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      She was going to be late—again. Elise Beckett worked her bottom lip between her teeth as she flew down Hwy 71 in her little red sports car. How did this always happen to her? Time and again—no matter how hard she tried—she usually ended up late for something.

      She’d lost track of time in Austin this afternoon, dazzled by the most fabulous designer-brand shoe sale. Her grandmother would have her hide if she was tardy for yet another Sunday family dinner.

      Unfortunately, this time around Abigail DeVries, her maternal grandmother, wouldn’t be the only one on Elise’s case if she arrived at the family vineyard too late. Today’s dinner was more than the usual Sunday family gathering. It was her grandmother’s seventy-third birthday, and the rest of her family would eat her alive if she was late for that—especially since Elise was bringing the family’s gift with her. This birthday gift was special and had been Elise’s main reason for going into Austin in the first place.

      Just west of Bastrop, she flipped on her blinker and turned north onto FM969, the Farm-to-Market road that would take her home to River Bend Winery and Vineyard. The vineyard had been in her family for several generations and as she got closer she could feel the tension in her shoulders begin to drain away.

      The weather over the last couple of months had been unseasonably hot, with July being especially nasty. However, they’d managed to escape the horrors of last year’s fire season, which had been one of the worst in memory. The Bastrop State Park fire had destroyed over fourteen thousand acres and three hundred homes before firefighters had managed to shut the beast down.

      That tragic event had hit very close to home. Too close.

      They’d been lucky that the vineyard lay on the west bank of the Colorado River and the wind was blowing to the south. Still, it had been a terrible thing to witness.

      Now, in late October, the slate gray of the overcast sky added a stark element to the landscape. The live oaks and blackjack oaks had dropped their leaves weeks ago, and the deep evergreen of pine and cedar stood out in harsh relief against those skeletal trunks.

      Even this late in the year, they’d enjoyed a stretch of sixty- to seventy-degree weather over past weeks. Perhaps they’d be in for a mild winter, which would make the dry season just that much dicier come summer when the temperatures once again soared into triple digits.

      Elise smiled as she rounded the next bend in the road and acres of grape rows with their bare vines came into view.

      Regardless of the weather, the vineyard always had a way of lifting her spirits, but moreover, it stirred something deep inside her. Like her father before her, Elise had an immense love and respect for the fertile land that stretched along this part of the Colorado River. Those emotions had been passed down to her through generations.

      Tradition.

      With her Masters in the field of horticulture, Elise was in charge of producing hybrids, as well as coming up with other innovations that would hopefully keep River Bend highly competitive for years to come. Though she no longer lived on the property—choosing instead to live fifteen minutes away in downtown Delphine—River Bend would always be home.

      When her cell phone rang, she scrambled to dig it out of her purse with her free hand. What a surprise, she thought as she read her brother’s name on the screen.

      Ross was two years older and lived in a cottage on the vineyard property with his wife, Caroline, and two young sons, Ethan and Caleb. At thirty-one, Ross was the financial manager for the property. He was also a pain in the neck with his constant bitching about her perpetual state of tardiness. This was no doubt his where-the-hell-are-you phone call.

      “Hey, Ross,” she said, putting the phone to her ear. “What’s up?”

      “What’s up? Are you joking? Where in hell are you, El? We’re about to sit down to dinner.”

      She had to stifle a giggle at how right on the money her thoughts had been. “Cool your jets, big brother. I’m on 969 and almost home.”

      “Geez, of all days to be late.”

      “Oh, for the love of mud, it’s not going to ruin Gram’s birthday if I’m five minutes late to dinner, so take a breath.” She loved Ross dearly, but sometimes he and his almost manic punctuality could work every last nerve she had.

      “Did you get it?”

      “Of course I got it. Don’t be a dork. Gram’s present is right here in the seat next to me.”

      “How does it look?”

      Elise could hear the excitement in his voice and couldn’t help her own smile from spreading, but that didn’t stop her from needling him a bit. “I guess you’re going to have to wait and see, aren’t you?”

      “Elise.”

      He whined her name so pitifully that she laughed out loud. “Okay. I will say that it looks awesome. Maddy’s suggestion of a framed generational photograph was inspired.”

      Their younger sister, Madison, lived on the property as well, sharing the main residence with their mother, Laura, and grandmother, Abigail—Miss Abby to most who knew her. Madison was the driving force behind Lodge Merlot, the vineyard’s event venue, and always had the most creative ideas.

      “Anyway, you’re going to have to stall another ten minutes.”

      “Stall? How am I supposed to do that? We’re all about to head for the dining room.”

      “Oh, please. Pull out one of your spread sheets,” she suggested. “I’ve heard you drone on for hours over one of those boring things. Ten minutes ought to be a snap.”

      “Ha, ha. Very funny.”

      “Seriously, dude. You’re down to eight minutes, better get on it. You know I don’t like to talk on the phone when I’m driving, especially when I don’t have my headset with me, so I’m hanging up. See you in a few.” She hung up before he could start in again—which he definitely would have given half a chance.

      Only a few moments later, she was turning through the gates at River Bend and winding her way past The Wine Barrel, the vineyard’s retail outlet. Here her grandmother ruled the roost, running the store smoothly with precision and charming customers with personality and wit.

      As she rounded the bend, she smiled as she passed Lodge Merlot. Her sister had organized the most spectacular wedding and reception for the Mayor’s daughter there at the end of August. That event had added a nice chunk of green to the vineyard’s bottom line and paved the way for several more reservations. Things were starting to look up after a pretty rough summer.

      Yes, tradition ran deep at River Bend—as did emotions.

      Elise’s father inherited the vineyard when his father had passed, even though her uncle Edmond had been the older of the two sons. And Edmond had been bypassed in her grandfather’s will altogether.

      This had caused hard feelings between her uncle and the rest of the family and had sparked a small feud. The touchy situation only escalated when her father died two years ago and left the whole shebang to her mother in his will.

      Edmond had been furious about that, making terrible threats and accusations. He’d even resorted to browbeating her mother in an effort to get his hands on at least a portion of the vineyard.

      Elise shook her head at the thought. For all his posturing, everyone knew he’d had no use for the property other than to sell it to feed his gambling and other habits of debauchery. Sadly, through his antics, poor Uncle Edmond had succeeded in alienating every bit of family he’d had left.

      The little sports car kicked up a small cloud of dust as Elise pulled it into a spot next to the police cruiser parked out front. Climbing out and shaking away depressing thoughts, she looked toward the porch where Deputy Jackson Landry sprawled in one of the wicker chairs with his long legs stretched out in front of him.

      Jackson was Ross’s best friend and had practically grown up on the vineyard with them. He’d also been the lead investigator on her uncle’s homicide case during the summer. Poor Jackson had been forced to walk a very fine line during those tense few weeks. Elise thought he’d done an amazing job of working a thorough investigation, yet protecting the family at the same time, though she was certain he would have said that he was just doing his job.

      “Good afternoon, Officer.” Leaning on the open car door, she tilted her head and gave him a considering look. “You expecting trouble?”

      She watched as he unfolded himself from the chair and strolled over to the top of the porch steps. “Yes, ma’am. And looks like it just arrived, late as usual.”

      My, oh, my, but the man is a sweet piece of eye candy.

      Elise spent a moment admiring the way he filled out his uniform as he started down the steps toward her. She’d had a thing for Jackson Landry as long as she could remember, but their timing had never been any good. When she’d been free to date whom she pleased, he’d been in a relationship, and visa-versa. As it turned out, the feeling was mutual, which was handy now that they were both unattached. It seemed she and Jackson had finally found their stride.

      Turning, she leaned into the car to retrieve her grandmother’s gift and her shopping bags. When she straightened, he was right behind her.

      Checking out the gift and her purchases, he raised an eyebrow. “Did some shopping, did we? I figure the wrapped frame is for Miss Abby. What’s in the bags?”

      “Shoes,” she said with a grin. “I found the most incredible sale.”

      “More shoes? Geez, El, you already have enough shoes to fill a warehouse. What do you need more for? If memory serves, you only have two feet. You can only wear one pair at a time, right?”

      “Oh, sweetie,” she began with a shake of her head. “It’s not a question of needing. I swear, Jax, we practically grew up together, but sometimes it’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      Glancing over to the other side of his cruiser, she noticed her friend C.C. Duncan’s car. C.C. was taking several days off from her day job at the Extension office to help them with the details for this year’s Lost Pines Food and Wine Festival. “Anyway, I thought I’d bring them in and watch Maddy and C.C. weep with jealousy.”

      “Uh-huh. And then you can take them home so Chunk can swipe ’em and hide ’em from you.”

      The mention of her eighteen-pound Snowshoe Siamese with his unexplainable shoe fetish had her narrowing her eyes. “Oh no. That little twerp so much as drools anywhere near these shoes and he’s dead meat. Besides, he won’t have the opportunity. I intend to keep them in their boxes. And after wearing them each time, they’ll go right back into said boxes.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” Jackson replied, mimicking her. “And you think that will stop him?” He shook his head sadly. “El. You’ve had him for what? Almost a decade? It’s like you don’t even know him.”

      “Very funny.” Biting the inside of her cheek, she struggled not to smile at his clever imitation. Shoving the wrapped frame at him, she realized he was staring at her head. “And what are you looking at?” she asked, running her free hand over her new layered cut. “Do I have something in my hair?”

      “No, but what did you do to it?”

      “What do you mean? I got it cut yesterday. Why?”

      When he just stared at her with an annoyed look on his face, she shrugged. “What?”

      “I realize that it’s shorter, darlin’,” he said and gave her shoulder length tresses a quick tug. “What I mean is what are those streaky things you’ve added?”

      With a hand on her hip, she flipped her recently highlighted, summer-blonde hair and gave him a bland look. “They’re called highlights, Jackson. And what’s with the sudden obsession with my hair?”

      He slid his free arm around her and snatched her up close in one smooth move. His bright-green eyes twinkled with mischief as he grinned down at her. “Who says your hair is all I’m obsessed with?”

      The next moment he was kissing her senseless. And boy-oh-boy, this deputy could kiss, she thought as she melted against him.

      When he finally let her breathe, he touched his forehead to hers. “I gotta tell you, I’ve been waiting for that all damn day.”

      “Some things are just worth the wait, I guess,” she said in a voice gone breathless.

      “And by the way, I like your highlights,” he added with a wiggle of his eyebrows.

      Elise would have pulled him in for another taste, but Ross’s shout interrupted the beginnings of a fine moment.

      “Are you kidding me with this?” He yelled from the open front door. “We’re in here waiting on you and you’re playing kissy-face out in the front yard? Get your butts in here. You can do that crap on your own time.”

      “Good Lord, he’s so romantic.” Elise heaved a sigh. “My sister-in-law is such a lucky girl.”

      Jackson chuckled. “Guess we better go in before he has an aneurism.”

      They started up the steps, and when they reached the porch Ross eyeballed the shopping bags she carried. “What’s in the bags?”

      “Shoes,” Jackson replied, which she felt earned him a dirty look for his indiscretion.

      “Shoes?” Ross sputtered. “You went shopping? That’s why you’re late for Gram’s birthday dinner?”

      “Stuff it, Ross,” she told him as she shoved past him into the house. Honestly, men just did not get the importance of a good shoe sale.

      Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she started down the hall. “Jax, would you put Gram’s gift with the others in the living room, please?”

      “Will do, darlin’,” Jackson said before turning to Ross with a stone-serious face. “Shoes, bro. There was an incredible sale.”

      “I heard that, Jackson,” she said as she swung into the dining room.

      “There you are, baby girl!” Abigail said, coming in from the kitchen carrying a bowl of piping hot string beans. “I was beginning to worry.”

      “You were beginning to worry?” Ross followed Elise into the room with an incredulous expression on his face. “Geez, Gram, that’s all she gets when she’s late to your birthday dinner? If it was me, I’d be catching all kinds of hell.”

      Elise turned and gave him a sorrowful look. “That’s because Gram has never really liked you. I know it’s hard to hear, but Maddy and I have always been her favorites.” She followed the statement up with a flutter of her eyelashes.

      “Bite me, El.”

      “Ross Alexander, watch your mouth in my house,” Laura Beckett spoke up as she came into the room. “That’s a terrible way to speak to your sister.”

      Jackson arrived on the heels of the conversation and pointed a finger at Elise. “And I’m sorry to have to tell you, darlin’, but your statement isn’t exactly accurate.”

      He took the bowl Abigail carried and set it on the table, then swept her into his arms and gave her a loud, obnoxious smack on the cheek. Looking up, he grinned. “Sure, Miss Abby’s never cared for Ross much, and she likes you fine, but I happen to know that I’m Miss Abby’s favorite. Always have been.”

      Elise made a face at him. “Doubtful, law-boy. She only tolerates you because you hang around and make a nuisance of yourself.”

      Abigail barked out a laugh and patted Jackson’s cheek. “Jackson Landry, you are cute as a bug’s ear. I tell you, if I were thirty-five or forty years younger I’d give my baby girl there a run for her money.”

      Elise made a gagging sound, and Jackson looked over and nodded. “See? Better watch your P’s and Q’s, darlin’.”

      “Baby girl, my butt,” Ross spoke up in a grumble. “More like spoiled brat.”

      “Now, Ross, Elise has had a couple of rough months,” Abigail said with a stern look for emphasis. “What with Edmond’s murder and her finally getting rid of that rat-bastard of a boyfriend.”

      The mention of her uncle’s death had anxiety flooding Elise’s system. Of course, the mention of her ex-boyfriend, Stuart Jenkins, didn’t help either.

      “Mother! For crying out loud,” Laura admonished.

      “Well, she’s right, Mom,” Ross added. “Stuart is a rat-bastard. But come on, Gram, Uncle Edmond’s homicide investigation is over. How long does El get to ride that horse?”

      “For a while longer, I’d say,” Abigail replied with a nod. “We could have lost her so easily. And I will remind you, with her quick thinking that day at Kohler’s winery, she not only saved herself, but you and Jackson as well. Things could have turned out so much worse than they did.”

      “Yes, but she’s out of the life-saving business now,” Jackson said, sliding a calculated glance her way. “And she won’t be doing any more amateur sleuthing, either. Right, pal?”

      Though there was a smile on his face, it didn’t quite reach his eyes, and Elise had no trouble recognizing Jackson’s shift into police mode. “Absolutely, Deputy. All done with that now. Cross my heart.”

      To be honest, she was more than ready to bring this particular conversation to an end. Any discussion on the horrible events of the summer, not to mention her ‘rat-bastard’ ex, was something she was keen to avoid. Plus, she hadn’t told Jackson or anyone in her family about the nightmares she continued to have over her uncle’s murder.

      Looking around the room, she suddenly realized there were people missing. “Hey, wait a minute. Where’s Maddy? And isn’t C.C. here? Her car’s out front.”

      Abigail waved a hand toward the ceiling. “They went upstairs while we waited for you to get here. Something about a new outfit that needed to be ogled.”

      As if conjuring them out of thin air with her words alone, the two women entered the dining room as Abigail finished her sentence.

      “Hey, El, you finally made it. Perfect timing, because I’m starving.” Madison sat down at the table before pointing to the shopping bags Elise still held. “What’s in the bags?”

      “Oh no. We’re not getting sucked into that vortex,” Ross said as he snatched the bags away from Elise and turned toward the door. “You can waste time on these later—after we’ve eaten and Gram’s had her birthday party.”

      “What a buzz-kill he is,” C.C. said, sliding into the chair next to Madison.

      Once Ross came back, they all sat down to eat, and Elise was relieved when the topic of conversation moved on to the upcoming Lost Pines Food and Wine Festival.

      Patterned after the larger Hill Country Food and Wine Festival, the LPFW was still in its infancy, but growing fast. Vintners from all around the country were already taking notice.

      River Bend was one of several sponsors, which was a big deal for the vineyard. Her grandmother was contact person and also in charge of their booth this year. Everyone would have a specific area of responsibility, but Elise, Madison, and C.C. would be assisting Abigail with everything from set-up to tear-down.

      By the time they’d finished dinner and moved to the living room, Madison had pulled out one of her enormous planning folders.

      “I finally got a complete list of entries for this year’s food and wine booths,” she said. “I swear, Marlette Casper is the sweetest woman alive, but her organizational skills are sadly lacking in so many ways. Anyway, it looks like we’ll have a great turnout this year.”

      “Does that include Garrett Larson and his Third Coast Winery?” Ross asked with a twinkle in his eye.

      At the mention of her high school sweetheart and his south Texas winery, Abigail made a face. “Yeah, they’re on the list, all right.”

      “You don’t sound happy about that, Miss Abby,” Jackson said. “I thought Third Coast was owned by your old beau.”

      Ross laughed. “Garrett Larson isn’t the problem. Gram doesn’t like the hussy he married after his wife died.”

      “Ross, please don’t get her started,” Laura said with a sigh.

      “Hussy is right!” Abigail growled. “That woman is a self-absorbed, gold-digging terror without a shred of decency or the common sense the good Lord gave a goose. I don’t know what in the world Garrett was thinking when he took up with her.”

      Madison glanced up from her planner. “She was pretty ugly at last year’s festival. I felt so bad for Mr. Larson. He looked mortified.”

      “Ugly?” Abigail folded her arms and made a pfft sound. “She sashayed up to our booth in her short skirt and baubles. Then, she proceeded to make a damn fool of herself with her poisonous comments, all the while, smiling like a hyena. It was disgusting. All I can say is that Garrett better have a muzzle on her this year or somebody may take her out.”

      “Mom!” Laura said, shock lacing her words. “After all the violence we endured over the summer, let’s refrain from using that kind of rhetoric, shall we?”

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      “Well, I wish you wouldn’t. Please make an effort to keep those kinds of thoughts to yourself.”

      Silence reigned for a moment and the discomfort in the room was palatable. Elise felt a change in subject was in order. “Gram, why don’t you open your birthday presents? Then we can cut into that fabulous-looking cake C.C. brought with her.”

      Elise gave a sigh of relief as the focus changed and the mood lightened. She sent up a quick prayer that this year’s festival wouldn’t be marred by the likes of Divia Larson.
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      Elise awoke early Monday morning to the sound of crinkling paper. Really loud crinkling paper. With a sigh, she rolled over and tried to block out the noise with her pillow. When that didn’t work, she pried one eye open and glanced at the alarm clock on the night stand, and uttered a groan when she realized it was eight minutes before her alarm was set to go off. Eight minutes she could have used after the restless night she’d had.

      Yawning, she pushed back her sleep-tousled hair and tried to clear her brain long enough to zero in on where the annoying racket was coming from.

      That’s when she saw him.

      “Chunk!” she yelled, leaping from the bed. “Get out of that bag right now.”

      True to Jackson’s words the day before, her fat, devil-of-a-cat had found her new shoes. He’d tipped over one of the bags and was buried halfway inside with his butt in the air and his tail switching back and forth as he dug for buried treasure. She knew she should’ve put her purchases away the minute she’d walked in the door last night, but it had been late and she’d been exhausted.

      “I don’t know what on earth is wrong with you,” she muttered. “You’ve got a huge basket of toys in the living room, yet you can’t seem to leave my shoes alone.”

      Reaching into the shopping bag, she grabbed him around the middle and hauled his eighteen pound butt out. Then, turning him around, she tried not to laugh at the disoriented look on his face or the way he blinked up at her and meowed as if to say, “But I really want them, Mom.”

      “You are in dire need of some kind of therapy, you know that?” When he gave up another pitiful meow, she cuddled him close and kissed the top of his scruffy head. “I know, buddy. Life is so dang hard, isn’t it?”

      Setting him down on the bed, she quickly stuffed both shopping bags into the closet and securely closed the closet doors. At least that would keep him from doing any damage or making off with a shoe until she could store her purchases properly.

      When her alarm began to blare she turned it off and shivered. Her apartment wasn’t as cozy as she normally liked and the chill quickly seeped through her thin pajamas. Although the outside temperature had been unseasonably warm lately, it had taken a tumble over the past few days.

      Elise adored her little retro apartment. Built in the 1940s, it had grabbed her imagination the minute she’d clapped eyes on it—like a snapshot in time. Unfortunately, the walls weren’t all that well insulated, and the ancient radiator was a relic of that bygone era. She had a feeling it would be in need of attention again very soon. It seemed they went through the same routine every year. She’d have to remember to give Mr. and Mrs. Powers a heads up.

      Her landlords, Lila and Avery Powers owned and operated the Delphine pharmacy downstairs, which was handy when she required something fixed or wanted to drop off the rent check. They’d been very good to her, allowing her to put her own unique stamp on the space when she’d moved in.

      Though the apartment hadn’t been used in years, once she’d scraped away the dust and grime, she’d found a gem waiting for her. By the time she’d finished with it, her apartment had become a fresh, unconventional mix—a kaleidoscope of color that suited her right down to the ground.

      “Come on, you great, furry lump. Let’s go get you a proper breakfast and a stiff belt of caffeine for me.”

      Pulling on a sweatshirt and a pair of lavender fleece-lined house shoes, she headed for the kitchen. Her spoiled bundle of fur followed close behind. The mention of food obviously took precedence over shiny new shoes, at least for the moment.

      She was going to need an infusion of caffeine to jump start her system for long day ahead. The Lost Pines Food and Wine Festival would commence on Thursday, and today was organization day out at River Bend. Elise, along with C.C., Madison, and the rest of the Beckett family, would be assisting her grandmother with getting everything ready for transport to the venue on Tuesday and Wednesday. They had a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time, but they’d been planning this weekend for several months and were well prepared.

      By the time she’d fed the cat and infused her system with the required caffeine via half a bottle of icy-cold diet soda, she was feeling much more like herself. Grabbing another bottle from the fridge, she showered, dressed, and was walking out the door in just over an hour—which she thought might be some kind of record for her.

      “Do not make a mess while I’m gone,” she told Chunk from the doorway as he sat bathing in the Papasan chair in the living room. Of course, she had no illusions that he was actually paying a bit of attention to her, but at least her new shoes were now safely tucked away. Giving up, she closed the door behind her and marched down the stairs.

      The frigid north wind slapped her in the face and nearly stole her breath when she stepped out onto the sidewalk, making her glad she’d listened to the weather report this morning. Flipping up the collar on the red, knee-length wool coat that she’d thrown on over jeans and a thick, cobalt-blue sweater, she scurried around the corner to the pharmacy as fast as her feet would carry her.

      The little bell over the door cheerfully announced her presence as she entered, and Mr. Powers looked up and smiled from the back counter. “Hello, Elise,” he called. “You’re up and out early on this chilly morning.”

      “Hey, Mr. P. You got that right. It is downright brisk out there. I have a meeting about the festival at the vineyard first thing; otherwise, I’d be tempted to go in a little late and stay home out of the cold a bit longer.”

      Mr. Powers laughed. “Those blue northers really know how to put an ache in your bones, don’t they?”

      “You can say that again.”

      “What can I do for you today?” he asked. “Besides turn up the temperature, that is.”

      “Well, actually…”

      “Let me guess,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes. “The radiator’s not pulling its weight this morning, right?”

      It was Elise’s turn to chuckle. “Man, you’re good. You got it in one. Do you think you could have someone come out and check it?”

      “Already done, darlin’. Charley Hawks from Claymore Heating should be out later this morning. I’m sorry that old thing has such issues. I wish we had the extra cash to change the building over to a more efficient and reliable unit.”

      Elise waved a hand in the air. “No worries, Mr. P. You know I love antiques, but I guess a little more efficiency and reliability would be nice, too.”

      He nodded and leaned on the counter. “How are the preparations coming for the festival? The missus and I are looking forward to spending our Saturday afternoon doing food and wine tastings.”

      “Plans are moving right along. That’s what this morning’s meeting is about—where we’re at and what we have left to do by Thursday. I think Maddy has some ideas for decorations that she wants to share. Our little festival is gaining steam and some much-needed recognition.”

      “Yes, I know. My cousin over in Beaumont is coming. He and his wife are foodies and belong to some wine club. Likes to think of himself as a connoisseur.” Mr. Powers made a skeptical face and Elise giggled. “Anyway, they should be here sometime tomorrow. They’re coming in a day early to visit and sponge off my hospitality.”

      “Great. The more word of mouth, the better.”

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t have to feed them.” He laughed and Elise joined him.

      “Well, I’d better head out. Make sure you and Mrs. P. stop by the booth on Saturday.”

      He nodded and waved. “Oh, you know we will.”

      She hurried out the door and got into her vehicle. Starting the car, she pulled out her day planner and made a few notes while she waited for the heater to warm up the interior. The upcoming wine festival would take place out at the Delphine fairgrounds located just on the outskirts of town. This year’s festival theme was Bountiful Fall Harvest, and she’d been tasked with putting together a quick presentation on grape varieties and their hybridization for Friday afternoon.

      Elise disliked public speaking in just about any form—preferring to work in the solitude of her greenhouse—but this was for the vineyard and she would give it her best shot. Although, a ‘quick presentation’ on that particular topic would be near to impossible, she was sure she could come up with a brief overview that would satisfy the requirements in a simple yet interesting way.

      When the vehicle was finally warmed up, it didn’t take but twenty-five minutes before Elise was pulling onto vineyard property. Parking outside the residence, she shut off the engine and glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard.

      And then did a double-take.

      She’d arrived a full fifteen minutes early for the meeting. Geez, Ross will have a stroke, she thought with a grin as she got out of the car and climbed the porch steps.

      Entering the house, she went directly to the dining room where all family meetings took place. There she found her grandmother and C.C., and they looked to be the only ones in attendance so far.

      Abigail greeted her with a smile. “Morning, baby girl.”

      “Hey, Gram. Where is everyone? I know I’m early, but I can’t be the first one here.”

      “No. I was the first one here,” C.C. said with a smirk.

      Elise rolled her eyes and shrugged out of her coat. “You don’t count, girlfriend. You’re always early for everything you do.”

      Cackling, Abigail shook her head. “Your sister was here for a minute, but she got a jumbled voicemail from Lita Washington—something about the booth arrangements. She went to call her back and see what the hubbub was about. I’ve yet to see Ross, though, so you’re one up on him at least.”

      Ross hadn’t shown up yet? The thought made Elise smile. The man had an obsession with punctuality that bordered on OCD and was usually ten minutes early for everything. He was always ragging on her when she was running behind, which was more often than she cared to admit. It would be very satisfying indeed to rub it in his face that his perpetually late sister had arrived for something before him.

      “Sorry that took so long.” A little out of breath, Madison breezed into the room and dropped her planners on the table. “What a mess.”

      “What now?” Abigail asked, pouring herself another cup of coffee from the pot on the warmer. “With Lita, it’s always something, and the something is regularly a crisis.”

      Madison frowned and scribbled in one of her notebooks before looking up. “Well, this time it seems it really is a bit of a crisis. And I guarantee you’re not going to like it much.”

      Elise slid into the chair next to C.C. and took a blueberry muffin from the basket on the table. “Well? Spit it out already,” she said when her sister didn’t offer any further information. “What’s got Lita’s undies in a wad this time?”

      “Give me a minute, wouldja? I’m getting to it. It’s just that it involves…Divia Larson,” she replied, then winced when their grandmother spoke up.

      “Oh for the love of mud!” Abigail shouted. “What’s the wicked witch of the South done now? I swear, if she does anything to ruin this year’s festival, I just might wring her scrawny neck with my bare hands. And I’ll enjoy every minute of it.”

      “Time out,” C.C. said, making a T with her hands and looking back and forth between Madison and Abigail. “Just to be clear, we don’t like Divia Larson, right? She’s the hideous gold-digger you were talking about last night, the one that married Miss Abby’s high school sweetheart?”

      Madison began to laugh and then abruptly sobered at the look on her grandmother’s face. “Yes. Garrett Larson married her several years ago, and they own Third Coast Winery in south Texas.”

      Elise nodded. “Divia tends to think she’s an expert on just about everything and will tell you so in the most civilized yet cutting fashion. She is extremely difficult to take.”

      “Duly noted,” C.C. said and waved a hand in Madison’s direction. “Proceed.”

      “Okay, it seems Divia, the diva, is less than pleased with the placement of their booth. She’s demanding that Third Coast be moved to a better location.”

      Abigail growled. “What in hell is wrong with that woman? She’s a prima-donna with no damn good reason to be. Worthless chit.”

      “Where is she wanting us to move them? And are there even any open booths left?” Elise asked. “Because we are not shuffling around any other group just to pacify Divia Larson.”

      “As of two days ago, we were completely full.” Madison sighed and tapped her pen on the table in frustration. “However, we had a cancellation yesterday, so technically, we could move Third Coast to that now open booth. But…”

      Elise narrowed her eyes at her sister. “But what?”

      “The cancellation was Cactus Flats Winery.”

      “What?” Abigail shouted.

      “No way.” Elise shook her head. “Absolutely not.”

      “I don’t see that we really have a choice,” Madison said with a sigh. “I mean, we’d do it for anyone else.”

      “What?” C.C. asked. “What am I missing?”

      Madison sighed. “Moving Third Coast to Cactus Flats’ vacated spot would put them on the main thoroughfare kitty-corner to River Bend’s booth.”

      “That’s all we need is that horrible woman just across the aisle taking verbal potshots at us all day long,” Elise said with a frown.

      “This festival is so new, El. It’s only a few years old and already competing with the larger food and wine festivals around the area. And there’s been talk of Delphine hosting it again next season.”

      “So?” Elise asked. “What does that have to do with not wanting Third Coast just across the midway from us?”

      Madison sighed again. “As a sponsor and co-organizer of this year’s event, River Bend can’t afford to get the reputation for playing favorites. The festival is just now receiving some great, much-needed press. And I’ve been approached about us doing it again next season, should this year’s festival be a success.”

      Abigail set her cup down with a clatter. “Okay, while I’m not happy about having that woman within spittin’ distance of our booth for the entire weekend, Maddy’s right. We’re going to have to pull on our big-girl panties and get over it. Jackson may have to arrest me when I fail to restrain myself and do that woman some serious bodily harm, but we’re going to have to let ‘em move.”

      “Let who move?” Laura asked coming in from the kitchen with Ross following close behind.

      “And where are they moving to?” Ross added.

      “Divia Larson,” Elise replied, as if that should be enough said.

      “Uh-oh,” Ross commented, sitting down at the head of the table. “What’s she done now? The festival hasn’t even gotten underway. How can she be causing trouble already?”

      Elise wrinkled her nose. “Please. What part of ‘it’s Divia Larson’ did you not get? The woman can cause trouble without breaking a sweat.”

      Madison pulled out the booth chart from her humungous planner and explained the dilemma to Ross and their mother as she had the rest of the group.

      When she’d finished, Laura nodded and put a hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “You’re right, of course, Mom. We’re going to have to let them move if there’s an open spot. As unpleasant as it might be, we’ll just have to take the high road and make the best of it.”

      Ross nodded, but his look was skeptical. “And maybe she’ll be so focused on her own booth that she won’t have time to harass anyone else.”

      “Ha! When pigs fly,” Abigail replied. “That woman will make time to harass everyone else.” When Laura gave her shoulder another squeeze, she relented. “But like you said, we’ll just have to try to ignore her and concentrate on having the best booth of the festival. Speaking of which, let’s get this meeting started. Maddy, you take point and give us the rundown of where we stand.”

      Madison nodded and flipped several pages in her planner. “Okay, following the theme of ‘Bountiful Fall Harvest’ we’re going all out this year with a rustic makeover for the booth. I’ve got dried corn stalks and pumpkins for the stand. We’ll decorate with baskets filled with ears of corn, gourds, dried flowers, that sort of thing. And of course, River Bend wine.”

      “That sounds fun,” C.C. said. “Very country fair chic.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” Madison said with a smile. “We’ll
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