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            Chapter One

          

          AVA

        

      

    

    
      Weddings give me hives. For a start, it’s bad form to wear black and black is all I wear. Okay, I had a purple phase in my teens, by which I mean I still wore black, but I dyed my hair purple and cut it mohawk style. My dad said I should have gone the whole hog and shaved it off—better airflow for track. Then I won all my race meets and he stopped complaining.

      At fourteen, I painted my bedroom black. Thirteen years later, it’s primrose yellow because Mom finds black depressing. Can’t see that myself. Black is smart, simple, and efficient. Every item comes pre-coordinated: no fuss, just grab and go.

      Except when you’re at a wedding. Your big brother’s wedding at that. In the vineyard he now partially owns with his new bride. The ceremony was under an arbor built for the occasion from old, woven vines, the backdrop red-gold—the last of the fall leaves hanging in there so as to be as picturesque as possible for the happy couple. There’s a chill in the air but the sky is blue and there’s not a breath of wind. It’s beautiful. Perfect. I want to take a flamethrower to the whole scene.

      Okay, no … no I don’t. I’m super happy for my big bro, Nate. His last attempt at getting married ended with him being jilted the week before, so us Durants breathed a sigh of relief that this time he got to say “I do”—and to a girl who we all love almost as much as Nate does.

      Shelby’s cute and funny and way more relaxed than Nate. Which isn’t hard. When God was handing out the sweet treats of inner calm, Nate was loading up on a double helping of gristly determination with a side order of dried duty. As our family doctor says, “If there’s a type above Type A, Nate’s it.” Actually, he says that about our whole family, but this is Nate’s big day, so he gets singled out.

      Yep, it’s Nate and Shelby’s big ol’ wedding day and I’m wearing a dress that I bought in a hurry because—I may have mentioned this—everything I own is black. The dress is dark green and makes me look like I’ve been poisoned. I also did not follow Mom’s advice to take a shawl and now I’m blue with cold as well as poisoned-looking.

      We’re being ushered toward the barn for the reception, which means this wedding is not even halfway through. Shelby and Nate own pigs that Nate swears would eat a human if you let them. Has anyone ever committed suicide by pig? Asking for a friend.

      “You’re looking a little peaky, sis. One too many caramel apple martinis?”

      Danny. Durant sibling number three. Up from LA for the weekend. Makes the perfect usher because he comes across as charming. Don’t be deceived.

      “If you tell me we’re sitting together, I’ll brain you with an ornamental pumpkin.”

      “Nope,” says Danny, way too cheerfully. “Durant clan’s being split up. Tables are all a random mix and match. Idea being that we get to mingle, meet the other guests, make new friends.”

      Where did Nate say the pigsty was again?

      Danny runs his finger along the seating plan.

      “You’re on table three. Straight down, hang a left.”

      A brief lurch in my gut. What if he’s on the same table—?

      “You’re with Chiara,” says Dan, “Shelby’s brother Jackson, Ted, Ted’s girlfriend du jour, and a guy named Doug.”

      “The famous Toothless Doug?”

      “I didn’t ask him to open his mouth.”

      “Oh, Doug has a full set of teeth. Shelby told me.”

      “Huh,” says Danny. “Shelby and Nate’s kids are going to be pretty weird, aren’t they?”

      I don’t stay to answer because a queue is forming behind me. Everyone is eager to get into the warmth and start drinking in earnest. Or maybe that’s just me: the only person at this whole wedding who’s cold and morose.

      Ava, snap out of it. It’s the happiest day of your brother’s life. Just because your life is in the crapper doesn’t mean you can skulk about all green and pinch-faced like a vengeful enchantress. Do better.

      I make an effort to admire the barn. It’s cute. If you’re into décor based on an advertisement for pumpkin spice lattes. Loads of fairy lights strung from the rafters. Trestle tables covered in simple white cloths, tea lights, and flowers in jelly jars. Wine barrels with more jelly jars, surrounded by pinecones and the aforementioned ornamental pumpkins, a vegetable I don’t mind looking at as long as I don’t have to eat it.

      Shelby’s mom, Lee, did the décor. She’s an artist and moved up the coast when Shelby’s dad died from cancer, leaving Shelby to run Flora Valley Wines on her own. That’s how Shelby met Nate. He was brought in to manage the place when McRae Capital took a stake in it. That’s J.P. McRae, who’s two tables away, sitting with his wife. J.P.’s an old friend and former business partner of my dad’s.

      Yes, it’s a small world. But not small enough, apparently, for me to spot the one guy whose presence somewhere in this barn is partly responsible for my antsy mood. Last time he and I were in proximity, I asked him on a date. He turned me down—in a kindly manner, but as you know, a refusal no matter how polite often humiliates. I took the hint and backed off, kept my distance. That was two months ago, and I haven’t stopped thinking about him since.

      Damn it, I wish we were seated together so I could get that uncomfortable first-meeting-after-a-knock-back over with. I don’t know how I’ll feel about seeing him, and not knowing is one of the things I hate most in the world. After being rejected, of course.

      “Ava, how lovely to see you.”

      I know two people at table three, and this is one of them. Ted. Blond, foppishly handsome in that upper-class British way. Current owner of Bartons, a boutique hotel that would fit perfectly in cosmopolitan London but because it’s in the main street of small-town Verity, looks like it’s been beamed down from an alien planet. Its patrons are like aliens, too: rich, shiny, and mostly English with hee-haw accents. Ted doesn’t hee-haw. He’s much too smooth.

      Ted gestures to the woman sitting next to him.

      “Ava, may I introduce”—there’s an infinitesimal pause—“Imogen.”

      Imogen (because surely she would have protested if that hadn’t been her name, no?) twiddles her fingers in a wave. She’s anywhere between twenty-three and a Botoxed thirty-five. Glossy blonde hair. Slender, polished, extremely beautiful: an exact clone of every other woman Ted’s dated. We call them the Ted-ford Wives. Not that Ted’s about to marry any of them. I’m amazed he didn’t skip this wedding for fear of catching marital cooties.

      I see Chiara give me an eyeroll. She works for Ted at Bartons hotel and knows his ways. Chiara is one of Shelby’s two best girlfriends. She was born and brought up in Verity but isn’t destined to spend her life here. Chiara has ambitions, and the brains and looks to achieve them.

      “Ava, this is Jackson,” she says, “Shelby’s oldest brother. Jackson, this is Ava—”

      “Nate’s sister.” He reaches out a hand, smiling. “Yeah, I can spot the resemblance.”

      It’s true. Nate and I have basically the same face, plus Dad’s dark hair and cool blue eyes. Jackson Armstrong is big and burly, with pale blond hair and a beard. Looks nothing like his petite, strawberry blonde sister.

      “Whereas I’m the spitting image of my dad,” he says, then looks rueful. “He’d have loved today. He always thought this barn would make a great wedding venue. Isn’t that right, Doug?”

      “Sure,” says Doug.

      Doug’s a lean weather-beaten guy in his late fifties with a mustache that gives him a Sam Elliot vibe. All I know about him is that he does the mowing at the vineyard and occasionally helps out Flora Valley Wines’ cooper (that’s a barrel maker) and main handyman, otherwise known as the guy whose apparent invisibility is currently frying my brain.

      To distract myself, I say, “Okay, seriously, why do they call you Toothless Doug? You look like you’ve got a pretty good set of choppers there.”

      Doug grins, proving my point.

      “When I was a kid, I started a tooth collection—”

      “Not at all creepy,” remarks Chiara.

      “Animal teeth,” he explains, “from animals we hunted or found dead in the woods. Other kids used to bring ’em to me, too. Cleaned ’em up, made a box to put ’em all in. Thought I might make a necklace—”

      “Ugh.” Chiara shudders delicately.

      “We got a new dog, a Labrador called Maisie. She found my box of teeth and ate the lot.”

      “How can a dog eat teeth, Doug?” is Ted’s question. “They’re much harder than bones.”

      “Maisie kind of swallowed them whole, like kibble. I guess I hadn’t cleaned them all that well.”

      “Trip to the vet?” I ask.

      “Nope, she just—”

      “Don’t say it, Doug,” Chiara insists. “Ted’s very sensitive.”

      “My dear,” Ted protests. “I have done my fair share of mucking out.”

      “Is that what you call it in England?” says Chiara, with a lift of an eyebrow.

      “You still a hunter, Doug?” says Jackson. “I remember you taking me on a…”

      I tune out. Ted’s mention of mucking out reminded me too much of the other reason I’m not in a party mood. You see, until a couple of months ago, I used to work for a racing stable in Kentucky. I’ve been a horse lover since I was a kid—nothing but running and riding when I was growing up. Given I’m small, I thought I might be a jockey, but I found that world too cut-throat, so I became an exercise rider. My job was taking the racehorses for their morning workouts and teaching them the skills they’d need to win. I quit because my dad, Mitchell, developed a life-threatening heart condition, and all five of us Durant siblings rushed home to be with him and Mom. At least, that’s the reason I gave. In reality, it was a useful cover story. I didn’t choose to quit; I had to. I’d been finding the job more and more exhausting—crawling into bed at the end of every day and dragging myself out again in the morning. I quit because I couldn’t do the job and my bosses knew it. They knew I was worn out, like an old nag.

      Another reason why the last two months have sucked. I’m unemployed, I’m living back at my parents’, and I’m still exhausted. The tiredness just won’t go away. And I can’t tell anyone because that would be admitting weakness and defeat. A Durant would be voluntarily impaled inside an iron maiden before they let slip an iota of vulnerability. And I am a Durant through and through.

      Shit. Of course. Now that I’m at my absolute lowest ebb is the moment I finally spot him. Who’s he talking to? Oh. Right. Shelby’s mom, Lee. The artist. The very beautiful red-headed artist who’s in her late fifties but doesn’t look it. The very beautiful red-headed artist whose head is bending super close to his … and now he’s said something that’s made her laugh, and…

      “There’ll be dancing later. You can make your move then.”

      It seems Chiara is more interested in spying on me than discussing hunting. But then, as Nate’s pointed out, Chiara’s name doesn’t include the letters CIA for no reason: she’s got skills that make their top agents look like the Goonies.

      Thing is, being a Durant means you’ve spent your whole life honing your poker face. Don’t let anything show and you’ll always have the advantage.

      “My move?” I ask.

      “Don’t even try to out-bluff me,” says Chiara. “You’ve been looking around for him all evening because you’re still conflicted over how you feel about him. My advice is to stop wasting time and emotional energy and find out.”

      She makes a valid point. I hate her for it.

      “Have you ever seen Cam Hollander dance?” I ask.

      “Never,” says Chiara. “But you’re hardly one to fall at the first hurdle. If he doesn’t want to, invite him to join you at the mulled wine station.”

      “What if he says no? Again.”

      I’ve no doubt that Chiara knows about the knock-back. It happened at the Crush, the big community event when the Flora Valley grapes are pressed. And though I was convinced Cam and I were alone when I asked him out, I wouldn’t be surprised if Chiara somehow made a secret video recording.

      “He might,” says Chiara. “Then again, he might not. You’ll never know unless you try.”

      Another valid-yet-hateful point. I used to think of myself as brave, but lately, I’ve been a giant weenie. One little “no” and I retreated into my shell like a snail. I can blame my physical state but that’s not what’s holding me back. It’s fear that his rejection signals some greater deficiency in me than simply being tired and worn out. What if my life has peaked, and at only twenty-seven, I’m on the downhill slide?

      I wanted to know how I’d feel seeing him again, but to be honest, I don’t know. He’s over there with Shelby’s mother. Lee’s laughing and Cam looks like he’s won a prize. I don’t know what emotion I’m experiencing. Is it possible to simultaneously feel red-hot attraction and white-hot rage?

      “He looks pretty busy right now.” My poker face is set to rigid, but unfortunately so is my jaw, and the words come out with full giveaway grit.

      “Shelby says Cam and her mom have a special kind of friendship,” Chiara tells me.

      “How special?” I’m not even trying now.

      Chiara shrugs. “Well, if Cam used more words a day, we might have found out by now.” She gives me a small and only partially evil smile. “Guess we’ll have to rely on you to solve that little puzzle for us.”

      She picks up her empty champagne glass and emits some kind of telepathic signal because in an instant, a young server is at her elbow. It’s also possible no signal was required because Chiara is the most striking woman in the place by some margin. She’s wearing a pale gold camisole top and matching wide pants under a cream silk blazer. On her feet are stiletto pumps. If you broke off the heels, you could use them as knitting needles. Beside her, I feel small, green, and crumpled. Like a leprechaun who’s had a hard night.

      I look over at Cam again because I’m a glutton for punishment. He’s dressed in a shirt and tie, which he never is. His normal look is what my brother Nate calls “Survivalist Ken”, but that’s only because he’s jealous. Nate is six-feet easy, fit, and lean, but Cam Hollander is six-five and muscled like guys who do physical labor all day, every day. He has shaggy blond-brown hair and brown eyes. Shelby told me he’d been a soldier but said he doesn’t talk about that part of his life. Or any part of his life. He might have grown up in Wyoming, might not have, and I should really stop staring at him because he’s going to notice…

      He’s noticed. Shit.

      Okay, the worst thing that could happen now is that he nudges Shelby’s mom and they both have a good old chuckle at the cross, crumpled green chick.

      He doesn’t. He nods, once, and the corner of his mouth lifts ever so slightly. So slightly, I could be imagining it.

      “Move slowly,” says Chiara. “Softly-softly catchy big guy.”

      I hate her for knowing me better than I know myself. But the only outlet for my irritation is a stack of breadsticks, so I reach for one and give it a good hard snap.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.”

      Best man Danny is dinging a wine glass with a spoon.

      “The moment you’ve all been waiting for… The speeches!”

      I need another drink, but only Chiara seems to have the mindpower to summon servers.

      “Traditionally,” says Danny, “the father of the bride would give the first speech. At this time, we’d like you all to raise your glasses and toast the memory of Shelby’s dad and founder of Flora Valley Wines, the late Billy Armstrong.”

      “To Billy,” we all say.

      “And seeing as Billy couldn’t be with us today, we’re going to throw tradition to the wind and open instead with the mother of the bride,” says Danny. “Will you welcome to the mic, Lee Armstrong!”

      Applause and a few wolf whistles. The very beautiful red-haired artist who does not look her age gets up from the table and because I’m watching like a hawk, I see her rest her hand on Cam’s shoulder as she passes by him. Could be nothing. She could have been caught a little off balance and needed to steady herself. To me, though, the gesture looked affectionate, purposeful. Don’t worry, it said. I’ll be back soon.

      Without a word, Chiara hands me another breadstick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CAM

        

      

    

    
      I don’t mind speeches at weddings because they give me a break from small talk. Not that I’ve been to many weddings. Went to my older sister Blair’s … seventeen years ago now. I was about to turn eighteen. Still a kid. Enlisted in the U.S. Army the day after my birthday. No idea what I was in for.

      Blair’s had three kids since then. I’ve made barrels. Blair and her family live on a small homestead in Oregon, in a rustic cabin, surrounded by bees and chickens, and goats that they milk. I live in a shed. My second-best friend is a goose. My best friend is getting up on stage to make the first speech. She pats me on the shoulder as she passes. Her way of saying, “hang in there”. Lee knows I don’t do well in crowds.

      If I had my choice, I wouldn’t be here. Wouldn’t be wearing a shirt and tie that Shelby bought me. Goodwill can have them. Can’t think of when I’d wear them again. Shelby warned me that she and Nate had decided to mix up the guests, but she also promised not to sit me with strangers. Promised to sit me with Lee, the person I owe everything to.

      Lee’s up there talking about her late husband, Billy, Shelby’s dad. Shelby’s listening with a big smile and tears running down her cheeks. Nate’s got his arm around her. It’s only a handful of months since they met, and now they’re married. Guess that’s what happens when it’s true love. Some folks thought they should have waited, but what for? If you can’t see into someone’s soul right away, then when will you be able to?

      I saw into someone’s soul once, but it wasn’t love. It was … well, today’s not the day to think about it. Today’s all about happiness.

      Lee finishes her speech to a round of applause. She goes to hug the new bride and groom.

      “Shelby’s mom looks more like us than our own mom.”

      This is Izzy, Nate’s youngest sister. Twin to Max, sitting next to her. I’ve met them before, so not complete strangers. But I don’t know much about them except that they’re twenty-two, both at college, one studying science, one music. And they’ve got red hair, which prompted the comment about Lee. Izzy and Max have dark red hair, though, like a wet Irish setter. Lee’s is brighter. Like a maple leaf in fall.

      “You know genes are weird, Iz,” says Max. “You study them.”

      “I study nanotechnology, doofus. There’s some crossover if you’re into DNA nanotech,” says Izzy, “but I’m into environmental applications.”

      “Whatever,” says Max. “It’s all science.”

      “Sure,” says his twin. “Bob Marley, Black Sabbath, Beethoven—what’s the difference? It’s all music.”

      Max winces. “Point taken.”

      “But you’re right about genetics being weird,” says Izzy. “I mean, look at us Durants. Mom’s blonde and so’s Danny. You and I are red-haired like who knows who back down the ancestral line. Dad’s dark, like Nate and Ava. The gene pool works in mysterious ways.”

      Ava. Her name gives me a jolt. I saw her looking this way earlier. She seemed … unhappy, I guess. I don’t know her well enough to say. She gave me the opportunity to get to know her better and I turned her down. Tried to be kind about it, but…

      I hated that I hurt her, but it would have been dishonest to get her hopes up. I’ll never be anyone’s partner, and I’m okay with that. That’s just how some lives are meant to turn out. And geese are great company. Won’t hear a word against them.

      “Shame Billy isn’t here to see this, don’t you think, Cam?”

      This is Javi, short for Javier, who musters the vineyard workforce. Javi’s full-time job is actually concierge at Bartons hotel, but Ted, the owner, believes in giving back to the community so he gives Javi time off to rope in workers for those peak times. Flora Valley Wines is an organic, low-tech winery. We hand pick, and we crush by foot stomping. It was Billy’s idea to do it this way—the hard way, some might say. Probably why he and I got on so well.

      “Billy would be a blubbering mess,” I reply.

      “Any father would, seeing their daughter married.”

      Valentina, Javi’s wife, is the last person at our table for six.

      “Javi will cry like a baby when our girls are wed,” she adds. “All the way up the aisle, sobbing.”

      “Our girls are six and eight,” Javi protests. “You don’t even know if they’ll want to get married.”

      “I know you’ll cry como un bebé if they do,” says Valentina. “So that’s that.”

      “I’m not getting married,” says Izzy. “Stupid, outdated institution.”

      “Are you saying your older brother’s stupid?” says Max. “And everyone here who’s ever exchanged vows?”

      “Don’t try to pick a fight,” says Izzy. “If you’re bored, you can go play outside with the dogs.”

      “Shh,” says Valentina. “Your brother’s about to make his speech.”

      Nate’s up at the mic now. I look for Lee but she’s still at the top table, her arm around Shelby. Fair enough, I guess. It’s an emotional time for them and a big reminder of the hole Billy’s death left in their lives. I miss Billy, too, but sometimes I wonder what would have happened to me if it’d been Lee who got sick. Sometimes I feel like she’s the one person who’s kept me tethered to this Earth.

      Everyone’s laughing at a joke Nate’s made. When I first met Nate Durant, I didn’t take to him much. Found him high-handed. Thought he was the kind of guy that had to boss people around to puff up his own ego. Turned out he was having a hard time personally and was fighting his feelings for Shelby. Made him more than a little tense. He apologized to me for it. We get on fine now. Though he can still be kind of uptight.

      Nate passes the mic to his brother Danny. Handsome like all the Durants. Makes a killing repairing and dealing in classic cars down in LA. Has a touch of the showman to him.

      “He’s in his element,” Izzy confirms. “Dan loves an audience.”

      “Did you see the car he came up in?” asks Max. “It’s a Porsche 550 Spyder. Super rare. I googled it. They’re worth, like, three million bucks.”

      “What? Bullshit,” says Izzy. “It’ll be a replica.”

      “Shh!” hisses Valentina.

      Izzy shoots me an “oops” grin. Can’t help grinning back.

      Danny’s finished his speech. Offers the mic to Shelby, but she shakes her head, smiling, still tearful. Nate’s the one with his arm around her now. Lee’s chatting to Nate’s mom—another fine-looking woman in her fifties.

      Time to cut the cake. Everyone cheers. Looks like Shelby’s never going to stop crying. Nate wipes her tears with a napkin. Danny directs us all to the buffet lined up against one wall. I’ll just sit here and wait until everyone’s had theirs. Everyone’s mingling now, swapping seats, talking around the buffet. I’m on my own at the table. Might loosen this tie…

      Oh, shit, the band’s started up. Music’s not the problem: they’re a local indie group, heavy on beards and banjos, but they know how to get a crowd on its feet. It’s the getting on the feet that’s the problem. I don’t dance. Never have, never will. Better find a dark corner to hide in.

      Shelby and Nate are out on the floor, looking as happy as any two people could possibly be. Wonder what sort of kids their mix of genes will create. Got to say, I quite like the idea of being an honorary uncle. If I can babysit a cantankerous goose, then a toddler will be no—

      “Hey.”

      Shouldn’t have been daydreaming. Should have found that dark corner.

      It’s Ava. Wearing a green dress that I sense she feels as comfortable in as I do in this shirt and now sloppy tie. She’s smiling but she’s got dark circles under her eyes. Unhappy is still my best guess as to her true mood.

      “Hey,” I say back.

      “I’ve been told you don’t dance,” she says in her straightforward way. “Do you want to get a mulled wine with me instead?”

      She sees me hesitate. I see her shoulders stiffen.

      “I’m not coming on to you,” she says, brisk and brittle. “Just thought we could spare each other having to talk to anyone else.”

      Thought Lee might have come back by now, but I guess she’s got family priorities. She is the mother of the bride, after all. And I like Ava. I like her directness, her determination. But, as I said, I’m not cut out for relationships for a whole stack of reasons I won’t go into here. Happy to be her friend. Just don’t want to be anything more.

      “Sure,” I say. “But I’m not much of a mulled wine drinker, either.”

      “Neither am I,” says a marginally happier-looking Ava. “Let’s hit the hard stuff.”

      I get to my feet. I’m six-five, Ava’s five-four. Good thing we’re not going to dance. We’d be the comedy floor show.

      The bar has been set up by some of Ted’s people from Bartons hotel. There’s the usual wine and beer, and a menu of fall-themed cocktails.

      “Got anything with bourbon?” I ask.

      “Yes, sir,” says a young man who looks like he’s modeling himself on Ted. “There’s the Wood Fire: reserve bourbon, Tentura, maple syrup, ground peanuts, grapefruit juice, and a hint of refined rowan berry. Or, if you prefer, there’s the Wild Boar: rye whiskey, amaro di angostura, cacao agrodolce, mandarin juice, and chartreuse.”

      Ava’s laughing.

      “He lost you at ‘yes, sir,’ didn’t he?” she says to me.

      “Help,” I say.

      “Two bourbons on the rocks,” she tells the young man. “Double shots.”

      “Right away, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am,” Ava mutters to me. “Way to make me feel like my mother.”

      We get our bourbons. There’s a twist of orange peel hanging off the side of each glass because I guess standards must be maintained. Ava takes her peel and mine and flicks them onto a nearby empty plate.

      “Let’s find somewhere no one else is,” she says.

      That proves to be behind an artful pile of barrels and pumpkins. Lee got the pumpkins for free from a local farmer. Lot of people round here love Lee and wish she hadn’t moved up the coast. But she loves her artist studio. It’s what she’d always wanted.

      “You know, I come from a biggish family,” says Ava. “Five kids. Five competitive kids. We were always full-on and always in each other’s faces, so you’d think I’d be used to being surrounded by people and noise. But I’m not.”

      “People and noise aren’t my thing, either.”

      “Do you have brothers and sisters?” she asks. “Don’t answer if it’s too personal.”

      “It’s not,” I say. “One sister. Blair. Five years older. She lives in Oregon with her family and a bunch of goats.”

      “Goats?”

      “For the milk. One of the earliest-known superfoods, according to Blair.”

      “You should mention that to Ted,” she says. “He can put it in a cocktail. Along with fifteen hundred other startling and incomprehensible ingredients.”

      The band hooks into a line dance number. Most of the folks here are locals, born and bred close by. They’ve been good to me, but even after almost ten years, I still feel like I’m only here temporarily. Like tomorrow I could pack up and head out.

      Ava’s staring up at me. Guess she doesn’t have a lot of choice, being a foot shorter.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “About hitting on you at the wine pressing. Took you by surprise and that’s never a good thing. Sorry I made you uncomfortable.”

      I feel a weird flinch in my gut, like I’ve been pecked hard by an invisible goose. That apology took a whole lot of courage. Her asking me out at the crush also took a whole lot of courage, and even though it’s true and she did take me by surprise, I’m not sure she’s the one who should be apologizing. I rejected her without giving her a chance. And that’s not something to be proud of.

      In this dim light, her blue eyes look indigo, like the sky settling into night. Hard to read but it doesn’t matter—the way she shows expression is all around the mouth. When she’s happy, her mouth’s all smiles, mobile, generous. When she’s unhappy, it tightens up into a kind of wavy line. Right now, it’s in between. She’s curious but not tense.

      Two things suddenly occur to me. One is that I should have given her a chance. First moment I met her, there was a spark between us. If I’d said “yes” a couple of months back, we might have kindled that spark into something hotter. But I’ll never know because I reacted in my usual way, otherwise known as the three Rs: Resist, Refuse, Retreat. I hurt her for no reason except my own fear.

      And that’s the second thing that occurs to me: that she can apologize because she’s not hurt anymore. She’s moved on. And put me in the friend zone.

      Okay, so a third thing has suddenly occurred to me. You know what I said about wanting to only be her friend? Now that I’m there, I realize without a doubt that I lied. Great sense of timing, Hollander. I think it’s commonly known as “way too late”.

      “Cam, there you are.”

      It’s Lee, all smiles and beauty. Her hand on my arm.

      “Ava, I’m sorry,” she says. “I need some help putting out some more lights. Didn’t think it would get so dark in here. People start dancing with one partner and end up with someone they don’t even know. Is it okay if I steal Cam away?”

      “Of course,” says Ava. “I’d better go talk to Nate and Shelby, anyway. Don’t want them thinking I don’t love them.”

      She’s gone, into the crowd, her pace quick and athletic. Too late for me to say anything.

      Lee’s hand is still on my arm. So I follow her. Because that’s what I always do.
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      My heart’s racing, and I’m afraid I’m going to throw up right in one of these frigging jelly jars. Which, let’s be frank, couldn’t make me feel any worse than I do right now.

      You’ve got to admit, though—it’s got that Lady Bracknell comedy vibe to it: one humiliating knockback can be regarded as misfortune, but two looks like carelessness. I should have just stuck to non-personal stuff, talked about the music or whatever. But I didn’t. I went straight to the subject I should have avoided and I goddamned apologized! May as well have ripped out my beating heart and handed it to him. Here! Take it! Oh, you don’t want it? Okay, I’ll just throw it on this pile of pumpkins then, shall I? Cool, cool, cool…

      Did she split us up on purpose? Was that all BS about the lights? I mean, who cares if it’s dark? Who wants to see everyone all red-faced and sweaty? Dim lighting is a partygoer’s best friend.

      I know, I know. Lee’s not to blame for how I feel. If she wants more frigging fairy lights, then rock on. Cam’s a grown-ass man who makes his own decisions. Lee may have arrived before he had a chance to respond verbally to my apology but that didn’t matter. I saw his physical response. I saw him flinch. He hated that I brought the subject up. Probably thought I was using the apology as a way into asking him out a second time. I wasn’t and I ended up as humiliated as if I had, though. Good job, Ava. Just proved to yourself how dangerous it is to be vulnerable. What’s the Durant family motto? Never show weakness! Make the other guy blink first! Know when to hold ’em! No, wait, that’s Kenny Rogers. Still, he has a point. I showed my whole hand to Cam and came out a loser.

      I said I was going to find Nate and Shelby, but what I need to do is regain control. It feels like someone accidentally dropped a lit match into my box of emotional fireworks and they’re blasting everywhere in random directions. Some aimed at me, some aimed at Cam. One, at least, is aimed at Lee.

      I head outside, where the cold night air is like a slap on the cheek. I’m shivering but the temperature’s not the cause. Breathe, Ava. Breathe and take in the smell of the night. Smoke from the braziers, some kind of sweet wood. Hint of fermented grape. More than a hint of farmyard. Maybe if I follow that I’ll find the pigsty?

      What the hell is that over there? Is it … a ghost child?

      Oh-kay. It’s Dylan. The Flora Valley Wines white goose. Waddling off to do … whatever geese do at night. Shelby told me there used to be a Mrs Dylan, but she died and because geese mate for life, he’s been on his own ever since. Could explain why he’s so loud and belligerent: he’s pissed at being short-changed by life.

      God, it’s cold. Now I’m shivering for purely physical reasons. All the adrenaline from the emotion explosion has died down now, and all I want to do is sit down here on the ground and hug my knees while I slowly die of hypothermia.

      I lean against the outside corner of the barn. Someone comes round from the other side and walks right into me.

      “Holy shit!”

      It’s Jackson, Shelby’s older brother. Big blond burly Jackson Armstrong.

      “You okay? I did not see you at all.”

      “That’s because it’s really dark,” I reply.

      I can see a gleam of teeth. Smile, I hope. Or else it’s close to midnight and he’s about to turn into a werewolf. The beard is always the giveaway.

      “What are you doing skulking around in the really dark night?” he asks.

      “I could ask you the same question.”

      “You could. But I asked you first.”

      Guy’s sharp. I like him.

      “I’m berating myself,” I reply. “What are you doing?”

      “Ditto. Also illicitly smoking because I’m sad.”

      Now that my eyes have adjusted, I can see that he does indeed have a pack of cigarettes in one hand.

      “What are you sad about? Your dad?”

      “Yeah,” Jackson says slowly. “And Shelby. Actually, that’s more guilt.”

      “Guilt?”

      He taps a cigarette out of the pack and sticks it in his mouth. Pulls a lighter from his pocket and a small glow of red appears in the dark. Jackson inhales and blows smoke away from me.

      “All of us cut and run,” he says. “Me, my brother, and youngest sister. Couldn’t wait to leave Flora Valley behind. Shelby was the only one who wanted to stay. But when Dad died and Mom hightailed it for the coast, we should have come back to help her. One of us, at least, probably me, because I’m the oldest. But we didn’t. Left her all on her own in charge of an almost-bankrupt business.”

      “Her decision wasn’t your responsibility.”

      “She’s family,” he says. “We should have helped her more.”

      “She’s got the winery. She’s part owner and it’s doing well. And I’ve never heard her say a bad word about any of you. She thinks the sun shines out of your rear ends.”

      “Only at the equinox,” says Jackson. “Besides, could you just let a guy wallow in self-pity for a moment? What are weddings for if not to get stupidly overemotional?”

      I shiver again. It’s cold. And I’m … overemotional.

      I hear a rustle of cloth and feel a jacket being placed around my shoulders. It’s huge, like wearing a gabardine marquee.

      “What are you berating yourself for, Ava?” he says gently.

      I haven’t the energy to lie.

      “Being attracted to someone who’s not attracted to me.”

      “Oh, shit,” says Jackson. “You’re positive it’s one way?”

      “Yup. They let me know that loud and clear.”

      “Oh, man.”

      A big arm wraps round the big jacket and gives my shoulders a squeeze. Cigarette smoke wafts around us. I don’t mind it.

      “I haven’t spoken to Nate and Shelby once tonight,” I admit. “Don’t want to ruin their evening with my buzzkill vibes.”

      “They haven’t been short of attention,” he says. “And there’s still time. Night’s not over yet.”

      Jackson drops his cigarette on the ground and stubs it with his shoe. Then he squeezes my shoulders again. His hands are big. Like catcher’s mitts.

      “Come on,” he says. “Before I have to chip you off the ground and carry you in like an ice sculpture.”

      I do not want to go inside. Can’t face the prospect of catching even a glimpse of Cam. But if I stay out here, I will die, and Dylan the goose will peck on my frozen remains.

      Plus, I’m not feeling quite so awful now. Amazing what a friendly word can do.

      “Do I look like shit?” I ask Jackson.

      “Can’t tell. It’s really dark. You looked great before.”

      Amazing.

      “Everyone’s blitzed, anyway,” he adds. “Can’t feel their own faces. Those cocktails. Woo-ee.”

      After the crackling cold of outside, the warmth in
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