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      Emerson shouldn’t be here.

      It was the height of summer: every day a harvest, every hour something to do. He could almost hear them talk, even from nineteen miles away, the strawberries nestled in the soil, the tomatoes just starting to ripen, the almost-wilting greens, all coalescing into a reprimanding murmur:

      You don’t have time for this.

      Emerson knew it.

      Yet here he was. Sitting alone at the bar anyway.

      Even if he had somehow had the time, a single drink made him too sluggish these days for what the early mornings demanded. He knew this, too.

      But Ben had texted a few hours ago, something about color schemes and vibes. It was one of Emerson’s weeks without Daisy. And after Jansel had left for the day, Emerson had started to feel a bit panicky. A bit lonely.

      And somehow or another, he’d wound up here.

      He felt half daring about it, if he was being honest. Making the irresponsible decision. Choosing distraction over wallowing. Choosing a different way to wallow, at least. He almost wanted to text Jay to tell him.

      No, he definitely wanted to text Jayden. See? I’m part of the world.

      But he didn’t.

      And that made him feel strong. Sort of. Strong wasn’t the right word. Whatever strong in a sad kind of way was.

      But anyway, the beer tasted good.

      So he wasn’t going to text Jayden tonight, or stress about Ben’s wedding, or think about anything related to Short King Farms and the entire mess it had made of his life. He was thinking about the pint in his hands, the glass cold against his sore palms. He was thinking about the bartender sashaying back and forth behind this bar, wrists strong as he poured and mixed, as he leaned forward to wink at every patron who ambled up to his domain. He made every server who picked up an order from the counter laugh. He was a light in the world, this brave twink bartender of the mid-Oregon Coast, and watching him work made Emerson somehow want to cry.

      Emerson was thinking about maybe getting really fucking drunk.

      “Probably not the best idea for what you need.”

      Startled, Emerson turned to the man who’d apparently sat next to him. Who…well. Was one of the most attractive men Emerson had ever seen.

      His dark hair was shorn close to his head. His eyes were equally dark, as was the shadow of stubble along the tanned skin of his jaw, the stretch of neck underneath. His lips were barely tilted in one corner, an almost-smile that made his eyes seem to sparkle. He was staring straight ahead, bringing his own pint to his lips, but Emerson knew the hidden laugh of that quarter-smile was directed at him.

      “Pardon?”

      The man tilted his chin toward the bartender before placing his beer back on the bar.

      “Matt. He’s a fun time, but—” He shrugged. “The look on your face…I don’t know. Just wanted to warn you that you might not find what you’re looking for there.” He took another sip while Emerson’s jaw slowly unhinged. “Then again, maybe having a fun time is exactly what you need. So actually, maybe you should go for it. Matt’s great. You can ignore me. I’m in a weird space.”

      Emerson watched the man’s next swallow travel down his throat.

      Promise me, Jay had said that day he’d stood on the gravel, his final suitcase in hand, that you’ll talk to people. That you’ll leave here sometimes—he’d motioned toward the fields, the farm, Emerson’s home—and talk to people.

      But I talk to Jansel every day, Emerson had replied with a furrow of his brow. And I’ll talk to you each time we swap out Daisy, right?

      And Jay had smiled at him, but it was sad. A smile that said Emerson had broken both of their hearts and they would both always know it.

      People other than me and Daisy and Jansel, Em.

      Emerson looked at the handsome stranger next to him now a moment more. Those eyelashes. Jesus. So long and dark and pretty that Emerson had a hard time thinking about anything else.

      But after an indulgent few seconds, he mentally shook himself, and he did. He thought about his berries and his squashes. Measured the anxiety that leaving the chickens and the goats and Sally always gave him, resting in the back of his stomach. Manageable, he thought. He hadn’t been gone too long. And he thought, okay. Okay. Here I am, Jay.

      “How do I look?” he asked, half trepidation and half bravery, both curious and embarrassed at being perceived by this gorgeous man. “That look on my face.”

      For the first time since Emerson had noticed his presence, the man glanced at him. Shrugged again.

      “I don’t know. Serious. Desperate.”

      “Christ.” Emerson covered his face with his hands. Jay had always told him he couldn’t hide a single emotion.

      “Sorry.” The change in the man’s voice made Emerson drop his palms. A hint of color had risen in the man’s cheeks, that secret of a smile wiped away as he shifted on his stool. “I don’t mean to be an asshole. It’s just a look I, ah, recognized. I’ve been there before, so.” Another chin tilt toward the bartender. Matt, apparently. “But I’ll leave you alone.”

      “No, it’s okay.” Emerson found himself laughing a little. The man had somehow said it without judgment, and, well. He rubbed his face. “You’re not wrong. Although I’m, uh…” His cheeks heated underneath his fingertips. “Not necessarily desperate in that way.”

      Except—the divorce had been finalized for a few months now. Jayden had moved out a year ago. Emerson had signed up for a dating app once, but he’d never actually used it. Farmers didn’t have time to date. At least, farmers who were as overwhelmed and under water as Emerson was.

      Emerson was possibly also desperate in that way.

      But it was true that sex wasn’t what he’d come for—he’d come here to feel sorry for himself in the outside world instead of his inside one, and he’d been doing a bang-up job of it—and this perceptive stranger didn’t need to know everything about him. Even if it was freeing, admitting his desperation out loud.

      “I just…came here to look, for a little while. Oh god. Does that make me a creep?”

      “Nah.” The quarter-smile returned to the stranger’s lips, accompanied, to Emerson’s extreme relief, by a bit of a laugh. “Nothing wrong with that. I think at least half of Lincoln County’s queer population comes to this bar every now and then to do just that. Matt knows his importance.”

      Emerson smiled. It had been obvious from the start of this bizarre conversation that this man assumed Emerson’s attraction to Matt, even if Emerson was only, in truth, mildly attracted to the bartender at best. Still, hearing the man say queer out loud, attaching it to the both of them, made a swell of pride lift in Emerson’s chest. Most people looked at him, his receding hairline and faded clothes and overall Boring White Man exterior, and assumed he was an accountant who played golf for fun. Not that there weren’t queer accountants who played golf for fun. Regardless—being that Emerson had only realized his own queerness a few years ago, it pleased him that this ridiculously attractive guy had chosen to sit next to him, had chosen to speak to him, had seen something of himself in kind so confidently that he’d called it out.

      Although Emerson supposed openly ogling the bartender had helped with that assertion.

      “He was fun, though, huh?” he asked. Perhaps inappropriately, but the man smiled, that hint of color creeping into his cheeks again.

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “So what are you desperate about, then?”

      “Oh.” Emerson sighed. “Just my farm.” It slid past his lips, lubricated by the beer and the bar and the out-of-time-and-space quality of talking with a hot stranger.

      He was a bit proud of himself for this too, though. Even four years after they’d purchased the land with the help of Emerson’s in-laws, he still sometimes stumbled over introducing himself as a farmer. People looked at you, sometimes, like you’d said you worked in the circus, or in the coal mines, or…something most people didn’t do anymore.

      This man looked at him, too, but only raised a neutral brow.

      “Just your farm?” Those lips shifted into another teasing barely-there-smile. Was this man flirting with him? Emerson was pretty sure he was flirting with him. Which was hard to believe, being as this man was so clearly out of Emerson’s league. But then again, there were slimmer pickings when you lived in a small town. Maybe you saw a sad man eyeing the pretty bartender and took what you could get. Either way, Emerson’s face warmed under the weight of the curve that deepened on the man’s cheek when he contemplated smiling. “Having a farm doesn’t seem like a small thing.”

      “No.” Emerson returned his gaze to Matt, the whimsy of perhaps being flirted with swirling away as quickly as it had appeared. “No, it’s not a small thing at all. That’s sort of the whole problem.”

      “Ah.” The man took another sip of his beer. After a long moment, a moment that felt almost peculiarly comfortable, he asked, “Want to talk about it?”

      Emerson stared at the bartender for another thirty seconds.

      And then, pathetically, he hung his head in his hands once more.

      Where to even start?

      Perhaps the fact that he desperately needed more employees, especially now that Parker and Myriah, his summer help, had just left for the season. With teaching being their actual full-time jobs, they had to head back soon for before-the-school-year training. But Emerson couldn’t afford anyone else. He couldn’t afford anything.

      Or maybe he could lead with the truth that, while he still clung with gratitude to any time with Daisy he got, he had no idea how to be a single dad and run a farm. He’d thought it’d get easier, somewhere over these last twelve months, but it never had.

      Maybe this man would find his broken two-wheel tractor or rotting fence posts interesting. Or the fact that he’d maxed out another credit card last week when one of the goats needed a visit from the vet. Again. Or he could cry a while about his busted greenhouses, or how glad he was that market season would be coming to an end soon(ish), even though farmers’ markets were one of the main pillars of his business plan. He was just…so fucking worn out.

      Oh! Or! The best one of all! Maybe he could rhapsodize over the reality that he’d promised two lovely people a space to get married in a month. And without Jayden, he had no idea how he was going to pull it off. Short King Farms was barely presentable to a farmhand, let alone a hundred strangers.

      “You all right there?”

      “I”—Emerson took a deep breath—“need help.”

      “Like…of the psychological kind? Or the farming kind? Not that I’m judging the former. Lord knows I’m at least twenty years overdue for that kind of help myself.”

      Emerson finally dropped his hands. Dared to glance at his neighbor again. And there those dark brown eyes were, looking right at him. Smiling. His lips had curved a bit higher, too, but his eyes. The lines around them. Those were definitely smiling.

      Emerson’s stomach swooped.

      “Both,” he eventually answered. “I need both. But the farming kind is the most urgent.”

      The man held their eye contact for another beat before he dipped his chin and picked up his beer. Emerson’s heart thudded in his ears. He wondered what this man’s skin smelled like. For a second, the stress of his life faded, just an inch.

      “Tell me about this farm,” the man said. Emerson watched the bob of his throat once more before he faced forward.

      “It’s called Short King Farms. We⁠—”

      “No shit.”

      Emerson couldn’t help himself. He looked back again, and—oh. The man was actually smiling now, a slash of white teeth, eyes bright. A smile like a surprise, like the man hadn’t expected it either.

      “You’re Short King Farms?”

      Emerson cleared his throat, held out a hand.

      “Emerson King.”

      The man laughed as he leaned over the bar, a rich, deep rumble that changed his entire mysterious demeanor.

      And then he reached out a hand to meet Emerson’s.

      In the trance of the man’s laughter, Emerson had somehow forgotten he was still holding out his palm. The contact hit him like an electric shock.

      “Are you actually that short?”

      The man was still holding his hand. His fingers were long and smooth, the pressure of his thumb firm against Emerson’s. Emerson’s brain had largely stopped functioning.

      “Or did the name just make you laugh?”

      “How about we never leave these bar stools,” Emerson said, “so you never have to find out. But both. The answer, again, is both.”

      The man’s smile deepened. They were still shaking hands. Every inch of Emerson’s skin buzzed.

      “Well.” Finally, the man dropped Emerson’s hand, turning back to his beer. His teeth had disappeared, but the smile remained, retreated back to that corner of his mouth. Emerson pictured dipping his tongue right there, an audacious surprise to his own imagination. His hand hung limp off the side of the bar, like it no longer knew what to do with itself. “Well done on that. You’ve been making me laugh every time I see your label.”

      “Yeah?” The word came out in a happy haze before its meaning fully penetrated. All Emerson had heard was well done and you’ve been making me laugh. But after a beat, the rest followed through. “You’ve heard of us?”

      Us, he still always said.

      Even though, for most intents and purposes, for a year now, it had been me.

      But maybe that wasn’t fair to Parker and Myriah; certainly not to Jansel, his sole full-time employee. There had been Bree, too, for a while, the part-time social media manager Jay had made him hire when he’d left, even though Emerson had let her go six months ago. Still, maybe he shouldn’t feel as alone as he did. And he knew Jayden still cared about the farm. Maybe it was okay to still say us.

      “Of course,” the man said easily. He brought his elbows to the edge of the bar, crossing his arms. He wore a heather-gray t-shirt, jeans. Emerson thought that if he spent more than two seconds glancing at those forearms, he’d probably pass out. He forced himself to take another sip of his beer. “I see your stuff all the time at the IGA.”

      Right, of course. Liv was Emerson’s top commercial distributor. He talked to her every week.

      The brewery where they currently sat, though, was at the edge of Lincoln City. Close enough to drive to when you needed an afternoon to feel sorry for yourself, far enough away from home that you never knew where anyone was actually from. But this man must also live in Greyfin Bay. Had seen Emerson’s produce, his jams and his salsas and pickles in Liv’s IGA.

      “The bookstore carries your stuff now, too,” the man added.

      “Yeah,” Emerson said. “Mae. They’re real nice.”

      He remembered all of his customers: every business owner, the organizers of every farmers’ market, every single one of his CSA members. Just like he knew every single crop that still needed picking, every hen that was still laying, every inch of the property that needed weeding, every bed that would soon need prepping for winter. Emerson had always been able to remember everything. His brain was a stockpile of information.

      He just couldn’t take that information and turn it into enough profit—enough earnings against the massive mortgage, the credit card payments, Jansel’s salary, the taxes and the repairs and the supplies and the vet bills—to make it make sense. To be able to hire more people. To make it all work.

      It took Emerson a second to realize the beautiful man’s smile had faded.

      “Yeah,” he said, face turning thoughtful. He took another sip of beer. “So. Short King Farms is struggling?”

      “What farm isn’t? I mean, the farm itself has been good, great, in terms of the land and health of crops and everything; it’s just—” God, Emerson loved the actual farming. And the land was so, so good. Had only dealt Emerson grace. It all got more exciting every year. He was the luckiest son of a bitch there ever was, in so many ways. Sometimes, when he got too in his head like this, when he spent too long with the business side of it all, he forgot. And then he got up at dawn the next morning and went outside again, and he remembered.

      He knew he had to keep remembering the deep-down good stuff. He had lost his marriage because of this farm. If he woke up one day and didn’t still love it⁠—

      If he woke up one day and didn’t have the farm at all, whether he loved it or not⁠—

      He didn’t know what he would do with himself then.

      “Things are supposed to be better for us small-time folks,” he started, “compared to the industrialized farms that have to deal with the Farm Bill and all that.” Emerson didn’t have to fuck with a government subsidy, and he never would. “But profit margins are still thin. And I lost my…business partner last year, and I promised some friends they could get married there in September. I need the money they’re giving me for it, and I’m happy to be part of their big day, but my hu—business partner always handled events, and marketing, and all of that. And now he’s gone, and I can’t afford to hire someone to take his place, and the farm is such a mess⁠—”

      Emerson couldn’t help it. He covered his face with his hands. Again.

      “September isn’t very far away,” the man noted.

      “I am so fucked,” Emerson concluded. He’d skipped, like, seventy-five percent of the details of the whole story, but the conclusion was definitive.

      “What kind of work do you need help with, exactly?”

      Emerson dropped his hands and blew out a breath.

      “Honestly, I just need more farmhands. Ben and Alexei—they’re the ones getting married—have already planned most of the wedding; I just need to make sure the farm looks acceptable for the public. We’ve held small events there before”—when he was still married, when Jayden was there with his smooth smile and social skills to make sure everything went right—“but this will be the biggest one we’ve ever done, with a bunch of people flying in from the East Coast and…I need help getting the farm under control. I want it to look good. But I’ve been working sixteen hours a day all summer and there’s never enough time and”—Emerson’s breath hitched, a small but audible sound, before the final words rushed out—“I feel like I’m drowning.”

      Only a beat of silence passed, and Emerson knew it was probably a shorter beat than all the moments that had passed before, but this one gaped open, loud and ugly, the sounds of the rest of the brewery dimming in Emerson’s ears as he felt on the verge of crying again.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. I don’t even know your name. I haven’t asked a single thing about you! I’m just so tired and came here to get drunk and you’ve been very nice to me but maybe you should talk to someone else now because⁠—”

      Because farming thrived on hard work and routine. Not…this.

      Emerson needed to finish this beer and get the hell out of here.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again, barely audible to his own ears. “I think I’m going to need to leave soon.”

      He sucked down his beer like a frat boy. A more rational person would just leave it, but he had paid for it. Someone had worked hard to make it. Emerson had never been able to let hard-earned things go to waste.

      Maybe the man next to him wasn’t fully rational, either. A rational person probably would’ve made their polite leave from a stranger who was clearly starting to unravel.

      But he only sat stock still, the thoughtful look on his face turning ever more serious.

      “My name is Luca,” he said after Emerson plunked his empty pint glass onto the bar. “And maybe I can help.”
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      On the one hand, maybe Luca was falling back into bad habits.

      See: being drawn, like clockwork, to the saddest man at the bar. No matter Luca’s best intentions to be the saddest man at the bar himself.

      On the other hand, maybe he was finally taking control of his destiny.

      “What do you mean?” Emerson King was staring at him. Luca could feel the heat of it on the side of his face. But Luca could only stare past Matt, out the front windows of the brewery. Past the overgrown grass, the corners of the intermittent buildings, to the ocean. “What kind of help?”

      Luca forced himself to shrug, appear casual.

      “Maybe I could work at your farm.”

      Sure, he’d never worked on a farm before. And it would hurt his dad—and his brothers, and his uncles, and his mom probably—as much as any departure from the family business would. But maybe his dad would understand this more. Working on the land was kind of like working on the sea. Well—okay, maybe they were the actual literal opposites of the other, but Luca had time to work on the analogy. They both involved hard, ceaseless work. Working with your hands. Breaking your body. The kind of work the Yaegers understood.

      “I’m sorry. Luca.” At Emerson’s first use of his name, Luca finally turned to see the man frowning down at the bar, his light brown eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t think you understand. I don’t have any money to hire anyone, for anything. I couldn’t pay you.”

      Luca did need money. He had savings, but not a ton.

      “Is there a place I could stay? At the farm?”

      The idea came to him in a flash. He’d rent out his cabin. It was a good fucking cabin. It had an ocean view. He’d done it before, here and there, during longer Alaska tours. The Oregon Coast was thirsty for rental properties. He could make a killing. Or, at least, enough to cover his bills. Probably.

      Emerson’s eyes lifted, his pale pink lips slightly parted. Luca realized, then, that it probably wasn’t a rational or appropriate thing to do, demanding to live on the property of someone you’d only met forty-five minutes ago. But Luca wasn’t feeling very rational at the moment. Luca was feeling a little ready to blow his life up. And by blow his life up, he meant, maybe attempt to disappear completely, and a queer farm felt like sort of the perfect place to do just that.

      “I…” Emerson’s lips finally came back together. They were very kissable lips. Not that Luca should be thinking about that anymore. He had been thinking, for the last half hour, about how he would very much enjoy getting railed by this man, with his rough farmer’s hands and sturdy shoulders, or perhaps railing him—whichever Emerson would prefer—as a way of distracting himself from his own failures. Old habits, yadda yadda. But now that an entirely new game plan had stretched out in his mind, he had to put the kibosh on that whole train of thought.

      “Yes,” Emerson finally said. An unreadable look passed over his face. “There’s a room in the house where you could stay. I could offer you room and board.”

      “And board?” Luca held a hand to his chest. “Say less.”

      Emerson’s mouth twitched. He had blue-ish-green eyes, a lightly freckled nose. The sunburn on his cheeks was complemented by the half-circles under his eyes, purple swipes of exhaustion. Luca had never been turned on by a receding hairline before, but the sparseness of Emerson’s dirty blond hair somehow only enhanced the kind lines of his face. The curves around his eyes and mouth. The sharpness of his jaw.

      He had the air of a man who was both incredibly strong and incredibly tired. It made Luca want to test the limits of both.

      “Are you just fucking with me?” Emerson asked.

      “No.” Luca sat straighter, pushed his beer away. Stopped thinking about the lines around Emerson’s eyes. Kibosh kibosh kibosh. “I’ve never worked on a farm before, but I come from a long line of fishermen. I’m a fast learner, and I understand hard work.” When Emerson still looked skeptical, he added, “I’d like to help. I’ve been searching for something new for myself for a long time. Maybe your farm…is it.”

      “You’ve never even seen my farm.”

      “I could see it now.” Luca motioned toward the windows with a tip of his head. “Still some daylight out there.”

      Emerson stared at him. Luca stared back, trying to communicate his good intent. It was a very difficult situation in which to not focus on Emerson King’s blue-green eyes.

      “Are you an axe murderer? I hear serial killers are always very charming.”

      Luca felt himself laugh. “I’m not actually that charming. I’m kind of a moody asshole, a lot of the time.” He winced, feeling like a douche. He didn’t want to be a self-deprecating cliché, especially to a potential employer. He didn’t actually think he was an asshole. Like, most of the time. He could’ve thought of better words.

      The problem, probably, was that Luca could always use better words. He rarely found them, but he searched anyway. Had searched for them, for way too fucking long.

      He just wanted Emerson to know that what was happening between them right now—how strangely uninhibited Luca felt, just then—might not be the norm if Emerson had the misfortune of seeing Luca every day.

      “A hardworking one, though,” he added.

      “I disagree. On the charming part, I mean.”

      “You could run a background check on me.”

      “I will.”

      “You will?” Luca brightened, the smile spreading across his face before he could stop it. He hadn’t felt this eager since he’d swiped right on Dell McCleary nearly three years ago.

      Farming. Luca Yaeger could totally be a farmer.

      Maybe his dad would hate him ten percent less as a farmer.

      Emerson looked toward the windows.

      “You really want to see the farm?”

      Luca stood. Was already pivoting toward the door before Emerson could object.

      “Let’s go.”

      Only once he reached the sidewalk did he allow himself to turn. And there was Emerson, sticking his hands in his back pockets, eyes squinting toward the sea. Luca almost bent over in relief, however hesitant that look on Emerson’s face still appeared. Luca had simply plowed through the brewery in the brazen hopes that Emerson would follow. Fast enough so that he himself wouldn’t turn chickenshit on his own plan.

      But now that Emerson had followed, now that they were both out here in the daylight, now that Luca could get a good full look at him⁠—

      Well, shit. Emerson was short. Like, adorably so. Luca could plop his chin right on that balding head. Tuck that trim body right into his side.

      “I should give you the address to the house,” Emerson was saying, the words slow and unsure as one hand withdrew from his back pocket, clutching a phone. God, Luca wanted to stick his own hands in those pockets. Emerson was lean, but Luca could tell, even from the side, that he had a good ass. “Google Maps doesn’t always find it right when you just put in the name of the farm.”

      “All right.” Luca retrieved his own phone, resolving to cease further study of Emerson’s ass.

      But instead of giving him the address, Emerson only stared at him like he wasn’t quite sure Luca was real.

      “Sorry,” he said after a semi-awkward pause. “This isn’t, like—” He waved his phone in Luca’s general direction. “A way to—I haven’t really—I don’t⁠—”

      “I’m not coming onto you,” Luca stated, making the words clear. To this poor guy and to himself. “I am genuinely interested in working on your farm.”

      Emerson’s shoulders relaxed at the same time his cheeks flushed. It was mottled, splashes of dark rose across his sun-worn skin, and Luca definitely didn’t want to trace the pattern with his tongue.

      “Right,” Emerson said. “Thank you. Um. Okay.” And then he gave Luca the address, and with a mumbled “See you there,” turned and walked away. Luca studied the directions as he strolled toward his own car, grinning like a fully irrational person the entire way.
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      Short King Farms was even better than Luca had expected.

      It was in Greyfin Bay, for one thing, so Luca would still have access to all the things he’d always known. It was toward the foothills of the Coastal Range, its gravel drive off a curvy road away from the 101. A small sign marked its entrance; Luca might have missed it if he hadn’t been looking. Once on the gravel, he drove through a thick line of trees before emerging again into daylight, the farm opening up around him like a scene from a storybook. Maybe it was the time of day that made that first view so magical. The golden hour, long rays of fading sun hitting a world of green. Or maybe Luca was just so hungry for something new, so ready to finally start a different life, that it would’ve looked magical to him no matter what.

      Emerson leaned against a rust-colored pickup truck in a wide parking area in front of a split-level house. A large white van sat next to the truck, Short King Farms’s logo on its side: a wicker basket of tomatoes, a crown hanging at an angle off one of the red fruits. The house was composed mostly of white siding with dashes of red brick; it reminded Luca more of movies he’d watched set in 1980s New Jersey than anything he’d seen in Greyfin Bay.

      Emerson apologized for it as soon as Luca got out of his car.

      “The house is, uh, kind of a work in progress. We always wanted to turn it into a modern farmhouse, but never quite found the time or the money to get it started.”

      “Looks like a fine place to me.” Had more square footage than Luca’s tiny cabin on the bluffs, that was for sure. He squinted into the sunlight as he looked around, wondering who we entailed. “But why don’t you start by showing me around the grounds?”

      Luca was interested to see where he’d be sleeping and eating—potentially, if Emerson actually agreed to this—but the reality of the farm was all around him now. He didn’t want to be trapped in four walls with Emerson again, at least not yet. He wanted this: fresh air in their lungs, room to move their limbs.

      “Right.” Emerson nodded in seeming gratitude. “That’s a good idea.”

      And like that, Emerson pushed off the truck and was moving, his body suddenly loose and confident, words rattling out of his mouth without a single more moment’s hesitation. “This here holds the processing workrooms and cold storage, and my tool shed.” He motioned to two structures to the left of the main house before crossing a rutted dirt road. Stuffing his car keys in his pocket, Luca rushed to keep up with him.

      “Way up there is the orchard and the berry patch.” Emerson’s hand waved toward a small hill straight ahead of them. “Well, orchard is a bit grandiose.”

      Luca glanced over just in time to catch the wry smile curving Emerson’s lips. His whole face was easy as he narrated, his forehead smooth. Like for the first time since Luca had seen him at the bar, Emerson was revealing his true self.

      “I have a few trees—mostly plums, one peach, a couple pears, few apple back there. Nothing impressive, but I always wanted to say I have an orchard. I’ve planted some more, but you know. Maybe Daisy will be able to enjoy them, one day.”

      “Daisy?”

      Emerson looked over at him, eyebrows raised in slight surprise, as if he’d already forgotten Luca was there. His guard slipped back over his face in a blink as he came to a stop, looking toward the mythical orchard. Luca paused with him, waiting.

      “My daughter,” Emerson said after a beat. “I have joint custody of her, with my ex. Jayden. We alternate—every other week with me here, then with him in Portland. I pick her up again tomorrow.” Another fraught beat. “Should’ve made that clear, back at the brewery. Sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” Luca cleared his throat. Then with him in Portland. He totally wasn’t imagining what this ex looked like, if he was successful in his career, if he was kind, if he and Emerson were still close. “I didn’t really give you a lot of time to give me all the details.”

      A small puff of air, a hint of Emerson’s easiness returning.

      “That you didn’t.”

      “How old is she?” Luca tried to keep his voice casual. He sensed from Emerson’s pauses, his sudden pointed lack of eye contact, that Emerson feared having a kid would put Luca off, somehow. As if being a dad didn’t instantly, inexplicably make Emerson even hotter. Luca took a mental snapshot of the face he’d so recently been able to witness for ten full seconds—easy, crooked smile, warmth in those blue-green eyes—and added in a giggling little girl at his side.

      “Four,” Emerson replied, and Luca had to close his eyes.

      Farming. He was here to learn about the farm.

      “Cool,” he said.

      “The berries are actually my favorite, even if their season’s mostly over now,” Emerson said, on the move again, and Luca took a deep breath before he followed. “There are still some late season surprises every time I wander through, but they’re never as good, or—” Emerson frowned, seeming to rethink his own assessment. “As consistent, anyway. Late season berries are normally my cooking berries.”

      Luca gave a grave nod, as if he knew jack shit about the growing seasons of anything on this farm. His family probably did, though. The Yaegers treated fishing as not merely a career but a spiritual practice, a way to stay connected to the land and the water and the fruits both gave. His dad especially probably knew when the berries of the Pacific Northwest ripened as well as he knew the spawning patterns of the salmon. Luca, though, only knew when the Chinook and the coho were on the move. For everything else, he trusted whatever Liv had available at the IGA.

      They walked on.

      It smelled good here. Like…well, like sun, and earth, which was perhaps an obvious farm smell, but Luca had spent so much of his life surrounded by the brine of the sea, so many days wet and cold and in constant motion that something about the smell of warm soil made him feel so grounded, so still, that he almost choked up about it.

      It must be a good place, he thought a second later, to raise a kid.

      “These beds are the money makers, most of the year. Well. Money makers being a relative term.”

      They walked through rows of veggies and greens, long and lush, until Emerson stopped, crouching with a frown to examine a wilted piece of lettuce. Luca tried not to notice how well Emerson’s jeans stretched over his thighs. Or how easily he’d folded himself into the position, how smoothly he now stood. Luca could barely collapse into a chair these days without a wince.

      “Harder to keep it all at peak health these days,” Emerson said as he continued walking, glancing up into the sky, “when you reach this time of year, with the unpredictable heat waves and fire season. Although we’re luckier here, with the moisture from the ocean. Don’t know how farmers in the valley do it. Or farmers anywhere east of the Coastal Range, really. Past those reeds, there, though, is my freshwater pond. That helps me with irrigation. Just have to be careful how I manage it. And then, well. These greenhouses are a total mess.” He waved to his left again as they walked down a track covered in bark chips, veering back toward the dirt road they’d crossed earlier. “And then up here are the fucking goats.”

      Emerson veritably flung his hand forward this time, toward a mostly golden-dry field that stretched into the distance, encased by a wood and metal mesh fence. One brown and white spotted goat stood chomping on weeds that crept up a post. Luca smiled as they approached: at the furry animal, at the combination of exasperation and affection that had escaped in Emerson’s fucking goats.

      “They’re cute,” Luca said as he propped his elbows up on the fence, his right foot on the lowest rung. Emerson sighed.

      “That’s what everyone says. Get goats, they said. Natural weed controllers. You can make goat cheese. They’re cute.” Emerson shook his head. “They’re also stubborn assholes who eat everything in sight. Not just weeds. Yeah, you,” he said to the adorable goat in front of them. Luca reached down to touch its ears, attempting to hide his smile. “I know you’re plotting ways to get out of this field as we speak. Dreaming up ways to fuck up my shit. I can see it in your eyes.”

      Luca bit his lip, turning his head to squint at Emerson.

      “I take it they’ve fucked up your shit before.”

      Emerson only scowled and started walking again.

      “And then, of course”—another flick of Emerson’s hand toward a large barn in front of them, the boards grayed by time and sun—“the chickens.”

      He opened a gate in a different fence. Luca stepped forward onto a muddy patch of straw as Emerson latched it shut behind them.

      “Watch your step,” Emerson said as he walked toward the barn. “For shit,” he clarified over his shoulder, and Luca had not known farmers were as foul-mouthed as fishermen—would not have expected it out of this farmer, anyway, when he first saw his weary form in the bar—but it pleased him all the same.

      “Huh,” Luca said when they stood just inside the open barn door. He glanced around at the scene inside and then back at the hens pecking the ground outside. “This is a lot of chickens.”

      “Sure is.” Emerson picked up a woven basket from a shelf and collected stray eggs as he talked. “One of the highest ROIs I have.”

      And even though it smelled rather awful in here, Emerson was smiling down at the basket of multi-colored eggs as he returned to Luca in the doorway.

      “Pretty, too.”

      “The chickens or the eggs?”

      “Both.”

      “So you’re more a chicken fan than a goat fan.”

      “Oh, well.” Emerson shrugged and walked past him. “They’re all assholes.”

      Luca grinned as he followed. “That all your animals, then? The chickens and the goats?”

      “There’s Sally, too.”

      “Sally?”

      “The cow. She stays there, too, in the back”—he motioned behind them toward the barn—“when she’s not grazing.”

      He paused, squinting out at the long pasture that stretched behind the barn. A smile softened his face when he spotted her, a split second before Luca did: a dark shape in the distance.

      “I change my answer. Sally’s not an asshole.” Emerson turned and walked toward the gate. “Sally’s my favorite.” He added over his shoulder, “And then there are the bees. But that’s all.”

      “The bees?”

      “Yeah. Got a few hives over at the edge of the wildflower fields.”

      “Wildflower fields, huh?” Luca caught up to him and stepped through the gate, away from the smell of the barn. He stuck his hands in his pockets as he looked into the distance, trying to hazard a guess as to the location of said fields. “Those sound pretty perfect for a wedding.”

      He glanced back when Emerson didn’t respond. He still stood on the other side of the gate, a hand on top of the fence post. His eyes bounced to Luca’s and then immediately away, as if he’d been caught looking at something he shouldn’t have. Luca wondered if Emerson had been checking out his ass.

      He’d never had a man check out his ass while holding a basket of fresh eggs before.

      He didn’t mind it.

      Your boss, he tried to remind himself. Possibly not quite sternly enough. You want this man to be your boss.

      “Yeah.” Emerson cleared his throat. “Yeah, that’s the thought. Even though they’re a mess.”

      Luca doubted it. The paths were a little rough and tumble, sure; the fields the goats and the hens and Sally the cow grazed in a bit wild. But it was a working farm. Luca thought this was probably how it was all supposed to look. Certainly didn’t appear the total mess Emerson had made it sound like back at the bar, at least not to Luca.

      “Let’s go look, then.”

      “At the wildflower fields? It’s a bit more of a walk. And it’s getting kind of late.”

      “It’s August in Oregon.” Luca shrugged. Daylight seemed to last forever, sometimes, during a Pacific Northwest summer. “We’ve got another hour at least.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      Emerson took a few sloping steps back to the barn. Luca watched him place his basket of eggs on a shelf before he returned, latching the gate behind them.

      A kind of bubbly lightness filled Luca’s chest when they walked side by side again. He was relieved Emerson had said yes. That there was more to explore.

      With a jolt of something like surprise, Luca realized he was having fun.

      It had maybe been too long since he’d had fun, if its sudden appearance felt so startling.

      How many minutes had gone by since he’d thought about pathetic spreadsheets on his computer? The spreadsheets that had been the reason he’d headed to the brewery tonight in the first place.

      But this was better.

      Sure, once upon a time, he’d dreamed of…not this. Leaving the family business in a different way. Spending all his time off a boat and inside that cabin of his, with only his thoughts and a blinking cursor. Safe and warm and free to write whatever he wanted to write, to disappear into the worlds he’d spent so long creating. The worlds where he felt most alive, most himself. To live however he wanted to live.

      But then the spreadsheets had come into it.

      No. This would be better. Still being outside, keeping his body occupied, mind quiet. He sensed it in his bones with each step he took on Emerson’s farm. The rightness of it.

      This could be his fresh start. His time, finally, to move forward. Not just from fishing. But from fucking all of it. His own delusional head.

      He’d do what he could to keep this.

      “So you’re a beekeeper too,” he said, taking a few quick shuffles to keep up with Emerson’s strides.

      “Eh,” Emerson replied. “An amateur one.” And then, a small self-deprecating laugh. “I’m an amateur at all this, really.”

      Luca looked around as they walked up the dirt road toward a tree line in the distance.

      “Doesn’t look very amateurish to me. How long’ve you been here?”

      “Four years,” Emerson answered after a beat. Another stretch of silence hung in the air until he added, “Feels longer, though.”

      “Makes sense,” Luca said. He’d always wondered how time passed for folks who had regular jobs, tasks that weren’t dependent on the finicky cycles of the sea or the land, the whims of a changing Earth. Some fishing seasons felt like decades.

      “Up here,” Emerson said next. “I’m thinking Ben and Lex will probably want to get married up here.”

      Luca and Emerson crested a small hill. And shit.

      Of course a person would want to get married here.

      Life stretched out before them: wildflowers and high grasses, golden in the light, almost as far as Luca could see. The velvety hills of the Coastal Range rose behind them. Insects buzzed all around; birdsong filtered across the expanse.

      Luca didn’t know the names of any of it: the flowers, the birds. But he knew how it felt to be there.

      “Wow,” he said. Insufficient with his words, as always.

      “I eventually want to harvest up here, too,” Emerson said. “Get on a better rotation schedule for the crops. My ex always wanted to turn this into his fall festival fantasy.” A warm, wistful look stole over his face. “A corn maze, a pumpkin patch. I don’t know. That’ll probably never happen here, not like he imagined it, but crops like that, that need more space. I’d be interested in trying that sometime, up here.”

      Like anyone, Luca couldn’t deny the comfort of a corn maze or a pumpkin patch. But right now, looking at the bounty in front of them, the riot of color, the natural wildness of it—Luca couldn’t picture this place being anything but this.

      “For now, though,” Emerson finished, “it works for the bees.”

      “Right,” Luca said, still feeling a bit stunned, a bit humbled. This man tended all of this. “Where are those?”

      “Those boxes, back there.”

      Luca followed the direction of Emerson’s gesture. He could just barely make out the small mountain of boxes Emerson referred to.

      “Do you wear one of those white suits when you harvest the honey?” he asked after a moment. “Or do you just bare knuckle it?”

      Although as soon as he’d asked⁠—

      Seriously now, how did either possibility seem sexy?

      Emerson released another tiny laugh.

      “I, uh—” He shook his head. “I have a suit, yeah.”

      Luca recalled Emerson tenderly caressing a leaf of lettuce. The way he’d smiled down at the eggs in his basket, called them pretty. Even the way he’d stared at Matt in the bar had been obvious but somehow politely restrained. Luca could fill in the unspoken words. I’m not the kind of guy to stick my bare hand into a beehive.

      But maybe all farmers were a mixture of soft and hard. Maybe you needed both to get the job done.

      And either way, Emerson still stuck his arm inside a buzzing beehive.

      “Badass,” Luca assessed.

      Another small laugh. Luca was already starting to grow a little addicted to it. Complimenting Emerson, digging under his skin a bit. Making him laugh.

      It was okay, probably. Making his boss laugh.

      “Anyway.” Emerson scratched the back of his neck. “The fields work for the bees, but it’s gonna take some doing to make it wedding-ready.”

      Luca opened his mouth to respond, then closed it, looking at the field again. Where…there wasn’t space for a person to walk at all, really.

      “You can just mow a bunch of this down, though, right?” The thought hurt Luca’s heart, but there would still be plenty of wildflowers left over.

      “Potentially, but—gotta make sure I do it the right way. For the soil, and to make sure it looks…pretty, for everyone. For a hundred people I don’t know. Anyway.” Emerson turned, started walking back the way they came. “It’ll get done.”

      Luca caught up to him. They ambled down the hill, gaits easy, almost in sync.

      “How many acres you have here?”

      “Twelve. Only have about four of them in active use so far, though. Only two cultivated into permanent beds, the ones we walked through earlier.”

      “That’s still a decent amount of acres.”

      “Yeah.” Their feet clomped over the hard earth. Another small Emerson laugh. “If anything it’s too much. The technical term for what I have going here is a small-acreage microfarm. Or if you want to sound fancy, a regenerative market farm, or a diversified biointensive farm, or other words that mean producing a variety of things without chemicals or heavy duty equipment. I don’t own a tractor that could plow that whole field down; that’s not how it works here. No matter what you call this place, though…doesn’t feel so small to me, most days.”

      “You probably don’t ever get bored, though.”

      Luca had hoped that one would earn another mini-laugh, another huff of semi-amused air; he felt a swell of pride when it did.

      “No, can’t say I often feel that exact adjective. Farming’ll make you feel a bunch of other ones, though.” And then, almost off-hand: “I’ll show you the barn they want to have the reception in later.”

      “Different from the barn with the chickens and Sally?”

      “Yeah. I’d never be able to get the smell out of that one for a wedding. But there’s an even older one, back there by the trees. It’s…kind of falling apart.” Emerson scratched the back of his neck again. “Ben seemed to think it’ll work. I don’t know.”

      “You really don’t have any other help here?” Luca asked after another stretch of silence.

      “No, I do. I have some summer hires, though they’ve left for the season now. You’ll meet Jansel, though, my one full-time farmhand. He knows what he’s doing. I’d be lost without him.”

      You’ll meet Jansel. I’ll show you the barn later.

      Something warm and hazy, like fresh honey, stirred in Luca’s belly.

      This was really happening. Emerson was going to let him do this.

      “How hard will Jansel judge me for not knowing what I’m doing?”

      Another soft laugh. “He won’t. Not at all.”

      Sally’s barn came into view. The lengthy produce beds. The house across from them, the windshields of their cars gleaming in the setting sun.

      Emerson’s feet came to a stop before they’d quite reached the drive. He looked into the distance, toward his wishful orchard.

      Luca waited, his stomach clenching for the first time all night. Maybe he’d been wrong. He didn’t think Emerson would back out now, but⁠—

      “I feel like I still don’t know anything about you,” Emerson said.

      And there it was. Luca had been enjoying it, learning about the farm. Pretending no one had to know anything about Luca at all.

      “Other than…you’re a fisherman? Or your family are fishermen? Is that why you came to the bar, too? To feel depressed about your chosen profession?”

      Luca released a quiet sigh, joining Emerson in his contemplation of the horizon.

      The truth was two-pronged, but neither path would do for explaining out loud. He didn’t want to tell his potential employer that maybe he had come to the brewery to find a good fuck. He’d needed a distraction, and his sexual well had run rather dry since Dell McCleary dumped his unserious ass almost a year ago now. Although, if he was more honest about it, it wasn’t the lack of sex that bothered him the most. He was…lonely, he supposed, a deep-boned feature of his life that hadn’t been cured by two years of intermittently sleeping with Dell. If anything, Luca had always thought they worked so well because they could be obviously lonely together. The loss of it still stung.

      And so even if the feeling wasn’t new, and even if another night with Matt wasn’t exactly what he’d been looking for either, it was a truth universally acknowledged that being around a flirty queer bartender in a place that could use more of them—well, it helped. Luca had seen it broadcast across Emerson’s face, too, the moment he’d seen him.

      And he certainly wouldn’t tell Emerson the main thing that had propelled him to the bar tonight, the reason he’d desired a distraction so badly. A milestone so embarrassing he wouldn’t have told Dell about it either.

      Earlier this afternoon, Luca had received his hundredth rejection. A bleak milestone on his spreadsheet he had been both steadily chugging toward and dreading for years. One hundred literary agents had rejected the manuscript he’d been working on since he was fourteen.

      And if that wasn’t a sign he needed to finally change his fucking life, he didn’t know what was.

      “No,” he eventually said, getting down to the bare bones of it all. “The problem with fishing is that it’s never been what I’ve chosen at all.”

      Emerson looked at him then. A slanted, curious but kind look, one brow furrowed down, the other lifting in the corner.

      “And farming would be?”

      A fair question, if still one that had Luca shifting his eyes away. Maybe Luca had never contemplated farming until two hours ago, but maybe it didn’t matter. This was a good option. Writing sure as hell wasn’t going to get him out of fishing. It was time to give up the ghost.

      “Could be,” he eventually answered, and hoped Emerson knew how much he meant it. How much he wanted it to be true.

      I feel like I still don’t know anything about you, Emerson had said.

      But they’d had a beer together. Had just spent a decent amount of time walking this land, while largely being silent.

      These days, a beer and some silence was a lot for Luca to share with a person. He rather thought Emerson probably knew him as well as anyone else did.

      Emerson only regarded him a minute more before he shrugged, looking once more toward the golden fields of his land.

      “Sounds good enough for me. When could you start?”
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      Emerson’s shoulders relaxed as he pulled in front of Jayden’s house, a modernized bungalow on a garden-lined Portland street.

      He’d been up early, as usual for a Saturday, prepping all the boxes for the CSA pickup and the market. And even if he had only had the one beer the night before, he could tell it did affect him. His movements a little slow, head a little sluggish. The drive here felt particularly long.

      Worth it, though. The drive here was always worth it. He used to only come to the city for market days and CSA pickups, but now he could schedule those things around what really mattered: Daisy pickups.

      Well, dropoffs, too. But they weren’t as fun as the pickups.

      “Da-dee!”

      Daisy’s blonde pigtails bounced in the sun as she ran out to meet him. Her hair was thin, wispy, barely long enough to fit in said ponytails—Emerson had always been sorry she’d inherited his hair genes instead of Jayden’s, whose dark brown hair was thick and full—but Jayden had parted the blonde locks clean down the middle and brushed them to a shine, as he always did.

      “Daisy daze.” Emerson scooped her up, propped her on his hip. It was harder and harder to do these days, picking up his girl without it twinging his back, but he’d take it as long as he could. “Poppy inside?”

      He and Jay had each chosen the paternal nickname that felt right to them—Papa for Jay, just Dad for Emerson—but Daisy had put her own spin on things. Papa turned into Poppy, Dad to Daddy, but with one of Daisy’s signature pronounced pauses in the middle: Da-dee.

      Emerson knew one day that pause would disappear, that her enunciation would smooth itself out. But part of him hoped it never would. That she’d whisper, thanks, Da-dee, when he hugged her at her high school graduation.

      Daisy nodded, tugged on his ear.

      “Making snack.”

      “Ah.” Emerson continued past Jayden’s roses and shrubs, reached for the handle of the front door. “The most important part of the day. Was your nap okay?”

      Daisy turned suddenly shy, hiding her face away as Emerson entered the foyer. The bright turquoise frames of her glasses knocked into the side of his chin.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think she knows,” Jayden intoned from the kitchen down the hall, “that she didn’t sleep at all.”

      Emerson gasped, dramatic. “Not at all?”

      Daisy giggled into his neck. “I wasn’t sleepy!”

      Jayden greeted him with a look as they entered the kitchen, a good luck with that look Emerson knew well. Indeed, he understood his imminent future: Daisy would fall asleep on the drive back to the farm and then be wide awake at bedtime.

      Still, he somehow couldn’t hold a grudge against that future right now, for the giggle that had just blessed his skin.

      “All right, Daze.” He tipped
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