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      Three years of sharing morning coffee had taught Vivian Rhodes to read Matteo Santoro’s moods like vintage reports, and this morning, something was off.

      She adjusted her lightweight cardigan against the crisp November air as she and Matteo walked the familiar property line between Meadowbrook Estate and Adelaide’s Creek vineyard.

      Her mind was already running through her mental checklist of the day ahead. Twenty-four guests arriving this afternoon for Thanksgiving lunch meant every detail had to be perfect, from the antipasto course to the wine pairings Nono Antonio would inevitably critique.

      The rolling hills of California wine country stretched around them, morning mist still clinging to the valleys where neighboring vineyards dotted the landscape like green jewels. The Sierra Mountains rose in the distance, their peaks catching the first golden light of dawn.

      “The Bellucci olive oil arrived yesterday,” she said, stepping carefully around a loose stone in the path that bordered both their properties. “I thought we’d use it for the bread service. You know your father. He only wants the best for his friends.”

      Matteo’s response was a distracted “Hm,” his gaze fixed on the valley below where Adelaide’s Creek spread across the hillside.

      Something in his tone made her pause mid-step. She followed his gaze to the rebuilt house nestled among the recovering vines, its fresh stucco walls catching the golden morning light.

      “Eight bedrooms seem excessive for four boys,” she said lightly as she teased him, thinking of Matteo’s sons, who had lost their mother in the fire that destroyed the house and outbuildings on Adelaide’s Creek. For the past three years, they had filled her home with life. “Are you planning to take in boarders?”

      A flush crept up Matteo’s neck. “It’s a good investment. The boys need space to grow.” His voice carried that defensive edge it always did when anyone questioned his decisions about Adelaide’s Creek.

      They reached the fence overlooking his property, and Vivian gripped the wooden rail, admiring the neat rows of replanted vines. Three years of careful cultivation had brought them back to life. Soon they’d be producing again.

      “It really is beautiful, Matteo. Your father must be so proud of what you’ve⁠—”

      “The house is ready.” His words cut through her observation like a blade. “We can move back after New Year.”

      The words hit her like a physical blow. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think past the sudden ringing in her ears. After New Year. Six weeks away.

      She kept her grip on the fence rail, grateful for something solid to anchor her as the world seemed to tilt sideways. Somehow, she managed to keep her voice level. “That’s…that’s wonderful news. The boys must be eager to get back home.”

      But even as she said it, her mind was racing. It meant no more shared morning coffee on the Meadowbrook terrace. No more bedtime stories with all seven children piled into the living room. No more family dinners around her grandmother’s dining table, which somehow accommodated everyone.

      No more Matteo bringing her fresh lavender from the garden with that soft smile that made her forget to breathe.

      The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken truths. She could feel Matteo’s eyes on her, could sense the tension radiating from him, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Not yet. Not when she was still reeling from his decision to move back to Adelaide’s Creek, the reality she’d always known was coming but never truly prepared for. After the fire, it had seemed natural—neighbors and friends pulling together. Matteo had been Ethan’s best friend, their children had grown up side by side, and moving under one roof had felt like the logical thing to do. If she was honest, having Matteo and his boys in the house had been a blessing in disguise, giving her strength to navigate the farm and the children even while he carried his own loss and grief.

      Six weeks. That’s all the time she had left of this life they’d built together. Six weeks of family dinners and shared responsibilities and the comfortable domesticity that had somehow become the foundation of her happiness.

      “The children will be excited,” Matteo said finally, his voice carefully neutral. “Daniel’s been asking about his old room.”

      Had he? Vivian couldn’t remember Daniel mentioning it, but then again, maybe she’d been too caught up in her own contentment to notice his oldest son’s restlessness. The thought made her stomach clench with guilt.

      “Of course,” she managed, proud of how steady her voice sounded. “It’s natural for them to want to go home.”

      “Have you told the boys yet?” The question slipped out before she could stop it. “About the timeline?”

      Matteo shifted beside her, and she caught the slight shake of his head in her peripheral vision. “Not yet. I wanted to… I wanted to tell you first.”

      The admission should have warmed her, but instead it only highlighted how completely he’d caught her off guard. He’d been planning this for weeks, maybe months, while she’d been living in blissful ignorance.

      “They’ll need time to adjust,” she said carefully. “Daniel especially. You know how he processes change.”

      “I know.” His voice was quiet. “I’ll talk to them this weekend.”

      Home. The word tasted bitter on her tongue. When had Meadowbrook Estate stopped being just her family’s property and become home to all of them? When had the sound of Daniel reading to the four-year-old Luca become as essential as her morning coffee? When had Gianni’s questions, his curiosity at six, surpassing those of many children she knew—about everything from grape varieties to why the sky was blue—become the soundtrack to her days.

      She thought about the logistics, the practical matters that would need handling. It was easier to focus on those than the gaping hole his absence would leave in her daily life.

      “Will you need help coordinating with the movers?” she heard herself ask, proud of how steady she sounded. “I know some reliable companies from when we moved the event equipment to Adelaide’s Creek.”

      There was a pause before he answered. “That’s…that would be helpful. Thank you.”

      The formality in his tone made her chest ache.

      She thought about last Tuesday evening when Luca had scraped his knee on the terrace steps. Matteo had been the one to clean the wound while she held the sobbing four-year-old, but it was her gentle kiss to his scraped knee that had finally stopped the tears. The way they’d worked together so naturally, with him cleaning and bandaging while she soothed and comforted, had made her feel like they were real parents, like a real couple. She’d looked up to find Matteo watching her with an expression so tender, it had stolen her breath, and for a moment, she’d forgotten they were just…what? Friends? Housemates? Co-guardians navigating shared tragedy?

      Now, she wondered when she’d started thinking of his children as hers and vice versa. When had Tyler, barely older than Gianni, begun asking Matteo to help with his Math homework instead of her? When Sabrina had started insisting that “Papa Matteo” tuck her in on nights when Vivian was busy with Adelaide’s Creek events?

      Papa Matteo. Her daughter’s name for him, spoken with such casual affection—had nearly brought tears to Vivian’s eyes when she’d heard it. It happened only once, but it was enough to stir an emotion she’d been ignoring for months.

      A sudden gust of wind swept across the hillside, stronger than she’d expected. The fence rail seemed to shift under her grip, or maybe her hands had simply gone numb from holding on so tightly. She swayed slightly, caught off balance by both the wind and the weight of her thoughts.

      “Careful.” Matteo’s hand was suddenly warm against the small of her back, steadying her with a touch that was both gentle and sure.

      The contact sent heat racing through her like wildfire. Through the soft wool of her cardigan, she could feel the warmth of his palm, the slight roughness of fingers calloused from years of vineyard work. For a heartbeat that stretched into eternity, she let herself lean into that touch, let herself imagine what it would feel like if he never had to pull away.

      Her heart hammered against her ribs, so loud, she was certain he could hear it. When was the last time a man’s touch had affected her like this? Even in the early days with her husband, she couldn’t remember feeling this electric awareness, this desperate need for more contact.

      “Thank you,” she managed quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

      
      Matteo stood on the terrace long after Vivian had disappeared through the French doors, staring at the space where she’d been. The morning air felt colder without her presence.

      What have I done?

      He forced himself to move toward the storage shed where Vivian kept the outdoor furniture. Twenty-four guests meant every table and chair needed to be arranged under the oak trees.

      This would be the last time he had the right to set up her tables, knowing exactly how she preferred everything positioned.

      He pulled the first table from the shed. How many times had he done this? For birthday parties and harvest celebrations, quiet Sunday dinners, and impromptu gatherings. Each time, Vivian had worked beside him with that quiet efficiency he’d come to admire.

      Partners. They’d become partners without him even realizing it.

      As he positioned the table under the largest oak, a memory surfaced of last month when he’d found Vivian at dawn making fresh pasta for thirty people, flour in her hair. She’d offered him that soft smile that made his chest tight. “Coffee?” she’d asked, as if it were natural to find her cooking for an army. When a strand of hair had escaped her ponytail, he’d almost reached out to tuck it behind her ear. Almost.

      How many times had he caught himself reaching for her?

      “Can we help set up, Uncle Matteo?”

      He turned to find Tyler bouncing on his toes, already dressed in the button-down shirt Vivian had laid out for
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