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      Praise for Grape Juice

      “This book was basically tailor-made for me: a sexy European romance that had me feeling like I’d escaped to France from the very first page.”

      —Marisa Meltzer, bestselling author of Glossy and It Girl: The Life and Legacy of Jane Birkin

      “Grape Juice is the romantic fantasy that has me refilling my glass time and time again.”

      —Jamie Beck, photographer and New York Times bestselling author of An American in Provence

      “Our heroine seduces us in a feast of glamorous gluttony. Grape Juice begs to be read ravenously.”

      —Rachel Seville Tashjian, fashion critic at The Washington Post
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      I don’t know the part about the knees yet. No one has told me that the grapes here will grow so close to the ground. That we’ll all be clipping riesling in these primal postures—doubled over like we’ve been sucker punched, like we’re praying. Then again, no one has told me much of anything, really—save for when to board my flight, how to get where I’m going.

      I travel to Alsace by way of Paris. Upon landing, waking to announcements in a foreign language, I pause to marvel at the flight attendants—how brilliantly, impossibly untarnished they seem, even postvoyage. Pristine and postured, hair slicked back, all of their figures shaped like bobby pins.

      In my comparative state of disarray, I press on: collect my bags, depart from the airport, board a four-hour commuter train from Gare de Lyon to a station called Saint Joseph. A tiny blue Fiat awaits me in the parking lot, just as my email instructions had promised. The car looks like it’s been through the wash one too many times—darling in a way that suggests it might just short out in the middle of the highway.

      A small woman with a cropped gray bob sits in the front seat, typing arrhythmically with her pointer fingers on her iPad. Beatrice. She’s the winemaker’s sister, who I’ve been told manages operations for the domaine.

      I tap at the window to get her attention, and she looks at me blankly before sitting up with so much enthusiasm, her body jerks against her still-buckled seat belt. Once she frees herself, she hobbles out of the driver’s seat and nearly skips around the front of the car to kiss me on both cheeks. “Alice, she’s here! In the flesh!” she cries as if announcing my presence to some invisible third party. “Oh, bienvenue! Welcome! Our only American!”

      She holds my face, sizing me up in an entirely unapologetic once-over, and I feel my cheeks heat. “Don’t worry, we’ll build you some muscle this month, chérie.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Beatrice!” I say with a grin before berating myself silently for reverting to English. How easy it is to fancy oneself worldly—non-American, at least—until on foreign soil.

      “Please, please, you call me Bea. Everyone does. Are we ready?”

      I nod, and she rolls my suitcase to the back of the car and hoists it into the trunk, with far more umph than one might expect from a woman of her size, before parading back to the front seat. “Off we go! So, shall we speak in English or in French?”

      “Français, s’il vous plaît,” I mutter, flinching at the clumsiness of my accent. “A bit slowly, if you don’t mind . . .”

      She smirks knowingly. Then, steadily, with care to enunciate, she begins to deliver her opening sermon: There are a handful of us here right now for the grape harvest, les vendanges. An Italian, a German, an Australian, and, well, the French. There is just one other woman, so we’ll share a room, while the men are split between the two larger ones on either side of the same hallway. Everyone is close to me in age—late twenties, she suspects—so she imagines we’ll get on just fine. Antoine, the winemaker, lives with Bea in a smaller cottage just about a kilometer away.

      For the duration of harvest, she will prepare our meals; we’ll eat every night at the house, and lunch will be served in the vines. Breakfast, however, is our responsibility—coffee is available in the kitchen, she’ll show me where, and we’ll need to be dressed, fed, and ready to go by 6:00 a.m. each morning.

      In the midst of my furious attempts at translation, I marvel that her words have no borders, no stops and starts. It’s like she’s speaking in cursive.

      I’m already plenty familiar with the basic contours of wine harvest: Annually, volunteers flock to a region during the three-odd weeks when the area’s grapes grow maximally ripe. Pick too early, and they’re sour. Pick too late, and they’re overly sweet, too high in sugar. But much like flowers, grapes cut from their stems begin to wilt. So the race isn’t merely about separating bunches from vines; it’s about pressing, de-stemming, sorting, and barreling—all before the fruit has the chance to go leathery.

      The other volunteers, I assume, will have their own reasons for attending: things to run from, things to run toward, French to practice, dirt to touch. And I, well, I’m here because I was asked. My boss, a prominent enough wine importer, had offered—nearly mandated, without solicitation—a round-trip flight to France in the hopes that I might spend time with one of his producers and learn something about the terroir to bolster my sales pitches back home.

      It all came about with little ceremony: He’d sent me an email just two weeks ago with the subject line “RE: WINE HARVEST” followed by characteristically spare body copy: “Three and a half weeks in Alsace. Lots of manual labor. Will probably change your life. You in?”

      I’d hesitated, but what kind of good protagonist declines an opportunity like that? Evidently, even my employer could sense that I was no longer a particularly likable main character (I did not disagree). And this seemed like the sort of thing that might improve my sense of scale or perhaps my whole personality.

      By the time Bea and I putter onto the property, the sky has shifted to the gauzy prologue to darkness. In places like this—various vineyards I’ve visited for work—the sun always seems to take its time absconding, the opposite of an Irish exit. Departures are drawn out and loud, full of handshakes and promises of future plans.

      Here, in the diluted glow, a long wooden table stands in front of a big farm-style residence. Around it, a buzzing flurry of people at work, most freshly showered, with wet hair and crisp shirts. They lay out silverware, water pitchers, and dishes, oscillating back and forth from the kitchen.

      “Perfect timing.” Bea deposits my suitcase at my feet. “I’ll show you to your room, then you can come down for dinner and meet the group.”

      I trail behind her as we enter the foyer, which is lined with what look like hundreds of pairs of work boots—Blundstones and tall rubber wellies—all of them slathered in a dusty casing of dried mud. The stairs are dark and wooden, and my room is no different. Inside, four twin beds are arranged in opposite corners, and a square window frames a vineyard view so picturesque, it almost seems trite. A little worn desk sits beneath the sill. On it, a mug nesting a toothbrush is surrounded by the general debris of Girl: face lotion, nail clippers, hairbrush, small tube of sun lotion.

      Bea points out the bathroom, small and mirrorless, right across the hall. I’ll share it with all of the other volunteers, she explains, so we’re to keep our showers to under six minutes each.

      “Anything else you need at the moment?” she asks.

      “Non, merci!” Even as I catalog the visual details of the space, I’m struggling to latch on to the fact that it’s not someone else’s anecdote.

      “Why don’t you gather yourself, then come meet us downstairs?” She shuts the bedroom door gently behind her.

      I can feel the weight of the day’s travel tugging at my eyelids—the fatigue that accompanies so much newness, the reshuffling of time. But the thrum downstairs beckons, vibrating almost like some benign beehive.

      Naturally, I’m well aware that arriving anywhere fresh, inserting oneself into its machinations, is a difficult affair. Right now, I’m loitering at the edge of some new and not-yet-infiltrated group, feeling othered for it. The sentiment is somewhere between loneliness and intimidation. A meager dose of optimism in there too, maybe. I close my eyes—just for a moment—but as soon as I do, the door flings open to reveal a beaming redhead, her hair braided into a crown.

      “I’m Ruby!” Her Australian accent is thick, and her hands are on her hips. “Welcome to the animal house!”

      “Alice. Hi.” I hold out my hand with a laugh.

      She marches over and hugs me effusively, ignoring my corporate, outstretched palm. “I sleep on that bed right there, and we keep a flashlight over by the door in case you need to use the loo in the night. It’s dark, so trust me, you’ll need it. Oh, and it gets chilly in the evenings, but it’s hot as hell the rest of the time so, ya know, dress accordingly. Anyway, glad to have you. Felt like bad luck to have an empty room.”

      Already, being near Ruby is like absorbing caffeine through osmosis. I like her instantly. “So glad to meet you! How long have you been here?” I match her enthusiasm as best I can—a fool’s errand, I can already surmise.

      “About three weeks. I’d been doing some wine work over in the Adelaide Hills in Australia, so I decided it was about time to spend the summer on a French vineyard or two. Ya know, for context. This is actually the third winery I’ve worked with since June. But hey, enough about me. I hear you’re from New York, right? Never been! Anyway, how’s your French?”

      Her sentences come out like DJ mash-ups, each bit of information delivered in remix form.

      “It’s . . . rusty, but sometimes I surprise myself. It helps when I’m drinking . . . or I’m in a moving vehicle.” I laugh. “Makes it all sound more fluid.” Really, my French improves any time I stop listening to myself, but that hardly feels worth unpacking out loud.

      “Couldn’t understand ya more, honeybee. Mine’s the same. It’s improved heaps since I’ve been here, but most of the Frenchies have decent English, some better than others. And we’ve got internationals too.” Already, she seems so settled here, a fixture of the place—comparatively, anyway.

      “Ah, thank God.”

      “And you’re here for work? Pleasure? Love? Material?”

      “Work.” I drop my gaze. Decidedly the least sexy of her offered options. “My boss sent me. He distributes Antoine’s wines in the US.”

      In truth, Alec, said boss, is hardly dull: He, of the famed Alec Golde Selections, spends his weeks marauding back and forth to Chablis and Emilia-Romagna, charming winemakers into offering him custody of their bottles in exchange for the assurance that he’ll make them Burgundy Rich, while I—a “rep” by trade and by accident—hawk his wares in New York.

      Nearly two years prior, I’d been Alec’s waitress at a French restaurant in Fort Greene, and at the start of his meal, he’d asked me the difference between two sparkling options. I’d said that one tasted like unripe clementines and the other like whispering. Whether or not my customers enjoyed this particular mode of wine discourse, it seemed apparent that few among them truly knew the meaning of oxidative either way.

      “The second is saltier, of course,” I’d added.

      “Interesting. I don’t think of Pineau d’Aunis as a particularly coy or quiet grape,” he’d said.

      “Nobody whispers about boring things,” I’d replied conspiratorially, and he’d offered me a job on the spot.

      In my experience, people were always trying to rescue servers from the plight of serving, when in reality, it was a perfectly solid and entirely lucrative profession that did not feel akin to a slow-burn lobotomy in the way I imagined so many others might. In any case, I’d said yes. It’s nice to be rescued sometimes—even if from nothing.

      Within the first few months of working for Alec, I learned that he had a sweet, obsessive quality about him: a tendency to carry on with games of backgammon until 3:00 a.m., a daily squash regimen, a set of his own pool cues, which he gleefully toted between dive bars. With no sport at hand, he would busy his fingers rolling cigarettes, palming tobacco from a plastic pouch. He’d gladly tell anyone who asked that he’d had a nasty narcotics problem, enjoyed a brief incarceration stint, obtained a handful of lightly regrettable tattoos, then reemerged as the largest natural wine importer in the Western Hemisphere.

      “Not a bad boss, eh?” Ruby prods, interrupting my silent, jet-lagged soliloquy.

      “Can’t complain,” I say through a stifled yawn. “Sorry, long day of travel.”

      “The wine’ll help, don’t worry.” Ruby puts a hand on my shoulder. “You ready for your debut?”

      I nod my consent, and she squeezes my arm before skipping down the stairs. I trail behind and hear her mimic a trumpet noise with her mouth: “Hear ye, hear ye. Écoutez! Alice has arrived! Elle est arrivée!”

      As I join her, she crosses her ankles, bows deeply, and sweeps an arm out in front of her in a sloppy curtsy. I can’t help but grin as I take stock. Bea winks at me from the stove, where she tastes pasta sauce in a stained apron, looking so en place here, it’s as if she’s come up through the floorboards.

      “Ciao, bellisima!” a lanky boy calls out, loping over in nothing but athletic shorts and a leather vest, several necklaces armoring his sternum. He kisses me on both cheeks then holds me back to look at me from arm’s length. “You are bellisima! Thank God,” he nearly shouts in a sloped Italian accent. “We need more beautiful girls around if we’re ever going to pick all these grapes without dying of boredom.” I roll my eyes and laugh cautiously.

      His name is Pietro, he explains, hardly breathing between clauses, and his father is a rather prominent businessman in Milan. Earlier that year, at the ripe age of twenty-two, he’d been offered a banking internship for the summer via his father’s valuable connections . . . though he’d threatened to run away to Slovenia were he pressed to go through with it. Instead, he’d found work doing vineyard labor here, which was not exactly as good for his CV but might build character all the same—or so his father supposed.

      While he speaks, he gesticulates so effusively, he seems to be whirring.

      “Cool it, ragazzo. Catch your breath. You’ll scare off the American girl.” Another boy nudges in, holding a stack of cloth napkins. His English is excellent—nimble and well trained even under the tint of his French accent, like he knows how to say what he means. His hair tumbles out from under a navy logo-less baseball cap like cartoon waves, and his shirt, a short-sleeved button-down, is the same color as Bea’s Fiat—a milky weathered blue, shallow like puddles.

      “She’s a New Yorker, not an American!” Ruby shouts over her shoulder from the opposite side of the kitchen, sawing away at a baguette.

      “OK, New York.” He takes me in from the ground up, his gaze rising like helium, eyes as blue as his collar. “Welcome. I’m Henri.”

      I test out the H-less pronunciation in my mouth: Aaaahnrree.

      “Alice. Enchanté.” I hold his eye contact.

      “Ah, the accent is not so bad, she speaks some French! Elle parle français.” He grins mischievously. “Can she set a table too?” He thrusts the napkins into my arms and gestures toward the door.

      I turn on my heels and march outside, clutching the cloth, oddly reluctant to break away. There is something distinctly non–New York about him. He’s tall and sturdy, tan in a way that suggests he’s never been anything but, has never been indoors too long. No visible tattoos, no status sneakers, no designer T-shirt. Bare feet, freckles. He is, it seems, without angles. Not sanded down, exactly, but polished—as if by water.

      Outside, the table has nearly reached its final form. Silverware lies at the ready, mismatched juice glasses scattered like mancala pieces. Candles and lanterns are lit. “Coucou!” I hear Bea cry from the kitchen. “Le dîner est prêt, dinner time, on doit manger!”

      I watch apprehensively as the crowd assembles, unsure where to place myself. Are there designated seats? A stout, dark-haired boy in an Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt emerges from behind me, cradling several dusty bottles of wine.

      “I see the American is here,” he says in a German accent as he places one in front of me. “I’m Julian. Nice to meet you.”

      “She’s a New Yorker, not an American.” Henri’s voice pipes into my left ear as he slides onto the bench beside where I’m standing. “Have a seat, Alice.” He taps the space next to him. It’s an oddly intimate gesture, and I’m suddenly self-conscious, fighting the urge to glance around to see if perhaps there’s another Alice in the vicinity.

      As I settle in, Julian arranges himself across from me and proceeds to explain, without solicitation, that he is enrolled in viticulture school in Germany. This is his final internship before he can start making wine of his own. He speaks in brusque, geometric English.

      “Has a bit of an ego, that one,” Ruby whispers, sidling up to the place setting on my other side. “Thinks he knows best in a man-who’s-never-had-a-real-job way.” I bite back a smile.

      Once the table is fully set and occupied, the whole tableau is impossibly striking. It has the dreamy, slippery quality of a memory, some re-creation of a bygone scene: seven seats, a mess of plates, all of it flanked by vines, multilingual chatter, the warm breath of late summer air.

      In French, vu is the past tense for “to see,” like déjà vu. When I first started learning the language in college, the past tense had stuck with me more firmly than the present. For months, I phrased everything like a long-gone missive. Like something remembered rather than something transpiring. That’s what eating dinner in Alsace tonight looks like to me—something remembered.

      “Julian, tell us what we’re drinking,” a voice booms out of the near darkness, first in English, then again in French. The pronouncement comes from a man who is now looming over the farthest end of the table. He is tall and wide with a scar shaped like a comma above his left eyebrow and a dark, woolly beard. He has on overalls with plastic buckles at the shoulders, the legs tucked into knee-high rubber boots.

      “Have you met Antoine yet?” Henri whispers.

      I shake my head.

      In blocky, German-washed French, Julian answers: “All Loire Valley stuff tonight. Whites.”

      “Ahh, interesting,” Antoine muses. “I suppose we’ll have to ask the new girl to blind taste.”

      He strides over, growing larger as he nears, and kisses me on both cheeks with a warm, thunderous laugh. He looks like Santa Claus in his early forties, if Santa Claus went to the gym. “We’re so glad to have you. Our first American!” He places a glass in front of me. “Alec says you’re his favorite. And your boss is the reason we can afford this house.” He laughs, pouring from a bottle Julian passes his way, carefully covering the label with his opposite hand. “By the time you leave, you’ll be able to blind taste vintages. But for now, let’s just start with the grape.”

      I can feel the chill of a dozen eyes trained carefully on me, and my heart rate quickens. This is not an unfamiliar practice for me, but I’m unaccustomed to the audience. I close my eyes and inhale from the glass through my nose, take a sip, aerate, swallow.

      Henri’s voice, hot in my ear: “You know, you don’t have to close your eyes to blind taste.”

      My eyelids shoot open, glare at the ready, and Ruby punches him in the shoulder from behind my back.

      I turn my attention to Antoine, eager to make a good impression. “It’s Chenin. Loire? I guess they’re all Loire, Julian already said that.” I shift my eyes back to my glass. “It might be blended with something else, but I’m not sure. Can’t be more than two years old?” I look up at Antoine nervously, wondering if he, too, can hear my heartbeat.

      “And what do you think? Do you like it?” Antoine asks.

      “It tastes like . . . the sound a bell makes.”

      He shakes his head back and forth slowly, and a grin spreads wide across his face. He picks up the bottle and holds the label for me to see. Chenin—nearly four years old, single-variety.

      “Close enough, you pass!” He fills my glass and hands the bottle back to Julian to distribute at the table. “Well done! Alec told me to write down everything you say—I suppose now I know what he meant.”

      I beam, my cheeks growing warm. Oh, to be praised at this table, of all the tables in the world.

      “Pas mal, New York, not bad,” Henri whispers, elbowing me gently in the ribs.

      Antoine claps me on the back, then straightens to return to his seat. “I think you’re going to like it here,” he says over his shoulder.

    
  
    
      
        II

      
      The following morning, when my alarm sounds, it’s still dark. Ruby switches on a lamp, and in the half-light, we shrug into tall socks, shorts, tank tops, boots.

      “You’ll want another layer, it’s cold in the morning,” she advises just as we stumble out the door.

      The group convenes in front of the house at 5:45 a.m. Last night’s table is vacant now and damp with dew, like some relic of another era. It’s chilly outside, and all of us huddle together cloaked in sweatshirts and windbreakers, except Julian, who is filling massive plastic water bottles from a tap by the front door and placing them in a milk crate.

      Pietro, the animated Italian, ushers us toward a twelve-passenger van parked at the edge of the property, waving his arms in the air like human windshield wipers, keys in hand. “Get in, bella, this is the techno van,” he shouts across the lot, urging me forward with a toothy grin. “That just means it’s cool,” he explains. “When something is cool, my friends and I, we call it techno.”

      We file into the vehicle, which is caked in dried mud and littered with supplies: buckets, clippers, gloves, bottles of water. I Tetris my way into the back and onto a bench seat while Julian flops into the trunk.

      “Pardon, make room.” Henri’s boyish voice hits me like an amphetamine. At the sound of it, I’m awake.

      He wedges himself next to me
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