and Jay bent down.

         From her side, she knelt under the table and froze, inches from his face. “I’ve got it.”

         He leaned back, squatting, and picked the pages off the floor. His gaze traveled partway up her legs before he darted his eyes away and glanced down at the realty information and her logo designs.

         Her face burned, and she tugged on her gray pencil skirt, willing it to be a few inches longer. “I said I’ve got it.”

         Saying nothing, he passed her the pages, his callused fingertips brushing against hers, sending a shiver from her ankles all the way up to her neck.

         Fisting the gaping opening of her cardigan again, she fumbled to zip the papers inside her bag with her free hand. Over the years, she’d envisioned all sorts of scenarios where she ran into Jay Wynter—rehearsed what she’d say if she ever saw him again. She’d be calm and collected, confident, indifferent. Why were all those calculated snubs escaping her the moment she laid eyes on those gentle hands that used to comb through her hair until she fell asleep?

         She had to break the silence. Say something. Anything. Clearing her throat, she forced her gaze to his. “So you’re back.”

         “Seems that way.”

         He held the eye contact—a silent challenge, she was certain. Under the layer of smoke, he smelled like the outdoors, and immediately she knew he was one of the crew members she’d paused to watch on her way in to the meeting. The scruff on his face glinted with silver, a rough contrast to his soft lips. He’d grown his hair out a little, too, and wore it sort of messy. It suited him.

         Enough with the small talk. The hardwood floor was cold on her bare knees, and the last thing she expected to be doing today was crawling under a table with Jay Wynter. She pushed off the floor, smacking her head against the table, hard.

         “Agh,” she groaned, cupping the back of her head with her hand.

         “Whoa,” Jay’s lazy smile morphed into a worried frown. Leaning forward, he gripped her shoulders, steadying her. Are you okay?”

         It hurt. Almost as much as her pride. “I’m fine,” she said through clenched teeth.

         He released his hold, but not before his thumb grazed her collarbone, igniting her nerve endings again. Rising cautiously, she smoothed her skirt. “I’m late for another meeting.”

         He surfaced on his side of the table, lips parting into a grin.

         With what little confidence she could muster, she held her head high and marched toward the door, heels clacking against the floor.

         “Leyna,” Jay called behind her.

         She whirled back around. “What?”

         He lowered into the chair and spun half a turn so he faced her, propped an elbow on the armrest, and lowered his chin into his hand. His fingers failed to mask the smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. “It’s really good to see you.”

         On a long sigh, she whipped back around and marched out the door, eyes set on the elevator.

         And that made four catastrophes before breakfast.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jay pounded his fist against Stefan’s office door.

         “It’s open.”

         Turning the knob, he stepped inside the bright corner office and closed the door behind him.

         “Jason, we’re going to have to work on your punctuality.” Stefan folded his hands on the desk. “When you’re running the show, you can’t be late for your own meetings.”

         The stroke had twisted the left side of his mouth into an almost permanent grin, and the slight slur in Stefan’s speech made Jay’s chest ache. The sport coat he’d been wearing in the meeting hung on the back of his chair, and he’d rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, revealing a plethora of purple bruises from the poking and prodding he’d received in the hospital. A tingling crept into Jay’s legs, cementing them in place, but he pushed forward, despite growing weaker with each uneven step toward the heavy armchair opposite Stefan’s desk.

         Stefan Wynter was the strongest man in the world to Jay. But now…gone was the tall, rugged man who’d been a constant in his life since his mother unloaded him at eight years old. In the five months since Jay had seen him, he’d withered away to a gaunt shadow of his former self.

         Growing up without a father was something that damaged some kids—leaving them with voids they could spend their whole lives trying to fill, but Jay never took any interest in learning about the biological father who hadn’t wanted him or the seventeen-year-old girl carrying his child. The man meant nothing to him, of that he was certain. Jay was definitely one hundred percent Wynter.

         Stefan picked up a remote off his desk and pressed a button, bringing classical music to the speakers—a sure sign he wanted to drown out their conversation to potential eavesdroppers.

         “What can I do for you?”

         Jay leaned forward in the chair and cleared his throat, opting to approach the issue with a bit less force than he’d earlier imagined. “You can start by explaining this retirement curve ball, and then tell me how you and Joe dreamed up a new restaurant on my land that I already had marked for syrah. That might catch me up, as you said back there in the meeting.”

         “Lose the attitude.” Stefan pointed a stubby finger at Jay. “My retirement shouldn’t come as a surprise. I’m damn near eighty years old.”

         Jay shrank a little and softened his voice. “I get that, and if we were talking about anyone else, I wouldn’t be surprised, but Wynter Estate is your life. I guess I thought you’d have a harder time walking away.”

         Stefan rolled away from the desk and got up to peer out the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the cabernet franc plot. He jingled change in his pants pocket and spoke with his back to Jay. “I’m hardly walking away. I’ll still be here for guidance. Besides, I meant what I said back there.” He turned now and gave Jay a long look. “You’re a brilliant vintner—the best there is. There’s nobody I have more faith in to carry on my legacy.”

         Jay swallowed hard, face burning from the compliment, as it had in the meeting. “I’m good out there.” He raised an arm and pointed to the vineyard sprawling outside the window. “I don’t know the first thing about finance, or marketing, or running a company. Not to mention the way my brain scrambles every single thing I try to read.”

         “We’ve got people managing those departments,” Stefan offered, skipping over the dyslexia remark. “Besides, you know who is good at those things? Your Leyna.”

         The mention of her name sparked an image of her long, slim legs in that prim skirt. He cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t call her my Leyna. She hasn’t been that in a very long time. And you didn’t mention anything about a restaurant the last time we discussed the future of Wynter Estate.” In fact, it seemed it had been mentioned to everybody but him. “Given your recent health scare, the timing couldn’t be worse. The idea is ludicrous.”

         “That’s where you’re wrong.” Stefan moved back to the desk and sat. “People like to spend a day touring wine country, but this area lacks options to bridge afternoon into evening. More wineries need a restaurant on site, so I decided if nobody else was going to seize the opportunity, we would. But it’s got to be reputable—a place that’s tried and true. That,” he said, pointing his finger on the desk, “is why I want Rosalia’s. And now, with the makeover, it’s got marquee value that will up our destination factor.

         “Leyna overhauled the place after Joe passed. Big-shot chef, classy atmosphere. Your culinary experience will benefit her, and the second location in wine country opens her doors to an entirely different clientele than downtown. It will raise the profiles of both businesses. I can already see it.” He gazed past an outstretched hand, toward the sleek black sofa on the far side of the room. “It’s the best idea I’ve had in years.”

         Jay eyed his grandfather. He was seriously suggesting they partner with the former love of Jay’s life—the girl he let get away. More like set free. Christ, had the man lost his mind in the stroke, too?

         “She’s still a sore spot for you.”

         That was one way of putting it. Rather than confirm the suspicion, Jay plugged on. “You’ve set us up as business partners without even bothering to include us in any of the planning.”

         “Until I was faced with retirement, it didn’t concern you, Jason, and Leyna’s been in on the planning since Joe passed.” Stefan smirked. “Joe wasn’t on board with her taking over at first, believe me, but her parents already had their hands full with the bed and breakfast. I think he hoped Rob would step up, being the grandson and all that, but Rob’s dedicated to his job at the bank.” Rubbing his chin, he went on. “He underestimated Leyna. Nothing against Joe, but he was an old-fashioned sort. Not a hipster like me.”

         He slapped his thick hand on the desk to reinforce the joke, and laughter worked up his throat. “That Leyna…She’s got what it takes. I could see that a long time ago.”

         Still hung up on Stefan’s use of the word hipster, Jay gave his head a shake. “Has it even occurred to you that she probably still hates me more than anyone on this planet after the way I treated her when I left?”

         When he was twenty years old, Leyna Milan had been his entire world, and that scared Jay to death. She’d started to hint about not going away to school—staying in Sapphire Springs so they could be closer to each other—and had practically been naming their kids, for God’s sake. Breaking up with Leyna was by far the hardest thing he’d ever done. He’d told himself he put her first, but no amount of justifying could ever erase the anguish and betrayal in her eyes or her sobs of despair when he told her he was leaving Sapphire Springs. She’d begged him not to go, and it gutted him, but in the end he’d turned his back on her and walked away. Little wonder she’d spent the next eighteen years hating his guts.

         The longer he stayed away, the harder it became to come back.

         Stefan’s distorted face didn’t hide his smirk. “There’s a fine line between love and hate, Jason.”

         Not from Leyna’s perspective, apparently.

         “We need to reinvent ourselves. The past few vintages were gems, but we were out of the playing field a long time after the ice storm and replant. The world went on without us. Joe and I were concerned that the businesses in their current states would be something of a burden. Times are changing, and both businesses required reviving.” Stefan tented his hands like Mr. Burns. “Rosalia’s needs to branch out and expand their market. Wynter Estate needs a leg up on our competitors. The new restaurant will do that for us both.”

         Headaches. The jet lag hadn’t even hit him yet, and there were already headaches.

         Stefan continued to fill him in. “With festival season approaching, we should be focusing on local business, and we need more of a social media presence, too. Do you know anything about this Twittle, or whatever they call that damn thing on the internet?”

         Jay eyed the ceiling in disbelief. “You’ve heard of Twitter?”

         “I’m old, I’m not dead.”

         For the second time in mere minutes, Jay gave his head a shake. “Look, Pop, I have no problem helping out, but I’m no good behind a desk or in front of a computer. Besides, are you sure partnering with Wynter is how Leyna wants to expand her market? Because from what I gather, she wants to buy the Blackhorse and turn it into a concert venue.” At least according to the notes she dropped on the floor.

         Stefan’s eyes darted left before his forehead folded into a mass of wrinkles. “She’s mentioned those ideas in passing, but it’s castles in the sky. This restaurant is a win-win, and it’s a done deal. The decision was made before Leyna inherited Rosalia’s and I decided to retire. We’re all legally bound. Whether the two of you like it or not, it’s happening.”

         Jay had been working at Wynter Estate since he was old enough to hold a pair of pruning shears, and he spent his teenage years pruning obsessively from dawn until dusk, every single day Stefan let him take off school. His hands, blistered raw, would sting with every flex, and beads of sweat would drip down his spine, dampening his worn T-shirt. It was tough, but he’d loved every agonizing second.

         He gazed out the window, past the vineyard, where the lake glistened in the sunlight. In a lot of ways, what Stefan proposed epitomized everything he’d ever wanted at twenty years old. But his grandfather, though a brilliant winemaker, had been set in his ways and quick to shrug off a lot of the organic vineyard practices Jay wanted to pursue. Bitterness had begun to build and left him fed up with being treated like an inadequate kid.

         His mother and stepfather Cass, on one of their brief stints living back in Sapphire Springs when Cass’s investments had gone south, had gotten wind that he and Leyna were sneaking out sometimes to spend the night together. She threw a fit, calling Leyna a tramp and going on about how she wanted more for her son than to ruin his life by knocking up Joe Leone’s granddaughter.

         Like I ruined yours? A few days later, his grandfather surprised him with the news that he’d scored Jay an apprenticeship in France. Conveniently, Cass had sprung for a backpacking trip so Jay could go away and “find himself hair” before it started. It had felt to Jay like everyone just wanted to be rid of him.

         In France he’d climbed his way from vineyard to vineyard to the very impressive top, without anyone ever suspecting his dyslexia. Moving there gave him a clean slate. He wasn’t typecast as some screwed-up teenager who only had a job because he was the boss’s grandson. They respected his knowledge and valued his skills, and that mattered.

         Jay shrugged. “This only affects me if I decide to step up as head of Wynter.”

         Stefan’s eyes narrowed. “If?”

         Before leaving Burgundy, Jay’s boss, Frank, had hinted at offering him a position as head of vineyard operations. If they nabbed the international award their estate pinot noir vied for, Jay’s stock would go through the roof and the promotion would be in the bag.

         Still, it wasn’t Wynter Estate.

         The answer to this dilemma would’ve been a simple no, had he not been facing the man who taught him everything or gotten nose to nose with the woman who had held his heart as long as he could remember. Pushing his hands into his pockets, Jay turned away to pace across the plush rug in the middle of the floor. “I’ve got a job in Burgundy, Pop. A life.”

         One without baggage.

         Stefan rose from the chair, sending it reeling back against the wall. “You’re hiding in Burgundy, and we both know it. You came back here ten years ago after the ice storm and dealt with the damage and the replant, no questions asked. You told me you wanted this company someday—hell, you saved it single-handedly. Five years ago, you told me you were ready to commit, and then you just took off the moment Leyna’s engagement announcement hit the newspaper. I looked the other way that time, because I knew what that did to you, but this time, I need you to man up.”

         Stunned, Jay turned to face Stefan. Not once had his grandfather ever called him out on his reasons for his abrupt departure five years ago. He fumbled to come up with a response. “We both know there’re a lot of people—family and crew—who think I don’t deserve what you’re trying to hand me. That I don’t have what it takes.”

         “Nonsense.” Stefan silenced him. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what anyone thinks, and neither should you.”

         Jay peered into Stefan’s dark eyes. “But they’re not wrong.”

         “They are wrong,” Stefan snapped, drilling his cane into the rug. “I won’t listen to you belittle yourself. Our single vineyard pinot noir won a gold medal last year. Whose idea was it all those years ago to expand on pinot noir because New World pinot was becoming a big deal and he didn’t want Wynter to miss that boat?”

         He moved ahead, closing in on Jay’s space. “Who convinced me we had the perfect conditions to produce something that could rival Burgundy? Who planted those vines with his very own hands, nurtured them, and practically monitored their pulse while coaxing them to grow?”

         Stefan’s voice grew louder with each step forward, until he jabbed his finger into Jay’s chest. “When this cold snap threatened, who jumped into action from halfway across the world to arrange a helicopter and then waited up all night in his truck monitoring the temperature and stoking fires to gain us enough heat to save this vintage?”

         “Okay, okay, calm down.” The last thing he needed was Pop getting worked up and having a setback because of him. He tossed his hands in the air. “I’ll think about giving it a shot.”

         His grandfather’s lip pulled up at the corner and his expression softened. “I blame your mother for your insecurities. She filled your head with doubts about yourself and your abilities all those years ago, and made you believe being dyslexic meant that you weren’t good enough—for the winery, for Leyna, for anything…My only regret in life is that I didn’t try harder to convince you that you were. That you are. I’ll rectify that mistake if it’s the last thing I do.”

         Jay raised a hand to halt the conversation. “Stop with the lasts. You sound all cryptic, and I don’t like you talking that way.”

         Stefan put an arm around Jay’s shoulder and led him back to the window. “All I ask is that you at least take time to think things through before you turn down my offer. After harvest, if you decide you don’t want Wynter Estate, then I’ll accept that, but don’t back down because you’re afraid you can’t handle it. If I believed that, I wouldn’t be handing it to you.”

         Wanting it wasn’t the issue. He wanted it more than anything—had since he was eight years old—but he wasn’t cut out to run a company. As if severe dyslexia weren’t enough of a hindrance, he was nowhere near good enough to fill his grandfather’s shoes. If he dropped the ball this time, a legacy forty years in the making was at stake.

         “What’s the other option?” he asked, stealing a glance at Stefan, and bracing himself for the answer.

         Stefan’s mouth formed a tight crease. “Your mother and Cass have been cozying up to me. Of course, having no training in the business, they would be forced to hand over vineyard control to outside sources.”

         Jay’s stomach plummeted. His stepfather, Cass, was a sly businessman. He could run a company, but he didn’t have the first clue about growing grapes. Hell, his mother probably knew more about it than Cass. Their interest was no doubt based on Wynter having achieved a certain level of prestige the last few years. They’d never give a second thought to the integrity of the wine. Instead of keeping yields down to ensure a higher-quality product, they’d cut corners and overproduce. Their biggest concern would be how fast they could get it from the vine to the dinner table. In Cass Nixon’s world, the bottom line was measured in dollars and cents.

         No way in hell would Jay stand by while they corrupted Wynter Estate, and his grandfather had banked on that fact.

         Taking the season to make up his mind seemed like a fair compromise for them both. He’d be around to run the vineyard while his grandfather got back on his feet—plus he would have time to get used to the idea of working with Leyna.

         “Okay,” he said, tilting his head down to meet Stefan’s gaze. “I’ll stay until after harvest. I won’t commit to anything more until we see how the season goes, but you need wind machines before next spring—no matter how much it costs. Considering what you’re going to pay for these helicopters, it would be worth it in the long run.”

         Stefan grinned and opened his bottom drawer, where he kept his stash of cigars. “That’s my boy.” He struck a match and smoke curled out the corner of his mouth, drifting past the cigar.

         Jay plucked it from his mouth to steal a puff. He eyed him through the thick gray smoke. “Thought they told you to quit.”

         “They tell everyone to quit,” Stefan grumbled. “Old Grandfather David smoked till he was a hundred. Damn doctors don’t know what they’re talking about half the time anyway. To hell with them all!”

         Well, there you had it. Whatever lasting effects the stroke had had, his grandfather’s spirit remained the same. There was no point in arguing with Stefan Wynter. The man had a mind of his own. “Someone should have called me the minute they took you in the ambulance. There’s no excuse for it taking almost a week.”

         “Your mother wanted to wait until she had more details.” He slapped him on the shoulder. “Besides, you’re a busy guy.”

         Busy, sure, gallivanting around Amsterdam, sweet-talking Nadia, the sexy bartender who mixed him sidecars all night, while his grandfather recovered in a hospital bed. The whole thing infuriated him, and he made a mental note to have a little chat with his mother. “I’ll get the lowdown straight from the horse’s mouth at your next doctor appointment, so I can keep you on track.”

         Stefan rubbed his hand over the butt of his cane. “You’ve got bigger things to worry about than keeping me on track. Leyna was fired up after the meeting and sent me an angry email. You know how she can be. I’m going to need you to smooth things over. There’s a gallery opening next week down at the harbor, and Rosalia’s is catering. Take my invitation and find a way to talk to her. Get us back in her good graces.”

         More headaches. Jay nodded, visualizing her full glossy lips, inches from his under that boardroom table. He pulled out his phone and sent a quick text to his boss, Frank, saying that he’d be in Sapphire Springs a little longer than planned. He owed his grandfather that much. Besides, when Stefan Wynter wanted something, he didn’t let up until it was a done deal.

         Halfway to his truck, Jay caught sight of his mother and stepfather emerging from their BMW. Her heels clacked against the pavement at a rapid pace as she approached.

         “Jason.” She came at him with open arms. “You’re looking…worn, but well. It’s great to see you.”

         “Hi, Mom.” Jay returned the hug, hands resting on her bony back. She’d lost weight again.

         “You’ve been smoking cigars with Dad.”

         Cass winked. “Oh, sweetheart, lay off the boy. The smell is coming from the fires in the vineyard.”

         Jay extended an arm to Cass and offered a handshake.

         “Good to see you, Jay.” Cass removed his sunglasses. More gray flecked his dark hair than the last time Jay had seen them. His mother, of course, still went to great lengths to mask her age.

         Danielle met Cass after growing bored with her hometown and leaving Jay in the care of his grandfather. They married quickly and traveled the world on Cass’s dime, at least while his investments ran hot. The rare times she visited were clouded by turmoil. Danielle Nixon thrived on melodrama.

         Still, Jay had always made excuses for his mother’s absence—she traveled all the time for her charity work, brought him back lavish souvenirs. In reality, she lived less than two hours away.

         “We were just coming to have a chat with Dad. We weren’t made aware of this morning’s meeting.” Danielle pushed her dark sunglasses up the bridge of her nose. “I guess we missed the retirement announcement.”

         Pop had had the foresight to avoid a scene over his choice of successors.

         “Retiring, my ass.” Cass draped an arm around Danielle’s waist and rested his hand on her hip. “I’ll believe it when I see it. His recovery from the stroke has been amazing.”

         “Yeah, about that.” Jay folded his arms. “I wish you would’ve called me sooner, Mom. Finding out after Pop had already spent days in the hospital was pretty unsettling.”

         She reached out and clasped his hand. “I know, Jason, but we didn’t want to alarm you before we had all the details. The clot buster the paramedics administered on the way to the hospital worked wonders. If he’s diligent with his therapy, he’ll have few lasting effects. It didn’t seem worth upsetting you.”

         Jay’s shoulders tensed. “I don’t need protecting. I’m not a child.”

         “Well now that you’re here, you’ll be kept in the loop.” Danielle patted his arm. “Don’t worry about this retirement stuff or let Dad talk you into committing to anything here with the winery. I know he plans to try to involve you, but sometimes he forgets you’ve got a life of your own. Cass and I will do our best to rein him in.”

         Doting like this wasn’t her style. Something was up. “No need to rein him in. We’re on the same page, at least for the time being. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve neglected the crew half the morning.”

         When Jay reached his truck, he glanced back at headquarters, where his mother and Cass hurried toward the main entrance.
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