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What a Tangled Web

As winemaker at Tangle Valley Vineyard, Madison
LeGrange relies on science and logic to make the best vintage
possible. It’s also how she manages her life. But with her career
in its prime, her accountant thinks it’s time she diversifies her
income. Not a problem because her favorite café, the Bacon and
Biscuit, is up for sale. What she didn’t plan on was the time she’d
spend with Clementine, who has her feeling anything but
logical.

Clementine Monroe loves her job managing the Bacon
and Biscuit Café. In fact, after escaping a difficult past, it’s
all she has. When Clementine is offered the opportunity to step out
from behind the counter and buy the place, her longtime dream is
about to come true. That is until it’s snatched out from under her
by the very same girl she crushed on in high school. Old habits are
hard to break, but Clementine has no plans to forgive Madison
anytime soon.
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Prologue

“Grapes don’t sleep,” Maddie murmured, bleary-eyed
and bent over her pad full of scribbles. Her calculations littered
the page, her own mathematical madness. “So why should I?” She took
another sip of hot cocoa from her thermos.

It was after midnight at Tangle Valley Vineyard,
smack dab in the middle of lush Oregon wine country. As winemaker,
Madison LeGrange was at home with the extensive hours, if not a
little exhausted. They produced four varietal wines at the vineyard
along with a handful of rotating blends, which meant there was
always more to do. She’d pulled another long day, but with new
assistants to train, machinery to keep clean, grapes to care for,
and a calendar to maintain, she’d had her hands full. Plus,
everyone needed something, and the quiet of the evening gave her a
chance to knock out some of the items on her to-do list without
interruption. This wasn’t her first late night, and it wouldn’t be
her last.

“Um, what in the world are you doing out here so
late? Again,” Joey Wilder asked, peeking around the open door to
Madison’s office with a stern look. “I saw the light on in the tank
room, so of course I stomped over to investigate this crime against
slumber. Here you are. Guilty, as suspected.”

Madison blinked a few times at Joey, while her brain
acclimated to communication with others. Her neck ached, and she
was hungry, having missed dinner. These days, she preferred to lose
herself in her work. Life felt easier that way. “Just making plans
for harvest since we’re almost there. Our yield should be good. I’m
also getting my day organized for tomorrow, and”—she held up her
notebook—“working on leveling out the acidity in the chardonnay.”
She flipped open her planner. “Oh, and do we still have that
private tasting happening on Thursday after lunch?”

“Yes, I’ll play hostess, but I’d love it if you
could make an appearance. Maybe say a few science-like words about
the creation of the magnificent wine and make them feel special.
But you know what?” She closed Maddie’s notebook for her. “We can
talk about that tomorrow when regular people talk about work
things, Maddie.”

“What? You don’t like now?” She grinned widely.

“I don’t, strangely. After we’ve slept, I’m all
yours. We’ll be like the rest of society.”

“Definitely, but while you’re here, I was thinking
about the pinot harvest, and if we schedule on—”

“Madison. Look at me. Into my eyes.” Madison obeyed
and found her best friend’s baby blues. “I love you, but I’m going
to have to murder you and hide the body, Dateline-style.
This next part is important. Please make sure I’m the beneficiary
of your life insurance.”

“Wait.” Madison balked. “You can’t murder your best
friend and then take the money.”

“Can so. Will do it, too.”

“Then I will Dateline you right back.”

Joey frowned. “Are you even listening? I already
Datelined you. There’s no double Datelining. It’s
impossible.”

Madison tossed her pencil onto the desk, angry to
have lost the murder competition. “I will be faster next time. With
the Dateline. Mark my words, buddygirl,” she said, employing her
childhood nickname for Joey.

“Marked and highlighted.” Joey pointed at the desk,
the scene of the overworking. “I’m serious, though. You’ve always
been a workaholic, but this has gotten out of control, even for
you. Wanna talk about why, because I have definite ideas.”

“Of course you do, but I’m fine.” Madison shrugged
off the concern, while at the same time copping to it because Joey
was right. She likely needed to slow down. She had a demanding job,
yes, but she had been pushing extra hard lately because nothing
felt quite right. Almost as if something hadn’t clicked into place
that should have.

“You’ve been this way ever since Gabriella and Ryan
got back together. Have you noticed?”

“Yes.” It definitely hadn’t been easy to have her
ex-girlfriend who worked just across the vineyard fall in love with
someone else while she watched, but she’d survived and had made her
peace. Everything had worked out as it was supposed to, and Madison
actually believed Ryan was perfect for Gabriella now that she’d
seen them in action. She could also see that she and Gabriella were
not a good match in the romance department. “I think I just needed
a temporary distraction when that all hit. But I’m great with Ryan
and Gabs now.”

“So you just forgot to turn it off?”

Madison frowned because she didn’t exactly know.
“Yeah, maybe.”

“Is there some kind of party in here that no one
invited me to? Ryan fell asleep on the couch, and I saw the light
on from my front porch.”

As if they’d summoned her, Gabriella Russo—her ex
and their best friend—stood behind them with her hands on her hips
and pink bunny slippers on her feet. With all three of them living
in such close proximity on the property, it was hard to have any
real privacy. When your work light was on, people took notice.

Madison raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s not a pink
bunny soiree, but join us.”

“A shame, then.” Gabriella shot them a smile.
“What’s the actual occasion for this early morning gathering? I’m
not caught up.”

“Madison is overworking herself,” Joey said. “It’s
after midnight, and she’s still at this damn desk. I’ve threatened
murder. We’re waiting to see if it worked.”

Gabriella nodded. “Murder Madison at Midnight. Has a
ring. Could be a book.” She raised a shoulder and nodded at her
ingenuity.

Madison’s mouth fell open. “Coming from the innocent
in the bunny slippers. Et tu, Brute?”

Gabriella puffed with pride. “You heard the boss
lady, and I have her back. To bed with you.”

Madison stared at her serious-looking friends, gave
in, and closed her laptop. “Fine, but you guys can’t threaten me
every day. Good wine doesn’t just appear in the bottle. There are
actual processes involved. Plus, my mojo.”

“Yes,” Joey said. “You wave your magic wand all over
the grapes, which is why I hired you. For your fairy dust.”

Joey Wilder had been her closest friend since early
grade school when they’d been assigned seats next to each other in
Mrs. Davidson’s homeroom class. Hell, Madison had practically grown
up on Joey’s family’s vineyard, which made it extra special that
she was now their head winemaker. There was something special about
the place that made Madison move all the way home from the Finger
Lakes of New York when Joey called up and offered her the job.

As they walked the path from the barrel room, where
Madison kept her office, she took a cleansing breath of the fresh
night air, invigorated to be outside and have the autumn chill
against her skin. “Damn. I love this place at night.”

Gabriella smiled over at Madison, her arms wrapped
around herself. “There’s a sort of magic, isn’t there?”

Joey nodded, staring off at the acres of vines. “I
used to think it was just me.”

Madison stopped walking to take it all in, and her
friends joined her, leaving them standing in a small circle. “Do
you ever stop and wonder about the forces that brought us together?
We’re standing here, right now, for a reason.”

Joey nodded. “All the time. When I lost my dad, I
thought the world had ended, and I had no idea what would happen to
Tangle Valley. But then you two arrived, and I get to work with my
best friends. I can honestly say that you saved this place.” She
shrugged sentimentally. “And me.”

Gabriella bumped Joey’s shoulder with hers. “I know
I feel every bit as blessed. I get to make my food at Tangled every
day and then step outside to all of this gorgeousness.” She swept
her hand in the direction of the farmland. “Don’t get me started on
how much I love my cottage. And I say things like cottage
now because I live in a small town.” She sighed. “But working with
you guys? That’s the best part.”

“Why are we all sappy under the sky in the middle of
the night?” Madison asked with a laugh. Moments like these, while
special, weren’t exactly her comfort zone. “Who are we? Let’s trade
insults and get back to normal.”

Joey linked her arm through Madison’s. “We’re the
best. That’s who we are, so you’re just gonna have to suck up the
emotion, my stoic friend. Becca may be the love of my life, and
that one over here”—she jutted her chin to Gabriella—“has Ryan. But
this?” She reached for Gabriella’s hand, while still linked up with
Madison. “This combination has been my rock, okay? So you
let me say it. I know I can count on you two for anything.” She
laughed at her own sentimentality. “And now I’m even more
sappy under the stars in the middle of the night. Stop me now.”

“I like sappy JoJo,” Gabriella said.

Madison shifted uncomfortably because a lump had
lodged in her throat. Dammit. “Now let’s take our magic selves home
because I’m up early with the grapes. We harvest soon, so I’ll be
testing.”

“Deal,” Joey said.

They walked the short distance to the Big House
where they dropped Joey to flit away to Becca, who’d moved in
officially a few months prior when their relationship hit the
forever zone. Madison and Gabriella then continued down the path
toward what she had come to think of as Cottage Row. The Wilder
family had built a series of small homes for their most important
staff, those who might be needed at off-hours. A nice perk. She and
Gabriella each had her own modest but nicely appointed digs. They
arrived at the Sunrise Cottage first. Madison’s.

“Want me to walk you home?” she asked Gabriella, who
lived maybe fifty more yards down the path in the Spring
Cottage.

“Nope. Me and my slippers need alone time. Much to
discuss.”

Madison grinned. “Should have known better. You said
Ryan’s staying tonight?”

“Yeah, but she’s passed out already. Gotta drag her
off the couch and listen to her talk nonsense in her sleep. One of
my favorites. She told me to hand her the damn hammer the other
night and then asked me to wash the rabbit. We don’t have one, so I
was surely a disappointment.”

“Yeah, work on the fake rabbit washing, maybe.”

“Way ahead of you. Night, Maddie.”

“Night, Gabs. See ya tomorrow.”

She let herself into her cottage and flipped on the
lights, comforted by the familiar gray, soft orange, and white
decor picked out for her by Joey before her arrival. The cottage
was essentially one large room, containing the kitchen, living
area, and dining room. One large bedroom and bathroom stood just
down the hall on the left. Joey had updated the hell out of the
place, which had been an unexpected bonus.

Madison dropped her keys, fell onto the gray couch,
and finally played the voice mail that had come in earlier that day
from her investments guy. Yep. She had one of those now, which was
a little mind-blowing because that meant she now had funds
available to invest. At first, working as a winemaker in a
male-dominated industry had been intimidating. To combat it, she’d
worked her ass off and then some, studying, learning from every
noteworthy winemaker she came in contact with. Cold-calling
wineries and asking to tour their facilities and chat up their
staff. But now she’d established herself and came with clout. She’d
been featured in a handful of magazines and trade publications, and
in addition to her job at Tangle Valley, she was a sought-after
consultant for a top-dollar hourly rate, lending her knowledge to
vineyards who reached out.

“Ms. LeGrange, Oscar Mimms. Sorry to have missed
you,” the investment guy said in too loud a voice. “I’ve
been looking over potential options and have some ideas about
diversification. Can we set something up for next week?”

She made a mental note. She wasn’t the kind of
person who knew a ton about finances, and she wanted to be
responsible with her savings, as it seemed to be growing quite a
bit. She lived rent-free and was able to save most of her paycheck,
minus a few bills.

“I’m thinking about finances on my couch on a Friday
night.” She paused. “I’m boring. And I’m talking to the ceiling.
How did I get here exactly?” A pang of regret struck. Joey’s words
played back in her head. She was falling into a sad pattern. Other
than Joey, Gabriella, and their girlfriends, Madison didn’t have
any kind of social life. She didn’t date. She didn’t explore
outside interests. In fact, she’d made her world pretty small these
days.

She poured herself a glass of Bordeaux from a little
boutique winery she’d fallen in love with in Paris a few years
back. She received a shipment from them every six months now, and
it was well worth the trouble. Dark cherry, spice, licorice. Dry
tannins. Perfect. She let the wine settle over her tongue and
linger in the back of her mouth, savoring. Wine was romantic. It
was mysterious. It was rich. Deep. Complex. When made right, she
never tired of its study.

But there had to be more out there, right? She
rotated the stem between her thumb and two fingers, embracing the
coolness of the glass she’d kept chilled. Madison couldn’t help but
wonder about what the world might have in store for her if she
opened herself up a bit more. She downed the last bit of her wine.
Couldn’t hurt to peek her head out a little bit, right? Take a few
risks.

Maybe it was time to explore her carefree side.
After all, she only had one life to lead, and hers might be passing
her by. She walked in circles through her living room as she worked
it through, picking up courage with each lap. Until finally, “Be
bold,” she murmured, a small smile creeping onto her face with her
new sense of direction. She liked how it felt. She went a bit
further, enjoying this now. “Make big choices. Talk out loud to no
one in your kitchen if you want to. Why the hell not?”

Madison fell into bed close to two a.m. with that
small smile lingering as she wondered what the future just might
have waiting for her.


Chapter One

It was the perfect day for making fresh biscuits.
That was for damn sure. The breakfast rush at the Bacon and Biscuit
Café had finally trickled off in the late morning hours to just an
odd customer here and there. Clementine Monroe exhaled and grinned,
enjoying the moment to catch her breath and looking forward to
pausing for a meal herself. She’d learned to eat something quickly
between breakfast and lunch, stealing time when she could. She
wasn’t complaining. She adored her job managing the small café that
specialized in just what the name advertised: all kinds of bacon
and biscuits with a few more items dotting the menu for the sake of
variety. Muffins, croissants, banana bread on occasion—when there
was time. All baked fresh in-house by either Clementine herself or
one of her carefully trained part-time employees. All the menu
items were amazing, each in its own right. Though, in her opinion,
none really compared to the hot, fluffy biscuits that melted in
your mouth.

There was something about breakfast food that she
found to be magical and heartwarming at the same time. It was the
perfect start to the day, and her job allowed her to be part of
that. Not only that, but she loved the small niche of the market
they’d carved out for themselves. The Biscuit was now a fixture in
town, and Clementine was a part of that. In many ways, it made her
feel important, when not a lot in this life did.

She rubbed the back of her neck to ease some of the
tension from morning service as she watched four of her regulars
pick up and go. Maude, Thelma, Birdie, and Janet gathered each
morning at the table by the window. The women were retired, as well
as widowed or divorced, which left them with way too much time on
their hands to gossip and meddle in the affairs of, well, everyone
who lived in Whisper Wall. She’d seen them scheming firsthand from
her spot behind the counter, discussing everyone else’s business
over coffee and biscuits at their very own white-haired gossip
party that happened daily. The town had nicknamed them the Biddies,
and damn, they’d earned it. They hid their meddlesome ways behind a
veil of endearing grandmotherly smiles and well-wishes. Clementine
fell for it every time and genuinely liked the spitfires.
Especially Ms. Birdie Jenkins, the most gentle of the foursome.

“Your usual, Clem? Not even sure why I’m asking,”
Frankie said, tossing his spatula and catching it like the wannabe
showman he was. They’d worked together so many years now, that they
could predict each other’s next thought. He was a newer transplant
to town and about ten years her senior. Yep, Frankie Delacourt Jr.
knew how to make the most delicious food, and she was honored to
work alongside that kind of genius behind a grill. Frankie knew it
was her stolen moment to eat a quick bite and catch her breath as
service shifted from breakfast to lunch. Not much would change,
just the adding of a few additional menu items to scratch the
midday itch. BLTs. Sausage wraps. Biscuits were always available no
matter what time of day. But she preferred to stay in the breakfast
lane as much as possible.

“Yep, let me try a little of that new strawberry jam
we ordered. See if we can live with it.”

He shrugged. “I’ll put it on the plate, but it’s no
better than the last stuff in a jar Rothstein had shipped in.” She
deflated, still not understanding why they couldn’t make the jam
fresh, in-house, the way they did the biscuits. The customers would
go crazy for the recipe Frankie had perfected. Clementine didn’t
have a ton of skills in life, but understanding what menu items
their regulars would love and pay more for was definitely one of
them. Plus, the tourists in town for wine tasting rarely cared
about price point. It’s what people did on vacation, spend
money.

“I have no idea why he won’t listen to my
suggestions. He’s never here. He has no idea about this place and
what makes it work.” She was interrupted when the bell chimed and
Stephen Finch, the handsomest gay cowboy in the land, strode up to
her counter. He and his husband lived on the Moon and Stars Ranch
just outside of town, growing vegetables and taking care of a dozen
or so rescue dogs until they could find them loving homes. Good
folks. Stephen grinned and ambled her way, flashing his movie star
smile. He had no hat with him today, but he did have on the boots,
and that made her grin.

“Hey, Clementine,” Stephen said. “I’m in need of
food.”

“I figured as much, as you’ve presented yourself at
my counter. I’m a detective these days.”

“Very astute.”

“I thought you’d think so.” She grabbed a white
sack, popped it open, and waited for Stephen’s order so she could
pass it back to Frankie. It was all for show because she already
knew what he’d ask for. He and Monty liked the classic butter
biscuits. Everyone did. They’d take a half dozen and top it off
with an order of candied maple bacon for Stephen and an order of
jalapeño bacon for Monty. Two to-go cinnamon coffees with extra
sugars. She knew this, yet she waited. Four seconds later, Stephen
delivered that exact order. Clementine grinned and called it back
to Frankie, reaffirming that she knew her customers.

“Busy today?” Stephen asked.

“We had a pretty good run this morning. People will
circle around again come lunchtime for their BLTs and butter
biscuits with ham and honey mustard. Those go fast.”

“Ever thought of staying open for dinner
service?”

Clementine didn’t hesitate and shook her head. “No,
no. We’re a breakfast place, and we know it. We kill at breakfast.
We’ve done okay for lunch, but dinner just isn’t our vibe.”

“Gotta admire your fierce sense of breakfast
culture.”

Clementine kissed her fingers and placed them over
her heart. “Breakfast is everything, Stephen. Don’t forget it.” She
was being lighthearted but also meant it very much. She loved
everything about the early morning and the delicious food that came
with it.

Frankie hit the bell and handed over two full white
sacks that smelled like heaven on earth. Clementine took a deep
inhale as she handed them over to Stephen.

“See you sooner than I’d like to admit,” he said and
tipped the hat he wasn’t wearing. She tipped hers back, grinned
knowingly, and accepted her brunch on a hot plate from Frankie. He
was right. The jam was just the same as all the others. Boring.
Lackluster. Forgettable. It was a total shame to have passion for
her job, know all the right moves to make, and not have the power
to exercise them. She shook her head and popped the last bite of
her biscuit. What she wouldn’t give to make this place her own.
She’d reorganize the menu, slimming some of the excess items that
rarely got attention, change the paint color inside, and most
importantly, bring in more local, fresh ingredients. That was most
important to a place like this. Mr. Rothstein wouldn’t budge on any
of those requests, yet he had no idea about the day-to-day
operations and how her suggestions would truly benefit the café.
She couldn’t imagine owning a place as wonderful as the Biscuit and
taking so little interest in its success and growth.

“Verdict?” Frankie asked.

“Uninspired and mediocre.”

He leaned against the counter. “Like my ex who left
me for my brother on Valentine’s Day in 2003. I hated 2003.”

“Yeah. Still sorry about that year. Ouch,
right?”

“Not as sorry as my brother was in the long run. She
was a piece of work. Ripped his heart right out, and I enjoyed
every minute of it.”

She laughed at Frankie’s dark enjoyment of the
situation, though they both knew he was just being a clown. The guy
had a huge heart, just one of the reasons she loved working with
him. In fact, she loved working with all of the Biscuit’s
employees. Most of the part-timers only stuck around for the short
term, college students who’d go on to other things or cities, but
they were all good people. Together they made a great team. No
matter what the combination. She checked the clock and switched to
lunch prep, already feeling energized after her caloric refuel.

The door dinged, and she called out, “Welcome to the
Biscuit. Be right with you.”

“No problem,” a smooth, even voice said. Clem knew
it well and went still. Goose bumps appeared on her skin. She
turned around, and sure enough, just as her body had predicted,
there stood Madison LeGrange, her high school crush who had been
back in town for almost a year now. Still with the same beautiful
curls a third of the way down her back. Light brown with blond
highlights most likely from the sun. There were those same big blue
eyes that had a tendency to sparkle when she was happy. Madison was
gorgeous, and Clementine had always thought so. She had tried not
to get caught staring at her in the classes they’d shared in high
school. Beyond that? She was brilliant, and that’s the part that
really did Clem in. She remembered dreamily watching eleventh grade
Madison in calculus class, constantly explaining the assignment to
the other students with confidence and patience that she longed
for. Madison was always so far ahead of everyone else in class, but
friendly enough to help out. However, Clementine could count on one
hand the exchanges they’d had that had lasted over five minutes.
Madison made her nervous. Stripped of her conversation skills.
Always made her cheeks feel warm. All of those things were in
effect in this moment, making Clem feel fifteen years old and
awkward all over again. Never failed.

She tucked a strand of her hair behind one ear and
tried to jumpstart her voice with a clearing of her throat. It
worked. “What can I get for you?” She forgot to smile and amended
the oversight, which probably came off as fake and weird. She’d
work on it.

Madison stared at the menu hanging over the counter.
“How about a chive biscuit with jam and a medium cinnamon coffee to
go?”

“Perfect. That’ll be just a moment.” She rang
Madison up and poured the coffee she’d just brewed ten minutes ago,
reminding herself to breathe normally, even if Madison’s blue eyes
appeared even more blue because of the color of her shirt.

“Busy morning?”

Okay, apparently, they were going to chat. No
problem. “It was. We ran out of bikes …bacon”—she shook her
head—“biscuits, I mean.” What in the world? “Not forever or
anything. We have them now. Just didn’t have any for about
twelve minutes. Just a hiccup.”

Madison grinned widely. “You’re lucky there was no
riot. This town is obsessed.”

“Not going to complain about that.” This was going
better. See? She could be a person. Kind of.

Madison leaned in. “Confession. This place is my
favorite spot in town. I don’t make it in here enough, and when I
do, it just reminds me to come more.”

“I’d love that.” She closed her eyes. “We’d
love it. The business would. Because the money helps. To keep us
going.” So much for being a normal human. She’d settle for awkward
at best.

Madison frowned and even that was a beautiful sight
to see. “This place isn’t in trouble, is it?”

“No. No.” She shook her head, put her hand on her
forehead, and closed her eyes briefly. “Doing well. In the black
for years now, according to Mr. Rothstein. I don’t think he’d mind
me saying so.”

“Oh, good.” Madison’s expression relaxed. She had a
slight tan even in autumn, likely from tending to the vines at
Tangle Valley. “In that case, I feel better. Can’t imagine life
without the Biscuit, ya know? It’s part of our DNA around
here.”

“You definitely won’t have to.” Frankie handed her
order over the large counter that separated the kitchen from the
restaurant, and Clem presented it to Madison along with her coffee.
“Hot and fresh. Enjoy.”

Madison held up the bag and grinned. “Thanks,
Clementine. Good to see you.” She’d only taken a few steps when she
glanced back over her shoulder. “I don’t know if you’re doing
something different with your hair, but it’s really cute today.
Thought you should know.” She didn’t wait for a reply, which was
good because it took Clem a moment to absorb the compliment. Her
hand then moved to her hair, which had been cut, just days before,
to her shoulders. No one had mentioned the slightly shorter look,
which was no big deal, but to have Madison say so now
was…surprising. Not unwelcome. A little jarring. It made her step a
little lighter and the day feel a little easier, though, being
noticed that way.

By three p.m., when she’d locked up for the day and
strolled behind the restaurant to her car, a white Honda Civic
she’d bought used five years prior, she grinned to herself because
it had been a good one. Service had been smooth, the food Frankie
turned out was wonderful as always, and she’d enjoyed her time with
the customers. The highlight had definitely been the kind exchange
with Madison, however. What a silly person she was to place such
focus on a minor moment in the scheme of life, but here she was.
She drove through town center, glimpsing the familiar businesses as
they passed outside her window. The salon, a few sandwich shops,
Pizzamino’s, and—of course—the handful of tasting rooms set up for
visitors to sample the local wines all in one swoop.

Next, she passed through the cute little subdivision
made up of one-story homes all in a row, set apart from the
farmlands and vineyards that flanked the town on all sides. She
used to imagine her family living in one of those little houses
growing up, so quaint and pretty. Many of her classmates had, and
she’d secretly envied them. The mobile home park where she’d grown
up instead was two and a half miles north. Nearly three from the
elementary school and three and a half from her high school.
Clementine knew the hilly walk well. These days, she avoided the
stretch of road she used to call home altogether. The place dredged
up too many unpleasant memories too heavy to shake. She’d grown up
poor, yes, but there had been worse for her to contend with at
home.

She drove on, taking in the scenery and reflecting
on the town’s divide, only noticeable to people like her. Whisper
Wall was mainly made up of middle-class farmers, grape growers,
wine industry folks, and small business owners. Laborers tended to
live on the outskirts. Most of those homes lay in the smaller
school district located several miles north of Whisper Wall, but
not Clementine’s. She’d gone to school with the kids who lived in
town, town kids as she called them, and had never felt like more of
an outsider. Good times.

She took a right on Sunburst Lane instead and
followed it to her nondescript apartment complex with the generic
name Windmill Run, though neither the sign nor decor had anything
to do with windmills in the slightest. Red brick adorned the six
three-story buildings, all identical in style and structure. Tan
doors and black iron staircases that never quite seemed to go
together accentuated the outside. Clementine lived on the second
floor in a two-bedroom apartment she shared with her sidekick,
Toast, an ambitious white and brown cat with an affinity for
playing hockey in the kitchen with oranges. He’d actually gotten
quite good at ball control, batting the orange between his paws
like a professional, weaving around corners and cabinets. Though
she was his only audience, he seemed to appreciate her cheers of
encouragement. Yep. She and Toast, making their way in the big, bad
world together.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked her
cat as she perused her mail. He quirked his head from his spot on
the back of her comfy recliner. “Cat got your tongue?” She smiled
to herself because that one never got old. “It’s not dinnertime
yet, no matter how much you will it.” Toast hopped down and trotted
off into the bedroom, having been refused what he wanted, petty
little guy.

Clementine spent that evening at her kitchen table,
knocking out her monthly bills, pleased to see that, once again,
she had a little bit left over to set aside. “Nice,” she murmured,
checking her savings account, which got a tad bigger each month.
She had big plans and wasn’t one to get discouraged if it took her
a while to get there. If she kept going, she’d eventually have
enough to make a solid offer to Mr. Rothstein on the Bacon and
Biscuit. Every year, he became increasingly more distant and
hands-off, leaving the day-to-day running of the business to her.
Since the restaurant didn’t interest him, maybe he’d accept her
offer and move on to other things. Her plan was to put down a good
portion of up-front money and hope he’d finance the rest over the
next few years. If not, there was always a bank loan. She’d made
steady progress already, and if she kept her spending down, she’d
continue to make strides. It was becoming more and more of an
actual possibility that she could do this.

With a full and hopeful heart, she read a little of
her book before bed and turned in for the night. No one to say good
night to or check in with, but that was okay. Clementine kept to
herself for the most part and didn’t mind her quiet life. She had
her customers, her cat, her apartment, and maybe one day a piece of
something bigger, her own business. As she drifted off to sleep, it
was with the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. The future was
bright.

✥ ✥ ✥

Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Madison
winced. The miniature mouse clock that topped the desk of her
financial advisor was the loudest she’d ever heard. She sat in
Oscar Mims’s office alone while he tended to things before their
one p.m. meeting. What kinds of things? She wasn’t exactly sure,
but surely paper shuffling and coffee stirring were among them.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock. She blinked at the annoying mouse,
confused because weren’t mice known to be quiet?

“Sorry about that,” Oscar said, shutting the door
behind him with a thud.

“Not a problem. Me and this mouse were getting to
know each other.”

“Annoying damn thing. I’d toss it, but my
eight-year-old gave it to me for Father’s Day, and I’d feel like
the worst kind of human if I did.”

Madison smiled. “So here you sit, tortured daily by
a timekeeping mouse.”

He nodded as if that understanding hit him hard.
“I’ve never thought of it that way. Tortured.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to upset you.” Madison winced.
She’d meant the quip to be lighthearted, but sometimes she was a
little too matter-of-fact. Something she was working on. Not
everyone had her thick skin. Mouse guy probably just wanted to run
his numbers and go home to his family for pork chops and macaroni,
and now she’d upended his sense of peace.

“No. I’m just noticing it more now.” A pause.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock. His eyes went wide.

“Yeah. Me, too. Pretty impressive, though. The
gusto.”

He grabbed the mouse, tossed it into his drawer, and
slammed it away, muffling the sound and looking pleased with
himself. He exhaled, relieved. “Now, on to business.”

Oh, she’d enjoyed that. “Onward.”

He clicked around on his laptop, studied the screen,
and looked up at her. “You have some extra funds, I see. Not doing
much of anything for you.”

“Yes. My income has picked up quite a bit in the
past three years because of the consulting work I’ve done. I don’t
have much of a life, and not much time to travel, so the money is
just sitting there. Rarely spent. I’d like to do something with
it.”

“Exactly.” He smiled. “Why not put it to work for
you? My advice is diversification.” He turned his laptop around to
a rather tepid PowerPoint presentation that eventually caused her
eyes to glaze over as he spoke, making her long for the tick-tock
of that pesky mouse. Yes, there were high risk funds and low risk
funds and mutual funds and stocks and CDs and bonds, and she wasn’t
sure she had a strong opinion about any of them.

“What about something local?” she asked finally. “Is
there any way for me to invest in something that, I don’t know, has
meaning to me?”

“Well, of course.” He sat back in his chair. “That’s
the kind of diversification I’m talking about. A portion here,
another there.”

She liked the sound of that. If he wanted her to mix
it up, then that’s what she would do. “Why don’t you handle all of
the on-paper stuff and I’ll look into something a little more
personal. Something I can see.”

He gestured to his computer with a sparkle in his
eyes. “Are we talking high-risk investment?”

“I’m not feeling the lucky vibe. Let’s stick with
moderate, Oscar.”

His joy was snuffed out like a tiki torch at the end
of a luau. He nodded. “Moderate it is. Let’s go over what that
means.”

She sighed and settled in for more information,
mentally drifting back to Tangle Valley and her work there as Oscar
droned on. She needed to get started on a juice sample to test the
sugar levels of the grapes before harvest and crunch those numbers
along with the pH readings. They were so close to picking. That
much she could already tell just by the way the fruit hung on the
vine.

“And if you’re good with all that, we just need to
sign some paperwork.”

She perked up and accepted the pen, proud of herself
for being responsible and putting her bored money to work. Her
parents would approve. She’d have to give them a call in Florida
and let them know, surely disturbing their golf addiction brought
on by retirement.

“And as you’ve requested, I’ve set aside a decent
sized portion for whatever local donation or project you might come
across in the coming year.”

She slipped her messenger bag onto her shoulder.
“Thanks for all your help today. I apologize for wrecking your
relationship with your clock. I actually feel pretty bad about
that.”

“Bygones,” he said.

Madison bid him farewell, hopped in her blue truck
with the white stripe, and drove herself back to Tangle Valley, not
even stopping to take in the gorgeous view of the property at the
top of the hill on her way in. There was too much to do to ogle.
She spent the rest of the afternoon gathering grapes for her
sample, selecting fruit from every eighth vine to get a good
variety
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