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            Prologue

            Ten Years Ago

         

         Ava snaked her fingers through Jack’s and squeezed.

         “Come on,” she said. “It’s going to be fun.”

         His head fell back against the seat as he put the truck in park. Parties weren’t his thing, especially here. He’d only been at Los Olivos High School for five months, so celebrating graduation as the odd man out wasn’t exactly top on his list.

         But it was top on Ava’s list, and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for the girl who’d made those months bearable.

         No. That wasn’t fair. Time with Ava was more than bearable. It was everything that got him out of bed in the morning and kept him from cutting class when he would have been fine taking the GED, even if it meant losing his baseball scholarship. It’s how he endured not being able to play his senior year. And it was the reason that maybe—after college and getting some distance from this place—he’d be able to come back and see it differently.

         “I love you,” she said softly, her pale cheeks turning pink as she leaned across the center console and kissed the corner of his mouth.

         He blew out a breath and skimmed his fingers through her thick, auburn waves.

         “And I know you’re leaving soon for summer training, but I think we should tell my parents about us. Unless—I mean if this is only a senior year thing.”

         He tugged her closer, his palm cradling the back of her neck as he brushed his lips over hers. “You’re it for me, Red,” he whispered against her. “But I thought they were still getting over you and Golden Boy breaking up.”

         She groaned. “I know you know Derek’s name.”

         The corner of his mouth quirked into a crooked grin. “Doesn’t mean I have to say it.”

         “You wanted to wait, remember?” she reminded him. “Because my dad is way overprotective.”

         Jack laughed, the sound bitter, and his smile faded. “And thinks I’m gonna be like my father. I got it then, and I get it now.”

         It didn’t matter that Los Olivos was an hour away from Oak Bluff, Jack’s hometown. News traveled fast when three new students transferred into a school second semester. And a drunk almost killing his oldest son was the best sort of gossip for a small California wine country town.

         It wasn’t as if he didn’t have the same fears. The apple usually didn’t fall too far from the tree.

         He hadn’t planned on anything more in Los Olivos than biding his time and getting the hell out of town when summer came.

         He hadn’t planned on her. So when he’d suggested they keep the relationship quiet—that he didn’t want to make waves in her seemingly perfect life—she hadn’t argued.

         She cupped his cheeks in her palms and tilted his forehead to hers. “He doesn’t know you. Plus I’m not good at secrets. Or lying. As soon as he sees how amazing you are, he’ll know there’s nothing to worry about.”

         He closed his eyes as she kissed him. Maybe this could be him now, the guy a girl brought home to her parents instead of the one people whispered about when they thought he couldn’t hear.

         “I love you, too,” he finally said. “In case you didn’t know.”

         He felt her lips part into a smile against his.

         “Oh, I know,” she teased. “But I like to hear you say it.”

         Both of them startled at the sound of the passenger side window rattling.

         “Party’s out back!” someone yelled as another graduate drummed against the glass again.

         Ava giggled. “One hour,” she said. “If it sucks after an hour, then we leave. Promise.”

         He pressed a soft kiss against her neck and she shivered.

         “Anything for you, Red.”

         He leaned across her and opened her door. Then he hopped out of his own and met her at the passenger side.

         Maybe this was what it had been like for his parents before it all went to hell—when his mom was alive and his dad sober. He couldn’t remember anymore. The past five years couldn’t be erased, but maybe whatever the future held could cushion the blow.

         
              

         

         Ava swayed when her feet hit the ground outside the truck, and Jack caught her by the elbow.

         “Hey there,” he said. “You okay?”

         She forced a smile even as her stomach roiled.

         “Yeah,” she said. “I’m fine. It’s just so hot out tonight.” Thankfully, that was the truth—even if it wasn’t her truth. “I need to splash some cool water on my face. That’s all. Head out to the bonfire, and I’ll be right back.”

         He hesitated, but she needed to get inside—quick.

         “Go.” She nudged his shoulder. “I’ll meet you out back.”

         “I’ll come with you,” he said insistently, and she could see the worry in those blue eyes.

         “Ava!”

         They both turned to where a group of girls were coming up the street toward Jack’s truck, her friend Rachel heading up the pack.

         “Ohmygod,” Rachel said in one breath. “Please tell me you know where the bathroom is and that you can get me there safely.”

         Saved by the drunk friend.

         “See?” Ava said to Jack, grabbing Rachel’s hand. “I’m not alone. See you in five minutes.”

         He ran a hand through his overgrown blond waves, then kissed her on the cheek.

         “Five minutes,” he relented. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

         She nodded, afraid if she opened her mouth again her lie would be exposed. Instead she and Rachel ran for the front door of the house up the drive.

         Once in the bathroom, she dropped to her knees in front of the toilet and emptied her stomach.

         “Damn,” Rachel said. “I thought we prepartied too much.”

         But Ava hadn’t had one drink that night. And this was the fourth time this had happened in the span of a week.

         She grabbed a wad of toilet paper and wiped her mouth, then flushed and turned toward the sink.

         “Yeah,” she said absently. “Too much prepartying.” She cupped cold water in her palms and drank, then thankfully found a tube of toothpaste in the medicine cabinet. “I’ll see you out there.”

         She slipped out of the bathroom and into the small hallway off the foyer, heart hammering in her chest.

         She pressed a palm against her flat belly. She would have to take a test to confirm, but she was already over a week late. It looked like she had something to tell Jack before they broke the news to her parents that they were dating.

         “There you are,” a voice crooned from the end of the hall.

         Ava rolled her eyes. “Not now, Derek,” she said, attempting to push past him as he came nearer. Instead he backed her into the corner where the wall met the doorframe to the guest bedroom.

         “Not funny,” she said, trying to slip out from where his arm palmed the wall above her shoulder.

         “I miss you,” he said, his breath tinged with the scent of liquor.

         “You’re drunk. You always miss me when you’re drunk.”

         His free hand cupped her breast and she swatted it away. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

         But he wasn’t deterred. This time he pressed the length of his body against hers. “Come on, babe. I know how much you like taking in strays, but enough is enough. Two years, and you never gave it up for me, but you give it up for that trash from Oak Bluff?”

         He ground against her pelvis, pressed his fingers hard against the base of her throat. He was too close for her to knee him in the balls—too big to push away.

         “Stop it, Derek.”

         Golden Boy. Right. Nothing could be further from the truth.

         She pushed her palms into his chest, but he wouldn’t budge. It only made his weight against her feel heavier, his fingertips on her skin pressing harder.

         Over his shoulder she saw Rachel step out of the bathroom. The girl caught Ava’s eye and grinned, then pressed her fingers to her lips in a promise to keep quiet as she started backing away. After all, Ava and Derek Wilkes had been the couple most likely to—well—everything just before the holidays. Until she wouldn’t give him what he wanted for Christmas. To Rachel this probably looked like reconciliation.

         “Rach—” she started, but Derek shut her up by pressing his lips to hers.

         This wasn’t happening. Except it was. So she bit down on his lip.

         “Shit!” he growled, backing away and swiping the back of his hand across his mouth, his skin smeared with blood. “You little—”

         He reached for her again, but his hand never made contact. In a blur, someone slammed Derek up against the adjacent wall.

         “She said stop, asshole.”

         Jack was seething, something dark and dangerous in his eyes.

         “Thanks for breaking her in for me,” Derek said with a sneer. “But I think I can take it from here.”

         Jack slammed him against the wall again.

         Derek laughed.

         Ava yelped, and Jack’s eyes met hers.

         “I’m okay,” she said. “Let’s just go.”

         But then his gaze dipped to her collarbone. She ran her fingers over the skin, wincing when she felt the beginnings of bruises.

         That was all it took for Jack to lose his focus—and for Derek to throw the first punch.

         Ava watched in slow motion as Jack’s head snapped to the side and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. And then before she knew it, Derek’s head crashed into the wall as Jack’s fist collided with his face again and again until blood poured from Derek’s nose and a group of guys Ava hadn’t seen arrive were pulling Jack from his limp human punching bag.

         She hadn’t even known she was screaming until the commotion settled and one of the guys let go of Jack to keep Derek—now unconscious—from crashing to the floor.

         Jack stared down at his bloodied knuckles, then up at her, his eyes wide with horror.

         “I’m him,” he said softly—like he hadn’t meant anyone else to hear but himself—as sirens wailed in the distance.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Jack glanced down at his rumpled shirt, then ran a hand through his perpetually overgrown hair. Despite a sleepless night, he had somehow made the five-plus hour drive from San Diego to the outskirts of San Luis Obispo County—and the blip on the map that was Oak Bluff—without killing himself. A shit night of sleep was the norm. Spending the entire morning on the 101 with only the two cups of coffee he’d bought on his way out of town and thoughts he’d rather not have the time to think? That was another story. A man alone with his thoughts for too long was a dangerous combination. It was one of the reasons he rarely came home. Another one of those reasons was about to make his way six feet underground.

         His vision blurred, and he shook his head, swerving to avoid a blown-out tire in the middle of the road right before the entrance to the cemetery. The coffee wasn’t exactly doing its job.

         He let out a bitter laugh as his truck rolled to a stop on the narrow lane along the gravesites. “Would you have appreciated the irony?” he asked aloud. His voice was deep and hoarse after the hours of silence, hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel of his now-parked truck. “Me kicking the goddamn bucket the day I come to see you laid to rest?”

         No one answered, of course. He glanced at the cattleman hat on the passenger seat, still not sure why he’d kept it all these years in San Diego, or why he’d felt the need to bring it with him for the drive back. As soon as he made sure Luke and Walker—and even his aunt Jenna—were taken care of, he had another life to get back to.

         Because home wasn’t here anymore. Hadn’t been for years. He wasn’t sure any place fit that definition these days, but it sure as hell wasn’t the small, ranching town of Oak Bluff. Boxed in amongst vineyards and only miles from the ocean, tourists who wanted a quaint, off-the-beaten-path segue from wine country kept the place on the map. But Jack hadn’t taken that segue in a decade. Until now.

         He hopped out of his truck and grabbed his suit jacket from its hanger in the back of the cab and the fresh bouquet of flowers from the floor. In the distance he could see the distinct figures of his younger brothers, his aunt, and a fourth body—most likely some funeral officiant—standing at the grave.

         That was it. The four of them and a stranger to preside over the burial of a man he wasn’t sure deserved even that much. Yet here he was.

         As he approached, his aunt Jenna was the first to look up. Not even ten years his senior, she’d always felt more like a sister, and a pang of unexpected longing for the family he’d left behind socked him square in the gut. It had been over a year since he’d seen her—since he’d seen any of them. God, she looked more like his mother now than ever, her short blond hair having grown to her shoulders since the last time they’d met. At thirty-six, Jenna, the baby sister, had now seen more years than his mother ever would.

         He stopped at the grave next to his father’s and knelt down, laying the small arrangement of white and purple orchids on the grass in front of the headstone that read CLARE OWENS-EVERETT, BELOVED WIFE, MOTHER, SISTER, AND DAUGHTER.

         “Hey, Ma,” he said softly. “Still miss you. Brought you your favorite.”

         “Has it really been fifteen years?”

         He heard Jenna behind him, the lilt of her Texas twang that never left, much like his mother’s—but he lingered several more seconds with the orchids and his memories. He silently wished for his mom to send him some sort of sign that she was at peace. Had she known what happened to her husband after he lost her? What he’d become and what he’d done to her boys?

         “I tried,” he said under his breath, not wanting Jenna to hear. “I tried to fix him. But he didn’t want to be fixed.”

         He stood then, towering over the woman who’d taken them in when she was barely done being a kid herself.

         “You’re huge,” she said as he pulled her into a hug. “Were you always this tall?” He laughed, and she pushed far enough away to rest her palms on his lapels. “Look at you, Jack. Christ on a cracker, you’re all grown up. You bring home any of your fancy lawyer friends for your aunt? Maybe on the other side of thirty, though.”

         She winked at him. Still the same Jenna.

         “Not this trip,” he mused. “Maybe next time.”

         She hooked her arm through his and pulled him the last several feet to their destination, where his father’s casket sat suspended over the rectangular hole in the ground.

         “Nice suit,” Walker sneered. Jack could barely see his brother’s eyes under the brim of his hat, but he knew they were narrowed.

         “Aren’t you supposed to remove your hat to show respect for the dead?” he countered.

         Jack thought he heard his youngest brother growl.

         “Is that what that getup is?” Walker asked, taking a step closer. Jack was sure he smelled liquor on his brother’s breath and decided to let any sort of comment about drinking before noon slide. He’d give him a free pass for today. “A sign of respect?” Walker continued. “Since when do you respect the man who almost killed you? And since when do you have a fucking say? This ain’t your home anymore, pretty boy.”

         Jenna gasped.

         The funeral officiant cleared his throat.

         Luke, taking his role as middle brother literally, stepped between the other two men, removing his own hat and holding it against his chest.

         “All right, boys. Let’s save this twisted pissing contest until later and shove our dicks back in our pants. Shall we?”

         Jack caught sight of the laceration across Luke’s cheek, the few stitches holding it together. “What the hell is that?” he asked.

         “Here we go,” Walker said, turning away. He’d either lost interest in pushing Jack’s buttons or was happy to let the attention fall on Luke.

         “Tried my first bull,” Luke said with an easy grin. “He didn’t like me much.”

         “You’re riding bulls now? I thought this rodeo stuff was a hobby. When the hell are you gonna take life seriously?”

         Luke’s ever-present smile fell. “You mean like running the ranch you left? Hell, I know you send money, Jack. Helping in your own way. But I take life plenty seriously when I need to. When there isn’t need, I think I’m entitled to a little fun.”

         Jack spun to Jenna, who had conveniently backed away from the conversation. “You knew about this?”

         She shrugged. “Y’all are big, grown men now. You can make your own decisions.” Then she laughed. “Though I hate to see him mess up that pretty face of his.”

         Luke threw his hat back on his head. “If it’s any consolation, Jenna, the ladies do not complain.”

         His aunt shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. “Sometimes I think it was easier when you were teenagers.”

         Jack gritted his teeth and fisted his hands at his sides. It didn’t matter how long he’d been gone. After their mother died, their father had been far from a model parent. Jack had practically raised his brothers himself through their teen years, but he wasn’t going to lecture Luke, not now. Instead all he muttered was “It’s dangerous.”

         Luke threw an arm over his big brother’s shoulder. “It’s fun, asshole. Thought by now you’d have figured out what that word meant.”

         Again, the sound of a throat clearing interrupted their reunion, and all four of them looked up to find the funeral officiant, a small man with a gray comb-over in a suit one size too big, fidgeting as he stood at the head of the grave.

         “Sorry, folks,” he said. “But I have another service in an hour. I don’t want to rush you, but—”

         “Good,” Walker said, joining the fray again. “Let’s get this over with.”

         The officiant swallowed. “Does anyone have something they’d like to say about Mr. Everett before interment?”

         Jack’s stomach twisted. He wouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but he sure as hell wouldn’t say anything of import for the man who only knew how to speak with the back of his hand. He remembered standing here for his mom’s burial, the space crowded with family and friends—their local pastor leading the small ceremony. Jack had been thirteen, Luke twelve, and Walker ten. They’d watched the cancer and treatment ravage her body for a year. That was all they’d had from diagnosis until the end. When they’d lowered her into the ground, tears had streamed down both his brothers’ cheeks, but Jack decided then and there he had to be strong—for his brothers and his father. It hadn’t taken him long to realize he’d failed at the latter, but as for Luke and Walker, he was still trying, even if they ended up hating him for it.

         “If no one says anything,” Jack finally said, “does that mean it’s over?”

         The man raised his shoulders. “I work for the funeral home, so this is not a religious ceremony,” he said. “Usually the way it works is a family member or friend reads something. Or—or gives me something to read. If you have something prepared—”

         Jack shook his head and looked at his brothers, who both studied their boots.

         “Well, then…” The officiant wrung his hands. “If no one has any words…”

         “I do!” Jenna said, a little too loudly for the small gathering. “I mean, someone should say something, and if y’all don’t want to, that’s okay. But—but someone should.”

         She strode up to the head of the grave, and the man stepped aside. In her floral dress and cardigan, she really did look like their mother. Jack was so used to Jenna in a tank top and denim shorts—rain boots up to her knees as she stepped inside her chicken coop or chased rabbits from her garden. If this was a new look for her, it would take some getting used to.

         She squared her shoulders, and the Everett boys all gave her their attention.

         “Hi,” she said. “Um, yeah. Okay.” She took in a long breath and blew it out. “Jackson Everett Senior was my brother-in-law and the love of my big sister’s life. When we moved here from Houston, I was a scrappy seven-year-old who knew nothing more about love other than crying when our baby chick died. We lost our daddy when I was too young to remember him, and though I loved our mama—like I said, I was all about the chickens when we came here.”

         She swiped at a tear under her eye, and Jack thought he should go to her, hold her hand or something. But the thought of standing there while she paid her respects to a man he’d lost all faith in years ago only made him clench his teeth harder, so he dug his heels into the soft ground and decided to stay put.

         “When Clare, my sister, came home from her first day at her new high school, she told me she had met the boy she was going to marry, and when Clare Owens said something, it was the truth. Always. When she and Jackson were only eighteen and got pregnant with you, Jack?” Her eyes glistened when she looked at him. “Well, he practically married her on the spot. His dreams were always your mama and Crossroads Ranch. You boys were his legacy—the second generation of Everetts on that piece of land.” She took a breath, the tremor in it audible amidst the silence. “They built the place up with the little savings they both had, filled the house with boys born to be ranchers, but—” Another pause as Jenna seemed to relive the loss of her sister—their mother.

         Jack noticed Walker was holding his hat at his side now. Bitter as he was toward Jack Senior, his baby brother would never disrespect his mother, no matter how many years she’d been gone.

         Jenna choked on a sob. “He broke when he lost Clare. We all did. I know that. But something in your daddy broke real deep. And I’m so sorry I didn’t know—” A hiccupping breath stole her words. “I’m so sorry—”

         Jack was at her side now, his arm around his aunt. No way in hell was he going to let her fall down the rabbit hole of guilt. He’d spent enough time there to know it wouldn’t do her an ounce of good.

         “Jenna, don’t,” he said as he led her from the grave. “You didn’t know,” he added. “No one knew.”

         He’d made sure of that. Because despite the verbal attacks—and the physical ones—Jack Senior was all he’d thought they had. He’d cut his boys off from any other family. Jack had always believed he could wait it out until he was eighteen. Because what was the alternative? Report his father and risk him and his brothers getting separated in the foster system?

         Instead Luke and Walker had almost lost him completely.

         She wrapped her arms around him and buried her head in his chest.

         “I’m sorry,” she said again.

         All he could do was whisper “shhh.” She might have been eight years his senior, but she felt like a child in his arms, clinging to him to keep steady.

         He knew her tears weren’t for his father. And as much as Jenna missed her sister, the choking sobs weren’t for her, either. They were for what Jackson Everett Sr. had hidden from everyone for five years—until that 911 call and the last words his father ever spoke in his presence:

         Help. I think I killed my boy.

         
              

         

         Ava Ellis stood in the open doorway of the empty bedroom—empty but for the countless portraits lining the floor—the ones filled with still lifes of fruit or images of the dog in various states of play—and the easel in the corner, the one holding the blank canvas waiting for another attempt at the one thing she still hadn’t captured. She could make a million and one excuses not to walk in there.

         I should really catch up on laundry.

         I haven’t put in enough hours at the vineyard this week.

         It’s almost noon. I should start prepping dinner.

         It’s Saturday. It would make more sense to try again on Monday.

         Ah, yes. That last excuse was her favorite. Everything seemed possible on a Monday—until Monday actually came around and the week got away from her again.

         The sun peeked through the curtains, dappled light and shadow cutting across the blank canvas—the silhouette of the olive tree outside the window.

         “Don’t tease me, tree,” she warned before huffing out a breath and reaching behind her neck to tie her auburn mane into a loose bun. “I’m just—preparing.” She laughed quietly. “Preparing and talking to a tree.”

         She’d been intending to paint it since she’d moved into the house several years ago. The hulking yet beautiful tree had been what drew her to the property in the first place, a reminder of something she’d lost and was still trying to find.

         She pulled the small case of charcoals from the back pocket of her jeans.

         “It’s only drawing,” she said to no one in particular as she crossed the threshold into the room. She certainly wasn’t still talking to a tree, trying to trick it into acquiescence. “We’re not ready to paint, yet.” We’re. Shit. She was still talking to the tree. “Fine,” she added. “If we’re going to be spending the weekend together, I guess we both better get used to the talking. I don’t do quiet.”

         Yet here she was, in her quaint split-level, alone in what many would consider blissful silence compared to the whirlwind that was her life, and she was ready to go mad.

         She opened the case and set it on the table beside the easel, eying the different widths of the charcoal sticks before settling on a short, stubby one that fit comfortably between her thumb and fingers. She rolled it there for a minute, getting the feel for it as it smudged the ridges of her skin. And then, as if it was the most natural thing to do, she drew a leaf. One, simple, perfect, lonely leaf. It barely took a minute—barely took any space up on what now felt like a colossal piece of canvas.

         “Shit,” she said. “It’s too goddamn quiet.”

         She dropped the charcoal onto the table, not bothering to fit it back into the case. What would be the point? She was coming back. Eventually. Another day or two meant nothing in the grand scheme of years—except that now she actually had a deadline. If she wanted to apply for late admission to Cal Poly’s art program, she needed to produce a piece of meaningful art. Soon. Still Life of Labrador Catching a Frisbee wasn’t exactly meaningful.

         She would succeed. Just—not today.

         Famous last words.

         Barely touching the six steps to the lower level, she grabbed her sunglasses off the kitchen table, raced toward the back door and out to the shed. It was the weekend, after all, and the grass wasn’t going to cut itself. And hell, she needed noise.

         With the mower on, maybe she could ignore the stupid, taunting tree. Maybe she could forget walking past the room with a wistful glance for the past six years, always aware of what lay beyond the curtained window. And maybe, if she kept at it, straight through to the front yard, she could convince herself that a tree—a freaking tree—had not been getting the best of her for each of those six years.

         She yanked the starter on the mower, smelled the familiar odor of gasoline, and then there it was—noise.

         But it didn’t matter if she wouldn’t admit it out loud, not when her own inner monologue refused to shut up.

         The first place she’d seen him had been under an olive tree more than ten years ago, across the street from Los Olivos High School. She couldn’t hear what he was saying but knew by the way the other two boys listened to him so intently that it must have been important. There was no mistaking that they were brothers; each boasted a similar mop of golden, California waves. But he was the oldest, patriarchal in his care for the younger ones. She could see it in the way he tousled the youngest one’s hair even though the boy responded by slapping his big brother’s hand away, in how he gave the other that all-knowing single nod of the head. All this while he balanced easily on his left leg, keeping his weight off the right, the one wrapped in plaster from the knee down.

         That was where she’d first laid eyes on Jack Everett, and it was where, six months later, she’d broken both their hearts.

         She pushed the mower across the lawn, her jaw clenched and heart seeming to constrict with each beat. Breaking up hadn’t been her intent when she’d asked him to meet her there one late summer night, even after what had happened at the graduation party. She’d had other news to tell him. But instead she’d told the boy she loved with all her heart that she didn’t love him at all. Ava had freed him under that very same tree—and then she’d gone and bought a house with its doppelgänger looming in the backyard. She’d thought if she could paint it—draw it at least—that would mean she was over it. Over him finding happiness in a life that didn’t include her. But she hadn’t been able to finish a single attempt. Today’s leaf was the furthest she’d gotten in months.

         Ava knew the truth of that tree, why she’d wanted to be so close to it. Whether or not she’d ever gotten over her first love didn’t matter when she couldn’t forgive herself for what she’d done. That was why she was an artist who couldn’t create anything more than a replica of fruit or the dog. It was the real reason she needed the tree. Because why let guilt eat you from the inside out when it could stare at you every day?

         “Good question,” she said aloud, over the roar of the mower. The tree didn’t answer. Not that it ever did.

         Then she bumped straight into said tree.

         “Damn it!” She yelled as the handle jammed into her ribs. She turned the mower off and growled at the ugly beast of a plant. “Enough,” she said, a small weight lifting with the word. “Enough,” she repeated, and her next breath came even easier. “I don’t need your approval,” she snapped at the tree, and for the first time she actually believed it.

         There was plenty of meaning in her life. Maybe not the dog catching a Frisbee, but there was so much inspiration to draw from. She’d pick a new subject to paint, complete her application, and turn it in by the end of the month. It’s time to stand on my own two feet, she thought. She’d given up her independence for her son, and she wouldn’t trade the experience for what she’d thought was her carefully constructed life plan. But she didn’t want to rely on her parents anymore for financial stability. She didn’t want a job at the family vineyard. She wanted a career. A passion. Something just for her. And nothing—not even a tree—was going to get in the way of that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jack stood for several long seconds outside the modest two-story house, the living quarters of what was commercially known as Crossroads Ranch. The rich wood of the shingled siding had paled in some areas, so that now patches of weathered tan mottled against the dark brown looked like fading bruises. The wraparound porch was still intact, but he could tell on first glance it needed to be refinished and stained. He’d add that to his to-do list. He was sure that after they’d gone through Jack Senior’s things there’d be repairs here and there to make, but he also knew Luke and Walker had kept an eye on the ranch, so he wasn’t worried about having to stay too long. He’d need to check the stables and the herd, meet with the accountant to ensure they could continue paying the hired hands. All this, of course, following today’s visit from his father’s estate attorney.

         It wasn’t as if he’d forgotten the place and all the work it took to run it. That was why he sent money each month to help keep the place afloat—to make sure the mortgage got paid. Luke and Walker were plenty capable. They’d proved that well enough. But the money only did so much to ease the guilt of his absence—not from the ranch but from his brothers’ lives. Now that Jack Senior was gone, he could be the positive physical presence he hadn’t been all those years ago. At least until he up and left again.

         “You gonna take a fuckin’ picture?” Walker asked as he strode past him and up the porch steps.

         Luke approached next. “That’s asshole speak for ‘Come on in and grab a beer,’” he said with a grin.

         “When you’re ready,” Jenna added, standing next to him now. “And maybe when you need a break, you can drive me home. Walker picked me up but…”

         She trailed off, only confirming what he’d suspected when he’d smelled the liquor on his brother’s breath. Walker would be in no shape to drive anyone anywhere in the immediate future.

         “He’s been pissed at me for a lot of years, hasn’t he?” he asked. “I left. I own that.”

         But his brothers had understood. Hadn’t they? He’d had to go. After what he’d done to Derek Wilkes, he was lucky the guy’s family hadn’t pressed charges. He’d only meant to be gone through college. But plans had changed, thanks to the fiery redhead he’d never quite forgotten.

         Jenna lifted a hand to his shoulder, giving him a gentle squeeze. “Did you ever think that maybe it’s not you he’s pissed at?”

         She didn’t wait for him to answer but instead followed her other two nephews into the house.

         He squinted at what used to be his home, trying to see what it had been prior to fifteen years ago, but the well of his memory came up dry. He knew there had been happiness behind those doors. There had been a family. But he couldn’t picture it. The only thing he saw in his mind’s eye now was Walker getting backhanded across the face—or a dazed Jack Senior at the top of the stairs, staring down at his oldest son’s broken form. Losing their mother would have been enough to reshape their history. But instead it had been so much worse.

         “You must be Jack Junior.”

         The voice came from behind him, which meant the man couldn’t see him grit his teeth. He’d never truly escape the connection to his father, not when he was his namesake. And that one, little thread that kept them bound also kept that tiny voice in his head questioning how alike they were other than a shared name. The loss of Jack’s mother had sent Jack Senior over the edge. What would it take for him to do the same?

         Jack spun to face the man.

         “Mr. Miranda, I assume,” Jack said, and held out his hand.

         The guy didn’t seem much older than he was, maybe early thirties. He wore a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and dark jeans, and it finally hit Jack that although this man was a stranger to him, it was he who was the odd man out on the front lawn of his own childhood home.

         “Please,” he said as he shook Jack’s hand. “Call me Thomas. And damn if you don’t look just like him—or like I bet he looked before the drinking.” Thomas ran a hand through his wavy, dark hair. “Damn it. That was out of line. I apologize.”

         Jack loosened his tie, feeling overdressed and misplaced. He shook his head. “No apology necessary, not when it’s the truth.”

         Thomas gave him a nervous smile. “I don’t normally do this on the weekends,” he said. “But your aunt told me this was the only day she could be certain you’d all be in the same place at the same time. Do you mind if I come in?”

         “Not at all,” Jack said as he moved toward the porch steps.

         Thomas followed closely behind, and the two of them—both strangers to this place now—entered a house Jack hadn’t stepped foot in for ten years. Now it was simply a reminder of a father who’d lost himself in his grief and taken it out on his boys—of a past he’d been trying to outrun for a decade. Before today, he thought he’d gotten past what this place could do to him.

         Now he wasn’t so sure anymore.

         
              

         

         “Grapes?” Walker asked, tipping back his third bottle of beer since they’d all sat down at the wooden table in the kitchen. It hadn’t been there growing up, and Jack wondered what would have possessed Jack Senior to buy new furniture when all he’d ever seemed to spend his money on was whiskey. “He left us fucking grapes?”

         “A small vineyard,” Thomas clarified. “He left you three equal shares in the ranch—which he mortgaged to buy the vineyard.”

         Walker scoffed, slamming his empty bottle down in front of him. “So—grapes.” His cheeks were flushed and his eyes a steely gray as he pushed back from the table and headed to the fridge, undoubtedly for another beer.

         Yeah, after six hours in the car this morning, Jack knew he’d be driving his aunt the hour ride back to Los Olivos.

         “We can sell it, though, right?” Luke asked. “I mean, Walker and I have enough on our hands working the ranch, and we don’t know shit about wine.”

         Walker nodded as he opened the fridge. “Bet our big brother knows plenty, though. All those fancy restaurants he goes to on the bay in San Diego.”

         Christ. Was that really what they thought of him? It wasn’t as if he’d fallen off the face of the earth in the past decade. He’d come back to Jenna’s for at least half the Christmases he’d been gone, but it hadn’t been easy, not when he knew Ava Ellis lived nearby and wanted nothing to do with him.

         A weight pressed firm on his chest.

         He hadn’t run from her.

         Shit. He had a goddamn useless piece of land to worry about. He couldn’t afford to let his mind wander down that destructive path.

         “Look, asshole,” Jack said to Walker. “It’s not like Oak Bluff is the ends of the earth. We may have our tiny pocket of cattle land here, but shit. You’ve experienced a restaurant once or twice before. We are smack-dab in the middle of fucking wine country.”

         Walker opened his mouth to lob a comeback at him, but Jack ignored his brother and turned to Thomas. “Can we?” he asked. “Can we just turn around and sell it?”

         Thomas blew out a breath. “That’s where things get tricky.”

         Walker was back at the table now with the rest of his six-pack—and he wasn’t offering to share.

         “The vineyard’s not thriving,” Thomas continued. “Your neighbor—the one your father bought it from—let it go once he decided to sell. And, well, Jack Senior wasn’t exactly in the best shape to get it going himself.”

         “How long’s he had this thing?” Walker asked, popping the top off another bottle.

         “Six months,” Thomas said. “I know it’s hard to believe, but he had his moments of lucidity. He knew he was sick and needed to get his affairs in order. I can assure you he couldn’t have bought the vineyard without being sober, and the same goes for his will. I helped him finalize everything and—he knew what he was doing, boys.”

         Luke shook his head like he was trying to wrap his brain around it all. “Six months?” he asked. “Six months and he never said shit about it to us?”

         Jack narrowed his eyes. “When would he have said something?” He knew his brothers had been keeping the ranch running, that Jack Senior was drunk and incoherent for most of his waking hours, but he hadn’t suspected much in the way of interaction between his father and his brothers.

         Luke blew out a breath. “We weren’t going to say anything because we knew it’d piss you off, but c’mon, Jack. Jenna got us through the years we needed looking after when we were still minors, but after a while an hour drive twice a day gets to be too much. The days got longer. Jack Senior got sicker. It seemed like the right thing to do, moving back and all.”

         The right thing to do?

         “Is this some sort of joke?” Jack pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. “It didn’t cross your mind to tell me you’ve been living with the man who lost his right to even speak to you before you turned eighteen?” He gritted his teeth and looked from brother, to brother, to aunt. “How long?” he asked. His pulse raced, and he recognized the feeling—the anticipation of the back of his father’s hand or a fist to the ribs. The fight or flight as the wind was about to get knocked out of him. “How damned long have you been back?”

         Tears pooled in Jenna’s eyes as she waited for one of her nephews to answer. It was Walker who finally did.

         “Two years,” he said softly, for once with no hint of anger or resentment in his voice.

         Two years? Christ.

         “So you all flat-out lied to me about what’s been going on around here?”

         Luke shrugged. “You didn’t ask, and we figured it wasn’t something you’d want to know. Judging by your reaction, I’d say we were right.”

         Jack’s jaw tightened, and he could feel his pulse throbbing in his neck.

         “It’s their home,” Jenna added. “Their livelihood and their home. I never would have let them talk me into it if I thought they were in any danger, but look at them, Jack. Look at your brothers. They are strong, smart, grown men who knew what they were doing when they decided to come home.” She opened her mouth to continue but must have thought better of it and said nothing more.

         He knew what would have come next: that it was his home, too.

         But it wasn’t. Not anymore, no matter how much he missed the open land with nothing looking down on him but the sky above.

         There had been physical distance between him and his brothers when he left, but it hadn’t registered until now how far he’d really gone—how great the divide was between him and his only family.

         “I’m going out for a ride,” he said, pushing back from the table and standing, relieved that he’d changed into jeans and a thermal before beginning their little meeting. “Check out the herd—the grapes too. Leave whatever needs to be signed, Mr. Miranda. I’ll drop it by your office later this week.”

         Thomas stood to shake his hand, and in seconds Jack was out the door and headed toward the stables. Just because he no longer lived on the ranch didn’t mean he’d forgotten how to ride.

         The horse whinnied when he threw open the stall door, but when her eyes met his, she steadied as if she’d been reacquainted with a long-lost friend. She made no protest as he saddled and readied her to leave.

         “Hey, girl,” he said, running a hand along her silky, caramel-colored coat. “Hey there, Cleo.” And without another thought, he led her out of the stable, mounted the saddle, and took off for the hills.

         They rode past the herd, which did little more than glance in his direction as he sped by until nothing but green pasture rolled out ahead of him, stopping only where he could see the hint of grapevines—rows and rows of them.

         He steeled himself against the memory of a vintner’s daughter, his last good memory of home—and also one of his most painful.

         He breathed deep as he tapped his boots against the horse’s flanks, urging her faster and farther toward the oak trees in the distance, welcoming the burn of the leather reins against the flesh of his palms.

         This, he thought, is the only part of the ranch that feels like home.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Jack woke to the sound of a buzz saw in the kitchen. At least, that’s what the noise felt like after however many shots he’d thrown back the night before. But when he managed to open one eye and peel his half-naked body from the leather couch, he realized—thank God—that what he’d heard was coffee beans grinding.

         “You look like shit,” Walker said as he leaned against the counter. Jack couldn’t tell if that was his brother’s norm or if he did it for balance. He guessed it was a little of both.

         “You seen a mirror lately?” Jack asked. “What the hell was in that bottle last night, by the way?”

         Shot glasses still lined the table. He vaguely remembered getting back from his ride and Jenna sitting him and his brothers down at the table with a takeout pizza and a direct order that they bond. Apparently bonding meant getting shitfaced and not remembering when or how he’d ended up on the couch.

         “Where’s Jenna?” he asked.

         Walker squinted as if he was searching for the answer, but after a few seconds he shrugged. “She took your truck. Said something about buying feed for her chickens, which she’d planned on doing when she thought she was going to be home yesterday. Said you could run her home once you were awake and could see straight.”
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