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        Could this be a second chance worth savoring?

      

      

      

      
        
        Rosa

      

      

      

      Don’t get me wrong - I’m thrilled that Nonna left her winery to my sisters and me, but I’m terrified, too. With Allegra and Bianca both out of the country, the responsibility falls totally on me - and what if I’m not up to the challenge? Now my ex, Jake Wright, is offering to help out, but that’s terrifying in a different way. Working side by side is bringing all those old feelings back to the surface, and I’m falling for him all over again. But does our partnership have a future, or is heartbreak on the horizon?

      

      
        
        Jake

      

      

      

      I’ve been away from our hometown for ten long years. Now I’m back, and working with Rosa is both the best and worst thing that’s ever happened to me. We’re saving her family winery one day at a time - and giving in to the heat between us one night at a time, too. But I’m afraid this pairing has an expiration date…
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        Rosa

      

      

      

      I’m pretty sure that the uncomfortable, too-tall, squeaky leather chairs in Mr. Davenport’s office are a deliberate choice. 

      Don’t stick around, don’t get too comfortable, let’s get this over with and shove all of you out the door as quickly as possible.

      I glance down at my iPad, Bianca’s face filling the screen. We’re still waiting for Allegra to accept the call. Bee is frowning and tapping at her phone. “Are you sure you sent Legs the link?”

      “Yes, of course I did,” I tell her, surreptitiously checking the invite on my phone to verify. “I just have no idea what time it is over there. Could be middle of the night.”

      “Nah, closer to eight or nine pm,” Bianca says. “Barely dinner time.”

      I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been out of the Pacific time zone, unlike my globetrotting sisters.

      And it’s closer to lunch time here at the moment.

      Bianca grins as the video chat program pings and the screen splits in two, Allegra joining our three-way call.

      “Hey, Bee!” Allegra says, her voice tinny through the iPad’s speaker. “And Rosey Posey. Sorry I couldn’t make it back. How are you holding up, Rosey?”

      “I’m fine,” I lie. Across the room, Uncle Geno crosses his arms and frowns. “I’m sorry you two couldn’t be here, either.”

      Bianca has an excuse —she’s working on a vineyard in Argentina, and it’s almost harvest season there. Allegra, well. She’s Allegra.

      Allegra shrugs a shoulder. “You know how it is. I’ll try to be there for the memorial.”

      Try. Yeah, Allegra can be trying, in all definitions of the word. I love my sister, but sometimes…

      “You’ve got time,” I say, biting my tongue on the lecture that threatens. God knows I don’t want to hear Uncle Geno’s words come out of my mouth. Ugh. “Yeah, we won’t hold it until after harvest season at least. But you really should be here for it, Allegra, after everything Nonna did for us. Pay our respects.”

      Allegra nods, her face shadowed by the city lights behind her head. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

      Uncle Geno coughs, pulling my attention back across the room. He’s not happy. 

      Who am I kidding? He’s never happy. The man takes all his emotional cues from Oscar the Grouch. 

      I shift in my seat, feeling unkind. His mother just died. I should probably cut him a little slack today of all days.  

      On the other hand, it’s not like Bianca, Allegra, and I aren’t mourning, too. Nonna raised us herself, after Daddy died and Mama ran off to Italy with Sergio. We owe her so much. 

      We owe her everything.

      Aunt Janet sets down her knitting long enough to place a hand on Uncle Geno’s knee. He settles back for a minute.

      She’s never been one to say much, but a well-placed gesture seems to work for her, at least most of the time. 

      “Where are you this week, Legs?” Bianca squints, probably looking for locational clues somewhere in the background. “Greece?”

      Allegra shakes her head, curls dancing. “Gibraltar.” She waves a hand behind her at the gorgeous old buildings. “I might actually get some time to look around before I move on.”

      “That’s so cool,” Bianca says, and I can’t help it—I frown. Travel-itinerary discussion is not appropriate at a will reading. Especially since Mr. Davenport is just now walking into the room. 

      Bianca winces apologetically and shushes Allegra with a finger to her lips.

      Then I hold up the iPad as Nonna’s lawyer takes his seat at the wide, official-looking desk at the front of the room. “Excuse me,” I say, pointing at the screen. “I know this is a little unorthodox…”

      “But so are we,” Allegra adds with a light laugh. 

      I slant a narrow-eyed glare at the tablet. 

      “Sorry, sir,” I tell Mr. Davenport, deliberately avoiding looking at the other side of the room. I can hear Uncle Geno and our cousins shifting in their seats, giving off waves of irritation, and that’s bad enough.

      Not Aunt Janet, though. Even without a glance, I know she’s sitting quietly, waiting for everyone else to simmer down.

      I look up at the lawyer. “You know my sisters, Bianca and Allegra…”

      “Quite well,” he answers.

      Allegra waves. “Hi, Jimmy!”

      Cousin Gianni snorts, then coughs in a lame attempt to cover his laughter.

      I close my eyes briefly. I am patient. I am calm. I am fucking zen. “As I was saying, Mr. Davenport,” I enunciate for Allegra’s benefit. And Bianca’s, too. The pair of them will be the death of me. “Allegra and Bianca are out of the country but want to participate in the reading as well.”

      “That’s fine,” he says, taking his glasses out of their case and putting them on. “As long as you don’t disrupt the proceedings,” he adds, leaning toward the screen and raising one eyebrow.

      We’ve known James Davenport almost our entire lives—he’s been the family lawyer for as long as anyone can remember. And he knows us. Sometimes to my embarrassment. 

      “Yes, sir,” Bianca says.

      “It’ll be just like I’m there in the room,” Allegra says.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he says drolly. “Just—be appropriate, please.”

      Allegra smiles and nods. “Yes, sir.” She mimes zipping her lips. 

      “Thank you.” Mr. Davenport looks around the room. “Is anyone else joining us virtually? Your mother, perhaps?”

      I shake my head, feeling heat rise in my cheeks. “No, sir.”

      The waves of Uncle Geno’s disapproval from across the room are almost a physical presence.

      Well, sorry, Uncle G. It’s not like I’m any happier with her decision to miss this. But that’s on Mama, not the three of us. No matter how much it feels like we’re being held accountable for her choices. 

      “Thank you all for being here,” Mr. Davenport starts, laying a hand on the stack of papers on the desk in front of him. “I know this is a sad and difficult time for the whole family.”

      He takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes briefly. Sometimes I forget he was Nonna’s friend, too.  

      Clearing his throat, he taps the papers again. “Your mother,” he nods at Uncle Geno—“mother-in-law, and grandmother”—he glances around the rest of the room, his gaze encompassing me, Bianca and Allegra via the iPad, Aunt Janet, and our three cousins—“was a remarkable woman. She will be greatly missed. She also lived a full life, loved her family, and had very specific thoughts about her will and what would happen after she passed. Her greatest desire was that you remain a family, supporting each other, regardless of what’s in these papers.”

      I nod. Of course we will. Family is the core of everything, Nonna used to say.

      God, I’m going to miss her. 

      Mr. Davenport starts reading the documents in front of him, and as he goes over details about safe-deposit boxes, life insurance, and bank accounts, my mind starts to wander. I’m not even sure why our generation has been included in this discussion. It’s not like any of it will affect us directly. 

      Uncle Geno has been running the family business since Papa passed away. Much to Nonna’s disappointment, Mama was never interested in winemaking, so she was more than happy to leave Belmonte to her brother once she left the country (and her daughters) behind. Our generation? Well, except for Allegra, most of us work for Uncle Geno in some capacity, or will eventually, but it’s going to be decades before we actually take the reins. 

      No, none of that “we” bullshit. Geno and Janet’s sons will take the reins. Bianca? Me? Our cousins will probably figure out a spot for us somewhere, but nothing with any authority. And Allegra? By the time she gets that wanderlust out of her system and returns from traveling the world—if she ever does—I doubt Uncle Geno will trust her with the keys to the winery’s second-oldest truck, let alone anything to do with the business. And it’s not like Janet was ever given any position of power or influence.

      “In regard to Belmonte Winery,” Mr. Davenport continues.

      My head snaps up, proving to everyone that I wasn’t actually paying attention until now. Onscreen, Bianca presses her lips together, probably trying to keep from snickering—the traitor. 

      “Geno, you have been a faithful steward of the family winery, and I trust you to keep that tradition strong for future generations. All holdings from your father, and his father before him, are passed down to you.”

      I peek over at Uncle Geno. He’s nodding, a pleased but solemn look on his face. 

      It’s a look we’re all familiar with. Sometimes it feels like he’s older than Nonna ever was.

      “I have every hope that your sons, my beloved grandsons, will carry on that tradition on the land bequeathed to your lineage. I love you all.”

      Oof. Not that it’s a surprise, but an actual callout to the cousins in Nonna’s will feels like a physical blow, the air sucked out of my lungs at being overlooked. Again. 

      I grit my teeth and force a closed-lip smile. It is what it is, and no use whining over it, right?

      All I know is that I’ve tried all my life to live up to Nonna and Papa’s legacy, and once again, I’ve failed.

      Failed myself, failed my sisters, failed Nonna.

      I sigh and look down, trying to see where my purse has slid under my chair. I don’t think I can stay here much longer without bursting into tears. 

      Uncle Geno slaps both palms on his knees, starting to rise. “Thank you, James. I know how hard⁠—”

      “We’re not finished.” 

      He drops back into his seat, eyebrows raised. “Excuse me? You’ve gone over everything—the accounts, the financials, the properties…”

      “One property.” Mr. Davenport sets a paper aside and glances down at the one remaining in his hand. “Belmonte Winery.” 

      My mouth drops open.  

      “These are the final wishes of Maria Carmela Bianchi Lamberti, in her own words. My dearest children and grandchildren. I love you all and wish I could have remained with you forever, in our little patch of heaven on earth. I have loved every moment together and wish you all nothing but peace, prosperity, and happiness. 

      “As you know, when I married my sainted Leo, I brought my family birthright, Caparelli Vineyards, with me. It had been passed down to me by my mother, God rest her soul. And though I allowed my husband to run both wineries as one, it has remained my birthright throughout our marriage and beyond. Geno, when you took over for your father, you continued to treat them as one entity, as agreed upon previously. But now, in my twilight years, I wish to rebuild the tradition started by my mother and pass Caparelli Vineyards on to the next generation of winemaking women in our family. My dear daughter, Caprice, has chosen to live and work overseas with her second husband and has shown no interest in Caparelli for many years. Therefore, I leave my vines, my property, and my birthright to my three granddaughters—Rosa, Bianca, and Allegra—to carry on the proud matriarchal tradition of Caparelli.”

      Dimly, I can hear Bianca gasp.

      “I also leave a modest bank account”—Mr. Davenport holds up a folder—“to provide some cushion should they choose to bring Caparelli back from disuse. I hope with all my heart that they do. My darlings, my tre sorelle, I wish you all well in your new adventure.”

      My pulse pounds in my ears, drowning out everything around me. My breath saws in and out of my lungs as I try to wrap my head around what just happened.

      She just—she gave us—she trusted me…?

      Tears sting the edges of my eyes. I squeeze them shut as I focus on my breathing. Why can’t I catch a full breath? Am I suffocating?  

      Is this what a panic attack feels like? Oh, God.

      I open my eyes and focus on breathing in for four, hold for four, out for four.

      The silence stretches as Mr. Davenport folds his hands on the desk and looks at each of us in turn. “Any questions?”

      Uncle Geno stands, his face thunderous. “What the hell was that?”

      “Your mother’s last will and testament. It is quite legal, and she was of sound mind and body when she wrote it. There will be no point in challenging it.”

      “But it makes no sense. Caparelli and Belmonte have been combined for decades! Caparelli can’t exist on its own.” He turns to me, his hands on his hips. “You agree with me, right, Rosa? You’ve been working for the family for years. You see how the two are intertwined.”

      He’s waiting for me to nod, to fall in line like the good niece I’ve worked so hard to be seen as. The practical one, the head-down-work-hard foot soldier.

      But I can’t.

      In my head, I’m hearing the stories Nonna used to tell us, of growing up on Caparelli’s grounds, how proud she was when it became hers, how she chose to share it with her husband while still retaining that birthright for her own. 

      I’m remembering those years after Mama left, when Nonna opened her home to Bianca, Allegra, and me, providing us with a solid foundation of love and belonging after our world had been ripped apart. And now she’s leaving us the home, the vineyard, the winery and all?

      I’m filled with grief and confusion and a fierce, soul-deep gratitude to Nonna for seeing the three of us as worthy of a gift like this.

      Even if a big part of me isn’t sure we’re up to the challenge.

      If I’m up to the challenge.

      “Besides, there’s no way you’ll be able to get it up and running on your own in time to save the grapes,” Uncle Geno says.

      “She’s not on her own,” Bianca snaps. 

      We all turn to stare at the screen. To be honest, I’d almost forgotten my sisters were listening in as well. 

      “Excuse me?” Uncle Geno frowns.

      “She’s right,” Allegra says. “There are three of us. She’s not on her own.”

      My heart clenches with love for my sisters. 

      He waves a hand dismissively. “Whatever. Not like you’ll be doing much from your little European vacation. You’re just like your mother.”

      I suck in a breath. That bastard. 

      “Belmonte needs the grapes. We have plans for them. And if you don’t allow us to harvest and use them, they’ll rot on the vine.”

      “Then we’ll just turn them into raisins and make a profit that way,” my youngest sister says blithely, her no big deal attitude obvious even via video call.

      “Allegra!” 

      I fight back a smile. She always cuts right to the chase.

      Aunt Janet reaches up and touches Uncle Geno’s elbow. He glances at her and shakes his head. Her hand drops back into her lap. With a purse of her lips, she picks up her knitting again.

      Uncle Geno turns to me and tries to smile. It looks more like a grimace. “Our arrangement has worked just fine for decades. We’ve even honored the history of Caparelli vineyards through our Carleo Cabernet.”

      Oh, right. The Carleo. The romantic, highly fictionalized “tribute” wine that Uncle Geno has been selling for years. The one where Nonna’s contribution has been reduced to a side note. 

      “There’s no reason to fix what isn’t broken.” 

      Isn’t it?

      Maybe I’m the only one who’s noticed the fault lines over the past decade or so.

      Maybe I’m the one who’s broken. And this could be a chance to put myself back together again.

      I glance at my sisters on the iPad, butterflies in combat boots stomping around in my stomach. For once, I’m not jumping at Uncle Geno’s demand.  

      “I think…I’ll have to talk to my sisters about it.”

      “But—”

      I stand up, feeling unsteady on my feet. All these years, plugging away in the shadows, trying to prove my worth and ability to my uncle and cousins. Watching Bianca get shunted away as she tried to build a career as a winemaker. But Vittorio is our winemaker, Uncle Geno would say. Your cousin is just following in the family footsteps. You understand.

      And now, unexpectedly, we might just have an opportunity to build—to rebuild—something of our own. 

      “Yes, we have to discuss our options.” Bianca lifts her chin on-screen, her expression calm. “All of them.”

      “Girls!” Uncle Geno’s face is bright red. I wouldn’t be surprised if steam starts billowing out his ears. “I must insist⁠—”

      “Nope.” Allegra laughs through the video call. “Pretty sure you don’t get to insist anything. Andiamo, sorelle mie, let’s discuss our options.”

      Vittorio shakes his head, an incredulous look on his face. Leo is standing in front of Geno, his hand on Geno’s shoulder. 

      Not that any of us think Uncle Geno would resort to violence, but it’s probably a good time to beat a hasty retreat.

      “We’ll be in touch about the financials,” I say to Mr. Davenport. Financials? Where the hell did that come from? I sound like a winery owner already.

      Winery owner. Something light and fizzy bubbles through me, like a just-poured glass of prosecco. I grab my purse and the iPad and hurry out of the room. Once outside, I stare at the screen, blinking a little in the bright California sunlight. 

      “I have just one thing to say,” Allegra pipes up, her eyes wide.

      “What’s that?”

      “Holy shit.”
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        Rosa

      

      

      
        
        Two months later…

      

      

      I stare glumly at the spreadsheet on the computer screen in front of me.

      Nope. The numbers haven’t changed since the last time I looked at it. Dammit.

      It was nice of Nonna to leave us a little nest egg to get started, but there are two problems with it.

      One, it was a little nest egg when she’d set it aside, and it hasn’t gotten any bigger in the intervening years. It just sat there in a neglected bank account, earning next to nothing in interest. We have enough to make it to harvest time, if that.

      Two, we need staff. Employees. But employees require payment, and, well…

      See issue number one.

      Wait, make that three problems. I’m the only sister currently trying to make soup out of this stone, and the broth so far is pretty damn watery.

      I can’t believe it’s the end of June already and I’m still spinning my wheels. I wish one of my sisters was here to help carry the load.

      Or someone. Anyone. I managed to hire one guy, and he’s already bailed. Argh.

      It’s not Bianca’s fault. She still has another three months to go on this year’s contract at Castillo Lorenzo in Argentina, and I refuse to let her bail before the grapes are crushed and pressed at the very least. The work she puts in now will do a world of good for Caparelli at harvest and beyond. She’ll be a full-fledged winemaker with the skills and training we need to actually make a go of this winery.

      If I can convince her to stay.

      I’m so, so glad she was able to get some time off to come home before Nonna passed, to have a chance to say goodbye in person. But I shoved her back on that plane as soon as I could, sending her back to Argentina until the end of the season. I’m not letting either of my sisters make the same mistakes I did—not if I can help it.

      They can make their own mistakes, and they probably will. But sacrificing their dreams for the family won’t be one of them.  

      At least I don’t have to worry about Allegra doing that. Allegra’s off being Allegra, somewhere out in the wide world. Gallivanting around the planet, following in Mama’s footsteps, being the footloose youngest child. I don’t begrudge her for it.

      Much.

      Oh well. I already had my rebellious phase—brief though it was—and set it aside years ago to do the right thing.

      That’s me. “Do the Right Thing” Rosa. Put everything I want aside for the good of—well, everyone else.

      I’m still doing the right thing. Maybe. I hope so. Because right now, this entire operation is a cluster. And I’m not talking about grapes.

      Three days ago, the guy I hired to look after the vines and grounds—while I did everything else—up and quit. His friend opened a surfboard shop out on the coast, and that apparently sounded like more fun than looking at plants all day long.

      And none of Uncle Geno’s employees are willing to jump ship to work at Caparelli, even the ones who tended the grounds before we inherited.

      Not a chance they’ll risk offending one of the top winery owners in the region by choosing the wrong side.

      I push away from the desk and stand, stretching in place. My neck’s tight after too much time researching vineyard irrigation on the computer. I can’t quite tell if there’s something wrong with the irrigation schedule or what, but the ground is a little too dry for my liking. I just don’t know what I’m missing. I’ve got more articles to go over, but right now, I need to get outside and check the vines.

      I open the front door and cringe, the bright sunlight assaulting my eyeballs. Good Lord, this is turning me into a vampire. Shaking my head, I stride across the wide wooden front porch and bound down the stairs, breathing in the glorious scents of almost summer.

      The once-pristine front yard is choked with weeds and almost down to dirt in places. After Nonna got sick, Uncle Geno moved her back over to Belmonte where they could “keep an eye on her.” The home at Caparelli soon turned into a holding place, somewhere to keep resources that weren’t needed on the bigger property. It stopped being a home at all.

      He’d already stopped using the winery and wine cave after Papa died…might as well close down the homestead as well. Too much work, too much effort. Why have two tasting rooms when all the wine is being sold under one label? Why hire duplicate staff when you can just combine efforts and do the same work with the same crew? Why develop the product in two locations when it’s more efficient to produce all the wines in one place?

      Logically, it made a lot of sense. I’ve always—well, almost always—been a pragmatist. I get what Uncle Geno was trying to do, and he’s damn good at it. But logical doesn’t always mean it’s the right thing to do.

      Nonna always said she was fine with whatever Geno wanted to do. Just because Papa kept both wineries open and successful didn’t mean Geno had to do the same thing.

      But I could tell it bothered her, at least a little. The way she got that faraway look in her eyes whenever she’d talk about the old days. How she stopped asking us to take her to walk the vineyards for the day. The way her lips pursed a little when Uncle Geno boasted about how Belmonte’s most popular wine was Carleo.

      Carleo, using Caparelli’s grapes. Carleo, with the fake backstory the public eats up with a spoon.

      It’s possible I’m more than a little irritated on her behalf over that one.

      And the house.

      Oh, the house. It was so gorgeous once—I’ve seen pictures from when Nonna was a kid—and she loved it so much. Even when Nonna’s parents passed, Papa put so much time and energy and love into keeping it up, making it a decent winery space, somewhere we all loved to spend time.

      I hold up a hand to shade my eyes. The house looms over me, in all its worn-down, dilapidated, turn-of-the-century glory. The beauty it could be, with unlimited time and funds, hovers over the building like a heat vision.

      Let’s be honest—so many years of neglect is a lot to overcome, especially when it comes to the house and grounds. Sure, the place is still standing, but it hasn’t been painted in years, the porch is sagging in sections, the inside smells like something died in one of the walls.

      Something probably did.

      I don’t want to think about that, so I walk around the perimeter, taking mental notes of what needs to be done. A little bit of daydreaming time before tackling the business side again.

      One: Dig out the gardens next to the house. Everything is overgrown and weedy and gone to seed. Pull it all out, put down some mulch, plant a couple of rose bushes like Nonna loved.

      Two: Spend a little of the start-up money on getting the front porch fixed. It would do no good to get Caparelli up and running again just to lose it all in a lawsuit because someone fell through the rotten wood.

      Three: Clean up the rest of the interior, one room at a time. The weather’s nice enough to keep the windows open most days, which should help with airing the place out.

      Four: Spend a little more of the start-up money on getting whatever dead animal is in the walls out.

      I frown. Too much spending of the start-up money. This list sucks.

      And that’s just the house. If I can’t find someone to replace Surfing Dude, like, yesterday, the vines are going to be in bad, bad shape come harvest time.

      I know a little—not much, but a little—about tending the vines. My skill set leans toward organization and planning and management, not trimming and feeding and, God forbid, pruning. I’d kill the damn crops if it was left to me.

      Oh, right. It has been left to me. Dammit.

      That’s enough worrying-slash-daydreaming for the day. Squaring my shoulders, I cross to the fence at the front of the yard (new hinges needed for the gate, I add to my invisible-yet-still-expensive list) and step out onto the dirt road that borders the property. Starting at the edge of the yard, the vineyard stretches up the hill and over the rise. I suck in a deep breath. The breeze is full of early summer heat and growing things.

      I walk down the road, letting my mind wander over the long rows of grapevines. No matter how stressed I get over the money or the lack of employees or the overall impossibility of the whole thing, it all fades away when I’m walking on Caparelli.

      The house is a ways behind me now, and I breathe, letting the worries of the day flow out of me like water.

      Across the road, I see the start of Take Flight Winery’s vineyard, the mirror image to Caparelli. The Wrights started it around the same time Nonna’s parents started ours, and the vineyards—and families—grew up together over time. Two hundred and fifty acres of perfectly manicured vines, tended by a winemaking family that was as well-respected in Oak Creek Canyon as our own.

      I used to spend almost as much time at Take Flight as I did at Caparelli, once upon a time. Haven’t set foot on that property in ten years, though.

      And now it’s been sold, according to the Oak Creek Canyon rumor mill, to some athlete with more money than sense, wanting to play winemaker, and all those generations of effort are—gone.

      I can’t let that happen here.

      A part of me is so scared we won’t be able to make it work. That I won’t be able to make it work. I’ve known the Wright family forever, and they were as good a winemaking family as you’d ever find. But even they gave up and sold out.

      For a moment, I feel sorry for Jake and his family. I can only guess how hard it was to sell. Selfishly, though, I’m kind of glad it happened. At least I don’t have to worry about running into any of them ever again. 

      Makes working on Caparelli a little bit easier.

      My back pocket buzzes, then buzzes again. I toy with the idea of ignoring it, but it keeps on buzzing, so I finally pull the phone out and click Accept on the call.

      “Hey, Bee,” I say, squinting into the distance. “How goes the harvest?”

      Bianca sighs happily. “Living the dream, Rosey Posey. Living the dream.”

      I hate that nickname, but you know how family is. Once they land on something, it sticks forever.

      “Good to hear it,” I say. And I mean it. As much as I hate doing this all alone right now, it would be seven thousand times worse if Bianca felt like she had to give up the opportunity of a lifetime.

      “How about you? Things going okay?”

      I hesitate. No need to worry her unnecessarily. And it’s not like she can do anything about it anyway.

      But I wait too long to answer, and her voice sharpens. “Rosa Martinelli. Don’t try to hide it from me. What’s wrong?”

      I keep walking down the road, shoving a hand through my sweat-dampened hair. It’s warmer than I expected out here. “It’s fine.”

      “Liar.”

      “Rude.” I kick a rock out of my way, watch it skitter into the scrub grass lining the road. “But you’re not wrong.”

      “Spill.”

      “You know the guy I hired to take care of the vines?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      I shrug, even though she can’t see me. “Bailed a couple days ago.”

      “That bastard.”

      As worried as I am about the situation, I still have to smile at that. “Yeah. We need to hire a replacement, like, immediately, but we don’t have the money to pay for an actual professional. At least one who won’t also bail at the first opportunity.” 

      “Yeah, that’s not ideal.” Bianca pauses for a minute. “I could⁠—”

      “Nope.”

      “It’s only a couple months early.”

      “Are you done with your wines for the season?”

      She hesitates, and I pounce.

      “No, Bee. Don’t even think about it. You’re in Argentina. It’s not like you can split your time between here and there. We’ll figure something else out.”

      “Maybe you could put an ad online?”

      I shake my head, then remember Bianca can’t see me. “Tried that. How do you think I ended up hiring Damien?”

      “What about Will? He’s been working on the property for years.”

      “You know his loyalty is to Uncle Geno.” Already tried that, too. 

      Bianca is silent for a long moment. “Well, you’ll come up with something. You always save the day.”

      I bite my lip. If only it were true.
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      I’m drunk.

      And yes, it’s four thirty in the afternoon and technically I’m trespassing. 

      But lucky for me, the new owner hasn’t taken possession yet. And the former Take Flight employees he kept on staff are on the other side of the property today.

      I’ve missed this place, even though I’ve been avoiding it for the past ten goddamn years. And this will probably be my last chance to say goodbye.

      Goodbye to the fields I could walk with my eyes closed. (And right now, drunk as I am, it might be easier to close my eyes and find my way around. Alcohol-induced double vision is no joke, folks.)

      Goodbye to the wide, shady oak on the property line, the one that was the best place to nap on the entire estate. And okay, in my later teen years, “nap” was a euphemism for “fool around with the girl next door.” Which made it even better, in my then-seventeen-year-old opinion.

      It was better. Until it wasn’t. And now it’s even less better than it ever was before.

      Worse? What’s the word I’m looking for?

      I sigh and look around. I’m not even sure why I’m here, in the place I love most in the entire world, feeling all maudlin and shit. Get it together, Wright.

      Tomorrow. I’ll get it together tomorrow. But today I’m raising a glass—and raising it, and raising it again—to my hopes and dreams and plans. All of them gone at the speed of Take Flight’s fire sale.

      And the worst part is I can’t even be mad about it. The sale of the winery was the last resort. By the time Mom and Dad put it on the market, we all knew there was no other choice.

      If I’d been around, if I’d been here to help out, then maybe…

      But I wasn’t and I hadn’t, and by the time I got back, Take Flight was no more.

      I can’t blame Mom and Dad. They did the best they could with what they had.

      But out here, by myself, I can mourn the loss of everything I planned for. Expected. Even fucking complained about once in a while, because the weight of expectations were especially heavy for a fourth-generation Wright raised to take over from the third.

      Funny how things work out. All my life, I assumed—along with everyone else around me—that I’d follow in my father’s and grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s footsteps. All that time in school, all those years working in wineries up and down the California coast and in Washington state and Canada and for a brief, shining moment, Italy, preparing for a moment that doesn’t exist anymore.

      And then—poof. No more winery, no more footsteps to follow. Now they’re gone. I feel like—like a dandelion puff, blown on the wind, with nowhere left to land.

      Who knew that a six-pack would turn me into a poet? Maybe that’s the career change I need right now.

      I sit down in the shade, just off the property line. This tree should be enough to hide me from the vineyard crew over the next hill. And if not, I’m close enough to the road to get a head start on bailing.

      Behind me, I can feel our—No, not anymore—the vineyard, stretched out in straight, wide lines, growing in the late-afternoon sun. It’s hot out. I tip my head back and close my eyes.

      It’s nice here. Quiet. Just me and my thoughts.

      And a six-pack. Something poetic about getting drunk on beer while saying goodbye to a winery, don’t you think?

      I pull the last bottle out of the cardboard carrier and twist off the top. Time to put it all behind me.

      I glance over my shoulder. Yep, it’s behind me now. Literally.

      I crack myself up sometimes.

      I take a long pull of the beer, which isn’t cold anymore. I’ve clearly been trespassing long enough, feeling sorry for myself. Time to get the hell out of here, walk down to the edge of town to call a rideshare, and figure out what I’m doing with the rest of my life.

      I stand up, dizzy from the heat and the beer, and wipe my palms on my jeans. I’m a little worried because I’m starting to hear voices.

      What the hell? I haven’t drunk that much.

      I look around. There’s a person walking down the road, backlit by the sun, talking to themself. 

      Themselves? Grammar is not my strong suit, especially when I’m ine—ineber—drunk.

      No, wait. I squint, lifting the hand not currently holding a beer bottle, and shade my eyes from the sunlight. They’re talking on a cell phone.

      That’s slightly less concerning.

      Except now I’m going to get caught trespassing on my family’s former property, while drunk, which is not good.

      I’m pretty sure it’s not the new owner. I hear he’s a pro-athlete dude of some sort, and the person walking down the road is clearly a woman.

      Too late to run for it, so I sigh, nudge the cardboard carrier filled with empties behind me, and wait for the inevitable embarrassment.

      “…I guess I can place another ad online and see what happens,” the person says, holding her hair up off the back of her neck. “Not many other options right now.”

      Oh, God. It’s officially worse than I thought.

      I shake my head, almost laughing at the shit fate has decided to put me through.

      The last time I was under this tree, on this side of the vineyard, was ten years ago. And I was watching this same woman—girl, then, really—walk up the road that day as well.

      I was nineteen, heart pounding straight out of my chest, a velvet jewelry box in a gift bag at my feet. Back then, she was looking for me as well, her face lighting up when she saw me waiting for her.

      Back then, I would have waited for her forever.

      I sigh and clear my throat. “Hey, Rosa.”

      Her head whips to the side, and I see her rich brown eyes get almost cartoon-character huge the moment she figures out it’s me. “I’ve gotta go,” she says into her phone and clicks it off. 

      Silence stretches out between us, and I wait to see if she’s willing to break it first.

      “Hey,” she finally says, her voice faint.

      It’s been ten years since we’ve seen each other, and this is the best we can do.

      God.

      She slides her phone into her back pocket, and I do my damnedest to not check out her butt in the process.

      It’s tough. She’s got a really nice butt.

      “What are you doing here?” She turns toward me and shifts from foot to foot, arms crossed over her chest.

      Which I’m also not checking out.

      Oh, hell. I’m totally checking her out.

      Damn, she’s grown up.

      Rosa pulls her thick brown hair into a high ponytail and wraps an elastic around it to hold it in place. It should make her look ridiculously young, but instead, it works.

      Everything about her works. Trim body, curves in all the right places, thick lashes framing wide brown eyes, a sprinkle of freckles on her upper chest that I want to trace with my tongue.

      Fuck.

      She’s also staring at me, head tilted, like she’s waiting for something. 

      Oh, she asked me a question. Right.

      “Just, uh, saying goodbye to the old place.” I gesture vaguely behind me. “You know. Old times.”

      Why the hell did I bring that up? I’m an idiot.

      Or just really drunk.

      Maybe both.

      She’s nice enough to ignore my drunken stupidity. “Yeah, I heard the sale was finalized last month.” Her lips purse. They’re full and pouty and look like raspberry ice. “I’m sorry. That sucks.”

      “Yep.” I can hear myself pop the p sound, like I’m over-enunciating. Trying to prove I’m sober.

      I don’t think I’m succeeding.

      “I, uh, heard about your grandma. I’m sorry.” I’m not just saying that. Her grandma was one of my favorite people when I was younger.

      “Thanks.” She looks back at Caparelli.

      “So, what are you up to?” Which is trite and awkward, but what the hell.

      “Oh, you know.” She shrugs. “Trying to get Caparelli back off the ground.”

      Back off the ground? “I thought it was going well,” I say. “I mean, according to my folks, the Carleo from your Cabernet vines is a major hit.”

      Apparently when I find a hole, I keep on digging.

      “It is. Or was, I guess.” She wrinkles her nose and looks away. “But now that we own the vines…who knows.”

      “Wait.” I shake my head. “We own the vines—who’s we? Doesn’t your family already own them?”

      “Uh. Well.” She rolls her eyes. “I meant we as in Allegra and Bianca and me. Nonna left us her winery. We’ve separated from Belmonte and are trying to make it on our own.”

      “That’s—wow.”

      She nods. “Mm-hmm.”

      We stare at each other for way too long to be comfortable. Then she coughs and scuffs a toe in the dirt road. “Well. I should go.”

      I shouldn’t ask. Seriously, I shouldn’t ask.

      “Is everything okay?”

      I don’t even take my own advice these days.

      She nods, her smile obviously fake. “Of course. It’s fine.”

      Liar.

      But I lost the right to call her out on that a long time ago.

      “That’s, uh, good to hear.” I pick up the cardboard container, the tops of the empties clanking together as it swings. “And good luck.”

      “You, too,” she says.

      I hook a thumb over my shoulder. “I’d better head out before the new guy’s crew catches me on his property.”

      “I won’t tell,” she says, and I believe her.

      But the other part she said, about being fine? I don’t believe that. Not even one little bit. 

      I try to go, again, but something stops me. I turn back and look at Rosa. Her lower lip is caught between her teeth.

      “What’s wrong?” My voice is rough, a little sloppy from all the beer, and I can see that it startles her.

      “Nothing…” She shoves a hand through her hair, knocking the elastic holding her ponytail in place to the ground.

      She doesn’t even notice.

      Yeah, something’s really wrong.

      Rosa huffs out a breath. “Okay, fine. Our only employee just quit, Uncle Geno’s workers refuse to help us out, I’m completely unable to hire anyone else despite all my efforts, Bianca’s finishing out her contract in Argentina and I will not let her throw away everything she’s worked for by bailing early—although God knows if she’s actually going to come back to stay and help out or if she’s just going to stay there, Allegra is partying her way up and down the European Union, and if I can’t find someone to help me keep the entire place from turning into a smoking crater in the next week, I think I’m going to lose my mind.”

      Wow. That was…a lot.

      “So if you know of anyone who’s available and willing to work for, let’s face it, ridiculously low wages to start, I would be really grateful if you’d send them my way.”

      Rosa sucks in a breath and blows it out again, her face pink from what I assume is embarrassment.

      I don’t know why. She’s impressing the hell out of me at the moment.

      “So what are you looking for? A groundskeeper? A vineyard manager? A viticulturist?”

      “Um.” She closes her eyes. “Yes?”

      “Huh.” I nod to myself. “Okay. Yeah.”

      “Yeah, what? You know someone?”

      I nod again. Before I can talk myself out of it, I blurt out, “Me.”

      Her eyes snap open, wide with horror. “Oh. Oh, no. I can’t ask you⁠—”

      “You didn’t ask. I offered.” I mean, it’s not like I’ve got a ton of things going for me right now. Diving into an impossible job like this might be just the thing to help me get my head on straight, figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life. 

      “But Jake…”

      I hold up a hand. “Besides, I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I didn’t help you out in your time of need.”

      The look on her face is all the payment I require.
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      What. The. Fuck.

      “Ex-husband,” I hiss, glancing around to make sure no one heard. Which is stupid because it’s not like anyone would be on the private road between our properties. Or, more accurately, my property and his family’s former property.

      Either way, I know we’re alone. 

      We’re alone, for the first time since…well, since he actually was my husband. 

      Which Jake isn’t anymore. No matter what his drunk ass says.

      “Ex,” I say again, taking a step back. “We got an annulment.”

      “No, we didn’t.” He shrugs. “Still married.”

      “We. Got. An. Annulment,” I enunciate, my breath sharp and shallow. “I signed the paperwork. The day Uncle Geno found out.”

      Which was the day we got back with the marriage certificate. We were married for less time than it takes to say You did what on your high school graduation trip?

      Britney Spears, eat your heart out.

      But he’s shaking his head, his expression calm and almost—casual, if that makes sense. Like this is no big deal. “Nope, sorry. We’re still married.”

      “You’re lying.”

      He shrugs, empty beer bottles clinking together in the cardboard holder. “Suit yourself.”

      “We’re not married.” That has to be true. It has to be.

      “According to the state of Nevada, we are. And California doesn’t disagree.”

      Ten years ago, I was supposed to be on my grad trip with a bunch of friends. Instead, Jake and I detoured to Las Vegas and got married in one of those cheesy wedding chapels.  

      None of our friends—or family—had a clue.

      Until we got back and everything went to hell.  

      “There’s no way we’re still married.” 

      “There is. If the annulment paperwork was never filed.”

      “But Uncle Geno…”

      “Passed along the paperwork to me—yes, I know.” He scratches his neatly trimmed beard. That’s new. He barely had facial hair back in the day. “But did I file it? Nope.”

      “You had to.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Of course you filed the paperwork,” I say, but even to my own ears it sounds shrill, shaky. Like I don’t really know if he would or not. “Uncle Geno…”

      Jake takes a sip of his beer. “Geno had nothing to do with it. I mean, he tried. Told me I had to take care of it. But it wasn’t like he could force me.” 

      I whisper, “I signed the papers.”

      “So did I. But then I just—couldn’t go through with it.” 

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      He scoffs. “When? How? You were busy ignoring my phone calls and hiding in your room when I knocked on the door.”

      I can feel my face flush. “I wasn’t hiding,” I say weakly. We both know it’s a lie.

      Jake waves a hand like it’s all water under the bridge. “Whatever. My point still stands. I couldn’t tell you—because you wouldn’t talk to me.”

      “And you didn’t tell anyone else?”

      He shrugs. “Wasn’t anyone else’s business.”

      My head spins. “We can’t be married.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The question hangs there, in the space between us, while my heartbeat speeds up and a bead of sweat trickles down my back. 

      I can’t deal with this right now on top of everything else imploding in my world. 

      “I didn’t want an annulment anyway.” He shrugs again. “Went to all that trouble to marry you. Seemed like a stupid idea to give up that quickly.”

      I hold back a wince because that stiletto slips between my ribs with a twist. In the face of Uncle Geno’s rage and threats, eighteen-year-old me gave up almost immediately. Stepped back in line. Head down, mouth shut, like the good little Belmonte soldier I was raised to be. 

      While my best friend, first love, and apparently not-quite-so-ex-husband fled the scene of the crime. 

      “But you left,” I point out. “Isn’t that the definition of giving up?”

      I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. Here, now, under a bright California sun. While only one of us is sober. 

      Jake tilts his head, like he’s thinking about it. His features are soft, relaxed. It’s probably the alcohol. 

      I’m a little jealous. No, I’m a lot jealous. With this bombshell, God knows I could use something to drink right about now. He couldn’t have saved one of that six-pack for me?

      He laughs, finally, and squints up at the sky. Have his eyes always been that shade of sapphire blue? “Amazing.”

      “What’s amazing?” I say, even though I’m not totally sure I want to know what he’s referring to. 

      “Nothing.” He gestures widely. “Everything.”

      I shake my head, pulse still hammering in my throat. “I can’t do this.”

      “Yeah, that’s a surprise.” 

      The bitterness in his voice stops me in my tracks. 

      “Look, like it or not, you don’t have a lot of options right now. I’m here, I have the skills you need, and I’m willing to do it. So you need to decide if you can set aside your ego and accept my help.” 

      Jesus, he’s an arrogant son of a bitch. 

      He’s also right. 

      “I’ll…” 

      I can’t do this. I can’t. 

      “I’ll think about it.” 

      He nods, walking backward down the road, away from me. “Okay. Fair enough. I’ll be at the Orchard Heights Inn until tomorrow night. If I don’t hear from you by then, I’ll head out.”

      “Head out where?”

      He smiles, slow and lazy. I ignore the spark of heat low in my belly at an expression I haven’t seen for ten long, lonely years.

      “Wherever the wind takes me, darlin’.”

      I watch him go, staring at the curve in the road long after he disappears from view. 
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      By the time the sun sets, I’ve decided to take a page out of Jake’s book and get drunk. 

      On wine, though, not beer. I’m not a heathen. 

      I considered taking a bottle out of the wine rack at Caparelli and enjoying it (aka freaking out) in solitude, but I decided this situation called for some company.

      So I’m in the back corner of Wine O’Clock, waiting for Sasha to arrive. I haven’t sent her an SOS text in ages, so I know I won’t be waiting long.

      Sure enough, the door opens just as the server sets down the bucket of ice and bottle of Sauvignon Blanc I ordered as soon as I set foot in the place. I wave, and Sasha’s face lights up, bright pink curls bouncing as she hurries to join me.

      I like the new look; last time we met up, her hair was jet black with gold streaks, an homage to some sports team apparently. I think it was hockey playoff season, but who knows?

      Clearly not me.

      She tolerates my utter lack of knowledge surrounding any and all things sports related, thankfully.

      “Rosa!” Sasha drops onto the bench seat next to me and plants a kiss on my cheek. I can’t help but laugh as I return the gesture with a cheek kiss of my own, scooching over to give her some room.

      Ever since elementary school, Sasha’s infectious cheer has been one of my favorite things. And miracle of miracles, she cherishes our friendship just as much as I do. Even when I get in my head and end up being too busy to really nurture it.

      What can I say? She’s my people. And I know just how lucky I am to have her.

      “So, dish,” she says, uncorking the perfectly chilled bottle and pouring us generous glasses. “It’s a weeknight. I haven’t gotten an SOS on a weeknight for years. It’s gotta be something good!”

      No beating around the bush for Sasha. I lift my glass in a silent toast and take a sip. It’s bright and crisp, and I nod my head approvingly. Bella Vines has another local winner.

      “Well.” I take a long swallow, chasing it with a bite of cheese from the charcuterie plate I also ordered before she arrived. “Things have gotten…complicated.”

      “Complicated.” She snorts and reaches across me for a cracker and some prosciutto. “You mean more complicated than taking on a neglected winery with exactly zero family support?”

      “Hey, Allegra and Bianca are supportive,” I protest.

      Sasha shakes her head and pops another bite into her mouth. “I don’t think you can count it as full support if it’s coming from separate time zones,” she argues, “but fine, whatever. Yes, you have that support, as limited as it may be.”

      I drink a little more wine. She’s not wrong.

      “But you didn’t SOS me to talk about your sisters.” She taps the table a couple of times with one neatly manicured nail. “Is it something with the winery? Problems with the new employee?”

      I pick through the Marcona almonds and grab one so I don’t have to say anything for a minute. I chew, swallow, then admit, “He quit a couple days ago. So I’m back to me, myself, and I.”

      “That bastard!” Sasha lifts her glass in a mocking toast. “To the trash taking itself out.”

      I clink my glass with hers and shake my head. She’s more accurate than she knows.

      “So what are you going to do?” She props one elbow on the table and rests her chin in her hand, studying me. Her expression is concerned. And she doesn’t even know the half of it yet.

      Speaking of which… “Well. I guess I’m not completely on my own,” I admit. I cut off a wedge of brie, put it on a cracker, and shove it into my mouth. Anything to avoid this part of the conversation.

      Sasha turns sideways in the booth and lifts her knee up onto the big leather bench seat. She’s staring me directly in the face. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” she says, eyes narrowed.

      Yeah, there is.

      I can’t avoid this any longer. It’s the reason I sent her an SOS, after all. “Jake offered to help,” I mumble.

      “What?”

      “Jake,” I say a little louder. “Jake Wright. He offered to help.”

      I’m fairly certain the rest of the bar can hear her gasp even over the jukebox. A couple heads turn, and I want to sink down under the booth. But when nothing happens immediately, people go back to their own conversations and ignore us. Thank goodness.

      “Jake.” She sets her glass down on the table. “Jake Jake? As in your ex⁠—”

      I surge forward and place my hand over her mouth to stop her from finishing that sentence.

      “Boyfriend?” I say, baring my teeth in the world’s fakest smile. Please, God, go with me on this, I think, eyes pleading for her to understand. “Yes, my ex-boyfriend Jake from next door is in town, and he offered to help me run the winery for now.”

      I remove my hand from Sasha’s mouth and sit back in the booth, feeling drained. And I haven’t even gotten to the best part yet. Best? Worst? Whatever.

      Sasha grabs the bottle and tops off our glasses. She shoves mine into my hand and orders, “Details. Now.”

      So I fill her in—on the surfer jerk bailing, on how I feel so over my head with everything, on how lonely it is at Caparelli by myself.

      And how I stumbled across my ex on a walk this afternoon between the vineyards.

      Full disclosure—Sasha is one of only two people who know Jake wasn’t just my boyfriend. I never said a word to my sisters or cousins or even Nonna. When we got back from Vegas, Nonna was in the hospital and the family was in an uproar over my “disappearance.” Geno was furious that he hadn’t been able to get in touch with me and heavily implied that my reckless choices were a big part of the reason Nonna was sick. If I’d been there, if I hadn’t turned off my phone, none of this would have happened.

      Sasha told me from the start it was all bullshit, but I never fully believed it. I let my family down, and I’ve been making it up to them for the past ten years. And now the centerpiece of my worst mistake is back in town.

      I do my best to change the subject, and after a while we move on to local gossip and the new show she keeps trying to get me to watch. But eventually we circle back, because Sasha isn’t one to let me drop the subject that easily.

      It’s both my favorite and most frustrating thing about her.

      “So you’re telling me”—Sasha gestures with her wineglass, and the golden liquid sloshes dangerously close to the rim—“Jake was just, what? Sitting there at Take Flight, waiting for you?”

      “Oh, no.” I shake my head firmly. Or at least as firmly as I can at the moment. At some point, we moved on to our second bottle of wine and I’m feeling a little fuzzy. But not as fuzzy as Jake was this afternoon.

      “Fuzzy?” Sasha stares at me. “What does that even mean?”

      Did I say that out loud? Damn.

      “Never mind. Jake…he wasn’t waiting for me. It was a pity party for one.” I feel a little bitchy for saying that, so I wrinkle my nose and start over. “He was saying goodbye to the family vineyard. And I don’t blame him. But, well, he was pretty drunk when I showed up. Which probably explains why he said what he said.” I scrape up the last of the brie with a cracker and pop it into my mouth.

      “And what did he say, Clarice?” Sasha’s classic serial-killer imitation is truly awful, but we both crack up anyway.

      When I finally catch my breath, I glance around. Nobody’s sitting near us, and the music is loud. This is what I sent the SOS for…might as well spill.

      “He said we’re still married,” I grumble.

      “He said what?” Sasha stares at me, wide-eyed. “No. No way.”

      “That’s what I said!” I’m indignant all over again. “He’s lying to me, Sasha. And I can’t figure out why.”

      She pours the rest of the bottle into my glass, gesturing at me to drink up.

      I don’t have to be asked twice. I know my way around a rideshare app.

      “I mean, we got an annulment. I signed the paperwork and everything,” I say.

      “I remember.” For a minute, we’re both lost in the memories of me sobbing into her comforter, hiding my broken heart in her bedroom so my family wouldn’t catch on. “And Geno gave them to Jake, right?”

      “Yep.” I take another long swallow of wine. “And then Jake skipped town.”

      Sasha leans back against the bench seat and tilts her head. “Did you ever get proof that the annulment went through?”

      “I—” My mouth snaps shut for a minute. “I honestly have no idea.”

      I don’t remember much about that summer, to be fair. Nonna was sick, my sisters were panicking, my uncle was expecting me to pick up the slack, and my boyfriend-slash-husband-slash-nothing had fucked off to parts unknown.

      Not that I should have expected him to stick around after I let Geno tell him that I agreed our marriage was a mistake and we needed to get an annulment.

      But.

      It still hurt.

      “What exactly did he say today?” Sasha’s eyes are way too sharp for someone who’s drunk as much wine as we have. “How did he explain it?”

      I think back. “He said he wouldn’t be much of a husband if he didn’t help me out in my ‘time of need,’” I say, drawing air quotes with my fingers. “And that he never really wanted the annulment anyway, so he didn’t turn in the paperwork.”

      “Damn.” She nods slowly. “Boy’s got game.”

      “Sasha!” I smack her arm with the back of my hand. “You’re supposed to be on my side. Get it together.”

      She laughs and takes another drink. Someone on the other side of the bar chooses a slow, romantic song on the jukebox, and the soft strains pick at something sensitive in me. It’s like when you’ve got a sore tooth and you just can’t keep from worrying at it with your tongue. You know it’s going to hurt, but you do it anyway.

      Seeing him today, under the oak tree—our oak tree—was like that. Tugging at something painful that I’d thought was left in the past.

      The last time I was under that tree, it had been with Jake. Ten years earlier, the morning I turned eighteen.

      He’d stood there, shifting from foot to foot, nerves clear on his face. Then he’d handed me a  velvet box in a birthday gift bag—and dropped to one knee.

      My breath had caught in my throat, every atom of my being screaming yes before he’d even had a chance to get the question out.

      It hadn’t been an engagement ring. No, that would have caused too many questions, too much suspicion. Instead, he’d given me a thin gold necklace, with a rose pendant on it. A pretty, romantic gift that I could wear every day without anyone questioning it.

      Only the two of us knew we’d made a promise that day, one that we fulfilled only a few months later in Vegas.

      And when I’d handed the necklace and my wedding band to Sasha and begged her to take them back to Jake, I’d sent a good portion of my heart with her that day as well.

      Even today, ten years later, I still catch myself reaching for the rose pendant that hasn’t been around my neck for years.

      I sigh and drink some more wine.

      Sasha is watching me, and I can tell she’s going to hit me with some hard truths. It’s what I love about her, as much as I hate it, too.

      “Look, Rosa, I’m gonna be real with you. This may actually be a good thing.”

      “A good thing.” I go over our conversation in my head. “Which part?”

      “All of it. So you have a husband. Maybe it’s time you deal with it head on.”

      “I do not have a husband.”

      “The last person to have the annulment papers seems to think so.” She shrugs and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Come on, Rosa, what’s the worst that can happen?”

      I can think of a dozen different outcomes—none of them good. “Accepting Jake’s offer is the absolute last thing I should do,” I say. “We’ve got too much history between us.”

      “Maybe that’s why it could work,” she muses. “He knows you, Rosa. And he knows his shit.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “How do you even know that? He’s been gone since high school.”

      “Well.” She finishes the last of her wine. “One of us needed to keep tabs on him. Just in case.”

      I’m reminded again of why she’s my best friend. And why she drives me crazy, just a little bit.

      “I’ve spent the last ten years trying to forget him,” I admit softly.

      Sasha rolls her eyes. “And that’s worked so well,” she mocks. “Besides, what else are you going to do? Go back to Geno and admit defeat?”

      I can’t do that. But without Jake’s help, there’s no way I can keep this vineyard alive long enough to fulfill Nonna’s final wishes—or prove that I’m not a terminal screwup.

      There’s no one else I can turn to right now. Yeah, I know, family sticks together and helps out and all those clichés. But Bianca is in Argentina and Allegra is in Europe somewhere, and God knows we haven’t been able to depend on Mama in years. And if Geno gets his hands on Caparelli, even if it’s technically just to “help out,” it’ll be absorbed back into Belmonte so fast my head will spin. His version of teamwork only extends in one direction.

      And I can’t let that happen.

      Caparelli meant something to Nonna. She left it to me—to us—for a reason. If I give up now, I’ll be
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