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            Prologue

            New Year’s Eve

         

         Walker swiped his forearm across his face, and his sleeve came away bloody. He guessed his nose was broken, but he was numb to the pain.

         “What the hell?” he said. He coughed as blood ran down the back of his throat. That was when he realized he was lying down. He made a move to get up.

         “Don’t!” someone shouted. It was a woman’s voice. “Unless you want a palm full of glass. You’re paying for that window, by the way.”

         Window?

         He was about to start asking questions again when he heard the wail of a siren. Seconds later, his vision blurred with swirls of red and blue.

         A car door slammed, and boots crunched in the gravel. Or maybe that was the glass he was sprawled on.

         “Gimme your hand, Everett,” a gruff, male voice said. And because Walker wanted to get the hell out of whatever situation he was in, he gripped the outstretched palm and let whoever was standing above him pull him to his feet.

         Walker’s vision didn’t clear, even when the lights were out of his eyes. But he could make out the uniform. He could tell the vehicle was a black SUV and not a white ambulance, which only meant one thing.

         “Evening, Sheriff.” Walker stumbled, but someone caught him by the elbow.

         “Hell, Cash. This guy’s a walking miracle. No embedded glass. Looks like he fell just right ’cause there’s not a scratch on him…other than what looks like a broken nose.” The voice belonged to a woman, but she was still standing behind him.

         Whoever she was, while she’d been nice enough to keep him from hitting pavement again, she was now pushing him toward a bench. With his arm pinned behind his back.

         “Walker Everett, you’re under arrest for disorderly conduct, public intoxication, and likely vandalism if Nora decides she’s had enough of your antics. You want to take it from here, Sheriff?” the female officer asked.

         Walker sat and felt cool steel clamp around one wrist and then the other.

         “Christ,” Sheriff Hawkins hissed as he squatted, the two men now eye to eye. “What the hell happened in there?”

         Walker leaned forward and whispered, “I’d love to tell you that, Cash, but first you’re gonna have to tell me where the hell I am.”

         The sheriff winced. “Well, you smell like you’re drowning at the bottom of a bottle of Jack, so that ought to give you a hint. Sorry to have to do this, Walker, but I can’t help you out of this one.” He straightened to his full height. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to talk to a lawyer and have him present with you while you are being questioned. If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed to represent you before any questioning if you wish. You can decide at any time to exercise these rights and not answer any questions or make any statements. Do you understand each of these rights I have explained to you? Having these rights in mind, do you wish to talk to us now?”

         Walker Everett had plenty to say—and ask for that matter. His brain was swimming with questions and answers and a few choice words for his friend Cash, who had the balls to arrest him. But none of his words made it to the surface. Instead the black spots dancing at the edge of his vision were a full-on blanket of dark now. The last thing he heard before losing consciousness completely was “Call his brother, Jack Everett. He’ll represent him when he’s ready for questioning.”

         
             

         

         To say he had a headache was the understatement of the year. Walker had been on benders before, but he’d learned early on to keep a bottle of ibuprofen in the top drawer of his nightstand. Sure, sometimes he forgot to take them, but after a while it had become habit, and no one actually forgot a habit.

         But he wasn’t in his bed right now. He was in a bed, but this wasn’t his room.

         “Morning, sunshine,” he heard before he dared to open his eyes. “I’ll call your brother and let him know you’re awake. Said he wasn’t posting bail until this morning as long as you had a place to sleep. Cozy, isn’t it?”

         Walker blinked, the tiniest movement, and hissed in a breath through clenched teeth. He guessed by the sheriff’s chuckle that Cash had heard him. He pinched the bridge of his nose and saw stars. Then he caught sight of his bloodstained sleeve and imagined what the rest of him must look like.

         “You’re gonna need to get it set, but there wasn’t much we could do without you being conscious. As long as you get to the doctor within the week, you should be good to go. Wait any longer, and they’ll need to rebreak it.”

         Walker gingerly swung his legs off the side of the cot, his boots falling heavy onto the cement floor of the cell.

         “My brother let me sleep here last night?” His mouth was drier than cotton, and he wasn’t going to try to figure out what it tasted like.

         Cash’s feet were propped up on his desk as he sipped his coffee and stared at Walker. “I don’t think I’d call what you were doing sleeping, but that’s not what I want to discuss.”

         Walker braced his hands on his knees, head hanging between his shoulders, and blew out a long breath. “December thirty-first is her birthday. Was her birthday.” It had been more than fifteen years, and he still had trouble thinking of his mother in the past tense.

         “And it’d break her heart to know how you spent it.”

         Walker looked up to meet the disappointed gaze of his oldest brother, Jack. “Do you ever get tired of lecturing?”

         Jack scrubbed a hand across his jaw. Dark circles rimmed his eyes. “Yeah. I do.”

         Walker stood, not exactly steady on his feet but enough that he wouldn’t topple over. “Noted, big brother. So, this is the part where we make this all go away, right? There are advantages to that fancy law degree you got.”

         But Jack stood in front of the small cell with his arms crossed while the sheriff never lifted his feet off his desk.

         “This isn’t like all the other times. Nora’s pressing charges,” Jack said. “You fell through the tavern’s damned window. That mess that was once your face? The wooden frame. You’re lucky you still have your teeth.”

         “So you’re leaving me here?” Walker asked, not exactly feeling lucky.

         “That’s up to you,” Jack said. He slid a hand through the bars and held out a pamphlet. “There’s a place about an hour from here. Supposed to be real nice. Program lasts two months. But you have to voluntarily admit yourself.”

         When Walker didn’t take what was being offered, Jack’s head fell against the bars.

         “Please,” Jack said. “I can’t keep doing this. You can’t keep doing this to yourself. I’m getting married the end of the summer, and—”

         “And you don’t want your drunk of a brother messing things up,” Walker interrupted.

         Jack lifted his head, and the pained look in his brother’s eyes made Walker take a step back.

         “I’m done making excuses for you. I’m done telling myself that you’re the youngest, that you’ll grow out of this. I’m done wondering when I’ll get the call from Cash telling me that this time your luck ran out. I’m done, Walker. I’m—done.” He dropped the pamphlet on the floor of the cell. “Just because Jack Senior drowned in the bottle doesn’t mean you have to do the same.” Then he started to walk away.

         If Jack was finally turning his back on him, Walker’s luck had run out.

         “Wait!” he said, the panic and desperation rising.

         His brother stopped, and for several long seconds he did nothing else.

         Turn around, Jack, Walker thought. Turn the hell around.

         After what felt like days, Jack turned to face him.

         “Okay,” Walker said. “You win. When do we leave?”

         Jack’s fists clenched at his sides. Then they released. “We get your face fixed up—as best we can—and then we get on the road.”

         “Just like that?” Walker asked.

         “Just like that.”

         He’d do this for his brother, but it would only be a temporary fix. Walker knew it, and he was sure Jack did, too. Walker couldn’t change who he was any more than a tiger could change its stripes. For better or worse—in this case he’d admit it was worse—Walker Everett was his father’s son. You couldn’t fight genetics, could you? Yet somehow the inheritance skipped Jack and his other brother Luke.

         “It won’t work,” Walker admitted.

         “Might not,” Jack said. “But for the first time in my life, I’m asking—no, I’m begging—you to try.”

         And that was when Walker realized it, the one part of the equation that had always seemed to be missing.

         No one had ever asked him to stop.

         “Jenna and Luke know?” he asked his brother when they were outside in Jack’s truck. No way his aunt and his other brother would be left in the dark, but confirmation was always good.

         “They know if I come home without you that you made the right decision. Here.” He handed Walker a soft ice pack. “Grabbed this on my way out. Cash said you’d need it. And the bottle of water in the cup holder is all yours.”

         Walker tore the lid off the bottle and drank its entire contents without coming up for air. After a substantial belch, he laid his head against the seat and placed the pack over his eyes and nose, letting out something between a groan and a sigh.

         “You sure my luck didn’t run out?” he asked Jack. “Because other than a fresh bottle of whiskey, this is about as close to heaven as I think I’m gonna get.” When his brother didn’t so much as laugh, let alone answer him, Walker cleared his throat. “This isn’t who I wanted to be, you know.”

         The only problem was, if he wasn’t this—the brother who couldn’t get his shit together, who nobody even expected to grow out of this kind of behavior—then who the hell was he? Because this was the only version of himself he recognized anymore.

         “I know,” Jack finally said as they pulled out onto the main road. “I know.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Two months later

         

         The job is yours if you want it. We leave as soon as we’re done putting that addition on the bed-and-breakfast. We can use all the cheap labor we can get.”

         Walker held the phone to his ear for several seconds, letting the offer sink in.

         “I need to stick around for Jack and Ava’s wedding,” he finally said. “That’s not until the end of July.”

         Sam Callahan, of Callahan Brothers Contracting, laughed. “Yeah, I know about the wedding. Got a save-the-date e-mail and everything. We’ll be heading out soon after, breaking ground on the ranch in early August.”

         Walker nodded, though he knew the man on the other end of the line couldn’t see him.

         “I gotta think on it,” he said. “But I’ll let you know.”

         “Sure thing,” Sam said. “Welcome home, Everett.”

         Walker ended the call. He didn’t have much of a response to the sentiment, not when the place he’d spent most of his life felt as foreign right now as if he’d moved to the other side of the world. It was still the place where his mother had died and where his father had gone off the rails. But it was far from home.

         He slid his phone in his pocket and got back to the task at hand.

         It was high noon, the heat topping out at an unseasonably hot eighty-eight degrees for early March. Walker had been using the circular saw outside the winery’s back entrance for the better part of two hours. His T-shirt was soaked through with sweat, his jeans full of sawdust, and his beard was itching his neck something fierce. But when he looked at the perfectly cut pieces of crown molding ready to be stained, he considered it all worth it.

         Okay, he was hotter than Satan’s pitchfork in a furnace and was sure he’d sweated out fifteen years’ worth of alcohol even if he hadn’t had a drink in two months. Nothing was worth this kind of torture, but now that the floors were done and the entire inside of the winery painted, Jack and Luke wouldn’t let the sawhorse inside even if Walker used a drop cloth.

         “There’s air-conditioning inside,” he’d argued.

         “Fresh air will do you good,” Luke had countered.

         “Plus Ava and Lily will have our asses if you mess up their space,” Jack had added.

         Leave it to his brothers to throw their respective partners under the bus when they weren’t around to defend themselves or hear Walker’s side of the argument.

         “Do you know how much fresh air I had while I was gone? I’ve been on hikes, bikes, and”—he’d leaned close to whisper this one to Luke—“and there was outdoor yoga, man. You don’t know the fucking horrors.”

         You’d think a guy would get some sort of recognition for two months of sobriety, yet here he was, tossed outside like his nephew Owen’s Lab, Scully.

         Who was he kidding? That spoiled pooch was probably in the ranch lying next to the air-conditioning vent getting a belly rub. Damn that sounded nice.

         He pulled his shirt over his head, found the one dry spot left, and gave his torso a good once-over. That was when he heard the crackle of tires in the gravel out front and the distinct sound of a car door slamming not once but twice.

         Excellent, he thought. Visitors.

         As he made his way to the front of the soon-to-be Crossroads Winery, the sound of a heated argument filled the air. At least, he thought it was an argument based on the rapidly increasing volume of their voices, but the words that floated his direction were anything but English.

         “Reviens, Violet! Tu sais que tu m’aimes!”

         The male, who Walker could now see was a tall, lanky guy with curly dark hair, was waving his hands in the air as he followed the woman—a curvy brunette with thick waves tumbling over her shoulders, light brown skin, and legs for days—toward the winery’s front door.

         “Va te faire foutre, Ramon! J’arrête!” She added a one-fingered gesture, and even though Walker didn’t speak what he guessed was French, he did understand the universal language of Fuck you.

         “We’re closed, gorgeous,” Walker called to her, and without a second glance, she changed her trajectory from the building’s entrance to where Walker stood a couple yards to the right.

         “Est-ce que tu vois?” she called over her shoulder to the other man as she approached. “Il est la!” She was close enough to touch him now—and she did, wrapping her arms around Walker’s waist.

         “Are you married?” she whispered. “Engaged or attached in any way?”

         He shook his head slowly. “So you do speak English, huh?”

         “Please,” she said under her breath. “Go with this, and I promise to make it up to you.”

         “Mmm-hmm,” he said.

         She slid her palms up his bare torso and linked her fingers behind his neck. Walker didn’t think, just acted. He dropped his balled-up T-shirt to the ground, pressed his hands firmly against her hips, and dipped his head so she could brush her soft lips over his. If he thought he was parched from baking in the morning sun, it was nothing compared to the insatiable thirst he felt when her tongue slipped into his mouth. He growled as she let out a soft moan. And then he took all that she gave, and damn this stranger was a giver.

         His hands traveled south, and he waited for her to object, but she only kissed him harder. So he squeezed her round, firm ass as their tongues and mouths and lips spoke a language they both understood.

         Need.

         Sure, the tenets of his therapy strongly recommended no dating within the first six months of his sobriety, but this could hardly be interpreted as dating. He didn’t even know this woman’s name, only that he’d been in the desert for eight long weeks, and she was either an oasis or the best damned mirage he’d ever seen.

         And working at the vineyard wasn’t an issue—yet. He’d cross that precarious bridge in the fall when the vineyard officially opened. Right now his brothers were happy to let him do all the necessary busy work. After all, all work and no play meant no falling through tavern windows, right?

         “Bien!” Walker heard the other man call, but he wasn’t about to cut short whatever was happening to acknowledge him. “Vous gagnez. You win. You want me out of your life? Au revoir. Perhaps your new man would like to take you home.”

         His words were heavily accented and dripping with disdain.

         She didn’t respond, but kept up with the charade as Walker heard the car door slam, the engine rev to life, and then finally, the frantic sound of tires spinning too fast to gain purchase before finally squealing onto the main road and eventually, out of earshot.

         “You gonna tell me what the hell that was all about?” he said against her lips. “Wouldn’t mind your name, either.”

         She lowered herself onto the spikes of her heels, the shoes apparently not enough to reach Walker’s six-foot-four-inch frame. Her pink lips were swollen and the copper skin of her chin was rubbed pink from his beard. She absently brushed her fingers over it as her eyes searched far down the now empty road.

         “How about I start?” he said when she made no move to answer him. “Walker Everett. You seem to be stranded at my ranch.”

         She cleared her throat, her eyes—brown with flecks of gold—finally focusing on his.

         “I thought this was a vineyard.”

         Walker grunted. “Depends on if those grapes out there make anything worth drinking, but I’ll let my brother and his fiancée worry about that. I’m more interested in that mighty friendly greeting of yours. Not that I’m complaining.”

         She smoothed her fitted black skirt and refastened the button of her crisp, white shirt that had undoubtedly popped open when she was making his acquaintance. Not before he snuck a glance at the lavender lace that peeked out from beneath.

         “I’m here for the interview,” she finally said. “Though I realize now I’ve most likely already lost the job. Damn it, Ramon.”

         “He your boyfriend?” Walker asked.

         The woman crossed and uncrossed her arms, then started looking around desperately.

         “My bag!” she yelled. “He left me without my bag?”

         Walker squinted, then strode past her to the empty parking area where he retrieved a tan leather tote. Her expression brightened when she saw it, but when she reached for the bag, he retreated with it still in hand.

         “First your name,” he said.

         She blew out a breath. “Violet. Violet Chastain. I have an interview with Jack Everett for the sommelier position, and that was my boyfriend until a picture of him with his wife and daughter fell out of the passenger-side visor and right into my freaking lap. That kiss—I mean, what I did when I got out of the car? I guess that was my pride going into fight or flight, though I’m not sure which category my behavior falls under other than entirely unprofessional.” She reached again for her bag, and this time Walker gave it to her. She pulled out her phone. “I’m going to call an Uber, and you can forget I was ever here.”

         As she strode to where the parking area met road, Walker’s own phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to find a text from Jack.

         
            Running late. Supposed to interview wine expert. Fill in for me? Her references are great. She’s been in the restaurant industry a long time. Just make sure she knows how to talk about and sell wine. Shouldn’t be too difficult.

         

         Walker laughed. Of the three Everett brothers, he was sure he knew the least about wine, winemaking, and what you needed to know to sell it. She could say whatever she wanted, and he’d have no choice but to believe her.

         He dropped the phone back into his pocket, then retrieved his shirt from the ground. He beat as much dust off of it as he could before pulling it back over his head. Then he made his way to where Violet stood on the side of an empty road, furiously tapping the screen of her phone.

         “How’s that Uber working out for you?” he asked.

         She groaned. “It’s not. The closest driver is thirty miles away.”

         He chuckled. “Not sure where you’re from, gorgeous, but you’re in Smalltown, USA now. This little part of San Luis Obispo County almost doesn’t exist on the map. Closest you’ll get to an Uber is an Everett pickup truck or a horse. Can I interest you in either of those? Also been instructed to fill in for my brother Jack, so if you still want that interview…”

         Her head shot up, and she stared at him with wide eyes. “You’re kidding, right? After what I just pulled?”

         He raised a brow. “Do you hear me complaining?”

         “No but…I mean, you’re not…Wait, now that I think of it, you did kiss me back, didn’t you?”

         The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I sure did.”

         “Thank you, by the way, for putting your shirt back on. Not that I didn’t like what I saw—or felt—and ohmygod I should not even be commenting on your bare torso, but the whole being clothed thing is making it slightly easier to look you in the eye.”

         He looked down at his attire, then let his gaze travel up from her sleek three-inch heels all the way to her starched collar.

         “I’m not exactly dressed for an interview,” he said. “But Jack doesn’t want to have to reschedule. So if you’re still looking for a job…”

         “I am,” she assured him. “I most definitely am.”

         “Then I guess we’d better head into my office,” he said, backing toward the winery’s entrance. He held the door open, and she followed him inside. “Why don’t you get a lay of the land while I head in back to wash up. Then we can talk about your qualifications as a…” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and opened back up to Jack’s text. “…sommelier,” he said.

         “Yay,” she said wincing.

         “Glad you’re excited.”

         She shook her head. “You said suh-mel-yer. But it’s actually suh-mel-yay.”

         He narrowed his eyes. “That French or something?”

         She nodded.

         “Does it mean someone who knows about serving wine?”

         She nodded again.

         “Then I’m gonna go wash up. When I get back, we’ll talk about your qualifications as a person who knows about serving wine.”

         He left her standing in the entryway as he headed toward the office on the other side of the building.

         “Suh-mel-yay,” he said under his breath. This woman with her fancy words and shoes and lips that were far too soft was in a league all her own. Good thing he was in the penalty box until further notice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Violet watched him walk away. Stared at him was more like it. How could she not when he sauntered with all his gritty swagger? But as the backroom door snicked shut behind him, reality flooded back to greet her.

         Her boyfriend—and former boss—was married. And a father. And he’d made a fool of her before leaving her stranded ninety minutes from home. Not the auspicious start to her interview that she’d hoped for, so naturally she’d made things even better by kissing her potential employer.

         After a month of dating Ramon, she expected to be hit with a wave of heartache, but all she felt was white-hot indignation.

         The score was most definitely Life with fifty bajillion and Violet at zero. How much worse could it get?

         Her phone chirped, which meant a text from her mom.

         
            Can you pick up the cake on your way here? Papa’s got too much on his list already.

         

         Sure, she texted back without thinking. She supposed she could find a car rental place somewhere in the vicinity. Or a bus. It wasn’t like Oak Bluff was that far off the beaten path. She’d found it, hadn’t she?

         Violet gave herself a tour while she waited. The round bar was beautiful. She loved how it was the focal point of the space, right in the center of the room. The earthy tones of the travertine floor along with the warm wood panels on the walls made her feel like she was wrapped in a snuggly blanket.

         Her fingers trailed the beveled edge of the bar trim.

         “You like that, huh?” Walker’s deep voice came from behind, the sound of it transforming her skin to gooseflesh.

         “It’s beautiful,” she said, not yet ready to turn around. “Expert craftsmanship.”

         “Appreciate the compliment,” he said.

         Her curiosity got the better of her, and she spun to face him. “You did this?” she asked, tapping the edge of the bar.

         “Yep. Not the whole structure, but that edge? All me.” He crossed his arms over his chest, and she realized he was wearing a fresh white T-shirt. His blond hair was damp, too.

         “Did you—is there a shower back there or something?” Then her hand flew over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That’s so not a question to ask a possible future employer, whether or not he showered.” She rolled her eyes at herself. This day was growing more awkward by the minute.

         He grinned. “Is that your way of telling me you noticed I cleaned up? No shower. Just a sink, a bar of soap, and a clean shirt. So, tell me about being a wine expert person and why we should hire you.”

         She set her bag on the bar and pulled out a leather folder that held copies of her résumé, then slid one in front of Walker.

         “I’ve been in the restaurant business since birth, pretty much. My dad owns this French fusion place in Santa Barbara. I may not have formal training in the hospitality industry, but I know more than any four-year degree could teach me. I’ve lived in that restaurant for as long as I can remember, and I learned everything I need to know about food and wine from him and his staff.” She cleared her throat. “And maybe a bit from Ramon.”

         Walker scanned the document, eyebrows raising when he got to the bottom.

         “This lists a Ramon Martin as a reference. Is he your—”

         “Boss? Yes. I mean, he was. I recently quit.”

         “How recently?” he asked.

         She forced a smile. “About twenty minutes ago, right before I kissed you. I did it in French. The quitting, I mean. Not the—” Oh God. What the hell had she been thinking?

         The ghost of a smile teased at his lips. He scratched absently at his short beard, the one that had rubbed her chin raw.

         “Look,” she said. “I have never gotten involved with an employer before Ramon. I assure you it isn’t a habit, and I have no intention of doing it again. He just caught me off guard with being married and all. I had to save face, you know?”

         He was still reading the résumé.

         “You list a former employer as Gabriel Chastain. Any relation?”

         Her throat tightened. “That’s my father. He had to make some recent payroll cutbacks. I didn’t want him to have to fire a longtime employee, so I got another job at Ramon’s.”

         “The job you just quit.”

         “Correct.”

         Walker looked up. “So you were going to work this job and your job with the French guy? I don’t follow.”

         “Look,” she said, fighting to keep her emotions in check. Ramon had already humiliated her in front of him, and then—in case she hadn’t already sealed her coffin—she’d gone and kissed him. Now she had to beg him for a job. Oh, how low she’d sunk in a matter of minutes. “I need a paycheck. I was hoping to have two. Now I have none. Your brother said the winery’s grand opening wasn’t until early fall, that there was a wedding to plan, and whoever got hired would help prep for both and get paid, and…I know wine. I can tell you what the bouquet of a cabernet is like compared to a merlot. Want to know the perfect port to pair with a crème brûlée? I’m your girl. And don’t even get me started on rosés. I could talk for days.”

         “Please don’t,” Walker said.

         Violet laughed. “I’ve helped plan all sorts of events at my father’s restaurant. I revamp his wine menu each season to account for new vintages, and I’ve hosted countless tastings to teach patrons the difference between a Syrah and merlot, or an oaked versus unoaked chardonnay. I will sell the hell out of your inventory when you open.” She paused for a breath. “I’m doing everything short of begging here, which probably doesn’t bode well as far as negotiating pay…”

         Walker scratched the back of his neck. “Jack has the final say,” he started. “But if I tell him the interview went well, I can almost guarantee you’re hired. What happened outside, though, that can’t happen again.”

         She shook her head. “Of course not. Trust me. I have learned my lesson. No way in hell I’m getting involved with another employer.”

         “Then I guess it’s settled.” Walker held out his hand, and she shook it. “Welcome to Crossroads Vineyard, Ms. Chastain.”

         She beamed. A paycheck was a paycheck. She liked wine and sure as hell knew enough about it. It came with the territory of growing up in a restaurant. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t her passion, only that it got her one step closer to helping her parents fund an experimental medical procedure that might make life easier for her entire family.

         “Thank you,” she said with as much professionalism as she could muster after having kissed her new employer until she was breathless. “Jack can contact me later with my hours. I suddenly have no conflicts. Now, if you could point me in the direction of a taxi service or maybe a car rental place?”

         Walker laughed. “Closest one is at the airport, and I don’t go near that place.”

         “What’s your problem with airports?” she asked.

         He shrugged. “Crowds. Bumper-to-bumper traffic with people who can’t seem to drive for shit. Everyone in such a damn hurry to get somewhere else.”

         Violet laughed. “I’m guessing you don’t travel much.”

         “Why leave when I have everything I want right here?” He held out his arms to gesture at the impressive space and likely the ranch beyond the vineyard grounds she knew the Everetts owned as well.

         Yet there was a bitterness to his tone she couldn’t reconcile, as if all he wanted was to get the hell out. For a guy probably not much older than her twenty-five years, he and his family seemed to have it all.

         “Okay, well, don’t car rental places pick you up if needed? I’ll call Enterprise or Hertz or—”

         “I’ll give you a lift,” he said, pulling keys out of his pocket. “A rental will cost you more than a tank of gas even if it’s only for the day. Where you headed?”

         She winced. “Santa Barbara?” The answer came out like a question.

         His eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms, taut biceps flexing as he did. “You mean to tell me you just accepted a job more than an hour from where you live?”

         Violet chewed on her bottom lip. “Ninety-four minutes,” she corrected. “In good traffic.”

         “No such thing,” he said. “It’s either open road or too many damned people.”

         “Wow. You really don’t like being around other people, do you?”

         He spun his key ring around his index finger, then caught the keys in his hand with a quick and stifled jingle. “Truck’s out back. Got nothing else to do today, so I might as well drive you home.”

         How did she refuse such a welcoming offer? She was actually about to, but Walker pushed off the bar and began striding toward a door kitty-corner from the office. He pushed through it, and the sun shone through from the outside.

         “Wait!” she called after him, then tossed her folder back into her bag. She burst through the door behind him and stopped short before tumbling over a circular saw and a stack of two-by-fours. He was standing just beyond the outdoor workshop with the saw that had almost cut her in half, leaning against the passenger side of a beat-up white pickup. As she approached—with more caution this time—she noticed the bed was filled with scraps of wood in all different shades from chestnut to what looked like a pale birch. There was also a rocking chair in need of some finishing touches, like sanding and staining, secured with bungee cords. It was rough around the edges, but she could see past it, to what it would be, and it was beautiful.

         “I thought you were a winemaker,” she said. “And a rancher.”

         “I’m a rancher by birth. Winemaker by inheritance.” He knocked an elbow against the truck. “This I do for me.” He opened the passenger door. “Your Uber, Ms. Chastain.”

         Violet felt the heat rush to her cheeks before she could will it away. She was not going to let his small-town cowboy charm get to her, though. This was her only job now, one she needed to keep.

         “Thanks,” she said, climbing into the seat. Note to self: Next time riding in a truck, leave the three-inch heels at home. But no one else she knew had a truck, so it was probably safe to assume this would be her one and only time. Besides, she loved her bargain-buy ombré pumps. They went with everything.

         A few seconds later, Walker was in the driver’s seat. He slammed the door shut and caught Violet brushing sawdust off her skirt.

         “Wasn’t expecting any guests today,” he said.

         “Or else you’d have tidied the truck up?” she asked.

         “Nope.” He handed her his phone, which he’d opened to a GPS app. “Punch in your address, and we’ll get on the road.”

         She entered the address to the bakery where she needed to pick up her parents’ anniversary cake. It was only half a mile from their house, so if Walker balked, he could leave her at the bakery and she’d walk from there. In her heels. Carrying a cake. It wasn’t the best plan, but she felt like asking him for any more when they’d barely pulled away from the winery was not in anyone’s best interest. She’d wait and see how the next ninety-four minutes went.

         “Thank you,” she said, giving him back his phone. “For the ride. The commute won’t be a problem for me, as far as the job goes. In case you were wondering.”

         He pulled out onto the road but didn’t offer her a response.

         “Strong and silent,” she said. “I get it. Not a big fan of silence myself, which is why I tend to talk. A lot.”

         He turned on the radio and fiddled with the dial until he landed on a country station. Then she noticed his shoulders relax.

         “Okay. So you’re not a talker. Message received,” she said. Then, because it was Maren Morris’s “Once,” and she knew all the words, she hummed softly to the tune. Well, she started out humming. But once the song hit the first chorus, she was belting out the lyrics as if she was on stage herself. She couldn’t help it when the music took over, and right now she was grateful for it. Strong and silent might work for him, but she’d sing herself hoarse if she had to. Anything to avoid thinking about how her mom was using her cane daily now and not only for flare-ups. Or how her dad had taken out a second mortgage on his building to cover medical bills that had been growing exponentially since Violet left school one year shy from graduating with her bachelor’s degree in music education.

         No way she was tacking on another year of school loans to their already mounting debt, no matter how much her parents protested. It was her decision, and she promised she’d go back when the time was right. When she didn’t have to worry about the long hours Maman was alone while her father worked.

         She’d sing for ninety-four whole minutes if she had to because silence was never an option.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Finally, after four songs, Walker broke.

         “You gonna sing the whole damn way?” he asked. He realized he sounded pissed, but it wasn’t at her. It was at himself for offering to give her a ride in the first place. He had plenty of shit to work on today—mainly repairing the fence between the pasture and vineyard—but hell if he didn’t want to spend the extra time with this strange woman who had kissed him like she was suffocating and he was her only source of air.

         Or maybe that was how he had kissed her back.

         He needed to focus on this whole being sober situation. It was one thing to be locked away from his vices, forcing his body to enter withdrawal and somehow living through it. But it was another to keep at it alone, to choose to keep saying no to the bottle when saying yes would be so much easier.

         He needed to focus on one day at a time—on when and if he was leaving Oak Bluff to figure out who the hell he was. Here his past defined him, but somewhere else he could be someone else.

         Thanks to the Callahan brothers building their own guest ranch up north, there was an offer on the table to do precisely that. He didn’t see much point in getting everyone wound up about what ifs, so he hadn’t told anyone yet.

         Right now he was fighting to not let himself get distracted by a beautiful employee who could kiss like no one’s business and apparently carry a tune as well as if not better than the artists she was singing along with. Maybe she hadn’t thought he was listening, but it was pretty hard not to.

         She turned to face him and crossed her arms.

         “If you can stay quiet for ninety minutes, that’s your prerogative. But I am not a fan of silence. Feel free to turn the radio louder so you don’t hear me.”

         Walker turned the radio off.

         He was crap at conversation, but he figured the ride would feel a lot longer with all the tension that was brewing in the air.

         “So you speak French,” he said.

         She laughed. “Is that supposed to be a question?”

         The muscle in his jaw tensed. “How is it that you know English and French?”

         He saw her smile out of the corner of his eye.

         “My mom is Parisian by way of West Africa. My grandparents both immigrated to Paris from Senegal, so my mom is first-generation Parisian, and my dad is American. I was raised speaking both languages.”

         He stole a glance her way to get the full effect of her smile. Bad idea. She lit up the whole damn truck.

         “So one parent was always left out of a conversation if it wasn’t their native language?”

         She shook her head. “Nope. My mom speaks perfect English—with a light French accent. And my dad was a French minor in college. It’s how they met. He was studying in France. She was a local pastry chef, and the rest is sorta history. Tell me about your parents.”

         He clenched his teeth. This wasn’t a therapy session, and they were employer and employee. He thought about what he could say. My mom died and my dad turned into an abusive alcoholic, but it’s all good because he finally kicked the bucket last year. Also, you know how alcoholism is hereditary? Dear old Dad was good enough to pass that on to me. Somehow none of that really screamed small talk.

         “My brothers and my aunt are my only family. Got a nephew, too,” was all he said.

         “Punch Buggy red!” she cried out, then slugged him in the shoulder.

         He peered at her over the rim of his sunglasses with brows raised.

         She let out a nervous laugh. “Sorry? It’s a game my dad and I have played since I was a kid. You see a VW Bug and call out Punch Buggy and the color before the other person. Then you give ’em a playful little slug.” She brushed her hand over the spot where he’d received his playful little slug. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Her tone was teasing, and he bit back a grin.

         “It’d take a lot more than that to cause any damage,” he said.

         He could still remember his father smacking his older brother Jack when he left his baseball glove on the kitchen counter. Or when Jack Senior tripped over Walker’s boots on the rug inside the front door, but Jack took the blame to keep Walker from getting hit. Then there was the one time his big brother didn’t get a chance to protect him—when Walker had tried to pry the liquor bottle from his passed-out father’s grip only to have the man wake suddenly and backhand him across the face.

         No. A little game of Punch Buggy couldn’t hurt him. But it could make him remember why he’d found solace in the bottle in the first place. When he drank, the memories drowned. His sobriety breathed new life into everything he wanted to bury at the bottom of a whiskey-filled ocean.

         One of the things they stressed in his time away—he still wasn’t ready to put a label on it—was to avoid triggers. His whole life up until a couple months ago was one big trigger. It took him almost that long to start talking in his group therapy sessions. So right now, his best way to avoid triggers was to put up a wall or two. The more he kept people out of his head, the better it was for everyone, including Violet Chastain.

         “How about the alphabet game?” Violet asked.

         “How about we enjoy the silence?” he bit back more forcefully than he’d intended, but she didn’t skip a beat. For whatever reason, when it came to car games, the woman was unflappable.

         Violet bounced excitedly in her seat. “We go through the alphabet and try to find each letter on license plates, highway signs, stuff like that. I’ll even throw in a bonus. I’ll teach you a French word for each letter you find.”

         “What if I just concentrate on the road?”

         “A in that license plate,” she said, pointing at a mini-van in the other lane.

         “I’m not playing,” he insisted, even as his eyes started scanning other plates and signs.

         “BMW!” she shouted with glee as she spotted the next letter.

         “You’re not going to stop, are you?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

         “Nope. So you might as well join me. You know you wanna.”

         He sighed, rationalizing that at least if he played her game, he was ensuring the conversation wouldn’t get personal. “All right, Teach. But we’re starting over. Those first two don’t count.”

         She clapped. “Great. Okay. A…where is an A…”

         “Camry,” he said as he pointed out the windshield. “Right lane, two cars up.”

         He couldn’t help his self-satisfied grin. Once upon a time he’d had a competitive streak. Being the youngest of three brothers, he’d had no choice. It was either rise to the occasion or get left in the dust in everything from baseball, which was all Jack, to riding, all Luke. Plus, he kinda wanted to hear her speak more French.

         “Very nice, Mr. Everett. You’ve earned yourself a word. Agréable.”

         Her voice had a rasp that threatened to worm its way under his skin. It was even more pronounced when she sang, so he figured this was at least a bit safer.

         “What’s it mean?” he asked.

         She shook her head. “First you have to say it. Ah-gray-AH-bleh.”

         “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

         She straightened in her seat and squared her shoulders, all proper-like. “It is now. You can’t learn the words without practicing them.”

         He rolled his eyes behind the safety of his glasses. “Ah-gray-AH-bleh,” he mumbled, feeling like an idiot. He felt too crude for a language that seemed so refined.

         She smiled. “It means pleasant or agreeable. You’re being trés agréable by playing along with my silly game, Monsieur Everett.”

         She said his name with an accent, the sound of it making the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

         They made it through the whole alphabet twice before hitting the outskirts of Santa Barbara, and he learned quite a few words like déjeuner, which meant lunch; jalousie, which was jealousy; and merde, which was shit. He liked that one. Not that he would admit it, but he liked the game, too.

         His GPS app notified them that the destination was approaching on the right. But it wasn’t a residential address. It was a bakery called Have Your Cake.

         “This is where you live?” he asked as he pulled into a parking spot.

         She winced. “Not exactly. I’m heading to my parents’ for their anniversary party, and my mom asked me to pick up the cake. I didn’t want to ask too much of you, so I can totally walk from here. It’s less than a mile away.”

         He put the truck in park and finally turned to face her. He glanced down at her shoes, then met her gaze. “Less than a mile in those, carrying a cake?”

         “It’s possible,” she insisted.

         “You know, I might let you try so I can drive behind you and watch.”

         She narrowed her eyes at him. “That would not be very agréable of you.”

         He nodded toward the bakery. “You need help with that cake?”

         She blew out a breath. “I think I got it from here. Thank you. I promise this is the only stop.”

         She lowered herself out of the truck and strode toward the bakery door. He knew he shouldn’t watch her walk away, but she was like a magnet, drawing him to her whether he wanted to be or not.

         From the shoes to her pressed shirt and her perfectly styled hair, she was class and sophistication personified. He was—well he was one fine mess. Never mind whether or not she was good for his recovery. He had no business thinking about kissing a woman like her again.

         She emerged from the bakery several minutes later, and Walker chuckled before hopping out of the truck to help her carry a box over which she could barely see.

         “You sure you don’t need a hand, Teach? Or maybe you still want to try that short walk to your folks’ place?”

         He couldn’t see her expression behind the box, but he expected she had a few choice French words for him.

         “How about I open the door for you and help you into the truck?”

         “Thank you,” she said haughtily, and Walker grinned.

         He led her to the passenger-side door, opened it, then grabbed the cake from her so she could climb in. Once she had her seat belt on, she took the cake back, holding it in her lap.

         He was still smiling when he made it into the driver’s seat and started the truck. He checked his window and then turned to check hers for any parking lot traffic, but all he could see was Violet’s profile and the damned box.

         She finally lost it and burst into a fit of laughter.

         “Could you imagine”—she gasped for breath—“if I was stubborn enough to walk?” She laughed harder. “Just to prove that I could?” A tear streamed down her cheek. “Oh my God. This thing barely even fits in your truck. What were my parents thinking?”

         He knew he shouldn’t, but her hands were stuck holding the box. So he reached for her face and swiped at the tear with his thumb.

         Her laughter trailed off. “Um…thanks,” she said softly.

         Walker cleared his throat. “Which way to your folks’ house?”

         They were on the outskirts of downtown, and based on her classy attire and her father owning what was likely a fancy French restaurant, he expected she’d be leading him to some sprawling estate with an ocean view. Despite what she’d said about her family making some financial cutbacks, this was Santa Barbara. It might only be ninety-four minutes away, but it felt like the other side of the world compared to Oak Bluff. It wasn’t like the Everetts didn’t own land, but their land—a vineyard and a ranch—was their livelihood. They worked every inch of it.

         “Go right out of the parking lot and then right again at the first light,” she said.

         He did as she asked and found himself on a street lined with white stucco shops sporting red terra-cotta roofs. Impeccably dressed pedestrians lined the sidewalks, some carrying shopping bags, others with to-go coffee cups that probably held fancy drinks costing upwards of ten dollars each.

         Walker had never been to Santa Barbara, and now he knew why. He fit in about as well as a watermelon fit inside a can of Pringles. Jack’s hand-me-down truck must have been a sore sight compared to the BMW in front of him and the Mercedes convertible approaching from the opposite direction.

         “I can’t really see, but there should be an alley coming up after the coffee house on the corner,” she said.

         He turned down the narrow alley in between the coffee shop and what looked like some sort of fancy restaurant. He couldn’t see the name of the place, but through the window he saw white tablecloths and napkins folded into intricate shapes atop the plates at a corner table.

         “There should be a couple of paved parking spots with a sign that says RESIDENTS ONLY. Park in one of those.”

         “I thought we were going to your parents’ place,” he said.

         “And here we are,” she said. “Wanna help me out?”

         Confused, because this was far from a sprawling estate, Walker hopped out of the truck, then took the monstrosity of a cake from Violet so she could exit the vehicle as well.

         “Okay, so I really wasn’t expecting this.” She motioned to the box that he was still holding. “Since you can actually see over the top and aren’t wearing heels, do you think you could carry it up for me? I promise after that you can wash your hands of this ridiculous day and get back to your life.”

         He stared at her through the lenses of his aviators, grateful she couldn’t see his eyes because they’d sure as hell give away that if she wasn’t an Everett employee and he wasn’t fresh out of rehab, he’d be looking for any damn excuse to kiss her one more time. Even after a ninety—okay, ninety-four—minute drive, having to make the extra stop to pick up the monstrous cake that he now had to carry up a flight of stairs, there was still something about her he couldn’t put his finger on.

         It was more than the shoes, the clothes, the way she sang her heart out to every song that came on the radio, or how she could turn the letters of the alphabet into the sexiest French lesson he’d ever had—even if it was the only French lesson he’d ever had. More than her brown skin lit by the afternoon sun or that ridiculous cake that was nearly half her height. It was all of it, wrapped up in a stiletto-wearing package that was Violet Chastain—someone who was a damned stranger up until a few hours ago. Maybe he couldn’t call her gorgeous now that they were in a working relationship of sorts, but good lord she was.

         Get it together, Everett. You don’t lose your shit over good-looking women.

         He didn’t lose his shit over anyone. He’d basically courted the bottle for the better part of ten years. This interest or infatuation or whatever it was—it was brand new. And it was with the wrong woman at the wrong time.

         “Ask me in French,” he said. “Then I might say yes.”

         She crossed her arms and glared at him, but he could tell there was a smile about to break through. “Aidez-moi, s’il vous plaît.”

         “See?” he said. “All you had to do was ask nicely. Lead the way.”

         She pulled open a door on the side of the building and led him up a flight of stairs that ended at a small landing and a single door. She pushed it open, and he followed her inside.

         “Maman?” she called out. “Je suis là avec ton énorme gâteau!”

         She grabbed the box from Walker and set it down on a long narrow dining room table, then rounded a corner to where he guessed the bedrooms were. Walker took off his sunglasses and clipped them over the collar of his T-shirt. He ran his hand along the wood of the table—knotted pine—and spun in a slow circle to take in the layout of the apartment. It wasn’t big, but it was spacious enough to not feel cramped. To the right was a living room with a large sectional and respectable big-screen television. Straight ahead was a well-lit galley kitchen. The whole space had this bright and cheery feel that made something twist in Walker’s gut.

         This wasn’t some obnoxious mansion, but it was a home, a word that felt so foreign for him to even think.

         He froze when he came back to the table—and to the long buffet lining the wall behind it. It was set up as a bar, lined with several liquors and two bottles of red, two bottles of white chilling in ice buckets.

         His mouth went dry, and his palms dampened.

         “Shit,” he said under his breath.

         Violet slowly emerged from the hallway with a woman who walked balancing on a cane. She was almost as tall as Violet was in her heels, but she wore flat-soled shoes. She had Violet’s full lips, but her face was more drawn, cheekbones more pronounced, and skin a darker brown. Her curly dark hair was pulled back in a multicolored scarf that rested on a bare shoulder. A simple sleeveless black dress hung loose over her frame.

         She squeezed her daughter’s hand and smiled at him. “You’ve been keeping secrets from me and Papa, yes?” she asked with a mild French accent. He might not have known it was there if Violet hadn’t mentioned it. “Quelle surprise for our anniversary to see you happily matched as well.”

         “What?” Violet asked. “No, Maman, this is—”

         But the older woman broke away from her daughter and, despite the cane, strode toward Walker with a measured grace.

         She stood before him, rested her cane against one of the dining room chairs, and cupped his cheeks in her palms. “Merci,” she said. “Thank you for putting a smile on Vee’s face. It’s been a long time since she’s found a reason to do it on a regular basis.” She tilted his head down and kissed both his cheeks. “I’m Camille.” She lowered her hands.

         “Walker Everett,” he said. “And you’re welcome. I quite enjoy putting a smile on Vee’s face, so it’s really no trouble at all.”

         Hell. He was going to hell for lying to this woman—or at least not being the one to break first. But after the few seconds that he’d known Camille Chastain, he didn’t want to disappoint her. Her daughter seemed to have a similar effect on him.

         “I want to hear everything—how you met, how long this has been going on—but I have to finish getting this place set up for the party.” She reached for her cane and glanced at the cake box on the table. “I see your papa went overboard on the cake. If I was feeling up to making one myself, it would have been much more sensible.” She shook her head. “I’ll wait for him to finish up down at the restaurant to open it together. Walker, would you take it into the kitchen for me? I can pour you and Violet a pastis?”

         Now he understood why Camille nicknamed her daughter Vee. When she said Violet’s name, she pronounced it Vee-oh-let.

         He didn’t know what a pastis was, but the fact it was something she could pour was information enough.

         “Nothing for me, thank you,” he said.

         “But you are staying for the party?” Camille added.

         Walker cleared his throat. “Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”

         Then he grabbed the cake and headed for the kitchen. He heard Violet’s heels on the wood floor close behind him.

         He stopped at the first open space and set the box down in time for Violet to plow straight into him. He braced his hands on the counter to keep from face-planting into the cake.

         “What are you doing?” she whisper-shouted.

         Walker exhaled slowly. This woman was trouble, and he should run far and fast—until he saw her at the winery on her first day of work. He guessed there was no real escape.

         He spun to face her. “I have no damned clue. She seemed so happy. I didn’t want to be the one to disappoint her.”

         She gave him a nervous smile. “I know. It’s like she casts some sort of spell, and all you want to do is make her smile. I’ve been dealing with it my whole life.” She blew out a breath. “I tried to correct her, but then you went along with it and I froze. Look, you’ve done enough already. Why don’t you sneak out while you can, and as soon as you’re gone I’ll tell her the truth—that you’re my employer and nothing else and that she made an incorrect assumption?”

         He ran a hand through his overgrown hair. He needed a cut. And a shave. But then he’d look like the guy who fell through a tavern window, and he was afraid if he looked like that guy, then he’d still be him. Who was he kidding? That scared the shit out of him no matter who stared back at him from a mirror. The boy who wanted to save his mother died along with her. The man he’d become was a stranger. But he still remembered what it was like to want to make her smile—to ease her pain if only for a few minutes or an hour. Whatever he could do. He wasn’t sure what Camille’s situation was—what the cane meant—but Violet had that chance right here and now.

         “Or maybe I eat some dinner.” He shrugged. “Who am I to say no to a free meal?”

         Looked like Camille Chastain wasn’t the only one he couldn’t say no to.

         Violet’s eyes softened. “Walker, I can’t ask you to do that.”

         “Guess it’s a good thing you didn’t ask. It’s only dinner, right? A man’s gotta eat. Whatever you tell her after I leave is up to you. What are the odds of me seeing your parents again? I mean, you will be providing your own transportation to and from Oak Bluff from here on out, right?”

         She huffed out a laugh. “Yes. I have my own car. Today was a onetime thing, promise.”

         “Then if it will help—you and me pretending for a couple hours—tonight can be a onetime thing, too.” Because for the first time in too long, he wasn’t itching to get home to an empty apartment and to shut the world away. He wasn’t itching to say good-bye to Violet Chastain.

         Walker knew it wasn’t his place to ask, but if he was going to do this, he needed as much information as he could get. “Is she—sick?”

         Violet’s brown eyes glossed over, and she nodded. “She has MS. Multiple sclerosis. And it’s hit her pretty hard in the past few years. The last thing I need is to be the one to put extra stress on her.” She blew out a shaky breath. “Say no, Walker. This is a crazy, terrible idea, so please say no and force me to be straight with her.”

         He thought about the kiss, about the ninety-four minutes in the car with her that he actually didn’t hate, and there was traffic. He thought about the woman who welcomed him into her home like he was already part of the family—and about the bottles on the buffet.

         This absolutely was a crazy, terrible idea.

         “You work for my family now,” he said, stating the obvious. “As much as I enjoyed meeting like we did this morning…”

         “Of course,” she said. “No kissing. Strictly business. Trust me, once this party gets going, my parents won’t be paying any attention to us. All you have to do is hang out, eat some amazing food, and maybe make a little small talk with my family’s friends.”

         He shook his head. “I don’t do small talk.”

         She waved him off. “Don’t worry. I’ll be your wing woman. Most of them will do all the talking anyway. And tomorrow, when they’re still basking in the glow of their thirty years together, I’ll tell my parents that we had a fight and broke up, and that will be that.”

         He narrowed his eyes. “You gonna make me the asshole in this fight?”

         She laughed and shook her head. “Not a chance, not after all you’ve done for me. The only asshole in this scenario will be me.” She was bouncing on the balls of her feet, a smile spreading from ear to ear. “Thank you, Walker. You have no idea what this means.” She hugged him then, but quickly pulled away. “Sorry. Instinct. I’m a hugger. I promise that will be it as far as physical contact. Despite my impulsive actions this morning, I can behave.”

         The corner of his mouth twitched, but he fought back a grin. Because if she was anyone else at any other time in his life—sometime maybe in the not too distant future—he wouldn’t want her to behave. Something in that kiss felt almost too right for it to be wrong.

         “I just need to make a quick call,” he said. “Is there somewhere I can get a little privacy?”

         She nodded. “The balcony. Follow me.”

         Once he was outside and the door shut behind him, Walker pulled out his phone and dialed his brother Jack. He mentally prepared himself for the third degree from his oldest brother but figured it was better than the hell he’d get if he disappeared for the day without any notice. It wasn’t like he had to clear his impromptu drive down the coast with anyone, but if his brother found his makeshift workshop abandoned, he’d think the worst.

         “Where are you?” Jack said after one ring. “Tell me it’s not at a bar or behind any.”

         Looked like his brother thought the worst of him no matter what, not that he blamed him.

         Walker ground his teeth and took a steadying breath. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, big bro. I’m in Santa Barbara. No bars of any sort involved.”

         His brother sighed. “Okay, so what the hell is in Santa Barbara?”

         “Long story,” Walker said, “but that woman you’re hiring for the know-it-all job at the winery? She lives here, and she needed a ride home. I’m gonna hang out in town a bit before heading back. Thought I’d let you know.”

         It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it also wasn’t a lie.

         “So the interview went well?” Jack asked.

         Walker let out a soft laugh. “Yeah. She knows her shit. And she can start as soon as we need her. I can tell her what day is best if you want.”

         Jack was silent for a few seconds. “Are you with her now?”

         “Yeah. I just dropped her off.” Every bit of information he withheld made Walker realize he was skating on pretty thin ice. His inpatient recovery included group therapy sessions with the other addicts where all that was required of him was to tell the truth. Be honest—to himself and those around him. He knew the importance of maintaining that on his own, but it hadn’t been his strong suit when he was drinking, and it still didn’t come naturally now.

         “Ava’s free Wednesday morning. How about you tell her to come in then. Ava can show her around the place, let her know what she can help out with in the months before the grand opening. We can also take care of her paperwork and make it official.”

         “Will do,” Walker said. “I’ll be back by the ranch in the morning.”

         “Walker…Please don’t do anything stupid.”

         There was nothing but concern in Jack’s tone, but it still sent the same message.

         You’re gonna screw up. It’s simply a matter of when.

         “When have I ever let you down, golden boy?” Walker asked. It was a dick move, and he knew it. If it wasn’t for Jack putting himself at risk to protect Walker and Luke from their father when they were teens, things would have been a lot different during those five years, though he wasn’t sure if he’d have ended up as anyone other than who he was.

         Jack Senior laid a hand on Walker once, and that was all it took to alter him for good. Or maybe this was always going to be his path. He’d never really know for sure.

         “Hey,” Walker said when his brother didn’t respond. But the word “sorry” sat there, stuck on the tip of his tongue.

         “I’ll see you in the morning,” Jack said. Then he ended the call.

         “Shit,” he said out loud, then took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the crisp ocean air. He couldn’t see the beach from here, only the white stucco of another building on the next street over. But he knew it was close, just like back in Oak Bluff. That gave him the tiniest notion of comfort.

         He allowed himself a few more minutes of that comfort before heading back inside. Violet and Camille were sitting on the sectional, both with glasses of a milky-looking drink that must have been pastis.

         “Everything okay?” Violet asked, looking up at him from the couch. She was no longer wearing her interview attire but instead a long cotton sleeveless dress that was white with blue flowers.

         “Yeah,” he said, his gaze drinking her in. “You look beautiful.” The words came out without any warning, and at first he thought he might have overstepped but then remembered his role. He was the boyfriend tonight. It wasn’t simply okay to say these types of things to her but was probably required.

         And who was he to ignore requirements?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Despite what he’d said about not doing small talk, it looked like Walker was holding his own with Thalia, Bistro Chastain’s weekend hostess, and her girlfriend Liz. The three of them had been chatting since Violet left to go check on her dad fifteen minutes ago.

         Guests had been filing in for the past hour, yet her father was still down at the restaurant with his chef and sous chef, putting the finishing touches on the food for the party before the place officially opened for dinner service.

         She found her mother in the kitchen slicing more French bread to add to the meat and cheese platter that was already disappearing thanks to Maman’s mango chutney that not even her gourmet chef of a father could replicate.

         “Maman, let me help,” Violet said when she saw her mother’s hand shake as she held the knife—one of the telltale signs she was in pain. “Papa will be here soon with the hot appetizers.”

         But the other woman set down the knife and held up her hand to halt her daughter from getting any closer.

         “Go,” she simply said. “Do not watch over my shoulder like I am un bébé who cannot be trusted.”

         There was an unexpected bite to her mother’s tone.

         “Did something happen today?” Violet asked. “You seemed so happy when Walker and I got here. The party is off to a great start. I don’t understand—”

         “Dr. Martinez called while you were downstairs.”

         Violet’s brows pulled together. “On a Saturday?” she gasped, her heart filling with renewed hope. “Does that mean his practice has cleared him to do it?”

         Her mother’s usually proud shoulders slumped, but she didn’t turn to face Violet.

         “Non, mon trésor. He cannot. His practice will not do it without FDA approval.”

         My treasure. Her mother always called her that when Violet was sad and she was trying to cheer her up. But now it was she who needed cheering.

         They’d recently read about stem cell treatment for MS. Though still experimental, in some patients who were able to go through with the procedure, a transplant had slowed the progression of the disease and even offered some relief.

         “It is so much money, Vee. And it might not even work,” her mother had said when they first looked into it. “Do I want to make myself so sick possibly for no reason?”

         But the truth wasn’t that her mother, her father, or she had been afraid of it not working. They’d been afraid to hope, and apparently it was for good reason.

         “We’ll find another doctor, then. Dr. Martinez can’t be the only one qualified.”

         Her mother shook her head. “He is the best in the area, and you know that. I will meet with him this week to talk about changing one of my medications. And I’m going to try some more holistic methods for relief, too. One of the cooks—his wife does acupuncture.”

         Violet blew out a long breath. “You can still do all that while we research more. I’ll research more. This isn’t the end of the road yet.”

         Her mother laughed. “Such a headstrong girl.”

         Violet didn’t argue. But she realized she was raising her mother’s hopes only to possibly have them dashed again.

         She laid a hand on Maman’s shoulder, and the other woman let out a shuddering breath.

         “What about the doctor in Paris we read about?” Violet asked. “Maybe it’s time for you and Aunt Ines to bury the hatchet so you can go back home and—”

         Her mother’s trembling hand dropped the knife onto the cutting board. She spun, eyes narrowed at Violet.

         “Violet, don’t.”

         “But she would want to know. So would your parents,” Violet nearly yelled. “What if they could help coordinate the treatment? If they knew you were sick—”

         “Je ne suis pas malade. It is something I have to live with. And I do not need to worry my own parents with something they cannot fix. They have their own health to deal with. The stem cell treatment was a long shot. I will fight the progression of my condition another way. End of story.”

         Her mother’s jaw was tight.

         “Où est ma belle mariée?” Papa’s voice boomed from the apartment’s front door.

         Where is my beautiful bride?

         “Not a word to your papa, okay? Tonight is for celebration.” She sniffed and swiped at the dampness under her eyes.

         Violet cleared her throat. “Okay.”

         Her mom kissed her on the cheek, grabbed her cane from against the cabinets, and went to greet her husband.

         Violet waited for a count of ten in order to collect herself. Ten seconds to contemplate the aunt she’d never met who lived halfway around the world—the aunt who, for whatever reason, her mother hadn’t spoken to in over thirty years.

         The aunt who could possibly help, but Maman was too damned proud to ask her to do it.

         “Headstrong woman,” Violet mumbled. Then she made her way into the growing sea of people toward the corner of the living room where Walker now stood alone, sipping what looked like a Long Island iced tea.

         “Can I have some of that?” she asked when she approached.

         He handed her the glass.

         Violet sucked hard on the straw and swallowed. Her brows pulled together. “This is just iced tea,” she said with disappointment.

         He raised a brow. “With three lemons. I’m living on the wild side.”

         She pouted. “I really need something stronger.”

         “How about some air?” he said, setting his drink on the windowsill. And without waiting for her to answer, he took her hand in his and directed her toward the balcony door.

         His grip was firm, and she could feel the calluses on his palm. She’d normally balk at such a gesture—at someone insinuating she could be led—but she wanted to go with him, wherever he was taking her, even if it was simply across the room.

         He was all rough and unpolished yet genuine and sexy as hell.

         And your boss, Violet. Your. Boss.

         For someone as smart as she was—and Violet considered herself an intelligent woman—she seemed to have the worst instincts when it came to men.

         She blamed her parents for setting too good of an example. They made falling and staying in love look as easy as breathing. Even after her mom’s diagnosis when Violet was in high school, her parents’ relationship seemed to only grow stronger.

         That was what she wanted. Easy, uncomplicated, unconditional love. She was beginning to think, though, that it only existed for a select few.

         They slipped through the open balcony door. Without really thinking, Violet pulled the curtain across the opening, effectively closing them off from the rest of the party, if only from immediate view.

         Walker dropped her hand and pressed his palms against the balcony’s wooden ledge. He took in a deep breath through his nose, closing his eyes as he did, then blew it out through his mouth.

         “What are you doing?” she asked softly. He seemed like he was concentrating.

         He shrugged. “My aunt always thought I could benefit from the power of meditation.” The word “power” came out with a mocking tone.

         She laughed. “You don’t believe her?”

         He cracked one eye open. “No. I think it’s a total crock. But I respect that she believes it. So every now and then I try to turn it all off, you know? The ocean air helps.”

         Violet mimicked his stance, hands pressed against the railing, then squeezed her eyes shut. She breathed in through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. Her hand slid left as she did, her pinky brushing his.

         Walker said nothing. She felt his pinky twitch against hers, but he didn’t pull his hand away.

         She kept her eyes closed, hoping it would suspend them in this moment.

         “Smell the salt?” he asked.

         “Yeah,” she said, a chill rippling down her spine. This was a moment. She could feel it. They were sharing a moment.

         His pinky twitched again, and this time it landed on hers.

         She sucked in a sharp breath.

         “I can’t get involved with anyone right now,” he said, his voice low and controlled.

         She nodded, her eyes still closed, and she wondered if his were, too. She was too scared to look. “And I can’t get involved with someone I work for. I can’t afford the fallout. And there’s always a fallout.”

         “Here’s the thing, though,” he said. “I can’t get this morning’s kiss out of my head. And that was before I heard you sing or watched you try to carry that ridiculous cake. I can’t stop wondering what it would be like to kiss you again now that you’re not exactly a stranger.”

         “Music,” she blurted. “It’s why I’m not half-bad with the singing. I like the restaurant business and the wine stuff. Don’t get me wrong. But I’ve always loved music. I don’t really know anymore what I wanted to do with it—teach in a public school or maybe offer lessons out of a private studio—but I left school early when my mom’s symptoms got worse and she couldn’t help out in the restaurant as much. Music is my something for me. Like your chair.”
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