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      Felicity

      

      I turned thirty this morning and spent the first quiet moment of it standing at my bedroom window, looking out at the vineyard in the early light, lost in memories.

      This was not the life I'd planned at twenty-five. But it was mine.

      A crash from downstairs pulled my attention away. I pulled on the closest clothes I could find — yesterday's jeans, a sweater that may have been inside out — and went downstairs to find out what was going on.

      The stairs creaked as I made my way down to the kitchen. I paused in the doorway and took in the scene. Three guilty faces looked back at me from around the island. The look my siblings had been perfecting since childhood. As their oldest sibling, I had plenty of experience with their particular style of contrite expression.

      "Happy birthday!" they shouted, more or less in unison.

      I pressed my lips together in an attempt at sternness that I didn’t feel. "What did you break?"

      "Nothing," said Fallon, at the same moment Faith said, "Just a mug," and Francesca said, "It was already cracked."

      I stepped further into the kitchen. Francesca had laid out a spread of small plates across the counter—pastries from my favorite bakery that happened to be owned by my brother-in-law and assorted fruit. A bottle of Chateau Felicity sparkling wine  sat next to them, ready to be opened. Faith stood near the oven with a spatula in hand, her curly blond hair escaping its braid in several directions at once.

      "We made your favorite," Faith said. "Lemon blueberry scones."

      "Past tense?"

      "Present tense. Four more minutes. Everything is fine." She glanced at the oven in a way that suggested everything was not fine.

      "There was a situation," Francesca said. "The first batch didn't make it."

      "Hence the mug," Fallon added.

      “I’m not sure how they’re related?”

      "I panicked," Faith said.

      I looked at the three of them and felt the tension I'd carried down the stairs begin to ease. This was my family. I loved them even when they were chaotic. And this morning they were especially chaotic.

      "Where's Foster?"

      “He had a call with vendor,” Faith said. "He’s on his way.”

      "And Finn?"

      My sisters exchanged a look.

      "He texted," Faith said carefully.

      It touched my heart how they were always covering for their brother.

      "What did it say?"

      “’Be there soon. Forty-five minutes ago. From his studio, which is a three-minute walk."

      I sighed. "So Finn is Finn."

      I couldn’t blame him as he and his best friend Sierra had recently started dating. I was sure his tardiness was related to spending time with his love. A pang of longing hit my chest. All my siblings were grown up and partnered.

      I wanted that for myself.

      I shoved the rogue thought down as fast as it came. I was single for a reason. I’d fallen in love once too and it had ended in heartbreak. Never again. There wasn’t a person on earth who could possibly reach my carefully guarded heart.

      "Always," Francesca agreed. She expertly popped the cork on the sparkling wine as she spoke, demonstrating her competence as a sommelier.

      She poured generous portions in flutes and I joined my sisters for a toast.

      “Happy Birthday!” They chorused.

      I let myself soak in all the happiness of being with family. The past two years had been more than we anticipated after losing our parents suddenly in a car accident. I’d already been running the tasting room but had to step in and take over the entire winery operation while Foster moved back home from New York City to help me. Each of us siblings contributed in our own way and were finally seeing the results of our labor. The winery was close to being profitable after a time where we seriously thought we’d go bankrupt. We just needed the boost from the upcoming festival visibility and sales to get us in the black.

      The oven timer went off, pulling me from my thoughts. Faith retrieved the scones out with a triumphant sound that made Francesca wince. Fallon immediately leaned in to inspect them.

      "Perfect," she declared.

      Faith beamed like she'd won an award.

      We settled around the kitchen table with our wine, the scones, and the fruit plate Francesca had assembled. I took my usual seat at the kitchen table. We'd sat like this our whole lives. It was both achingly familiar and agonizingly painful to remember the loss of our parents.

      "Open mine," Faith said, sliding a small package across to me.

      Inside was a framed photograph. The six of us on the back porch at last year's harvest celebration. Someone had set up a timer and we'd crowded together — Finn grumbling, Faith trying to organize everyone, Fallon laughing at something off to the side. In the photo, I wasn't looking at the camera. I was looking at my siblings. And I was smiling in a way I rarely had since my parents died.

      "Faith." I didn't have more words than that.

      "I know," she said. "I thought you should have it."

      I set it where I could see it and reached over to squeeze her hand.

      Fallon's gift was a silk scarf in golds and greens that reminded me of our vineyard. I looped it around my neck and was rewarded by her smile. Fallon was sunshine personified.

      Foster chose that time to arrive, his phone pressed to his ear. His chinos and polo were perfectly pressed, the unexpected wolf tattoo on his forearm visible as he held his phone to his ear. He held up a finger at us to indicate just a moment, and stepped back into the hallway. Foster never stopped working. He was made for New York City and never quite shook that pace when he came home. He returned to the kitchen and pocketed his phone.

      “Happy birthday, older sister” he said, emphasizing older to tease me.

      “Just remember your turn is next,” I chided as I passed him a scone, still warm from the oven. "Who was on the phone?”

      He met my eyes. "Accountant stuff. Nothing we need to discuss today."

      Nothing for today. I understood. We'd talk later, after everyone else had gone home, like we always did. Just the two of us at this table, going over the numbers in low voices. That was how we managed things. Quietly, between the two of us, so our younger siblings didn’t have to worry.

      "Sit down," Faith told him. "Gifts, then scones, then we start the real birthday celebration.”

      “I thought this was the celebration. I have work to do today.”

      Faith waved me off. “Not today you don’t. We have it covered. You get to enjoy the day and we have a backyard barbecue planned  this afternoon. With lots of wine.”

      I leaned back in my chair and marveled at their thoughtful gift. Covering my responsibilities for the day so I could enjoy it was not expected. I hadn’t had a proper day off in three years. As much as I wanted to resist, a secret part of me cheered at the freedom to do exactly what I wanted for the day.

      Foster sat and accepted the wine Francesca poured for him without argument. I’d expect him to resist drinking wine at barely ten in the morning but he too seemed to relax into the day.

      Finn arrived eleven minutes later. The back door banged open the way it always did. He dropped into the last empty chair looking like he hadn't run at all despite being almost an hour late. Flannel shirt, faded tee, beard at the length that suggested he'd misplaced his razor again.

      "I'm here," he said.

      "We noticed," Francesca said.

      "Happy birthday, Felicity." He pushed a small wrapped package across the table. When I opened it, I found a bottle of his reserve mead. The batch he'd been telling me for months wasn't ready yet.

      "Finn. You said this wasn't ready."

      "It's ready." He smirked as he reached for a scone. “I want you to have the first taste.”

      He'd been nurturing that batch for eight months while telling me he hadn’t gotten it quite right. Just so he could surprise me for my birthday. For all his flaws, he was a good brother. Falling in love with Sierra was good for him and I was grateful to see his grumpy facade soften.

      Faith waited until Foster had pulled Finn into a conversation about the meadery before she leaned toward me.

      "Can I say something without you going into manager mode?"

      "You can try."

      "You look tired, Felicity."

      "It's barely ten in the morning."

      "That's my point." Her voice was gentle but she didn't look away. "We all see it, even if we don't say it. But today is your birthday. Your thirtieth. You're allowed to actually enjoy it." She raised her glass to clink mine. "Promise me you'll try."

      I opened my mouth to insist I was fine but decided against it. I’d said the words so many times they’d lost their meaning. I looked around the table instead. Foster making Finn laugh at something. Francesca and Fallon bickering good-naturedly over something I couldn’t hear. The photograph propped where I'd set it, all six of us, one ordinary afternoon that had become a fond memory.

      My family.

      “Okay,” I said. "I promise."

      Faith grinned. "Good. Because we're setting up the backyard party this afternoon and you are not allowed to supervise a single thing."

      “I can help,” I offered.

      Faith shook her head. “No way. This is our gift to you.”

      It was my milestone birthday and I only had one job which was to enjoy it. No managing, no planning, no keeping one eye on the next thing. Just for today, Felicity Dupont was officially off duty.

      I wasn't good at it. But somewhere between the second glass of sparkling wine, my siblings laughter, and Finn reaching for his third scone, I stopped trying to be.

      Thirty deserved at least that much.
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      Justin

      
      My gut swooped in anticipation as I passed the sign welcoming me to idyllic Harmony, California. The rolling hills and vineyards spread out in the valley beyond as the road led me closer to my assignment—and to the inevitable reality that came along with it.

      My editor at the paper promised me a softball of a story. One that would surely redeem my reputation after my exposé on the local restaurant scene led to the most famous chef in Los Angeles being fired. I still received hate mail for that story from the many readers who missed the beloved chef on the local food scene.

      I'd eagerly accepted this new assignment, relieved to be leaving Los Angeles for a while to profile a family-run winery. Siblings who had pulled together after their parents' death to keep their winery afloat and make amazing wine in the process. A couple of weeks hanging out, drinking wine, chatting with the family — it had seemed like a dream come true.

      What my editor failed to mention was that the winery was in Harmony, which was the exact town that the disgraced chef had retreated to, fallen in love in, and relocated. As the many complaint letters I'd received informed me — their favorite molé sauce was now a two-hour drive away.

      I should have been suspicious when, instead of giving me the name of the town, he simply gave me an address and assured me I couldn't miss my destination. A small, quiet town, he said. Perfect for disappearing into while the dust settled in L.A.

      I racked my brain to recall the name of the restaurant Chef Aidan worked at now, but came up blank. A billboard caught my attention as the road curved. A bottle of wine, an elaborate table of food, and the smiling face of the one man I wanted to avoid — Aidan Somers. The sign indicated I was just two miles from culinary nirvana. Checking the GPS, I confirmed my destination was also exactly two miles ahead.

      Damn it, Evan.

      I'd have to have a talk with him later. I'd thought the worst thing was being in L.A. with no escape from people who hated me. Now I was facing a much worse fate — two weeks in very close proximity with the one man who had the best reason to hate me.

      The Chateau Felicity sign came into view and my breath caught as the winery spread out below me. Perched at the top of the hill, I could see down into the valley to the vineyards that seemed to stretch for miles. A large white farmhouse sat in a clearing with smaller cottages sprinkled throughout the property. The whole thing looked like a postcard.

      This was where I'd be spending the next two weeks.

      I had rented a room at a local bed and breakfast, but it was too early to check in. And I liked the element of surprise. Felicity Dupont wasn't expecting me until tomorrow morning. Which was exactly why I was stopping by today — to introduce myself and get a feel for the story before the formal work began.

      I patted the small notebook in the breast pocket of my shirt. Many reporters preferred to record their interviews, but I maintained the classic reporter's notebook for the thoughts that came between sessions. I had an excellent memory and relied on recording only for formal interviews. Otherwise, I gathered information from as many sources as possible, including from my subjects when they were least expecting it. That strategy had won me a prestigious Press Club award. It had more recently made me the most hated man in L.A.

      I was here to tell the real story, not the pretty one my subjects often wanted to portray. Everyone had a story and it was my job to find it and tell it, consequences be damned.

      The dirt road was well maintained and led me to a junction — wine tasting room to the left, farmhouse to the right. The winery was closed on Mondays, so I turned onto the narrower road toward the house.

      I was surprised by the number of cars parked out front. There was music coming from the backyard, and balloons on the front porch. It seemed I’d stumbled into a party.

      I hesitated. There was a difference between knocking on a door and crashing a gathering. Still, I was a reporter. I smoothed my shirt and slacks, patted my notebook for courage, and strode to the front door with as much confidence as I could muster.

      When firm knocking produced no answer, my confidence began to slip and I reconsidered my plan. The chances of Aidan being somewhere in this gathering were high, and I absolutely did not want to face him yet. This early arrival was meant to catch Felicity by surprise — not me.

      The best course of action was retreat.

      I slunk back down the porch steps, eyes fixed on my car, and was so absorbed in making a clean exit that I failed to notice a large man until I walked directly into him.

      "Ooooof." His grunt sounded more surprised than angry, which was fortunate since he had fifty pounds on me, easily.

      "So sorry, I was just leaving⁠—"

      His boyish face scrunched into a confused frown. "You haven't even been to the party yet." He didn't wait for a response. He simply tugged my arm and pulled me toward the side yard. "I'm so glad I'm not the last one here. Felicity hates my habit of being late, but mead cannot be rushed."

      Based on my earlier research he must be Finn — the younger brother who'd revived the long-struggling meadery on the property last year. Before I could make my excuses, we were through the gate and an enthusiastic golden retriever was launching itself into Finn's arms.

      “Sunny!” Finn greeted the dog with equal enthusiasm.

      The resulting pause for Finn to bestow love on the
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