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The Golden Pour

Day 1 — Morning

The tyres crunched on gravel and Callie Sharpe decided, in the space of three seconds, that she was wildly, catastrophically out of her depth.

The homestead sat at the end of a long drive lined with old oaks, their branches meeting overhead in a canopy that filtered the January light into something almost liquid. Beyond the trees the land opened up — rolling hills the colour of toast, stitched together with rows of vines that ran to the horizon in military formation. The stone building itself looked like it had been there since Federation and had no interest in explaining itself to anyone. Climbing roses. Iron lacework. A veranda that wrapped around the front like an arm draped over a shoulder. The whole thing smelled of eucalyptus and warm earth and, underneath that, something sweet that she’d later learn was fermenting Shiraz in a shed out back.

Callie pulled her suitcase from the boot of the taxi and stood there, blinking. Her suitcase had a broken wheel. She’d bought it at a Kmart in Rundle Mall four years ago and the zipper had a personality of its own, sometimes it cooperated, sometimes it didn’t, and once, memorably, at the Denpasar airport baggage carousel, it had disgorged a week’s worth of underwear onto the feet of a visibly appalled German couple. The suitcase did not belong here. Neither, if she was being honest, did she.

The Aurelian Trail. Five days. Six wineries. Eight guests. One legendary sommelier. And a price tag that, had Callie actually paid it, would have required selling a kidney and possibly refinancing a second one. She hadn’t paid it, of course. She’d won her spot through a travel magazine competition. Five hundred words on “your most memorable meal”; and she’d written about a plate of dal her mum used to make on Thursday nights. Thursday was bill-sorting night in the Sharpe household. That meant her mother was always in a mood, which meant the dal was always slightly furious, over-spiced and slamming with chilli, like Pam Sharpe was taking out the electricity bill on a bag of red lentils. Callie had written it fast, submitted it late, and forgotten about it entirely until an email arrived six weeks later telling her she’d won a place on the most exclusive wine tour in Australia.

She’d Googled the tour that night, sitting cross-legged on her bed in the Marrickville flat she could no longer afford, eating two-minute noodles. The Aurelian Trail’s website was a tasteful that made you feel underdressed just looking at it. Muted colours. Sans-serif fonts. Photographs of people in linen holding glasses of red wine against golden hillsides, their faces arranged in expressions of profound sensory awakening. Someone who said things like “I’m getting stone fruit and a whisper of graphite” and actually meant it.

Callie got stone fruit from stone fruit. She got graphite from a pencil. She liked wine. Liked it very much, in fact, in volumes that her former flatmate Jess had occasionally described as “enthusiastic” — but she did not have what anyone would call a refined palate. She could tell red from white with her eyes closed, and she once correctly identified a Riesling at a pub trivia night, but that was roughly where her expertise ended.

Still. Free trip. The Barossa Valley. Five days away from the increasingly creative ways her bank had found to remind her that her savings account had the structural integrity of wet cardboard.

She’d been made redundant from the travel desk at Metropolitan magazine three months ago. “Redundant”; the word itself was an insult. As if she’d become unnecessary. Surplus to requirements. A spare part rattling around in the machinery of digital media, which had decided that what readers really wanted was AI-generated listicles about “10 Hidden Gems in Bali You Haven’t Heard Of” that were, in fact, the same ten places every other website had already listed. Callie had spent eight years writing travel features that people actually read — pieces with texture and voice and the occasional joke that landed — and her reward was a Monday morning meeting with HR in which a woman named Deborah explained, with the gentle sympathy of someone returning a jumper to Country Road, that Callie’s position had been “consolidated.”

So here she was. Broke, bruised, dragging a Kmart suitcase up a gravel drive toward a five-thousand-dollar-a-head wine tour she hadn’t paid for, telling herself she deserved this while a small, persistent voice in the back of her skull whispered: you’re a fraud and everyone will know.

The front door opened and the voice shut up.

Because the woman who stepped onto the veranda was a person who made you forget what you’d been worrying about. Not because she was beautiful, though she was, in a way that seemed almost accidental, like she’d thrown herself together in three minutes and everything had simply decided to cooperate. Dark hair twisted up loosely. A white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Skin that had spent decades in Australian sunlight without ever appearing to resent it. She moved like someone who knew exactly where her body was in space at all times, which Callie. Who regularly walked into door frames, found both admirable and faintly unsettling.

“You must be Callie.”

The voice was warm, with a French accent that had been sanded down by thirty years of Australian vowels until only the edges remained. She came down the veranda steps and took Callie’s hand in both of hers, and the handshake was somehow exactly the right pressure and exactly the right duration, like she’d calibrated it to communicate: I’m glad you’re here, you’re welcome, and I’m not going to make this awkward.

“Margaux Fournier,” she said. “Welcome to the Aurelian Trail.”

“Thanks. It’s, this is gorgeous.” Callie gestured vaguely at the homestead, the hills, the trees, the entire Barossa Valley. Eloquence had never been a problem on paper. In person, she tended to default to hand-waving and adjectives.

Margaux smiled. “Wait until you see it at sunset. The light does something to this valley that I’ve never been able to describe properly, and I’ve been trying for ten years.” She glanced at Callie’s suitcase with an expression of perfect neutrality. “Let me show you to your room.”

The room was small and clean and had the look of something that had once been a servant’s quarters, lower ceiling than the main house, a window that looked out onto the kitchen garden rather than the vineyard. It was, Callie understood without anyone saying so, the least expensive room. The contest winner’s room. She didn’t mind. The bed had crisp white sheets and there was a jug of water on the nightstand with actual cucumber slices in it, and through the open window she could smell rosemary and something that might have been lavender. She’d slept on worse. She’d slept on significantly worse. Last Tuesday she’d slept on Jess’s couch because she’d been too depressed to walk to her own bedroom, and Jess had covered her with a beach towel because all the blankets were in the wash.

She unpacked. It didn’t take long. She’d packed optimistically but inaccurately — too many dresses, not enough sunscreen, and one pair of heels that she’d thrown in at the last moment in case the dinners were formal, which she now suspected they were. She hung the dresses in the wardrobe, lined up her shoes, and spent a moment staring at herself in the mirror on the back of the door. Brown hair that needed a cut. A face that looked exactly like a woman in her mid-thirties who hadn’t been sleeping well. Eyes that were, she’d been told by more than one optimistic date, “really interesting”, which she’d learned was code for “not quite any identifiable colour.”

“Right,” she said to her reflection. “Five days. Free wine. Don’t say anything stupid.”

Her reflection looked unconvinced.

The other guests were already gathering on the veranda when Callie came out, and she did what she always did in unfamiliar social situations: she watched.

The couple at the far end were the loudest. The woman had a laugh like a klaxon — big and bright and impossible to ignore — and she was deploying it at full volume while her husband stood beside her with a glass of something sparkling, faintly the patient expression of a man who’d been happily deafened by that laugh for decades. Shelley and Craig, Callie would learn. Up from Sydney for their anniversary. They radiated the specific warmth of people who genuinely liked each other after twenty-odd years, which Callie found both endearing and vaguely miraculous.

Near the balustrade, an older man in a pale blue shirt stood with the posture of someone who expected the world to arrange itself around him. Silver hair. Surgeon’s hands — long-fingered, precise, resting on the railing like he were about to operate on it. Beside him, a woman thirty years younger sat very still in a chair, her legs crossed at the ankle, her face a composition in careful blankness. They didn’t touch. They didn’t speak. They occupied the same space the way expensive furniture occupies a showroom, positioned for effect.

“Dr. Hugh Ashford,” Margaux murmured, appearing at Callie’s elbow with a glass. “Retired cardiothoracic surgeon. And Petra, his wife.”

“They look like they’re posing for a portrait,” Callie said, and then immediately wished she hadn’t. But Margaux laughed, a genuine, delighted sound, and pressed the glass into Callie’s hand.

“Try this,” Margaux said. “It’s not what you’d expect.”

Callie looked at the wine. It was pale — almost the colour of straw, with the faintest blush of copper. She sniffed it, because that seemed like the thing to do, and got... flowers? Maybe? And something sharper underneath, like the smell of a matchstick just after you’ve struck it.

“What am I drinking?”

“A skin-contact Semillon from a tiny producer in Eden Valley. She makes about two hundred cases a year and most of them never leave the cellar door. I had to beg.” Margaux watched Callie taste it the way a teacher watches a student work through a problem, patient, curious, already knowing the answer. “What do you think?”

Callie thought it tasted like summer. Not a specific summer, all of them, compressed into a single sip. She tasted honey and something botanical and a finish that stayed on her tongue like a question. She had absolutely no idea how to say any of that without sounding like a wanker.

“I think I’m in trouble,” she said.

Margaux’s eyes crinkled. “The best wines do that. They make you realise how much you’ve been settling for.” She touched Callie’s arm briefly, warmly, and moved on to greet the next guest.

Callie watched her go and thought: this woman sees people. Not in the vague, self-helpy way that term usually got thrown around. Margaux Fournier looked at you and understood something — what you needed, what you were hiding, what would make you relax. She’d handed Callie a wine that was unusual and unpretentious and quietly surprising, and it was, Callie realised, exactly the wine you’d give someone who was terrified of being judged. A wine that said: there are no wrong answers here.

The young guy by the door was harder to read. Late twenties, maybe thirty, in a deliberately casual clothes that probably cost more than Callie’s monthly rent. He had his phone out and was talking to anyone within earshot about something to do with “series A funding” and “disruptive wellness platforms,” and the Nguyens were nodding politely while their eyes performed the subtle glaze that Callie recognised as the universal response to being cornered by a tech bro at a party. Liam, his name was. Liam Voss. He said it like she should know it.

And then there was the man standing apart from everyone else, leaning against the veranda post with a glass he hadn’t touched, watching the group the way Callie was watching the group — which made her like him and distrust him in equal measure. Dark hair going grey at the temples. A face that looked like it had been assembled for the purpose of brooding. He had a notebook in his back pocket and the permanent squint of someone who spent too much time staring at screens.

“Dominic Kade,” he said when Callie introduced herself, and his handshake was brief and dry. “Wine writer.”

“Callie Sharpe. Travel writer. Well. Former travel writer. Currently between careers.” She smiled. He didn’t.

“How’d you end up on the trail?”

“Contest.” She waited for the flicker of judgment. Everyone else on this tour had paid full freight. She was the freebie, the plus-one, the seat-filler.

But Dominic just nodded slowly, like the information confirmed something he’d already suspected. “Interesting,” he said, in a tone that suggested it wasn’t. His eyes moved past her to Margaux, who was across the veranda pouring for Hugh Ashford, and something shifted in his expression. Not quite anger. Something older than that, and colder.

“Do you know her?” Callie asked.

“Everyone in wine knows Margaux Fournier,” he said. “That’s rather the point.”

Before Callie could press him, Margaux’s voice cut through the murmur of conversation like a bell.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” She stood at the centre of the veranda with a glass raised, and somehow everyone stopped talking at the same time, drawn in by a gravity that was impossible to name but impossible to resist. “Welcome to the Aurelian Trail. For the next five days, you are my guests. My job is very simple: I’m going to introduce you to the most beautiful wine country on earth, pour you things that will make you rethink everything you thought you knew about what belongs in a glass, and make sure you never have to lift a finger unless it’s to hold a stem.”

Shelley whooped. Craig grinned. Even Hugh Ashford’s stony face softened into something approaching a smile.

“But I should warn you,” Margaux continued, and her voice dropped to something quieter, more intimate, pulling them all in. “This valley has a way of getting under your skin. It’s old country. The vines here are some of the oldest in the world — there are Shiraz blocks in the Barossa that were planted before the American Civil War. Everything good here has deep roots.” She paused, and her eyes moved across the group, landing on each person for a beat that felt both warm and, if you were paying close attention, oddly specific. “And everything with deep roots has something buried beneath it.”

She smiled, and the moment broke like a soap bubble. “Now. Shall we eat?”

The group moved inside to a long table set with candles and wildflowers and more glasses than Callie had ever seen at a single place setting. As they settled into their chairs, Callie found herself next to Renée. The quiet one. The librarian. She’d almost missed her entirely, which, Callie thought, was probably exactly how Renée liked it. Small. Neat. Someone who took up as little space as possible, not out of shyness exactly, but something more deliberate. She moved carefully, as if she were measuring the distance between herself and every piece of furniture in the room.

“First time on a wine tour?” Callie asked.

“First time doing most things,” Renée said softly, and smiled in a way that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m not very adventurous, I’m afraid.”

“Me neither. I’m mostly here for the free alcohol.”

That got a real smile. Small, but real.

Across the table, Margaux was pouring wine for Hugh Ashford, leaning close, telling him something about the vineyard, her hand steady as she tilted the bottle. Hugh nodded with the gravitas of a man receiving a military briefing. Petra sat beside him, unreadable. Callie watched Margaux’s face and thought she saw something flicker across it — just for a second, gone before it fully formed. A tightness around the eyes that didn’t match the warmth of her smile. Like watching someone hold a door open while their arm was breaking.

Then Margaux laughed at something Hugh said, and the flicker vanished, and Callie told herself she’d imagined it.

The first dinner was long and beautiful and exactly a evening Callie had given up hoping she’d ever have. Four courses, each paired with a wine that Margaux introduced with stories that were part history lesson, part love letter. She talked about the winemakers like they were old friends. Their obsessions, their failures, the time one of them aged a Grenache in a concrete egg because he’d read about it in a French journal and his wife told him he’d lost his mind. The table laughed. The wine kept coming. Even Dominic unclenched enough to ask a question about tannin extraction, and Margaux answered him with such precise, generous expertise that his hostility seemed to embarrass even him.

By dessert, Callie was warm and full and slightly drunk and thinking that maybe the universe owed her this. Three months of rejection emails and dwindling savings and the slow, humiliating dismantlement of a career she’d loved; maybe this was the payoff. Five days in paradise with a woman who could make a glass of fermented grape juice sound like a love story.

She excused herself to use the bathroom and passed Margaux in the hallway. Margaux caught her eye and smiled, and Callie felt the warmth of it like sunlight through a window.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Margaux asked.

“More than I probably deserve.”

“Nobody gets what they deserve, Callie.” Margaux said it lightly, almost playfully, but something in her voice snagged. A thread pulled tight beneath the silk. “That’s what makes life so interesting.”

She touched Callie’s shoulder and walked back toward the dining room, and Callie stood in the hallway for a moment, listening to the laughter from the table and the cicadas screaming in the garden and the sound of her own breath in the quiet of the old house.

She thought: I could get used to this.

She thought: this woman sees people.

She did not yet think: be careful what you let her see.
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The Strangers' Table

Day 1 — Afternoon

The minibus was a Mercedes, because of course it was.

It idled on the gravel drive like something out of a European tourism ad — gleaming white, tinted windows, a vehicle that whispered money so quietly you almost didn’t hear it. A driver named Marco held the door open with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d spent years helping wealthy people into things, and the eight guests of the Aurelian Trail filed aboard with varying degrees of grace.

Callie climbed in last and took the seat behind the driver because nobody else wanted it. The good seats, the ones in the middle where the windows were widest — had been claimed by Shelley and Craig, who were already cracking into a bag of salt-and-vinegar chips that Shelley had produced from her handbag with the triumphant air of a woman who had never once boarded a vehicle without provisions. Hugh Ashford sat at the back, his posture suggesting that he had personally designed the concept of good posture and was modelling it for the benefit of the lesser-postured. Petra sat beside him, her hands folded in her lap, her sunglasses on, her face arranged in an expression of elegant nothing.

Liam Voss had taken the seat across from the Nguyens and was telling Craig about his startup before the bus had left the driveway. Something about an app. Something about disruption. Something about a “proprietary wellness algorithm” that Craig was responding to with a slow, measured nodding that men deploy when they have absolutely no idea what the other person is talking about but lack the energy to say so.

Dominic sat alone near the back, on the opposite side from the Ashfords, with his notebook open on his knee and a pen in his hand and the general demeanour of a man who had been placed on this earth specifically to be left alone. He hadn’t written anything yet. He was watching Margaux, who stood at the front of the bus beside Marco, reviewing the day’s itinerary on her phone.

Renée was in the seat in front of Callie. She’d chosen it quietly, slipping in while everyone else was sorting themselves out, and Callie only noticed her because she caught a trace of something in the air. Soap, maybe, or sunscreen, something clean, faintly faintly medicinal; as Renée settled into the window seat and turned her face toward the glass.

The bus pulled out onto the road, and the Barossa Valley unfolded around them like someone shaking out a tablecloth. Callie pressed her forehead against the window and watched the landscape scroll past, vineyard after vineyard after vineyard, the rows of vines running up and over the hills in lines so precise they looked stitched. Between the vineyards, stands of gum trees threw long blue shadows across the grass. The light was outrageous. It had a weight to it, a physical warmth, like the sun were leaning on everything it touched. Road signs pointed to places with names like Tanunda and Lyndoch and Krondorf, names that sounded like they’d been imported from somewhere old and German and transplanted into this hot, sweet, impossibly golden country.

Callie had been to the Barossa once before, years ago, on a press trip for Metropolitan. She’d spent two days being shuttled between large commercial wineries where enthusiastic marketing people handed her press kits and talked about “brand positioning” while she drank perfectly acceptable Shiraz and tried to look like she was taking notes. She’d written a decent enough piece, “48 Hours in the Barossa” — but it had been a surface-level job. A brochure with better sentences. She hadn’t seen the valley. She’d seen the wineries.

This was different. Margaux’s tour didn’t go to the big names. The bus turned off the main road and onto a single-lane track that wound through a corridor of old eucalyptus, the branches scraping the roof of the Mercedes, and emerged into a clearing where a small stone building sat surrounded by vines so old and gnarled they looked like they were trying to crawl back into the earth.

“This,” Margaux said, stepping off the bus and gesturing at the building with a proprietary sweep of her arm, “is Kessler & Daughters. Three generations. Fourteen acres. No website. No distributor. If you want their wine, you drive here and you ask nicely.”

The cellar door was a single room with stone walls and a pressed-tin ceiling and a concrete floor stained the colour of old blood. Barrels lined the walls, and the air smelled of oak and something deeper — earthy, faintly sweet, alive. A tasting bench ran the length of the room, and behind it stood a woman in her sixties with forearms like a bricklayer and an expression that suggested she did not suffer fools but was willing to wait and see which category you fell into.

“Ruth Kessler,” Margaux said warmly, and the two women embraced like old friends. “Ruth’s Shiraz is the reason I started this tour.”

Ruth looked at the group with the assessing eye of a farmer inspecting livestock. “Anyone here think they know about wine?”

Silence. Even Dominic didn’t bite.

“Good,” Ruth said. “Forget everything. Start fresh. That’s the only way to taste.”

She poured the first wine and Callie watched what happened next with the attention of a journalist who’d just found her angle.

Margaux didn’t taste with the group. She tasted alongside them, but differently, positioned at the end of the bench where she could see everyone, her glass raised but her eyes on her guests. As Ruth talked about the vineyard — the soil, the climate, the old vines that predated her grandmother: Margaux watched how each person reacted. Not to Ruth. To the wine.

Hugh Ashford swirled his glass with the mechanical precision of a man who had been taught to swirl by someone and had never deviated from the technique since. He sniffed. He sipped. He nodded with an authority that bordered on the judicial, as if the wine were a case he’d been asked to rule on. “Structured,” he said. “Good tannin. Needs another year, maybe two.”

Margaux inclined her head, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. She poured him a second wine. Older, darker, a vintage Ruth had been saving — and told him it had been cellared for twelve years. Hugh tasted it and his face did something that Callie suspected was as close as it got to genuine pleasure. “Now that,” he said, “is what a wine should be.”

Petra didn’t swirl. She held her glass by the bowl, a faux pas Callie only knew was a faux pas because she’d done it herself at the press trip years ago and been gently corrected by a marketing girl with a lanyard — and took small, precise sips that left barely any lipstick on the rim. She said nothing about what she tasted. When Margaux asked her what she thought, Petra said, “It’s lovely,” in a voice so flat it could have been describing a dentist’s waiting room.

Liam tasted the way he talked: loudly, with total confidence and no apparent expertise. He took a large mouthful of the Shiraz, held it in his cheeks like mouthwash, and swallowed with the expression of a man performing for an audience. “Oh, that’s solid,” he said. “Really robust. Very... oaky?” He glanced at Margaux for validation.

“It’s actually not oaked at all,” Margaux said, with a gentleness that somehow made the correction feel like a gift rather than an embarrassment. “That richness you’re tasting is the fruit itself. These old vines produce tiny berries with incredibly concentrated flavour. You’re not tasting the winemaker; you’re tasting the land.”

“Right, right, totally,” Liam said, nodding vigorously, and went in for another sip.

The Nguyens tasted together, the way they seemed to do everything — as a unit, a double act refined over decades. Shelley took a sip and grabbed Craig’s arm. “Oh my God, that’s gorgeous. Taste it. Craig, taste it. That’s the one.” Craig tasted it, nodded, and said, “Yeah, that’s good,” with the calm understatement of a man who knew that Shelley would generate enough enthusiasm for both of them. Margaux poured them something lighter — a Grenache rosé that was almost translucent, the colour of a sunset through closed eyelids; and Shelley actually moaned, which made Craig laugh and Ruth crack what might have been a smile.

Dominic tasted in silence. He held each wine up to the light, studied it, nosed it for what felt like a full minute, and then tasted with his eyes closed, his lips barely parted. He wrote in his notebook after each sip. He did not offer opinions. When Margaux poured him a wine she described as “one of Ruth’s more experimental bottlings — a co-ferment of Shiraz and Viognier,” Dominic raised an eyebrow.

“Co-ferment,” he said. “Not co-planted?”

“Fermented together in the same vessel,” Margaux said. “Different technique, different result.”

“I know what a co-ferment is.” His voice had an edge. Not rude, exactly — but sharp in a way that didn’t match the occasion. You didn’t bring that tone to a tasting room unless you had something to prove or something to hide. “I’m asking whether the decision was philosophical or practical.”

“Why don’t you ask Ruth?” Margaux said lightly. “It’s her wine.”

Ruth, who had been watching this exchange with the expression of a woman who had seen every possible variety of wine wanker, said: “I did it because I felt like it.”

That settled it. Even Dominic’s mouth twitched.

Renée stood at the far end of the bench, slightly apart from the group, the way she stood apart from everything; not excluded, just at a careful distance. She held her glass with both hands, like something precious, and sniffed it with her eyes closed. When she tasted, she didn’t perform. She just... drank. Quietly, privately, with a kind of attentive stillness that made Callie think of someone listening to music through headphones.

Margaux poured Renée something different from everyone else. A white — unusual at a cellar door known for its reds. Callie couldn’t see what it was from where she stood, but she saw Renée taste it, and she saw something cross Renée’s face that was too quick and too raw to be about wine. A flicker of something. Recognition, maybe. Memory. Then it was gone, and Renée set the glass down gently and said, “Thank you,” in a voice so quiet it barely carried.

Margaux touched Renée’s hand, just for a second, and moved on.

Callie filed the moment away. She didn’t know what to do with it yet. It was a detail without a story, a brushstroke without a painting, but her journalist’s brain had been trained to collect moments like these and hold them up to the light later, when the shape of things became clear.

The tasting lasted ninety minutes. By the end, Callie had tried seven wines, bought a bottle of the old-vine Shiraz with money she didn’t have, and watched Margaux pour seventeen individual glasses for eight different people without once consulting a list or pausing to think. Each pour had been specific. Personalised. A conversation between the wine and the person Margaux had decided they were.

It was, Callie thought, extraordinary hospitality.

It did not occur to her to think of it as anything else.

Outside, the group drifted through the vineyard while Ruth showed them the old blocks, the vines that had been there since the 1840s, their trunks twisted into arthritic fists, their fruit small and dark and almost absurdly concentrated. The light was softening toward late afternoon, and the hills around the vineyard had turned from gold to amber, and the air smelled of dry grass and distant smoke from someone’s burn-off.

Hugh Ashford excused himself to take a phone call and walked a short distance from the group. On his way back, he stopped at the minibus and Callie saw him take something from a leather toiletry bag — pills, two of them, washed down with a bottle of water. He caught her looking and smiled the thin, professional smile of a man who was accustomed to people noticing things about him and expected them not to comment.

“Blood thinners,” he said, as if she’d asked. “The great indignity of age. A heart surgeon whose own heart needs chemical supervision.” He said it with the wry detachment of someone who had made this joke before and found it increasingly less funny. “Twice a day, like clockwork. My wife’s more disciplined about remembering than I am.”

“That sounds like a hassle,” Callie said.

“It’s the price of still being here.” He paused, looking out at the vines, and for a moment his patrician mask slipped and she saw something underneath — not vulnerability, exactly, but awareness. The awareness of a man who had spent his career inside other people’s chests and understood, on a cellular level, that hearts were machines, and machines failed. “Beautiful country, isn’t it?”

“It really is.”

“I’ve always preferred landscapes that don’t demand anything from you,” he said. “The ocean wants your attention. The mountains want your respect. But this, ” He gestured at the golden hills, the vines, the impossible light. “This just sits there. It doesn’t care whether you’re looking or not.”

It was, Callie thought, the most human thing he’d said. She almost liked him for it.

Liam appeared at her elbow, phone in hand, mid-sentence about a funding round like he’d been talking to her for the past ten minutes and she’d simply failed to notice. “—and the thing is, the wellness space is completely fragmented, right? Like, you’ve got your meditation apps, your sleep trackers, your — ” He stopped, pressed his free hand to his chest, and took a breath. “Sorry. Hold on.” He fished a small orange bottle from his pocket and popped a pill with the practised ease of someone who’d been doing it for years. “Anxiety meds. Turns out founding a company is great for the bank account and terrible for the nervous system.” He laughed, and the laugh had a brittle quality, like someone tapping the side of a glass that might be cracked. “My therapist says I need to learn to switch off. I told her that’s what wine tours are for.”

“Is it helping?” Callie asked.

“The wine or the therapy?”

“Either.”

“The wine’s better,” he said, and grinned, and Callie found herself smiling back despite herself. Liam was annoying, relentlessly, magnificently, almost impressively annoying — but he wasn’t malicious. He was just a man-shaped loudspeaker who’d never learned that other people might want a turn. There was something almost innocent about it. Like a golden retriever who didn’t understand why everyone wasn’t as excited about the tennis ball as he was.

The group reassembled for the drive back. The light had gone long and gold, and the bus moved through it like a boat through honey. Shelley was telling a story about a wine tour she and Craig had taken in the Hunter Valley ten years ago where the guide had gotten drunk and driven them into a ditch, and Craig was adding details she’d forgotten (“It wasn’t a ditch, Shell, it was a creek bed”), and even Dominic was listening with something approaching tolerance.

Callie looked out the window and felt, for the first time in months, the absence of anxiety. Not happiness, exactly — that felt too large a word, too finished. But the absence of the thing that had been sitting on her chest since the redundancy meeting. The thing that woke her at three in the morning and whispered: what now? What now? What now?

For an afternoon, the voice had shut up. The wine had helped. The landscape had helped more. But mostly it was the people; the unexpected pleasure of being thrown together with strangers and discovering that the friction and warmth of other lives could sand down the rough edges of your own.

Back at the homestead, Margaux had organised drinks on the veranda before dinner. The sky was doing something impossible — pink and orange and a deep, bruised purple at the edges, sunset that looked like a painting you’d walk past in a gallery and think: no sky actually looks like that. But this one did. Callie stood at the railing with a glass of the rosé Shelley had loved and watched the light drain out of the valley and thought: remember this. Whatever else happens, remember this exact moment.

Margaux moved among the guests like a current, filling glasses, touching elbows, adjusting the mood of the group with the subtle, practiced skill of someone who understood that hospitality was not about food and wine, it was about making people feel seen. She told Hugh his palate was exceptional. She told Liam that his instinct about the Shiraz. The one he’d gotten completely wrong, showed a natural sensitivity that most people never developed. She told Shelley that her enthusiasm was a gift, that too many people in the wine world had trained themselves out of honest joy and it was “the greatest loss in the industry.” Each compliment was specific, personal, and delivered with such sincerity that even Callie, who was professionally trained to notice manipulation, couldn’t find the seam.

At dinner, Margaux seated them deliberately. She’d moved the place cards from the night before, reshuffling the arrangement so that people who’d barely spoken were now side by side. Callie found herself between Craig Nguyen and Petra Ashford — which, she suspected, was Margaux’s way of giving her the most interesting possible neighbours.

Craig, freed from Shelley’s gravitational field for a few seats, turned out to be unexpectedly thoughtful. He’d been a structural engineer before retiring, and he talked about buildings the way Margaux talked about wine — with a quiet reverence for the materials and the forces they had to withstand. “Every structure tells you what it’s been through,” he said, running his thumb along a crack in the old dining table. “This table’s taken some weight in its time.”

Petra, by contrast, offered almost nothing. She answered questions politely but briefly, volunteering no information and reflecting none of the warmth Callie tried to generate. It was like talking to a mirror; everything Callie sent out came back intact, with nothing added. After ten minutes, Callie switched tactics and asked about Hugh instead.

“How long have you been married?”

“Four years.”

“And you’re enjoying the tour?”

“Hugh is.” A pause. “I’m not much of a wine person.”

“Then why come?”

Petra looked at her, and for a moment the mask shifted, not much, just a millimetre, the way a crack appears in plaster before the wall gives way. “Because he wanted to,” she said. “And I go where he goes.”

She picked up her glass and drank, and the crack closed, and Callie thought: there’s a whole novel behind that sentence. She wanted to pull at the thread but instinct told her to leave it. Some stories needed more than a dinner conversation to surface. Some people needed more than a day to decide you were safe.

Across the table, Dominic was doing something unexpected: he was being charming. He’d been seated next to Shelley, and either her warmth was contagious or he’d simply decided that resistance was pointless, because he was telling her about a disastrous wine tasting he’d attended in Bordeaux where a famously arrogant winemaker had served a corked bottle to a table of critics and not a single one of them had the nerve to say so. Shelley was laughing so hard her eyes were watering. Even Margaux, at the head of the table, was smiling.

But when Margaux wasn’t smiling, when she thought no one was looking, Callie saw something else. A watchfulness. A quality of attention that went beyond good hospitality into something more focused, more purposeful. Margaux’s eyes moved from guest to guest with the systematic patience of someone cataloguing. Not observing. Cataloguing. As if she were checking items against a list that no one else could see.

Her gaze landed on Hugh, who was holding court at the far end of the table, telling a story about a surgery that had gone wrong and the save he’d pulled off at the last minute; a story in which he was, naturally, the hero. Margaux watched him speak, and her face was perfectly still, and her eyes were perfectly warm, and Callie thought she had never
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