
Chapter One

			Josie Sanchez could feel it creep, the tension headache that had been flirting with her all week. She sighed and took a sip of pilsner while waiting for cheese and olives at Lou’s, the old-school Italian restaurant in Elmwood. It was the kind of place where dusty mandolins and black-and-white photos of the family estate in Italy peppered the walls. Where guests started with antipasti and a cocktail, ordered a nice bottle of Barolo for dinner, and finished with a digestivo or caffè corretto.

			The front of the restaurant was for the world, but Lou’s back room was claimed by the wine industry. If a tourist walked down the few steps into the dimly lit maroon and black room behind the regular bar, they quickly got the sense they didn’t belong and fled. And if they didn’t leave on their own, the bartender would escort them to the front. It rarely got handsy.

			The back room hummed with its standard Friday night crowd. There were a lot of things Josie hated about being in a roomful of industry people, but she enjoyed the respite from the tourists of Elmwood. She dealt with them quite enough at work and looked forward to the escape. There was no middle ground in this town. You were either a tourist or industry or ran a place on Main Street.

			She took a sip and scanned the dark hollow over her shoulder, trying to dodge the eyes of eager elbow rubbers, but she was sitting next to the most popular industry person of all, Hank Layton, aka King of Pinot, aka wine legend, aka her boss. And Hank had an appetite for attention.

			She smirked as he fisted the bowl of his Riedel, the delicate glass looking out of place in his thick fingers, his knuckles tattooed with stars. “How is it the King of Pinot has the most disgusting wineglass in all Oregon? I mean, really? How hard is it to drink from the same spot and hold it by the stem like a civilized human?” It was a joke, of course, but the white gunk on the lip of his fingerprint-covered glass repulsed her.

			“Anthony here served the damn thing too cold. Again. Had to warm it with my hands.” As if he wouldn’t hold it by the bowl anyway. He would.

			Anthony, the older bartender with a manicured gray goatee and perfectly pressed black vest, raised a brow as he polished stemware. “You’re going senile, you old son of a bitch. I told you a million times, the cellar is set to fifty-seven degrees, and I—”

			“Don’t have control over the temperature,” Hank finished, cutting Anthony off with a whiney impersonation.

			He nodded and slid the stemware into an oak shelf, the lighting under the wood bringing each glass to a bright sparkle like hundreds of fireflies in a cave. In a world where everyone kissed Hank’s ass, he seemed to value Anthony’s sharp temper, however put-on. Liked to be roughed up a bit.

			Josie laughed at the ribbing her boss so often deserved. Being the winemaker at Cadieux left her with little room to jab him when he was obnoxious. She had the best job in town, making the best wine in town, and that was always her priority. But she knew Hank like she knew the molecular makeup of wine, and she knew how much she could push. Once he had finished his olives and cheese, she decided to go for it: “About that conversation we started last week, I really believe—”

			He cleared his throat and wiped his hands on the black serviette. She waited as he took another swig of the 2001 Brunello. She’d have a glass after her beer. There was no way she wasn’t trying that wine. “Earn me a gold in the Cru Wine Awards for this vintage’s estate pinot, and you can make your own label at Cadieux. I know it’s a couple years down the road until it’s judged, but you can make your wine this year, and if we don’t get gold, I’ll buy what you made and put it under the Cadieux label.”

			She set down her beer and rubbed the condensation between her fingers until it evaporated. Her own wine label had been her dream since she’d started in the industry when she was only twenty-one. Before that, if she counted her degree in microbiology as industry experience. And she did. Yes, the opportunity was tantalizing, but she had already given everything to Cadieux: years of missed weddings and family holidays—not that she ever looked forward to those—and countless vintages of superior wines. She’d already earned the privilege to make her own label at Cadieux.

			Hank had that smug look on his face. The look that agitated her no end.

			“Hank, come on. Gold medal or not, you know I’ve earned this. I’ve exceeded all your expectations for fifteen years.” Shit. Had she really been at Cadieux for that long?

			“Anthony, can we please get another glass for Josie?” he asked. Anthony slid a fresh glass in front of her, and Hank held up the bottle of Brunello. “May I?”

			She nodded, but she knew his tactics. He was about to butter her up only to deliver a blow of condescension.

			In terms of the wine industry standard in Oregon, Hank broke the mold. Sure, he was an old white man, but his arms were covered in tattoos, and his whole attitude screamed rock ’n’ roll. At least, it had. His tattoos looked a bit tired on his thin skin now. More of a whisper than a scream. He was a laid-back guy until it came to his wine. Then he was as serious as acetobacter, the bacteria that turned wine to vinegar, not to be messed with. And he trusted her—only her—to make his wine. She was the sole winemaker to take over for him, and they had developed a deep bond over the years. So deep, she thought of him as family. She certainly favored him over the one she’d been born into.

			As frustrating as he could be, she also adored him. He was everything she wasn’t: gregarious, boisterous, and charming. But what they shared was a natural aptitude for wine. He’d started Cadieux Vineyards in the seventies when he was just twenty-three, and it was one of the first five wineries established in the Willamette Valley. He consistently produced some of the best wines in the region. Hell, in the world, if all those medals and awards had anything to say about it. He’d earned his stripes.

			He poured her enough to give it a swirl and a good sniff, though an older wine like this didn’t need a lot of swirling. It had been aging for over twenty years, beautifully micro-oxidizing to this gorgeous expression of Sangiovese. She took in the distinguished bouquet and put her lips to the crystal to taste. The Brunello was exquisite. Her eyes fluttered shut as she dragged air over the sip in her mouth, let the wine coat her tongue, and relished the taste of dried fig and leather. And was that a hint of hazelnut? “This is glorious.”

			“I know.” He grinned and poured her a full glass. “Look. I get it, Jos. I really do. Every winemaker in town wants to make their own label, but they don’t want to quit their cushy jobs to do it. That’s the problem with millennials. You all lack the guts to go do the damn thing.” She bit her tongue as she accepted his generational bashing. This was nothing new. He loved to get in a good one. “They don’t want to jump headfirst into the deep end to do it. It’s easy to look around the winery and think, ‘Hey, look. Everything I need to make wine is right here.’”

			She winced as he spoke. He wasn’t wrong about winemakers wanting to use the space they already worked in, but it stung regardless. Nothing this delicious wine couldn’t ease a bit. She took another sip as he put her in her place.

			“I know you want to make your own label and put all that creative genius to work on something that’s yours, but I run a business, and if there’s extra fermentor and tank space, you’d better believe I want it filled with Cadieux wine. I think you’re the bee’s knees, kid. But there’s nothing in it for me.”

			Hank always griped about the differences between millennials and boomers, proclaiming her generation was entitled and allergic to hard work. Which was the opposite of who she was, thank you very much. Also, the constant reference to her being a kid just annoyed the ever-living shit out of her. She was forty-years-old, for the love of God, barely a millennial.

			She crossed her legs and angled her body toward him. “Nothing in it for you except production space rental fees and partial ownership of my brand. You know I’ll be successful. I was named winemaker of the year before I turned thirty, for Christ’s sake. I’ve earned countless accolades and have been distinguished as one of the top winemakers in the country. People will buy what I make no matter what label it’s under.”

			He listened intently, his signature blue eyes sparkling. When she finished, he laughed his bellowing laugh, and as if it were a mating call, three eager winemakers swarmed them. “Hi, Josie. Hank, how do you think this harvest will shake out?”

			She sighed and leaned away, allowing Mike, Randy, and Chris access to the Hank Layton. It bored her. The men were nice enough, but they wanted to be seen. To be seen with Hank. She shook her head and dove into her Brunello. The popularity contest was her least favorite part of the industry, and if Hank wasn’t here to field the climbers, they’d be after her instead.

			Once he had successfully shooed them away, he looked at her and smiled softly. Almost winced. “You know I’d make more money just making Cadieux wine instead of lending you the space. Not to mention, you’d be splitting your focus between two labels. It just doesn’t make sense for me.” She stayed quiet as his words pelleted her dreams. “I value you, and I want you to stay at Cadieux. Shit, where would I be without you? But I also value that damned elusive gold medal. So that’s my offer. Bring me the gold, and you get your label.”

			She couldn’t argue with him. He was right. It didn’t make financial sense for him to let her use valuable winery space for her own label. It would be to keep her happy. A favor. And she got to start making her wine this crush. She grinned. If it took flipping the earth’s magnetic poles, she would win that gold medal. Nothing would stand in her way. “Deal.” She shook his meaty paw.

			“I’ve been thinking about the other thing you asked for,” he said. Her shoulders rose, and she nodded, excited for him to continue. She’d been desperate for a density meter, a little handheld device that measured Brix, or sugar content, without having to manually set up a hydrometer for each individual fermentor. It sounded like a small purchase, but the density meter cost thousands of dollars. In her desperation, she offered to hire one fewer intern this crush to help offset the cost. “You can buy yourself a density meter.”

			She pumped her fist in victory. “Yes.”

			He laughed and shook his head. “You’re a nerd and need to get out more.”

			“Oh, shut up. You know how much I need it. And quite frankly, it’s absurd a winery like Cadieux doesn’t already have one.” Deep down, she loved Hank, and she knew he loved her. More importantly, he respected her as a winemaker; something she had to constantly fight for in this industry, no matter how many awards she won. She was always one of the best female winemakers. But according to Cork & Cellar, the most respected wine magazine in the industry, she was the best winemaker in the whole damn country.

			She couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you.”

			He swirled his wine absentmindedly. “You’re sure you can get through crush with one intern?”

			“Positive. Plus, I’ll have Teddy helping out and might steal Erin from Folstrum for pressing. You know they pick early and press early.”

			He smirked. “Damn cowards.”

			“Hey. She makes good wine for them.”

			Hank wiped the gunk off the rim of his glass with the serviette and chuckled. “I can taste the fear in it. Roger never did have a pair of—”

			“I can taste the fear in it, too.”

			He wrapped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her into his thick chest. It was true. Folstrum’s owner, Roger Getson, never had the guts to let his grapes hang through the rains, sacrificing the invaluable last couple of days of accumulation of phenolic compounds that gave wine its entire personality. Leaving them with thinner, more acidic wines. It was a sore topic for Erin.

			“It’s not her fault. She’s a good winemaker,” Josie said.

			He shrugged.

			The density meter was going to save her countless hours. If she could find an experienced harvest veteran to help shoulder the work and be a leader in the cellar, she’d not only make it through crush, but she’d make Hank’s gold medal estate pinot. She just needed to hire the perfect person.

			“I already have an intern lined up for you, so you can cross that off your giant preharvest to-do list,” he said.

			She did not like the sound of this. She wanted to handpick her intern, especially for the most important and understaffed crush of her life.

			“My niece, Mackenzie. She doesn’t have much experience, but she’s a good kid. Got a good spark in her. I think she’ll do well for you.”

			Josie almost knocked over her glass reaching for her serviette to smother her surprised cough. What the hell? Any other harvest, she wouldn’t mind coaching a newbie. She would have one experienced intern and one inexperienced. But this crush, she only had one. And hiring someone with zero wine background was the opposite of what she needed.

			Hank scanned the menu, making it clear he was finished with this conversation. This seemed a hard line for him. He’d always had a soft spot for the girl in the photo on his desk. His only niece. He had a nephew, too, but he only ever talked about her.

			So she was stuck with Mackenzie Layton for better or worse.

			




Chapter Ten

			The Cane was the pub equivalent of Lou’s back room, an Elmwood wine industry favorite. Like Lou’s, the ambiance was immersive, filled with dark oak and cozy booths. The kind of bar a person could spend hours in shooting pool or catching up with friends.

			“I’ve always found that the interns who care the most take a longer time to settle into the job,” Georgie said, smoothing his shaggy black hair and tucking it behind his ears. His style had drifted more European after he’d visited his mom’s birthplace in Spain last year, and Josie had seen quite enough of his chest hair in last few months.

			Erin wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and set down her IPA. “Can you please utilize one more button?” she asked, nodding to his dark curls. “That’s gotta be a health code violation. I better not find any little Georgie hairs in our nachos.”

			Josie smothered her laugh by taking a sip of beer, a Deschutes Black Butte Porter. One of her favorites. That was until they released their Jubelale for the season. Nothing screamed the coziness of fall and the holidays quite like Jubelale, a winter ale that had a unique winter-themed label every year.

			Josie snagged a chip loaded with chicken and cheese as she watched her friends bicker. She loved the familial friendship they had. Especially Erin and Georgie. They might as well have been siblings. “But to your point, I totally agree. The more they care, the more nervous they are, and the slower the uptake. Sounds like Mac is right on schedule. It’s still her first month here,” Erin said.

			She knew they were right. There was something about Mac that said she would grow into one of Josie’s better cellar hands, but it was taking time to get there. And that didn’t help her current situation. She had run numbers on the sauvignon blanc, and it was close. Like, close close. Maybe even scheduling a pick in the next week kind of close. “Yeah, I know. I just…need a little more from her.” She felt guilty saying it, but it was true. Mac was doing just fine, but given she was short-staffed, Josie needed her to be exceeding expectations. “The sauv blanc’s gotta come off the vine at the end of next week. Especially if that rain hits. And she has all this potential, but she just needs to find the confidence.”

			It was rumored that it was going to be a wet crush. Josie never put too much stock in the pre-harvest rumblings about town, but she knew this wouldn’t be the only time they’d be rushing to pick grapes before the weather turned.

			Georgie dropped a half-eaten nacho on his plate. “Ugh. I’ve lost my appetite. How does harvest keep coming every year? Can we please take a year off?”

			“Not feeling ready?” she asked.

			He took a final ice-clunking sip of his margarita and grimaced. “You know how it is, Jos. Always ready, always tired. Exhausted before we even start.”

			She fingered the condensation on her pint glass as Georgie tried to describe the universal feeling of the industry. “And yet, crush is the best part of the year,” she said. It was true. Crush was hard. Crush stole every minute of her life. But crush was when the magic happened. Unlike brewers or most distillers, they had one shot to make their wine, and every vintage was different. Some were exceptional, and this vintage was shaping up to be one of those banner years. At least one thing was going well in her journey for gold. In her journey for Anita.

			They both sighed in surrender. “It really is the best,” Erin said.

			“Are we in an unhealthy relationship with wine?” Georgie asked, chuckling into his empty margarita. He scanned the pub for their server.

			Josie laughed. “Oh, one-hundred percent. Yes.”

			“Speaking of unhealthy relationships, how’s Amanda?” Erin asked.

			Georgie blew out a long breath and pushed himself out of the booth. “Nope. Not doing this right now. I’m going to order another at the bar.” He shook his empty glass. “Anyone need anything?”

			Erin and Josie declined, and Georgie walked away. “So, uh, is she single?” Erin asked.

			Josie cocked her head. “Is who single?”

			Erin laughed. “Oh, come on. Your wildly attractive intern.” She smacked the table with an open palm. “I mean, she’s fair game, right? She was so adorable during our barrel tasting.”

			“Wrong.” Josie’s answer was clipped and fast. She fisted her pint glass and began to think she was friends with too many lesbians. She knew Shelby was also eyeing Mac, and she didn’t even want to think about all the men who had an interest in her. Or why it bothered her so deeply. She shook herself out of her possessive thoughts. “She’s my intern. Don’t mess it up for me, okay? She’s, like, super straight-looking anyway.”

			Erin shrugged. “Doesn’t mean shit.”

			She knew damn well it didn’t mean shit, and that there was no such thing as “straight-looking.” In fact, she got the sense Mac was queer. And maybe even attracted to Josie. Maybe. She did squeeze her arm a lot, and Josie often caught her gaze lingering on her. Guess she’d find out one day. She threw two twenties on the table and stood. “I don’t care. She’s off-limits until after crush.”

			“Josie Sanchez, everybody.” Erin held up an open hand to display her. “Fun-deficient and strict.”

			“Tell Georgie I’ll catch him later. I’m going home to eat a real meal. You know, one with veggies.” She threw a napkin at Erin and left.

			Her feelings about Mac tormented her on the walk home. Even the fresh zip of cold air didn’t help to calm her. Why did she feel this way? If any of her past interns wanted to go date Erin or Shelby, Josie would be okay with it as long as they kept it professional. Then why did she want to keep everyone at arm’s length when it came to Mac?

			Mac. She wouldn’t miss those flowing blond waves anywhere. Mac waited at the crosswalk ahead with a brown paper bag in her arms, her dress dancing in the breeze. Josie was glad she at least had on a jean jacket, but her legs must have been freezing.

			Josie waited to get closer before she called out, trying to banish all her weird feelings from before. But when Mac turned with a grin on her face, as if hearing Josie call her name made her the happiest woman on earth, it was like her insides liquified into mulled wine. Her energy was contagious. Always so warm.

			“Josie, hi.” Her voiced skipped along high notes.

			“Thought that was you,” Josie said, reaching for the bag in Mac’s hands.

			“Oh, that’s okay—”

			“Let me take this for you,” she insisted. She knew what was in the bag by the feel of it. Two bottles of wine and some veggies, she guessed.

			The light changed, and they walked across the street side by side. “Thank you. I, uh, thought you’d be back a little later tonight. I was going to whip up some dinner for us. Kind of as a surprise.”

			Josie smiled to herself in the growing dark. Being around Mac felt like slipping. Into what? She’d figure that out later because making dinner with her was just another usual night. Nothing to second guess about that. Not to mention, she had a suspicion that tomorrow would be their last day off in a very long time, so why not loosen up and enjoy the evening? “But now we get to cook together.” The pep in her own voice surprised her, but she was feeling exceptionally good all of a sudden. Completely at ease, as if Erin had slipped her one of the special gummies. “What’s on the menu?”

			Mac tapped the bag as they turned onto Holston. “Veggie pie and a big salad. Sound okay?”

			“Mm. How did you know about my weakness for savory pie?”

			Mac bumped her shoulder and grinned. “Caught a vibe.”

			“You are very intuitive.” They walked the path to the door and could see the girls wiggling with excitement just inside. “Now, let’s hope you can cook better than you can rack wine.” Josie couldn’t keep a straight face. She burst into chuckles as Mac swatted her arm and held up a finger.

			“That is so not fair. It was just my first—” She was cut off by Bone’s loud whine.

			“We should probably get inside. Do you mind?” Josie asked, nodding to the door.

			“Of course.” Mac searched her purse for a solid minute before it became obvious she didn’t have her key. “I swear, I put it in here.”

			On a different day, this would have rubbed Josie the wrong way. She’d use it to solidify the idea that Mac was out of her league when it came to working at Cadieux. But nothing could burst her happy little bubble tonight. Mac was just a beautiful woman who’d left her keys at home. It happened. “No worries. Mine’s in my front pocket.”

			Mac hesitated, then reached—

			“Oh,” Josie said, shocked when Mac’s fingers dipped into the pocket of her slim-fit jeans. She wasn’t prepared to feel her hand so close. Mac jingled her keys and smiled. “I kinda thought I’d pass the bag to you and get them myself.” A nervous chuckle filled the space between them as Mac’s face heated.

			“Oh. My. God.” She covered her mouth and burst into laughter, her cheeks a deep scarlet. “I can’t believe I just shoved my hand down your pants.”

			Josie shifted the bag in her arms and felt her own face warm. “I wouldn’t necessarily say that.”

			“I totally just took that as an invitation. I’m so sorry.” Mac shook her head, the porch light making that signature Layton sparkle pop in her eyes.

			Josie swallowed and tried to look into the grocery bag, but her gaze jumped right back to Mac’s. “It’s really okay.” They stood on her porch for a moment longer before Bone let out another disgruntled whine, and Mac unlocked the door.

			Mac bowed to lavish the girls with pets and rubs and kisses. It was one of Josie’s favorite things: the love Mac had for Bone and Tinker and the fact that she greeted them with the same fervor she’d had on night one. Josie slid the bag of groceries onto the dining room table as Mac straightened, a giant smile on her face.

			“I have something for you,” Mac said.

			“Oh yeah?” Josie’s stomach tightened around Mac’s words. The way they sounded like a promise. Even if what she really wanted was as impossible as dividing by zero. Undefined, technically.

			“Yeah. Can we”—Mac nodded toward the stairs—“have a little meeting in your office?”

			Josie tried to will away the weird bubbling in her chest that was threatening to geyser through her ribs. But it stayed. All effervescent and hopeful. And terrifying. Truly terrifying because she couldn’t control it. It only grew at the thought of being in her tiny office with Mac again. She would flood the small space with her energy, her warm gardenia skin, and her laughter, and Josie would bathe in it all. She rubbed her chest. “Um. Sure. I’ll meet you up there after I let the girls out.”

			A deep smile formed on Mac’s lips and stretched into her cheeks. “Perfect,” she said and walked up the stairs.

			The girls were mercifully fast at doing their business. Almost as fast as Josie speed walking up the stairs. She knocked once before pushing the door wide open, just like Mac had done to her earlier that day. Mac sat in her chair, laptop on her thighs, facing the door. The pale glow of the screen played along her features in the dark room. She smirked. “I don’t know if you’re ready for this,” she said.

			Josie took another step into the small space, relishing how Mac had already altered it somehow. Made it hers. That damn simmering in Josie’s chest heated to a boil. “I’m feeling pretty ready.”

			Mac stood, offering the chair. “Come sit.” Josie lowered herself as Mac walked behind her, bending close to her ear, and whispered, “Close your eyes.”

			Josie wordlessly did as she was told, letting the darkness take everything except for the feeling of Mac’s breasts against the back of her shoulders and the warmth of her arms as she reached over Josie and set the computer on her lap.

			“Okay,” she said, staying close enough for her words to tickle. She curled her fingers softly around Josie’s bicep before speaking again. “Before you open your eyes, I want you to know that this is just the first draft. And you won’t offend me in the slightest if you scrap it for something else. Okay?”

			Josie nodded. She could feel Mac bend even closer, her breath skimming the shell of her ear, and her hair falling onto the tops of her shoulders.

			“But I have a feeling I know what you want.”

			She couldn’t help herself. If a person didn’t leave a vent for CO2 to escape, the fermentation vessel would explode. She knew this from personal experience. Had a scar on her collarbone to prove it. Exploding wasn’t an option, so she needed to vent a little. She squeezed Mac’s hand that gripped her arm. “Do you?”

			“You tell me.” Her fingers twitched under Josie’s hand. “Open your eyes.”

			Her vision took a second to adjust to the bright glow of her laptop. Then, the image appeared. It was the exact image she’d held in her heart for over a decade and yet had somehow never seen before now. But here it was. Anita. Foxglove. Elegance and grace. Perfect in every way. She would have never come close to this on her own. Would’ve never been able to make it so whole. Her entire dream made beautiful and real by the woman she…by the woman she thought about more than anything. By the woman she wanted. She wanted Mac.

			Fuck. Were her eyes watering?

			“Do you like it?”

			“Mac…” She dropped her hand to grip her laptop, worried it was going to fall to the ground and shatter, and she’d lose this image forever. Mac had probably backed it up, but it felt precious to her. Mac ran a hand up and down her arm, lifting her palm so just her fingers skated over the sleeve of Josie’s button-down. The label, Mac’s touch. Her warm breath on Josie’s sensitive skin and her breasts against her back. It was overwhelming in the sweetest, hottest way, but it stuck any words she had in her throat.

			“Jos?”

			“This…is saved right? Backed up? On, like, a cloud or something?”

			Soft chuckles filled her ear. “Of course. It won’t disappear, I promise.”

			Josie closed the laptop, placed it on her desk, and stood, dragging the chair out of the way so there was nothing between the two of them. Nothing except the intense pull she felt toward Mac, who stood smiling as if she knew exactly how Josie was feeling right down to her core. She had no words, just the severe urge to close the space between them. She took a step closer. “Can I hug you?”

			Mac blinked, her mouth falling open just a centimeter, and nodded. “Get in here.”

			Josie took two quick strides and was in her arms in a second. A little oof escaped Mac’s lips. She didn’t mean to collide with such force; she just had a lot of feelings and apparently, not many ways to express them. Mac didn’t seem to mind. She tightened Josie into her, and they stayed in the warm embrace for what felt like a lifetime.

			Josie’s chin sat in the crook of Mac’s neck, and she never wanted to leave. But as Mac began to rub her back, an ounce of clarity settled on her shoulders. Just enough to gently wake her from this dream. She turned her lips to Mac’s ear and whispered, “It’s everything I could never dream of. Thank you, Mac.”

			She pulled away and smoothed her shirt.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Okay. There was definitely something different about Josie tonight. Markedly different. Mac knew they had natural chemistry. She could sense it in the way they moved around each other, in the way Josie looked at her sometimes when her guard slipped a bit, and in the way she could barely go five minutes without thinking about how vexing—and alluring—Josie was. But all those things just hinted at chemistry. There might as well be flasks and beakers in this kitchen because she could feel the chemistry.

			Josie shot her a crooked grin as she handed over a glass of the Chablis Mac had bought from Jack on his recommendation.

			Mac pressed a hand to her hot cheek. Should she be wearing safety goggles? Jesus. She took the wine and nodded a thanks, not trusting her ability to speak. At face value, this was a completely normal evening. They made dinner together almost every night. They drank wine together almost every night. But this night, it was as if they’d both taken a step toward each other, closing some of the distance they had started with. It could be about how much Josie loved the mock-up of the Anita label, but this energy—Josie’s energy—had been radiating before Mac had even showed her the label.

			And though Mac knew she should be careful around Josie because of her attraction, she also knew she’d take every inch she was given. Until…well, she’d figure that out later. Closeness could only help her going into harvest. Then it would be all about wine. And all about her career.

			“Mm. This wine.” Josie groaned as she pressed the glass to her scar. “Great pick.” She leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped, looking too good in her gray jeans and rumpled blue button-down. She kept running her fingers through her hair, turning it into a tousled mess. A sexy tousled mess.

			Mac looked away and heated a sauté pan with olive oil. “It’s good, huh? I got it at Jack’s.” She reached behind Josie for the cutting board of fresh veggies they’d just chopped. Even though Mac didn’t so much as graze her, she could feel Josie, as if their beings expanded past their skin.

			“You know, I really like that place. Even if it is a wine bar on Main.”

			Mac tossed the veggies into the hot pan. That sizzling sound never got old. “What do you mean?”

			“I tend to avoid the wine bars around town.”

			Mac stirred, grateful for the old apron she’d found in the back of the pantry when a pop of oil rocketed out of the pan right onto her chest. “Why?”

			Josie pushed off the counter and reached in front of her, turning the burner to low. “Because those places are crawling with—”

			“Excuse me.” Mac planted a hand on Josie’s chest. Her own shock and the warmth of Josie’s skin between her collarbones froze her. Her palm felt like a goddamn defibrillator. So charged. She cleared her throat and pushed Josie away. “I’m in charge of dinner tonight.” Her words were a throaty whisper as she turned the burner back up, thankful her voice didn’t crack.

			When Mac got the nerve to peek over her shoulder, Josie smiled and said, “Bossy.”

			That snapped her right back into the levity of the evening. She laughed as she gave the pan one more toss, then shut off the stove. “Says the woman who can’t even give up control over one meal.” She poured the veggies into the dough-lined pie pan.

			Josie scoffed and crossed her legs, relaxing against the counter again. “You were torching them.”

			Mac dropped the pan in the sink and stepped in front of Josie, who straightened, allowing her to land even closer. The fabric of her dress caught against the front of Josie’s jeans. “The veggies cook in the oven with the crust. But they need to get a good sear on them beforehand. Hence the high heat.”

			Josie tongued the scar on her bottom lip, and Mac’s hand burned with urge to touch her again.

			Instead, she nodded to the living room. “Now, can you please be useful and play me a record?”

			Josie stayed glued to the counter, her eyes just a shade darker than usual. A bit charred, like the veggies. Mac had the odd sensation that something was happening. That was until Tinker sauntered in, looked at both of them pointedly, and whacked her tail into the cupboard. Josie let out a deep breath. “It’d be my pleasure.”

			When Josie left, Mac ran a hand through her hair. Josie’s breath smelled like cocoa and Chablis, and Mac’s stomach dropped at the thought that she knew exactly how Josie would taste if she just leaned in and—

			“Hope you like Brandi Carlile.” Josie leaned against the wall and smiled as the music flowed into the kitchen.

			Mac grabbed the pie and slid it into the oven. “Is there a lesbian on earth who doesn’t?”

			“Oh.” Josie cleared her throat and fidgeted with her glass.

			Oh? Was she shocked? Had Mac misread all of the chemistry and vibes tonight? “Is that…an issue or something?” Mac hated how the question sounded. It wasn’t an issue. It couldn’t be. She knew damn well Josie Sanchez was interested in women, too. There wasn’t a straight bone in that woman’s body. She could tell.

			“What? An issue?” Josie sputtered. “No. Not at all. I’m just surprised.”

			Mac would have been disappointed if she didn’t think Josie was lying. Disappointed if Josie had lumped her into the “straight” category because that would mean she didn’t quite see Mac the way Mac had hoped. The way the rest of the world was blind to. She wanted Josie to see her for her. A strong, independent, lesbian woman. “Are you really?” she asked.

			Josie straightened. “Am I what?”

			“Surprised?”

			Josie scraped her scar between her teeth. “No. I’m not.”

			Mac nodded. “Because it takes one to know one?” She could feel the blood pooling in her cheeks from being so bold. She didn’t even know she was going to say those words until they hung fat in the air between them.

			Josie erupted into contagious laughter. Mac laughed, too. She took off her apron and wiped her eyes. “You got me there,” Josie said, a few final chuckles hiccupping her words.

			And there it was: the very unsettling and very scary fact that they were both interested in women sat like a bomb between them. They could either defuse it or blow it up. “Well, this should be done in thirty minutes,” Mac said, trying to pivot. Tonight felt like a safe zone of casual flirting, but on Monday, she knew they’d be back to the strict roles of winemaker and intern. They had to be. Neither would jeopardize what they truly wanted. Mac would not throw away this opportunity. “Where should we eat?”

			“How about the backyard?” Josie must have caught her grimace because she added, “I’ll start a fire.”

			“Deal.”

			Josie used half a Duraflame to get the fire roaring quickly while Mac ferried out the roasted beet and goat cheese salad, veggie pie, and the Côtes du Rhône she’d also bought from Jack. Josie sat next to her and poured herself some of the red. “Thank you for dinner. It smells so good.” She held up her glass. “And for the wine.”

			“It’s my pleasure. Really.” Mac took a bite of pie. She’d nailed it. The mix of onion, peas, carrots, and chanterelles was the perfect savory combination against the buttery crust. And everything about Josie’s backyard at night was enchanting. Unlike back home, there were no mosquitoes feasting on her legs, the strung lights were a magical glow against the night, and the fire warmed her more than the wine. Almost as much as the company.

			“Tell me, is your father anything like Hank?” Josie asked as she cut into the pie.

			Mac grinned as she thought about her father and the sweet goofiness he emitted. “You know, I think there’s only space for one Hank Layton in every family.” They laughed together, and Josie took a bite, the steam pouring from her lips into the cool air as she made owl noises and fanned her mouth. “Careful. It’s still hot.”

			Josie finally swallowed. “Though your heat advisory was a little late, that pie is incredible.” She smiled and knocked Mac’s shoulder. “Totally worth the burned mouth.”

			“I’m glad you think so.”

			“So your dad is nothing like Hank?” she asked, reaching for her wine.

			Mac shook her head. “Not at all. Hank has this ego.” She stopped and turned to Josie, worried she might offend her. He was her longtime boss after all. More than her boss, it seemed.

			Josie stopped forking her salad as if she’d realized Mac had gone quiet. “What?”

			“I just don’t want to offend you,” she said.

			“Offend me? Hank’s giant ego is as inherent to him as your ridiculous blue eyes.” Josie’s eyes widened as if she’d heard what she’d just said. Her words trickled down the back of Mac’s neck, zapping the tiny hairs to attention. Josie cleared her throat and tried again. “His blue eyes, I mean.”

			But that was not what she’d meant at all. Mac harvested some confidence and tugged on Josie’s sleeve. “Oh, come on. Give it back.”

			Josie grinned. “Give what back?”

			“That lovely compliment you accidentally paid me.” As Josie took a moment, Mac poured a glass of the Côtes du Rhône and swirled it. “I get the sense they’re a rarity. And I want it back.”

			Josie stayed quiet for a moment longer, and Mac wondered if she was gathering something. Courage, maybe. Because Josie had accidentally complimented her looks, and Mac was asking her to double down on it. This was a gray area, but how were they supposed to spend every damn hour together and not become friends? Or friendly? Or even a touch flirty? It was fine. It was normal. It was—

			“Not even Hank has eyes like yours.” Josie’s voice startled her. It held no hint of banter. It coasted into her like a warm breeze. Josie’s teeth scraped over her scar, and Mac swore she could draw the exact curve of it to the degree, she’d stared at it so much. “They’re not the ocean, they’re the lighthouse burning in the night.”

			Mac was speechless. She’d been complimented on her eyes by complete strangers her entire life, but not one of them had ever hit like this. Josie continued her meal, leaving Mac alone to digest the words. She was putting too much stock in them, surely. It was just a simple compliment, right? Wrong. Simple compliments didn’t make her hot and achy.

			“Your dad isn’t a wannabe rock star. That’s nice. And he runs his own marketing firm, also nice. And is he, indeed, nice?”

			Mac blinked and tried to stop fixating on the physical effect Josie was having on her body. “Yes. He’s nice. They all are.” It was like Josie had yanked a stick out of her gears, and she could resume all normal functions. “My mom’s a teacher, and my brother is starting a master’s program in econ. I honestly couldn’t imagine having a more loving, nice family.” Josie nodded. “That’s actually why I chose marketing. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but I thought I’d like spending time with my dad. So I did that until I wanted to rip my hair out and torch every one of my clients’ portfolios.”

			Josie chuckled into her wineglass. “Wow. Loved it that much, huh?”

			“You know, I actually really enjoyed the data analysis and getting to be creative. I think it was the clients that I hated the most.” She swallowed. “I know you think I’m just hopping on the next familial train that can help me, but I’m really trying to build something for myself. I want this. I adore wine, and I want to learn everything I can while I’m here.”

			Josie’s black brows had the prettiest arch, and Mac’s skin tingled under her stare. “I know,” Josie finally said.

			Mac nodded and took a sip of wine. It would probably be for the best to keep this conversation moving. Strange things were happening to her body when words slowed and lingered. Strange, warm things. She cleared her throat. “What about your family?”

			Josie shifted in her chair and chuckled. A meager little chuckle that was more sardonic than jovial. “I don’t like them all that much. They’re in Connecticut, and that’s close enough for me.”

			Mac tried not to gasp. “Truly?”

			“Truly. I don’t go home often, and the winery is the perfect excuse. I see them about every three years.”

			“Josie, I…I’m sorry.”

			Josie pushed her last bite of pie around, her lips pulling into a tight smile over her teeth. “It’s okay. I just refuse to bend over backward for folks I don’t want in my life just because we share some DNA. They don’t care about me. They just drain me.”

			Mac stayed quiet, not wanting to push for information that wasn’t hers or that Josie didn’t want to share.

			Josie shook her head. “My dad is a metal fabricator by day and an entire flat of Bud Light by night. My mom was also a teacher, but she quit to be a stay-at-home mom and never went back to work. Now she’s just sad and refuses to find a hobby or new passion.”

			Mac’s heart broke for her. She couldn’t imagine not having a family who was a foundation. A source of strength and security. How lonely it must feel.

			“I’ll hand it to them, though. They never took money out of the college fund our grandparents had set up for us. Not a penny. In fact, my father even added to it a few times. They were always good with money. But they gave it all to my brother, Drew. Said he was preparing for a real job, not some silly wine nonsense.”

			Mac pushed her plate away. “A real job?”

			Josie dropped her head back and laughed. “Sales.” Her laughter was biting and…sad. “I didn’t need the money. But yeah, it kind of gutted me. And Drew’s job is being a merchandiser for Red Bull. Which is fine. But it didn’t require my folks sinking thousands of dollars into his education. Actually, I think he might have been fired, given how many times I’ve had to bail him out. Next time, I’m letting him get evicted.” She took a deep breath and turned to Mac, that tight smile on her lips. “And I’m the black sheep. I guess being gay was just another point against me in their eyes. They took my, albeit few, relationships about as seriously as they take my job.”

			She shook her head. “Anyway, enough about them. Honestly, your uncle is my family. Erin and Georgie are close too but not like Hank. He cares for me like no one else has.” A true smile spread across her lips. “He sees me. And loves me for who I am and believes in me. Invests in me. That’s why this job is everything to me. Everything.”

			Mac sat with Josie’s words. She could relate. Not to the pain of having an unsupportive family but to the pain of being judged and underestimated. Of not being seen or appreciated. She took a deep breath. “I’ve known you all of one month. Just a handful of weeks, really. But I see you, Josie. Clear as day.”

			The small lines at the corners of Josie’s eyes deepened as she seemingly tried to bite down a smile. She squeezed Mac’s wrist. It was too brief. “I see you, Mac.”

			“Must be my lighthouse eyes.” She winked.

			“Oh, come off it. That’s the last time I ever compliment you,” Josie said between chuckles. She tossed her napkin on the table and bumped Mac’s shoulder. “Brutal.”

			“Your eyes are like a well.”

			Josie raised a brow, leaning away from her. “A well? As in, a creepy dark place where the girl from The Ring lives?”

			“Only when you’re angry.” Mac squeezed her shoulder. “No, silly. A well, like a wishing well. Still dark, yes. But with a bit of magic.”

			Josie stayed quiet for a moment, seemingly absorbing Mac’s compliment. She shook her head as if waking. “Go hiking with me and the girls tomorrow.”

			“What?” Mac was taken off guard.

			“Hiking with me and the girls. We’ve officially scheduled picks through the weekend, starting with the sauv blanc on Friday, and I have a feeling this crush is going to get pretty intense pretty quickly. I thought maybe you’d want to get out in nature before we’re trapped in the winery together for three months.”

			It sounded suspiciously like a date. Though hesitation quickly followed, Mac’s gut reaction was fuck yes. And she liked to consider herself a go-with-your-gut kind of girl. She could consider why she hesitated later. “You won’t get us lost in the Oregon wilderness, will you?”

			Josie’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Only if you want me to.” She took a swig of wine. “Sounds kind of nice actually, to run away and totally ditch harvest. I bet we could survive in the wild.”

			Mac tilted her head in consideration. “Maybe. But I don’t know about Tinkerbell. She’s kind of a diva.”

			Josie grimaced. “And old.”

			“And old,” Mac said. “Plus, I should probably work a harvest before I start ditching them.”

			“Fair point.”

			They sat quietly for a moment before Mac piled her utensils on her plate. “I’m cold. Ready to move this party inside?”

			“Yes. Thank you for indulging me.”

			After putting out the fire and cleaning the kitchen, they spent the rest of the evening lounging on the couch with the girls, watching Unsolved Mysteries and drinking wine. Mac reveled in the comfort and familiarity of it. Even though there were two big dogs between them, Mac felt close to Josie. Maybe too close. But definitely not close enough.

			




Chapter Twelve

			“Come on, girls. Let’s go on a hike before Mom turns into a ghost tomorrow.” Josie slipped on their harnesses and packed their collapsible water bowl in her bag.

			She loaded Bone and Tinker into the car while their excited tails whacked everything in sight. Once she got the girls situated in the back seat, she shut their door and rounded the back of the car as Mac locked the house.

			She was in the cutest hiking getup Josie had ever seen. Like she was wearing the hiking outfit from an American Girl doll catalogue. She wore her winery boots—that she would have to sanitize before tomorrow—high wool socks, olive green shorts, a white T-shirt under a long-sleeve denim shirt, and an honest-to-God red bandana. Josie couldn’t help but snigger.

			Mac opened the door and poked her head inside. “Are you laughing at me?”

			Josie tried to smother the rest of her chuckles, but it was hopeless. She had been caught, and she truly could not stop.

			Mac swung into her seat and swatted her shoulder. “Oh my gosh, you totally are.” She swatted her again, and Josie cowered behind her upheld arms.

			“Stop, stop,” she begged through her laughter. Bone and Tinkerbell thought it necessary to take control of the situation and bathed them in kisses in an attempt to subdue them. “Now look what you’ve done,” Josie cried as she tried to push Bone into the back seat.

			Mac’s laughter was beautiful
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