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			For my mama, Lita, who turned our home into Munting Paraiso, a bit of paradise, with your love and delicious food.

			For my daddy, Bobby, who made Munting Paraiso beautiful with roses, fruit trees, and grapevines.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			HARVEST

			It is only the farmer who faithfully plants seeds in the Spring, who reaps a harvest in the Autumn.

			—B. C. Forbes

		

	
		
			Food Business Magazine Interview

			January 15

			True North Manager Setting Her Compass Elsewhere?

			

			Today’s guest interview is with Bryn Aquino, the unmatched general manager of True North, the rising star of Filipino restaurants in San Francisco. With its sweeping views of Ocean Beach and eclectic but authentic Filipino cuisine, True North credits its success to its incomparable management staff of family and to Ms. Aquino’s mission-focused leadership style.

			With rumors circulating she’s moving on, we had to find out for ourselves. What’s her next destination?

			Food Business Magazine: Thanks for meeting with us, Bryn. You’re tough to pin down these days, but we suspect it’s for good reason.

			Bryn Aquino: It’s definitely been a whirlwind! We couldn’t have asked for a better seven months.

			FBM: Well, you have been a leader by example. You’ve single-handedly brought True North to the next level because of your relentless standards.

			BA: I’ll only agree to one thing in that statement, and that’s my standards. But—and here’s a huge but—nothing around here is done single-handedly. All I’m doing is encouraging what I call the four corners of the food business—ambience, service, delicious food, and management—to roll in the same direction.

			FBM: Hey, readers, that’s the kind of stuff to write down in a notebook somewhere. Tell us one last thing: there’s a rumor you’re moving on. Are you starting your own restaurant?

			BA: No . . .

			FBM: I sense a hesitancy. Not a restaurant . . . so, a place outside the food industry? We’d like a hint. An inkling of your new venture. Please?

			BA: Hm. Since you came all the way down to Ocean Beach, how about this? Set your compasses east, in paradise.
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			MITCHELL

			Coffee is life, but these days, grabbing a cup in town is enough to kill me. Gone are the days when I could breeze into Golden Café, order my usual extra-large cup to wake the dead, and be out in two minutes, tops. When the most I’d give were the customary greetings polite enough to satisfy the etiquette Granny drilled into my thick skull. And yeah, I’d smile, too, because that was easy enough.

			Now, everything is a production: the predictable turn of faces when I walk through the glass front door. The good-neighbor greeting when the customers see me, and then . . . then comes the announcement.

			“And here’s our hero: Captain Mitchell Dunford.” Samuel Cornelius’s voice booms as I take my second step onto the retro black-and-white checkerboard tile.

			My entire body winces as the café comes to a screeching halt at the declaration. Utensils clatter to a stop. The whir of the cappuccino machine frother ceases. Tourists huddled over their cups of hot cocoa, wearing Gold Country hats and T-shirts, raise their eyebrows as if I were the leprechaun himself.

			And Granny asks why I don’t head into town often . . . it’s because of this. It’s because of the whirlwind my presence causes. From the second I came back home to Golden two weeks ago, it’s been a fiasco.

			I’m reminded each time I come to town that I’m not the same person who left for the Army almost nine years ago.

			But I suck it up, square my shoulders anyway, and casually salute. It earns me a round of applause. I’ve realized the more affable and cool I am, the faster I can grab my coffee and get on with my day.

			Plus, Sam Cornelius is like family and a Golden original. His dad opened the café decades ago. The man gave me my first taste of coffee when I was twelve. Granny would kill me for being rude, and crossing that eighty-something-year-old woman is not something I ever intend to do. She’s tougher than a drill sergeant.

			“Extra-large coffee for you, Mitch.” A cup slides in front of me, steam spiraling from the dark liquid. The aroma hits my nostrils, and my blood pressure rises to living status. Yes. Yes. Yes. Just enough oomph to get me to smile.

			“Thanks, Jaime.” I nod to the little girl behind the counter. Or, not so little anymore. The years have put what looks like two feet on her, and braces and the coffee shop apron have replaced the pigtails and overalls she used to wear.

			Her eyes examine me. “No cream or sugar, just how you like it. Want a banana muffin to go?”

			Shaking my head, I snap the cover on the cup. “No, thanks, just coffee.”

			“Did you know eating a big breakfast is key to a healthy diet and a good mood?” The silver of her braces gleams in the overhead light.

			“Jaime Lynn,” her mother warns from behind. Eliza Cornelius has one hand on the cappuccino machine and the other on her hip, eyes trained on her daughter.

			“I was just repeating what you say all the time, Momma. Mitch has to eat because he’s too skinny”—she turns to me—“because you’re all by yourself in that big house. And she told Grandma Cornelius what you need is a woman.”

			“Jaime!” Eliza hisses, and comes to stand at her daughter’s side. “I’m sorry, Mitchell. Just . . . just ignore her. She’s eleven. The things kids say.”

			“It’s fine, Liz.” I shrug off the comment. “Don’t worry about me, Jai. I’ve got King Lear up there keeping me company.” King Lear is a legend, a sixteen-year-old vineyard cat that adopted my family, known for his lion’s mane and mammoth paws and because he thinks he rules our land like Simba from The Lion King.

			It works as a distraction, and Jaime’s face lights up. She goes on about felines and how she wishes she could get a cat. It starts an avalanche of chatter from her parents, and just like that, I’m off the hook, hopefully occupying the locals, who love to make up stories about my return.

			Poor Mitchell Dunford.

			He had a rough go at it overseas.

			How is he ever going to get that vineyard up and running?

			He doesn’t know anything about the business.

			Yep, I’ve heard it all. From the rumors that have circulated since I came home. From Granny, who isn’t afraid to smother me with the reality that the vineyard is going to be a challenge to reopen. She thinks that if I know what I’m up against, I’ll be more prepared to fight. Little does she know I share her doubts, and it’s going to take more than awareness to make a success out of a business that’s hanging on by the last of its roots.

			Thankful for the diversion Jaime’s created, I stick my hand out, a quarter on my palm. The girl slaps me five, swiping the coin, beaming.

			Spinning on my heels, I march to the front door, but just before walking out of the café, I pull the hood of my sweatshirt over my head to block the rest of the chatter. It doesn’t matter that it’s the last week of May in northeast California on the western slope of the Sierra Nevada, with the sun high in the cloudless sky, and the weather holding steady at seventy-five degrees. Or that I’ve grown my hair out so I don’t feel the wind as much as I used to.

			The interaction at the café was about enough talk to last me the whole day. Except I’ve got an afternoon to kill while my Realtor, Rocío, is showing Lavenderhill, the parcel of property I’m having leased at the vineyard. She suggested I hide out while potential renters are touring the place, and with my truck on the fritz again, I couldn’t go farther than into town. Besides, the one-cup coffeemaker with the pods I have up at the house is shitty on the best of days, and the coffee it makes hasn’t been giving me the brainpower to figure out how to tell my brothers that strangers are going to be living on our land.

			Main Street greets me with the usual noise of a tourist town, of a manicured façade of the grand old days when gold was plentiful and everyone wanted a piece of it. Vintage brick and old siding, windowsills painted in teal and red. Galvanized iron cornices with intricate patterns. Cashing in on tourists, Golden got smart in the last decade and renovated Main Street using historical records to restore it all to its previous glory. Now, tour companies have put our little town on their map, sending buses to flood our brick-lined streets with smog. They bring droves of tourists with selfie sticks and steady business to our Gold Rush Museum and local establishments.

			Nice for cash flow, but Golden no longer feels like home. My brothers and I used to take Main Street by storm on our skateboards and scooters on Sunday mornings when it was quieter than a ghost town. There were so few residents we’d fly down the street and have enough time to get out of the way of the solitary car that’d pass. Now there’s a yellow line painted down the middle of the street.

			Tucking my chin into my chest, I trek to the city square. While rounding the corner quickly, with the comfort of a park bench in mind, I hear a pop in the distance. My heart rate rockets as my eyes dart to the left, and I glimpse a car with a flat tire pulling off to the side . . .

			Just before I barrel into a person coming around the corner.

			Crushing the cardboard cup against my hand.

			Spilling coffee down the person’s white shirt.

			“Oh fuck!” the woman shrieks, pulling her shirt away from her body. She bends over at the waist and a waterfall of my daily wake-up pours onto the sidewalk.

			“Shit. I’m sorry.” I’m on full auto, already peeling off my sweatshirt. Leaning into the woman, I pat the front of her shirt with mine.

			“Hey, watch it.” She jumps back. Though a head shorter than my six-foot frame, she rises up to some kind of a ready stance like she’s going on the offensive. With her long black hair draped over one shoulder and covering half her face, she appraises me suspiciously.

			“Sorry, I . . . my bad. Did I burn you?”

			“No . . . crap . . . I’m not burned. Just fucking wet, and late.”

			“I wasn’t looking.”

			“Obviously.” Backing down, she sweeps her hair into a bun. Now that I see her face, I’m stuck in my tracks. The woman is gorgeous and ferocious. Mahogany eyes, golden brown skin, a flower tattoo that starts behind her ear and snakes along her neck. She’s got four piercings down one ear, three in the other. Another tattoo peeks out of her shirtsleeve at her wrist. “Great. I can’t damn well go to a meeting like this.”

			Red lips that happen to cuss as much as mine do.

			“What are you smiling at?” Those red lips curl into a snarl.

			“Nothing.” I clear my throat. Shit. I really need to work on my poker face.

			“This is funny to you?”

			Here’s the thing with tempers. I might have my own, but I’m a master at defusing it. Though I find this woman intriguing and am tempted to ask what kind of business she has in Golden, first things first. I’ve got to fix this.

			“No. I’m stone-cold serious, and I’m sorry. Really, I am. Lemme get you a shirt.” I point to the shop across the street.

			She looks at the storefront with T-shirts filling the window. With ones that say I ♥ Golden, California Girl, and I Left My Heart in San Francisco, which ironically is a three-hour drive from here. Her face twists into a frown and her eyes bounce to me, then back to the store. “No, thanks. I just need to go.”

			“Then take my sweatshirt.”

			“You’re huge. I mean”—she shakes her head as if catching herself—“I’ll swim in your shirt.”

			“Okay.” I can’t help but notice how her cheeks turn pink and how her voice softens. “But the nearest clothing store is a half mile down the road.”

			Her teeth rake her bottom lip. She flips her wrist and looks at her watch, then as if making a decision, heaves a sigh. “Okay, fine.”

			This woman is on a mission, and she doesn’t look back as we cross the street to the tourist shop. A buzzer sounds when we walk into the place, and we’re greeted by floor-to-ceiling Day-Glo T-shirts with every joke slogan imaginable shoved in our faces.

			The woman approaches the first rack, sifts through a couple of hangers, and shoves a shirt into my hand. “Here.”

			I can’t offer a suggestion because the shirt is . . . not really what I assume is her style, so I bring it to the counter. She waits for me near the front door. Silas Rau, first-generation Golden, tips his head at the glowering woman while he rings me up. “Date’s not going well, I see.”

			I sigh. “Not a date, Silas.”

			“Well, duh, especially if you take her to buy a T-shirt. Ice cream’s a better option. Dinner even.”

			“Thanks for the tip.” I push a credit card across the counter, moving the transaction along. Rau’s much like the shirts he peddles: he’s got something to say about everything, and worse, he’s a gossip. Granny’s going to know about this incident by tonight. When he’s done swiping, I say, “No need for a bag or receipt. Thanks.”

			When she sees me coming toward her, the woman exits the shop and walks to the corner of Main and First. It’s only then I take in the full view of the damage. Her shirt is sopping wet, from the collar down to its hem.

			My insides twist. Damn.

			She’s shifting feet, looking like she wants to run. And I don’t blame her.

			As tourists glide past, I hand her the shirt. “If you want to change, my place is a mile from here.”

			“No, that’s quite all right. I just need to get out of here. Um, thanks . . . for the shirt.” She waits for the street to clear, then steps off the curb.

			“Wait,” I call out as she stomps across the street. “I didn’t get your name!”

			But the woman, now in a quick stride up First Street, doesn’t turn. The white back of her shirt disappears over the crest of the hill, taking with her the momentary excitement of the day.

			My adrenaline crashes, and I realize that, dammit, I need another cup of coffee.
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			BRYN

			Dust engulfs the windshield, and my beacon is the running lights of the SUV in front of me. After passing a large etched-stone sign that reads Dunford, we turn left onto a narrow part-gravel, mostly dirt road, the main driveway of the property we’re about to tour. My car rocks and rumbles on the uneven terrain, turning my Mini Cooper into the Grizzly, the wooden roller coaster at Santa Clara’s Great America. The steering wheel and stick shift become dual purpose, doubling as my oh-shit handles. As we wind our way up a mountain, banked by leafy, large bushes, I grit my teeth and try not to think about getting a flat tire so far away from home.

			“I think . . . if you lease here . . . you’ll need to trade in Cooper.” My sister’s voice shakes. Victoria is gripping the actual oh-shit handle above her passenger door with both hands, and the look on her face is one of pure amusement. “We’re not in San Francisco anymore. You’ll need a car with real tires, suspension, and storage for when you have to lug things back and forth from the garden store or for whatever else you have to do out here.”

			I let go of the stick shift and pat the top of the dashboard. “Shh. Don’t you listen to her, Coop.”

			Vic snickers. “I swear, you are only nice to this car, ate.”

			I roll my eyes at her attempt to kiss my ass by calling me big sister in Tagalog. “Because he doesn’t ever talk back. Unlike someone I know.”

			She sticks out her tongue at me. Though Vic is a few years younger, and I’m almost to the dreaded big three-oh, whenever we’re together, we’re ten and fifteen again, using our hairbrushes as swords.

			“How are you going to expand your blog if you can’t handle a little bit of off-roading?” I yell above the noise of the rocks hitting the underside of my car. My sister’s been beating the streets and reviewing every casual gourmet restaurant from the Bay Area up to Sacramento for her foodie blog, and she wants to broaden her scope.

			“I think my completed Junior Ranger booklets prove I’m not above off-roading. It’s this tin can you’re driving that won’t cut it.”

			Cooper’s rear bounces up, and for the first time ever, I hit my head on the ceiling and yelp. And now, hearing my sister’s cackles, it’s my turn to stick my tongue out and to flip her off with my trademark minibird—my pinky—to accentuate the point.

			“You know what’s way more amazing than that bump knocking some sense into you, ate? That cheesy shirt you have on.”

			I growl then, though I refuse to take my eyes off the road to remotely acknowledge that my shirt is hideous and tacky. In my previously drenched state, I hastily picked out the first medium T-shirt on the rack, wanting to get the hell out of the store and past the humiliation and irritation of having coffee dumped on me. On one of the most important days in my life, on the short walk from my car to Rocío Alonzo’s real estate office to let her know we’ve arrived. By a guy coming full speed around the corner with an extra-large drink in a flimsy cup. Why? Why me?

			The highlighter-pink shirt has the words I’m a Gold Rush Princess printed on the front with a glittery silver crown around the letter O. God help me. “Stupid jerk,” I spit out.

			“Aw, it was an accident.”

			“I don’t give a damn. That was a new shirt.”

			“No. It was from a used-clothing store.”

			“Vintage, Vic. Vintage-clothing store, which means it cannot be replaced.”

			“Um . . . it was a plain white button-down.”

			There she goes again, being the ever-so-positive person. It’s like when our mother gave birth to us she bestowed upon me all the realism and sass of tequila, and to Vic the idealism and the sweetness of lemonade.

			“I’m lucky I didn’t get burned.”

			“But you didn’t, and it was a quick change at Rocío’s office. Not like she cares; she almost gave you her shirt. You saying yes to this place will make her freaking year.”

			We take a left at a set of overgrown lavender bushes, onto a flat area of land, enough for three cars to park side by side. The red brake lights glow as the SUV in front of us slows, parking in the furthermost space, its nose facing toward a row of boulders, at the edge of what I can tell is an overlook. As I park Cooper on the left of the SUV, my thoughts travel back to the coffee-cup guy. He was tall, built, and broad. Scruffy, hair fluffy all around. But what stood out most were his eyes. They were hazel, clear, with gold flecks. They pricked me with curiosity, with heat. They rendered me speechless.

			That is, speechless for an additional reason besides being soaked by black coffee.

			The guy also knew where the closest clothing shop was. He comfortably chatted up the T-shirt shop owner, which meant he was a Golden townie, and potentially a future neighbor. Ugh. Not exactly the best way to start with a would-be local customer, if things go well today.

			If.

			The slam of the SUV’s car door resets my thoughts, and I turn to Vic. She mirrors my feelings with a determined, focused look and a swift nod. I turn off the engine and fly out of my car in all my pink princess glory. Because today is the day.

			Today is the day I change my life.

			Unlike the inside of the car, with its artificial new-car smell, the outside is refreshing with scents of grass and flowers carried by the light breeze. Only a mile from town but higher in elevation, it’s measurably cooler here.

			And it’s green. Everywhere.

			“Wow,” is all I can say, because my mouth can’t form the right words to express how spectacular it is. It makes the drive up forgettable. The partial view of Golden below is right out of a postcard, the city seemingly nestled in the plush green of the forest. The red and black tops of buildings and the town hall’s steeple seem to have been painted by an artist’s brush. It’s every bit as beautiful as the real estate website advertised, enhanced even more by the added textures of dirt under my shoes and the crisp Sierra Nevada air against my cheeks.

			“Welcome to Dunford Vineyard.” Rocío meets us at the hood of her SUV, fiddling with the keys in her hand. “Isn’t the view of the town beautiful? You’ll get an even better one from the deck of the home. We’re facing west, and the sunsets are amazing.”

			“I can put chairs out here. A pergola.” I survey the view and take a panoramic photo with my phone. “What do you think, Vic?”

			“This is so romantic.”

			“Not romantic. Culinary retreats aren’t for romance. They’re for self-care. To rejuvenate, touch base with one’s spiritual side.”

			“Coming from the most type-A person I know? Sure.” She laughs, following Rocío on a path that goes around a bend. Unlike most real estate agents in San Francisco, Rocío is in sensible shoes and jeans, and for good reason. The walk is on an incline, the stones uneven, organic and spectacular with random shades of gray, red, and gold.

			I’ve been at it for months, have visited a slew of potential spots for my future business, and while the beginning of every tour had filled me with so much hope, no place had kept my attention.

			Except for this one. This site has me taking in every detail: a purposely wild garden that gives off an intoxicating scent, the calming sound of water from the twinkling ribbonlike stream in the distance, handsome wrought iron benches lining the path, and a working three-tier fountain.

			I was so focused on the journey that I wasn’t paying attention to what was up ahead until Rocío says, “The house also has a gorgeous view of the vineyard, and toward the east, of the Sierra Nevada.” She points to the right, where beyond the tops of trees are the jutting peaks of mountains. “And here we are. Lavenderhill.”

			Now standing in front of the home, I’m caught in the house’s allure. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. My voice chokes as I say, “That’s . . . gorgeous.”

			“This home was built over fifty years ago, designed by a midcentury architect from New Mexico. The late Mr. Dunford wanted something unassuming that would blend into the environment, but had all the modern touches. He was a big fan of Frank Lloyd Wright, and this house is inspired by Fallingwater.”

			“I’ve been to Fallingwater.” Victoria comes to my side. “And I totally see it. The cascading balconies, how it looks like it’s part of the existing landscape. Except this house is all wood. Fallingwater was made of stone, concrete, steel, and glass.”

			“Exactly. I’m so glad you can appreciate it. It’s really quite impressive. The exterior is a sustainable siding, so it requires minimal maintenance, though it looks much like wood.” Rocío turns the lock on the wooden door, inlaid with a rope design and grand like the bar at True North, the restaurant I’ve managed the last several years. She leads us through the entrance. Above hangs a sign etched with the name Lavenderhill. “Seven thousand square feet. Six bedrooms, seven and a half bathrooms, a full gourmet kitchen, basement storage, two living areas, and a wraparound porch. There’s a second house—nine hundred square feet, with two small bedrooms, one bath—just behind this property that you could use as a separate dwelling. It’s also hooked up to water and electricity, has a working kitchen, but has only been used for storage and will need to be updated. Do you mind taking off your shoes? Mr. Dunford—Mitchell—who runs the property now is trying to keep everything as nice as possible while it’s being shown.”

			“Oh yeah, sure. That’s the status quo at our house.” I untie my low boot. “We even have house shoes.”

			“They’re called tsinelas.” Vic steps out of her flats.

			“The word is almost the same in Spanish.” Rocío smiles. “It’s kind of cool how Tagalog is so close to it.”

			“Don’t let us fool you. We’re not exactly fluent.” I line my boots up next to Vic’s shoes. “Though we know our curse words. Required learning.”

			Rocío points at my feet, at Hello Kitty looking up at me. “Supercute socks.”

			“Thanks.”

			Vic brushes past me. “And they match that cool shirt of yours.”

			“Shut it.”

			We meet Rocío in the open-concept kitchen, and I gape at the professional equipment, the industrial-size refrigerator. Deep double stainless steel sinks and a large island. The pièce de résistance? The western view of Golden through floor-to-ceiling windows.

			“This also opens.” Rocío unlocks and opens one window—which is actually a door that folds into the panel next to it—and nature’s sounds filter in through the kitchen like its own white noise. My body’s drawn to the threshold and view, and the moment my feet cross over to the deck, my decision’s been made. It’s accompanied by an emotion—nostalgia for a promise I made once. And triumph, because this house and property fulfill the wish list on my business plan that everyone said I could never find.

			Except. “What are the terms of the lease?”

			“It’s a five-year lease that covers the parking area marked by the lavender bushes, this home and the one out back, the front and back plots, and the nearest fruit orchard. I say that because if you continue higher up that gravel road, there is another home, which is currently occupied by Mr. Dunford. It’s called Mountainridge, and it’s adjacent to the vineyards.” She leads me to the large kitchen window above the sink. “You can see it from here, but otherwise, you’ll find this area private and perfect for your purpose.”

			The exterior of Mountainridge is like a barn, with red sides and a tin roof, large square windows, and an oversize front door. Situated higher on the mountain, it seems to tower over Lavenderhill. Grapevines warp in rows of green between strips of brown around it. “You’re not lying—I can see their living room from here.”

			“I suppose you can.” She squints. “But you’d have to really look.”

			Still, my instincts tell me this could be a good or bad thing depending on how involved this Mitchell Dunford is. I gnaw on my lip. “I’m not so keen about having the landlord right on the property.”

			“It will be good when you need something fixed.” Vic runs a hand down the granite island. “Is he a nice guy?”

			“They, actually,” Rocío answers. “This property is managed by the three Dunford brothers. Mitchell moved in a couple of weeks ago and took over. He’s in the Army.”

			“He’s a soldier.” I flash my sister a look. Something doesn’t sound right. “My cousin’s a soldier, so we know he’s got to move at some point. Will ownership switch if this Dunford has to move?”

			“Mr. Dunford transferred into the Army Reserve mid-May, so for the most part, he’s here to stay. And you’re right about the support, Vic. He’ll be available for anything that’s not part of your normal wear and tear or your own doing. Otherwise, he intends to step out of your way.”

			“He won’t mind if we turn this place into a retreat? It means customers, construction, and renovations. Since I have to retrofit the kitchen to add another range, maybe extend the island, revive the garden, will there be an option to renew after the five years?”

			“This was their family home, but Mr. Dunford knows there will be a greater chance to lease if he offers it commercially, and he says he’s flexible about any renovations as long as they’re within your set property lines. There will be the option to renew, and as it is, this area is already zoned for a business because of the vineyard. It’s move-in ready, essentially.”

			She places the stapled flyer in my hand. I flip through glossy photos of every room and bathroom with updated amenities. The pros and cons take sides in my brain, and the uncertainty about the landlord is solidly on the con side. “What kind of protection do I have if there’s a switch in landlords? What if this current Dunford has to deploy again and the new Dunford is a prick?”

			My sister hisses. “Sorry. She’s a potty mouth. Today alone, she owes me”—she counts on her fingers dramatically—“three dollars and twenty-five cents. A quarter for every bad word. Explaining what happened to her shirt was two bucks alone.”

			Rocío laughs. “No worries. I have two older brothers and nothing shocks me. And your question’s valid, Bryn. When we sign the lease, we’ll address that, ensuring what you agree to is protected even if another Dunford takes over.”

			Everything sounds perfect. Seemingly too perfect. Turning the page, I hold my breath for the bottom line. Over my shoulder, my sister gasps when she sees the monthly cost. “Yikes.”

			I curse under my breath. Even without the renovation, there’s the garden, the furniture to fill the space. For years, every cent of my salary, of my savings, has gone into this potential dream. To make rent, the retreat would have to be successful from the beginning.

			“You’re going to need every dollar of that investment from Pete,” my sister whispers. “This is a huge risk.”

			Peter Luna is my silent partner, and I hoped to use his money as little as possible. Yet something else speaks to me. A wild side of me that’s daring, that’s willing to take this on. It’s the voice of the spontaneous, a contrast to my father’s conservative everything-in-moderation point of view. It’s the voice of my ina, my mother.

			I don’t register the words until they’re out of my mouth.

			“Then again, nothing’s gained without risk, right? I’ll take it.” I meet my sister’s eyes. “I’ll call it Paraiso. ‘Paradise.’ ”
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			MITCHELL

			“You did what?” Levi’s voice echoes from the surround sound Bluetooth speakers. It ricochets off the wooden walls and the floor-to-ceiling windows, and like prickly heat, stings against my skin. Though he’s twenty-seven hundred miles away, displeasure emanates from his Cyclops-like picture on video chat on the TV. “What the hell were you thinking, Mitchell?”

			I’m sitting on the couch, elbows on my knees. My fingers are laced, to keep myself braced. Knowing this was how my brother was going to react, I waited five days to tell him about leasing Dunford, until I was sure the potential tenant’s credit check and deposit came through. Though, truthfully, it was because I was avoiding this exact response. “I did what I had to do.”

			“We asked you to take care of the place, not parcel it out.”

			“It’s a lease, brother. A five-year lease, with the option to renew. Nothing permanent. Lavenderhill is going to shit—no one’s lived in it since Dad died. That’s five years of it gathering dust. Frankly, it’s income property.”

			“And fucking frankly, you can’t make a decision like this without us. This is our childhood home, Mitch. Left for us. For us.” His irritation crackles through the room, but beyond it, I hear it. Exhaustion. “Don’t you agree with me, Cody?”

			I hear a sigh from our youngest brother, the third person on the video chat. Cody’s face is farther away, as if he wants nothing to do with this conversation. “No doubt you should have run it by us, Mitch. But then again, he’s right, Levi. We’re running out of options, and the place isn’t exactly doing anything but eating up the vineyard trust.” Cody’s voice is breathy and calculated. At twenty-six, he’s two years younger than me, but at times like this, he’s an expert politician. Cody’s peacemaking skills have been honed into a bayonet’s point, since he never wants to get between Levi and me.

			I nod. “And we agreed. The eldest in town makes the decisions, and right now, I’m him. Look, the spreadsheets are pretty clear. We need income, and with the vineyard closed a year now, though we’ve had to pay property managers, utilities, workers to maintain it minimally . . . you’re gonna have to trust me.”

			“It’s not that I don’t trust you.” Resignation resounds through Levi’s voice. “But the land is the only thing we have left. Business for me is shit right now, and I’m counting on falling back on Lavenderhill if this doesn’t work out.”

			I lower my voice, switching roles. I forget how gutsy Levi was to take his wife, Ruby, to start over in DC, and now with two little girls, he’s under a lot of pressure. Levi always took the lead by default, and giving up control to his non-business-minded middle brother is probably scaring the shit out of him. What I lack in business experience, though, I make up for in instinct and knowledge of agriculture. “I’m in this all the way, like you are. Bringing someone in who can take care of Lavenderhill and the garden, plus pay us rent? No-brainer decision.”

			I stand from the couch and head to the windows. Below is Lavenderhill, the deck in perfect view. Beyond is the fertile land of what outsiders call Gold Country, shadowed by clouds, covered by trees and shrubs and flowering plants. This was the view I missed the most when I was in Afghanistan, what I thought of when all before me was dry, rocky, mountainous terrain.

			Levi whines. “I swear, our parents should’ve had one more kid. Someone to wrangle all of our shit together.”

			“That shit wrangler will be me from here on out. In fact, I’m meeting with the tenant and our Realtor this morning to sign the lease and to discuss the renovations the tenant has planned, and I’ll be very clear with our expectations that we only want changes that improve the property, okay?” Taking a breath, I grab the binoculars from the window-side table and bring them to my eyes. Sometimes nature will surprise me with a red-tailed hawk, and I know it’s a lucky day if I spot the white head of a bald eagle. This was another thing they didn’t have near the fire base in Afghanistan—the multitudes of birds, the presence of flora and fauna we have in abundance here.

			I drop my view to the meadow, lower than Lavenderhill in elevation and off to the left. Currently, three vehicles are parked side by side: Rocío’s SUV, a small U-Haul truck, and a Mini Cooper, probably owned by the person on the lease: Mary B. Aquino.

			“Skype to Mitchell.” Levi’s voice startles me to the present. “Did you hear what I said?”

			“Sorry.” I return to the couch and slouch into it.

			“I’m still planning on visiting mid-July. We can make more decisions when I’m there.”

			Has the guy been listening to me at all? “Dude. It’s not like I’m going to be making zero decisions from now till then. I’m going to run this place the way I see fit.”

			Levi scrubs his face with his hands. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just—”

			“Trust, brother.”

			Cody’s voice cuts through the tension. “I’ll be taking some time off then, too.”

			My gaze moves to Cody. “You telling me I’m not gonna see you for another month? You live a couple of hours away.”

			“Yeah, but it’s my schedule. They give the rookie cops graveyard hours.”

			“All right, man,” I answer, dubious. Cody’s an extravert and this is unlike him. But I don’t push, because the clock on the digital cable box says I’m running late to the lease signing. “Talk to you both in a bit? Should head down the hill.” A yawn escapes me.

			“Hold up. Mitch, have you been sleeping?” Levi asks. In my silence, he presses. “Dude.”

			“I promise. I’m fine.”

			“FYI—Adam’s number is on the fridge.”

			I wave his words away. Adam is Golden’s one and only psychologist. He’s also Levi’s best friend. Although I don’t have a close personal relationship with Adam, I prefer not sharing my issues with someone I know. “My insomnia is under control. I have my own shrink.”

			“Who isn’t nearby.”

			“You didn’t let me finish. I’m in the process of transferring services. But fine, to make you happy—yes, okay, I’ll call Adam if I need him.”

			“Mitchell David.”

			“Levi Aaron. You’re really starting to sound like our mother.”

			“Boys, don’t use our mother’s name in vain,” Cody says.

			“All right, all right.” Finally, Levi sounds like he’s given up. “Please, just run things by me? Big things? Check in every few days. And don’t let your tenant do anything permanent to our home.”

			“I promise to ask your permission whenever I wipe my ass. Sir.” I fake-salute with my left hand.

			Cody laughs.

			Levi flips us off with both hands. “I’m gonna go.” But after a pause, he adds, “Love you guys.”

			After we all hang up, I plop a baseball cap on my head for my scheduled meeting with the Aquinos. Exiting through the back door, I’m greeted by the expanse of the vineyards. Rows of greenery and vines, of the deep purples of zinfandels and the translucent green of Chardonnay grapes.

			Pride fills me. This is Dunford’s legacy. I’ll absolutely protect it—all of this. Levi might have his fears, and I may have my shortcomings, but my commitment is to Dunford. Even if I have my own opinion on how our business should be run, I understand my utmost priorities must align with those of the other two members of our family corporation: to restore the vineyard, which was closed and has been barely maintained since Cody left last year, and to reestablish our relationships with wineries and hope they still want our grapes.

			But until that happens, our only option for raising capital is to lease Lavenderhill, even if it upsets Levi.

			My feet are their own master as I trek down through the shortcut that runs behind Lavenderhill. Dew slaps across my jeans as I wade through the overgrown grass to the edge of the property line separated by a ditch. I leap across, the rush of air a shock, reminding me of the million times my brothers and I did the same thing when we were kids.

			As I approach the side entrance of the home, I track the subtle movement of something through the trees in the apple orchard. Moving closer, I see someone on a wooden orchard ladder. It’s probably the same one we used decades ago, when my brothers and I tackled each rung together, at times tipping it to the side. And where the ladder is perched now, on a slight hill, with its third leg on the downslope means only one thing. A fall.

			My body makes my decision before I register myself moving. What do folks say about soldiers?

			You can take the soldier out of the field, but you can’t take the field out of the soldier.

			My hands are on the ladder just as it starts to buckle, and I yell upward at a pair of feet. “Steady! Don’t move.” Mother of God, the person is on the highest rung. The ladder shakes, as if I startled it, and apples fall. One, two, three thunk around me. I look up just as a shadow emerges.

			And an apple hits me in the eye.

			“Fuck.” My eyeball burns and tears as I raise my good eye to see the figure in black climb down.

			“Oh man, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” It’s a woman’s voice.

			“Better now. You know you were two seconds from biting it? Next time you’re out here, make sure you’re not alone.”

			She gasps. “Oh my God, it’s you.”

			“Me what?” Once I feel the woman’s weight ease from the ladder, I rub both my eyes of the leftover sting until my vision clears. Holy shit—it’s the woman from a few days ago, the one I doused with coffee, standing in front of me. My pulse quickens. I didn’t think I’d see her again. My first instinct is to jump into a greeting but I’m met with her scowl. I bite down on a smile. “It’s you.”

			“That’s what I said.” She narrows her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

			“I live here.” I size her up. She’s wearing an apron, hair tucked into a bandana. With her bright pink lipstick and glitter on her eyelids, I can’t look away. My body reacts the same way it did our first meeting, with a curiosity that kept me thinking of her for days afterward.

			“I live here, too. Soon, anyway.” She points at me with an apple, nose scrunched.

			Damn she’s cute.

			“Wait. You’re a Dunford?” she asks.

			“That I am. The middle. Mitchell.” I grin at this luck, and at the fact she doesn’t have a ring on her finger. “You’re an Aquino, I take it.” When she nods, it dawns on me. Just because she doesn’t have a ring on her finger doesn’t mean she isn’t hitched. Guys didn’t wear their rings in the field while they worked. I reel myself in and take my voice down to professional grade. “I’m ready for our meeting. Is everyone in your party here?”

			An eyebrow shoots up, then she props her hand on her hip. A beat later, she takes a bite out of the apple. “My party.”

			“Yeah, um . . . a spouse. Partner?”

			She shakes her head. “I’m the tenant.”

			I smile at this, while the logical part of me halts my train of thought. “You’re Mary B. Aquino?”

			She nods stiffly. “Both your Realtor and my sister are inside, waiting. Because you’re late.”

			Yep, she’s definitely not happy to see me, and hasn’t forgotten about my dumping a gallon of coffee on her. So I try to oil the skids a little, relax her with a joke. “Well, Mary, let me tell you about those ladders. They’re old. Do you have experience with orchards? Gardens?”

			She levels her eyes at me. “Even if it’s none of your business. Yes, yes I do.”

			I keep myself from smiling. “So I guess you know you really don’t need these ladders anymore, especially with these apple-picking drones that are all the rage now.”

			She places her mouth on the apple, pink lips around the red, and bites down on the flesh. As she chews, I imagine those lips on mine, leaving them red after a wet kiss, and I tear my eyes away. “Oh yeah. The drones. I’m in the market for them.”

			Gotcha. I shake my head, and a laugh makes it way up my throat. “There’s no such thing as an apple-picking drone, not one commercially that is anywhere near affordable. I’m totally messing with you.”

			“Funny.” Her voice is monotone, clearly not finding it so. “Wait. How did you know to come into the orchard and not the front door?” She looks beyond me, and when I turn, the glare of Mountainridge’s window pierces my vision.

			I pointed east. “I came through the shortcut.”

			“Interesting. You can see me and you can pass behind the house.” She steps around me, then crosses the threshold through the side doors. “Mr. Dunford, let’s get this meeting started, shall we? I think we have a lot to discuss.”

		

	
		
			4

			BRYN

			For the first time since meeting this Mitchell Dunford, I’m able to wipe that lackadaisical smile off his face, and boy, is it satisfying. It almost makes up for the apple-picking drone bullshit he tried to trick me with earlier.

			Almost.

			“So let me get this straight,” Mitchell says. “You want to pull all this equipment out and redo the floors? I was expecting some changes, but not a major renovation.” He has both palms on the table, as if bolstering himself.

			I nod, avoiding his eyes. Now with his hat off and hair floppy and boyish, I can see how wicked he might have been in another life. He would have been the kind of guy I fell for in my more carefree days—a guy completely the opposite of me, fearless and spontaneous. But this meeting is about setting the foundation for my business, and ogling Mitchell is not part of the agenda. “Cooking classes are the focal point of this retreat, so the kitchen has to be able to accommodate multiple cooks. That means more burners, bigger countertops.”

			“All right. And the floors?”

			“The wood laminate will warm the space up.”

			“Christ. And a pergola?”

			“That sunset view is priceless. That, and the view of the vineyard behind the house is amazing. Honestly, these are what make this place like paradise. I can guarantee our guests will spend a majority of their time outside from spring till fall.”

			He runs his fingers through his hair. Blows a breath through seconds that feel like days. I get it—the guy’s worried. From the research I’ve done on Dunford Vineyard, no one but family has lived on this property.

			Appealing to Mitchell’s attachment, I reach my hand toward the middle of the kitchen island and point to the renovation proposal in front of him. “I promise, Mr. Dunford, I’m going to take care of this place like it’s my own home. I will leave it in better shape than when I assumed it. The things written here may seem big, but we’re not doing anything irreversible or that will change the character of the house. And the second dwelling out back is going to be up to code once I’ve renovated it, increasing Dunford’s property value.”

			He looks to Rocío, who has been busy taking notes throughout this entire exchange, as if she holds the final answer. My gaze slides to my left, to Victoria, who is doodling on an empty planner page. I asked her to attend this meeting so I wouldn’t have to face this alone. Despite the confidence I’m exuding on the outside, I’m nervous. Lavenderhill is my dream property.

			“How many guests do you plan to host at one time?”

			“Six, seven at most.” My words quicken. “But that doesn’t have anything to do with the renovations.”

			“It has everything to do with them. It makes me wonder if you need to do them in the first place.”

			I feel like I’m being dragged through a maze with no opening, so I sit up straighter. “I think that’s my decision to make. Whether I have one guest or twenty, what I’ll do down here is really, for lack of better words, none of your business. Frankly, your monthly lease is higher than any of the other places I’ve previewed, and I hoped you would be the most flexible. I would not have chosen Lavenderhill if I couldn’t do these renovations. My impression from Rocío was that the renovations would be approved. I thought this was a done deal. I mean, you can see that I already brought in a load of my things, that I have a moving truck outside. I won’t, however, have any hesitation about walking away from this lease and asking for my deposit back if I can’t do them.”

			My words come out steady, my intent clear. I hate getting to this point in any negotiation, but he pushed me here.

			“Fine.” Finally, he spits the word out as if it were poison. “As long as the changes are nothing permanent. With the pergola, I’d like to have some say in how large it will be.”

			“I can work with that.” I fight the urge to smile.

			Finally, Mitchell picks up the pen next to him and flips to the back page of the lease. As he scrawls his signature, he says, “This is not a carte blanche agreement. Future changes—”

			“I promise we’ll discuss future large changes.” I accentuate the word large.

			He passes the lease to me, and I sign on my dotted line.

			The barstool squeaks as he stands, and I scramble up and meet him around the island. I extend my hand, an olive branch. “It’s great doing business with you. I’m glad we could come to a middle ground.”

			My sister lets out a mouse’s squeak of triumph.

			Mitchell finally grips my hand in return, then lets his fall to his side. “It wasn’t quite the middle.”

			“Honestly? You’re right.” I laugh halfheartedly, unable to rub it in. When his expression turns incredulous, I rephrase my intention. “Try to see it my way, this home will shine after the renovations are complete.”

			“We’ll see.” His voice is gruff and resigned, eyes on me.

			They strike me as a dare. “You will.”

			“Fine.”

			“Fine.” Take that.

			“Thank you for your time this morning. And welcome home.” Rocío glides between Mitchell and me, cutting the tension with a sincere smile.

			The group walks to the door, and I open it. “Thank you. It feels like home already.”

			Mitchell snorts. “Right.”

			I refuse to be taken in by his poor sportsmanship. I won and want to be the gracious winner. So I grin. “I’ll keep in touch.”

			He nods. “Nice to meet you, Victoria, Mary.”

			Victoria snickers then slides her eyes to me.

			“Right. I’m Bryn. Mary is my legal first name, but I’ve always gone by Bryn.”

			“Interesting. Well, Bryn. I’m right up the road, should you need me.”

			Don’t worry, I won’t is the first thing I think of, but I don’t answer and simply close the door behind them. Through the windows, I watch the pair as they walk up the hill to Mountainridge. The hunch in Mitchell’s shoulders is evident, and a small part of me feels sorry for the guy. He was ill-prepared for this meeting, and I pushed him to his limit.

			Then again, he has my money. I’m paying him top dollar to live here, and it’s within my right to negotiate the best for this retreat.

			Who is he anyway, this Mitchell Dunford? He’s just a guy with a silver—no, gold—spoon in his mouth. The recipient of a legacy and likely a trust fund I can only dream of. He already has what I’m barely clutching on to, this bit of an idea that if I put in hard work and sweat equity—and every dime I have—I’ll get the so-called American Dream. To call something truly my own. To create something out of nothing and make a living out of it.

			“That was tense.” Vic heads into the kitchen and clears our glasses of water from the countertop. Humor tinges her tone. “If you ask me, it sounded like there was something fishy in your negotiation. Like you were getting back at him for spilling coffee on you or something.”

			I follow her in, humiliation creeping up my spine from the embarrassment of being schooled that there was no such thing as apple-picking drones. “You’re wrong, Vic.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Admittedly, it started with his drone comment. Mitchell tested me—teasingly, sure—but instead of the competent business owner I aspire to be, I felt like a fraud. I thought that my experience working full-time and getting my MBA part-time would’ve prepared me for the challenges of starting my own business. But the road thus far has been rough, starting with this expensive piece of land that was hard to find, and now its nosy landlord.

			But at our meeting, I showed him. He’s not messing with an amateur. “I have a feeling Mitchell Dunford’s going to be up my ass for as long as we live here.”

			“Quite honestly? I couldn’t focus on anything he said. Did you see how beautiful he was?”

			“Pfft. All I saw was someone trying tell me what to do with my business.” My voice is accusatory, but my body hums in agreement with my sister. Mitchell is beautiful. He’s sexy in a mischievous way. Which bodes worse, because while he might be the kind of man I’m physically attracted to, I can’t hang with the jokester type for any length of time—as evidenced by today’s meeting. “And speaking of . . .”

			My brain flips over as I grab the whiteboard from my things at the corner of the room and perch it on the kitchen counter. Since we still need to unpack the rest of the truck, hire crucial staff, renovate this gorgeous home, and fill it with retreat-worthy furnishings, all with a timeline of opening by mid-August, it’s going to take fourteen-hour days.

			What my sister doesn’t know—and what I don’t want to say aloud—is that beyond what Mitchell Dunford said, he made me feel something. Anger and frustration the first day we met, and then today? An irritation that has left me restless. His presence, like a night watchman, doesn’t give me heartsease. He puts me on edge. I want to prove him wrong, just because.

			Yes, it’s irrational. Yes, it’s stupid.

			It sure didn’t help his cause that he initially treated our meeting with an easygoing attitude, a hands-in-his-jeans-pocket-aw-shucks vibe people like me abhor. People like me who scrubbed floors, washed dishes, waited tables, cooked food, and took our jobs seriously.

			Gauging my thoughts, Victoria brushes past me to get the coffee started. She grinds the Kape Barako, the coffee beans my dad brings back from the Philippines. “Fine. I’ll order pizza for lunch. I know that look. You want to work.”

			The coffee starts brewing, and its nutty, ethereal scent unlocks my creativity. On one half of the whiteboard, I scrawl our hard dates with a black dry-erase marker: furniture delivery date, garden rehab for our fresh vegetables, pergola construction start date, small dwelling reno, opening. On the other half, I brainstorm people to hire. Because what I have in organization and project management, I lack in actual skill and time.

			Chef

			Housekeeping

			Groundskeeping

			“Food will be delivered in thirty minutes.” Vic sets down a mug next to me. It’s the perfect light brown color from the coconut milk she mixed in. Everything stops for this first taste; superstition tells me a great cup of coffee leads to an even better day.

			“Mmmmm . . .” I groan, satisfied when I bring the cup to my lips. It’s abso-freaking-lutely perfect.

			Vic curtsies, then opens her planner, filled with stickers and washi tape and doodles. It’s a stark contrast to my whiteboard planning, Excel spreadsheets, and email sig­nature, which reads simply Best, BA.

			When my father says Vic and I are yin and yang, he is never, ever kidding. My sister’s creative skills, her writing, are like my mother’s ability to turn clay into pottery, canvas into paintings, ingredients into food. On the other end of the spectrum, my father and I are all about lists, problem solving, planning, and deadlines. To them, no is something to maneuver around. For us, no isn’t a limit.

			No is fuel.

			Which totally explains why I can’t stop thinking about Mitchell Dunford. Because of his attachment to this house, he could potentially be my greatest obstacle, and I must handle him with kid gloves.

			Although my sister would probably argue that my current preoccupation with the man is because he’s tall, dark haired, and undeniably handsome.

			After three sips of coffee, I set my cup down. “The priority at the moment, besides the renovation, is to get a chef on board. We need to follow up with our leads for a Filipino chef who’s willing to teach the basics. I caught wind that Chef Reyes of Asiatica is looking to relocate from Dallas.”
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