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            Chapter One

          

          FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      I’m a practical gal, but there’s one hill of superstition that I will die on. And that is: never challenge Worse.

      You know what I mean. Shit happens and you say, “Well, at least things can’t get worse.” Big mistake. Huge. Because Worse is always listening.

      Case in point: my day. This morning, I got into my car to go to work, and the battery was dead. My fault. Last night, I dropped a Snickers bar into the void under the driver’s seat and switched on the interior light so I could see better. Found the candy. Forgot to switch off the light. My neighbor has jumper leads but she was at the dog park with Murray. (Yes, Murray is the name of her dog; she also has a cat called Phillip.) Was therefore forced to Uber and pay an extortionate surge pricing fee.

      Got to work and was greeted by my manager with her “this will hurt me more than it’ll hurt you” face on. I’ll spare you the details but in short, I work for a big multi-state divorce and family law firm, and they want to shift me to an office in another state. And not just any state! Minnesota! I have nothing against Minnesota, except that I currently live in San Diego, California, lowest temperature around 50oF. Okay, so I grew up in a part of Northern California where it can get a bit chilly in winter, but it does not get so cold that your eyeballs freeze. I don’t do winter sports. I play pickleball, and I go dancing – indoors. The only ice I’m fond of is in my beer cooler.

      Technically, I can decline the offer, but law firms are big on hierarchy and working your way up the ladder. I’ve just been made an Associate Attorney. One step up from a Junior Associate Attorney, and approximately a million parsecs away from the top level of Partner. I chose family law not because I’m ambitious but because I wanted to make a difference. I want cases I can get my teeth into, and if I refuse to shift to Frozen Eyeball, Minnesota, I’ll be handed the files no one wants to touch.

      I have a week to think about it.

      So that was my working day. I hemorrhaged more money on an Uber home and had just eased the cap off a cold beer when I heard a sound like a champagne cork popping, followed by an ominous gurgling. I own a two-bedroom cottage, and my home-brew set-up is in the laundry. I peered around the door to see my five-gallon carboy (for those who aren’t into this stuff, it’s the container that holds the beer) shooting a geyser of amber liquid up so high it was splashing off the ceiling. My guess is that the blow-off tube got something stuck in it and the pressure built until the stopper couldn’t handle it. Nothing I could do but watch until it finally stopped gushing. My laundry was awash in beer, but I decided the clean-up could wait until after I’d eaten. I mean, it was hardly going to get any worse between now and then, was it?

      Never. Challenge. Worse.

      Thirty minutes later, I’ve got dinner in front of me, but I’ve barely stuck a fork in my mac ’n’ cheese when my phone rings. Screen says “Shelby”. My older sister by three years, who still lives in the Armstrong family home and manages our family vineyard in Flora Valley. Whereas I moved away to go to law school and stayed away. I never wanted to see a grape again in my life.

      My sister and I are very different people. I’m direct, no nonsense, and I inherited our late father’s pale blond hair and, let’s say, full-bodied physique. Shelby’s more like our mom to look at, a slender strawberry-blonde, full of bouncy perky optimism mixed (and I say this with affection) with a streak of super random weirdness. Occasionally reminds me of Dee Dee in Dexter’s Laboratory, except that Shelby doesn’t have a malicious bone in her body. Last year, my sis married Nate Durant, a Harvard boy who’s basically been forced to become less uptight because there’s no such option living with Shelby. I went to their wedding last November. Met Nate’s four siblings, who seem pretty cool. Except for one brother. He is a sexist arrogant douche.

      I set down my fork and pick up the call.

      “Shel, what’s up?”

      “Frankeeeeee!”

      Uh oh. Wailing is never good.

      “I’m PREGNANT!”

      “Wow.”

      That’s … good, I guess? I’m only twenty-six, so I haven’t spent much time thinking about it.

      “I’m due in AUGUST!”

      Quick math tells me it probably happened on the wedding night. Fair enough.

      “Okay, so⁠—”

      “That’s the CRUSH!”

      Right. The famous Flora Valley Wines crush. When the grapes are foot-stomped in big bins and the whole community is invited to help out. It’s a big event, full of party spirit, and the only fond memory I have of the family wine business.

      “I’m sure you can bow out,” I say. “I mean, no one would want your waters breaking in the grape bin.”

      “Bacteria can’t survive fermentation.” Shelby flips suddenly into professional wine-maker mode, and then right out again. “But that’s not the PROBLEM!!!!”

      “What is the problem, Shel?”

      All I can hear is a muffled damp sound. As I said, I haven’t spent any time researching pregnancy and childbirth, so I’m not about to take a guess. But if Shelby’s crying, it must be bad. She’s a weirdo but she doesn’t lack courage.

      “I’ve got pre-eclampsia,” Shelby finally hiccups. “I just got a diagnosis today.”

      Amazingly, I do know all about that because our mom had it when she was pregnant with me. Her blood pressure got so high, there was a risk I’d be starved of oxygen and nutrients in the womb. She had to be hospitalized during the last month, and I had to be delivered prematurely or we both might have died. I spent my first three weeks of my life in a neonatal unit incubator.

      “Shel, I’m so sorry,” I say. And then I utter the fateful words, the ones Worse has been waiting for since I got up this morning. “How can I help?”

      “Come and stay with us!” Shelby implores. “Help us out and keep me company! I’m going to have to sit on my patootie for the foreseeable, and Nate will wreck himself looking after me and the vineyard, poor lamb.”

      Yes, my sister says “patootie”. Like those people can’t roll their tongues, she’s genetically incapable of swearing.

      “Why me? Why not ask Mom? Oh, right…” I remember now. Our hippy mother is about to go to Europe to do some woo-woo walking tour along an ancient pilgrimage path.

      “Don’t tell her!” Shelby pleads. “She knows I’m pregnant but thinks everything is fine, so she’s coming back two weeks before my due date. If she knows I’m not well, she’ll cancel her whole trip and I’ll feel terrible.”

      “And none of your friends can help?”

      “They have jobs,” says Shelby.

      “Shel, I have a job,” I protest. “And before you say it, no, I can’t work remotely. I deal with real people, who need me there in person.”

      “I need you,” says Shelby. “And I thought you said you weren’t that happy at work…?”

      My sister doesn’t quite wheedle but it’s close.

      Thing is, she’s not wrong. Even before the threat to send me to Corpsicle, Minnesota, I’d not been loving my workplace. Too many people, so many processes. Cases get accepted for how they can boost the firm’s reputation, not on how much the people need our services. I may have moaned about this on one of our irregular Armstrong family zooms. But it’s poor form for my sister to use it against me as emotional blackmail.

      “I don’t hate it enough to quit. But I suppose I could always ask for some compassionate leave…”

      Too late, I realize that my sister will take this as an iron-clad commitment.

      “Thank you!!” says Shelby. “Come for July and however much of August before the baby is born! It’s those last weeks that are the riskiest for me. And that’s when it’s full on in the vineyard, as you know.”

      Oh, yeah. I know. I spent eighteen years as unpaid labor until I left home for good. Okay, more like thirteen years; Dad waited until we’d passed toddlerhood at least. All four of us Armstrong kids worked to help Dad make wine, because our profit margins were so low, it was the only way he could keep food on the table. I understand why he did it, but it would have been nice to have a choice. Three of us kids left as soon as we could – me, and my two big brothers. Scattered like quail. Only Shelby stayed. Only Shelby cared enough to try to save the business after Dad died, and Mom didn’t want it. Shelby managed to find one investor who didn’t laugh her out of town, and that guy brought in her future husband, Nate. Between them, with Nate as manager and Shelby as winemaker, they clawed Flora Valley Wines back from the brink and fell in love in the process. I’m glad it worked out for them. And yes, I feel guilty that we abandoned Shelby. But do I feel guilty enough to spend as long as six weeks in the place I couldn’t wait to leave?

      “Shel, I have a laundry room that’s become a beer pond, and a dead car. Can I think about this and call you back?”

      “You can have your old bedroom,” says my sister. “And you can set up your home-brew in one of the sheds. The pigs will be super stoked to see you.”

      “I’ll call you in the morning,” I say. “Goodbye!”

      I sit in silence and realize that Worse has won. My sister’s personally asked for my help and that means more than I ever expected it to. Right now, I need a mop and bucket, my neighbor’s jumper cables, and an order to commit me into a lunatic asylum for willingly making my life ridiculously complicated. So help me, it looks like I’m going home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DANNY

        

      

    

    
      PSA: Don’t match with an online date when you’re pretty sure they’re seeing someone else. Someone you’re acquainted with. Distantly, but still – no excuse.

      Of course, I say all this now in hindsight. Or half hindsight because I’m having trouble seeing out of one eye.

      “Jesus, Danny! Who gave you the shiner?”

      My older brother, Nate, has decided to FaceTime me instead of call. He only does that when he has something heavy to tell me. Can’t wait to find out what it is.

      “A guy who objected to me having a drink with his girlfriend the night before,” I say.

      “Did you know it was his girlfriend?” A typical Nate question.

      “I assumed they’d recently broken up, but didn’t actually check beforehand…”

      Nate has his tight judge-y face on. He’s a paragon of duty and upstanding behavior. It comes with the territory for the first born, but Nate takes it to extremes. I’m smack bang in the middle of us five Durant siblings. The only one not to go to college. I’ve built a great business trading in classic cars, but it’s not exactly one of the top-drawer careers our father had planned for us all.

      “Don’t start,” I warn Nate. “I wasn’t the one putting myself out there when I wasn’t available.”

      “True,” said Nate. “But you should have checked.”

      “I got slugged in the kisser,” I say, snippily. “Is that enough punishment for you, or should I go order a hair shirt from Penitents ’R’ Us?”

      Nate grins. “I’ve got a subscription to their newsletter, Flagellation Monthly.”

      He puts his serious face back on. By which I mean his usual face.

      “Danny, Shelby’s pregnant.”

      I’m confused. This should be cause for congratulations, but he looks like someone died.

      “Was that not in the plan?” I ask. Shelby, my sister-in-law, is a little loose when it comes to organization, to put it mildly, but Nate plans everything.

      “A little in advance of schedule,” he admits. “By about three years.”

      “But you’re happy, right? This is a good thing.” I have a sudden thought. “I’m going to be an uncle!”

      “I’m happy,” says Nate. “We’re both thrilled. But there’s a complication: Shel’s just been diagnosed with pre-eclampsia.”

      “I have no idea what that is. If it involves needles, don’t enlighten me.”

      I can cope with many terrifying things, but when it comes to injections, I’m a gigantic weenie.

      “It’s a condition that puts both mother and baby at serious risk,” says Nate. “Basically, Shelby’s blood pressure is way too high, and she’ll have to be monitored regularly and given medication. And the baby might have to be delivered early.”

      “Shit, Nate, I’m sorry,” I say. “I thought we were all done with the medical crises.”

      Last year, our dad, Mitch, nearly died from a heart condition because he refused to acknowledge that goji berries and willpower wouldn’t cure him. And hard on the heels of that, our sister, Ava, underwent tests for all sorts of alarming ailments. Luckily, the final diagnosis was burnout, which is debilitating but curable. Ava’s now chilling and looking after horses for a riding therapy charity. Well, as much as any of us Durants knows how to chill.

      “Yeah, well, let’s hope shitty luck does come in threes because now we’re done,” says Nate. “Thing is, Shel’s on medical orders to do as little as possible so as not to raise her blood pressure any further. I’ll need to do the physical parts of her job as well as mine. So, uh…”

      A weirdly sheepish look crosses his face. My big brother is not normally on the back foot. He likes to be in control at all times.

      “Look,” he says, rapidly. “I wouldn’t ask if there was any other way I could manage this. But money’s still tight at the winery, and I was wondering … could you come up for a month or so in July/August and take some of the admin load off my shoulders?”

      “You want me to help you? At Flora Valley Wines?”

      I just need to be clear here. Nate never asks for help. He’d sooner sink beneath quicksand than grab an offered rope. He was only half-joking when he said he subscribed to Flagellation Monthly. Nate’s like Atlas, born to carry the biggest burden he can shoulder.

      “I know it’s not ideal, asking you to leave L.A.,” says Nate. A flicker of a grin. “Unless the guy who gave you the shiner isn’t done yet?”

      “Ha, ha,” I reply. “He ambushed me, threw the punch, and ran. I think he’s done.”

      “So—?” Nate’s looking sheepish again. “Do you think you can help out?”

      Mentally, I review the business commitments I have coming up. I travel a lot anyway, and there’s nothing that absolutely requires me to be in L.A. I live alone. No dogs or cats, or the weird kind of pets that people in this town like to own. Bactrian camel, anyone? Until last year when Dad almost died, I’d been a little slack about coming home for visits. Dad can be a pain, but Mom is great. It’d be nice to see more of her.

      That said, I don’t know about actually living with my parents for any length of time. One stretch of eighteen years was enough.

      Nate’s read my mind. “You can stay in the workshop accommodation. Cam’s moved his barrel-making gear to his new place, so you won’t be bothered. You’ll just have to be okay about sleeping alone in the middle of a dark forest.”

      “Who says I’ll be sleeping alone?” A typical me quip.

      “I’ll need to rely on you, Danny.” Nate’s back to being judge-y.

      That stings. I might give the impression of a stereotypical car dealer, all slick showmanship and shiny teeth, but I’m not in the habit of letting people down.

      “You can rely on me. But I will need time to keep my own business going,” I tell Nate. “You know I’ve been approached by a film production company who want to make a reality TV show about buying classic cars? We’ve made a demo tape and they’re hoping to pitch it to Netflix.”

      “I did not know that,” says Nate. “Congratulations.”

      I’d half expected him to pour cold water on the idea. But I guess he needs me more than I need him right now. And even though we do butt heads, I’m fond of my big bro. Plus, who knows what kind of hidden vehicle gems are under tarpaulins in barns around Flora Valley. You’d be amazed what people hang on to when they’ve no idea how much it’s worth.

      “I’ll sort things out here, and come up mid July,” I say. “And I appreciate that you reached out. I know you had a choice of airline today, so thanks for flying with Dan-Air.”

      “You’re a dick” is my beloved brother’s parting shot. “But I’m grateful. And I owe you.”

      It’s possible he might live to regret those words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      Seems Worse isn’t done with me.

      I thought it had backed off, because when I went to quit my job, my bosses had a sudden change of heart about shipping me off to Icepick, Minnesota. Apparently, I’m super valuable to the firm – one of their rising stars – and they’d hate to lose me. I explained the situation with my sister and, lo and behold, they offered me six weeks’ special leave. Without pay, of course. They’re lawyers, not humanitarian aid workers. I checked the fine print of their offer because I am also a lawyer, then signed it. I worked the weeks of my notice period, asked my neighbor to keep an eye on the house, and patted Murray and Phillip goodbye. Last night, I packed up my car with a small suitcase, a large amount of home brew gear, my pickleball paddles and wiffle ball, and at dawn this morning, I hit the road.

      Nine hours later, driving through Verity, the closest small town to the family winery, I’d started to think that maybe this wasn’t such a bad decision. Verity is ridiculously picturesque, with one main street that looks like it’s been pickled in early 1900s aspic. I drove past The Silver Saddle, the locals’ preferred drinking establishment that I intend to enthusiastically patronize. Past the world’s worst pizza joint. Past the Cracker Café, owned by Iris, who’s proud of her Florida roots and possibly killed by hand the stuffed alligator that adorns one wall. Past Bartons Hotel, which was bought a few years’ back by a rich, posh British guy named Ted. On the outside, Bartons has echoes of the old watering hole it used to be, but on the inside it’s like a velvet-lined, jewel-studded Birkin bag, pure luxury that’s not for mere mortals. I was introduced to Ted at Shelby and Nate’s wedding. My impression was surprisingly favorable, but I won’t be drinking at a place that serves cocktails made with pine pollen and butterfly pea flower tea. Nate said he had one with octopus milk in it. I’m barely okay with adding a hint of citrus to my homebrew.

      I might have also been sucked in by the summer beauty of the place. The lushness of the foliage, the pops of orange and yellow wildflowers, the homemade signs selling free-range eggs, freshly picked strawberries, and organic leafy greens. Not that I eat leafy greens, but it’s nice to know there’s plenty for others. It’s July and by mid-August the grapes will be hanging heavy on the vines. At Flora Valley Wines, we grow organically, we harvest by hand, and we stomp by foot to break the skins to release the grapes’ color and flavor. It’s the oldest and most demanding way to make wine but Dad wouldn’t hear of doing anything with machinery. “Rollers crush the stems and seeds,” he’d say. “And all their harsh tannins come right out into your wine. Make it taste like shit.” Unlike my sister, Dad swore like a trooper. He wanted his epitaph to read Hey, cancer! Fuck you! but Mom rightly vetoed that. Despite making constant jokes about having cancer, Dad fought it hard right to the end. I think all us kids couldn’t quite believe it’d get him, but it did. I came back home for the funeral and left again pretty quickly afterwards. My excuse was a new job, but the truth was I couldn’t handle being around that much collective grief. I was forced to be independent from a young age and I still like to handle things in my own way. And on my own.

      My independent nature might be why I’m still single at twenty-six. More likely, it’s because most single men my age are immature, self-centered jerks. Every so often I dip a toe online only to find it’s still sewer water. Being what my high school PT teacher so delightfully once termed “a bigger girl”, I make sure I’m open about that. Show a full-length photo and list all my vital statistics so there’s no surprises when we meet in person. Yet somehow, men continue to be surprised. The last one came out with this gem: “I guess I was so focused on your pretty face, I forgot to check out the rest of you.” My face is pretty, but it’s also capable of expressions that can make a speeding locomotive back up and take a dirt road. The guy left the bar in such a hurry he forgot to take his knock-off Gucci sunglasses with him. I’m wearing them now.

      And I’m glad of it, because as soon as I take the turn up the gravel driveway that leads to Flora Valley Wines and the old family homestead, my summer-mellowed mood vanishes, and I can feel my eyebrows slant downwards like an Angry Bird. I didn’t have a terrible childhood, certainly not compared to some of the kids I come across through my work, but it was tough being the youngest of four. Especially as I wasn’t loud and jokey like my oldest brother, Jackson, calm and patient like my next brother down, Tyler, or Dad’s favorite, which was my sister, Shelby.

      I suppose, to be fair, I was a tricky kid. I have a tendency towards defiance and some pickiness around food. Dad was loving towards us all, but when the vineyard got busy, he drove us like we were building pyramids in Egypt. No rest, no excuses. No summer camps. No hanging out with friends, wiling away the long, hot days. And Mom – well, let’s just say that she had a lot on her plate. Four kids, and a husband who refused to do anything the easy way. Which meant a huge amount of effort for a chickenshit amount of money. If Mom hadn’t been an artsy hippy who loved to grow herbs and vegetables, we might have been regulars at the soup kitchen.

      In short, in case you hadn’t gathered by now, coming home makes me tense. I think the word some people use is “triggered”. Even though I have a job that pays well, a decent balance in my savings account, and thanks to an unexpected inheritance from an aunt, my own home, as soon as I’m back in Flora Valley, I feel unsettled, unstable, like everything is suddenly precarious. I know it’s irrational, but knowing only makes it worse.

      There it is again. Worse. Haunting me.

      I motor carefully up the gravel driveway. My car is a 1967 VW Karmann Ghia two-seater convertible. It’s baby blue, and deeply impractical. I would not part with it for the world. I park it in the shadow of the new Flora Valley Wines pick-up, a sedate replacement for Dad’s ancient rattling Dodge. I remove the sunglasses and check my reflection in the rearview mirror. Eyebrows still angry. I push them up with a finger, but they snap right back down again. Might as well give in and, like the scorpion in the parable, accept what’s in my nature.

      “Frankeeeeeee!”

      Shelby’s outside the front door, waving both hands above her head like a lunatic. It’s hard to miss the pregnancy bump stretching her T-shirt but in all other respects she looks exactly the same: petite, strawberry-blonde, and dressed in her standard summer uniform of faded cotton tee, denim cut-offs low-riding under the bump, and ratty sneakers. I’m in my standard summer uniform of fifties-style sundress, this one in yellow and white gingham, cropped cardigan, and strappy sandals. I have a yellow chiffon scarf holding back my hair. I’m the poster girl for retro cute, and I love the false impression it gives about my personality. People expect demure and sweet. They get me.

      Shelby is also grinning like a lunatic. She’s so pleased to see me, and I can’t help but be pleased to see her. My sister is a genuinely nice person, open hearted and unfailingly positive. It’s impossible not to feel happier in her presence. My eyebrows respond accordingly. It’s safe to take off my sunglasses.

      “You look adorable!” Shelby gives me the best hug she can with a bump in the way. “How can you possibly look so fresh after such a long drive? I’d be a crumpled, stinky mess!”

      “I spritz,” I tell her. “And I use men’s deodorant.”

      “That’s why you smell so sexy.” Shelby releases me from the hug and grabs my arm. “Come on inside. We got some beer in specially, and Nate’s made cheesy dinner food.”

      “Wait.” I pull back, and Shel looks at me, worried.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her. “Truthfully now.”

      My sister takes a deep breath. “I’m a little scared. I’m very bored and restless, and I’ve got six weeks of this to go. It sucks.”

      “But you and the baby are doing all right? Medically?”

      “So far.” Shelby rubs her bump. “Baby’s fine and kicking up a storm at night. If it happens when you’re around, I’ll let you feel – it’s wild!”

      “Sure.” I hope I’m never, ever around. It’d be like Alien.

      “And I get monitored every week,” adds Shelby, glumly. “I’m on tablets, and Nate’s bought a blood pressure cuff so we can check at home. He may also be thinking about shutting me away in a nunnery for the final month so he can be sure I’ll take it easy. Nuns are fierce, you know.”

      “I know. I’ve seen The Blues Brothers.”

      “Ooh, we can binge watch silly movies together!” says Shelby. “Nate refuses to see Ghostbusters for a tenth time, and he never liked Wayne’s World.”

      “And you still married him?”

      “He has so many other good points.”

      I swear Shelby’s face turns into that love-hearts-for-eyes emoji. Ugh.

      “Come on,” she pulls me by the arm again, “Nate can’t wait to see you, either.”

      I think that’s overstating my brother-in-law’s fondness for me. But he’ll be relieved Shelby now has company, and reliable company at that. He knows I take no shit.

      “She made it!” Shelby announces, as we enter the kitchen.

      Nate steps away from the counter, where I see he’s plating up quesadillas. Good man.

      “Frankie,” he says, kissing my cheek. “Really appreciate this. Thank you.”

      Nate can be overly intense and earnest but he’s always sincere. I like him.

      Then he gestures towards someone sitting at the table. “You know my brother, Danny, don’t you? He’s come to lend a hand here, too.”

      And there he is. The sexist arrogant jerk I had the misfortune of being seated next to at Shelby and Nate’s wedding. Smiling at me with those too-perfect teeth and that fake sheen of inflated ego. Handsome and trades on it. Can’t be trusted for a second. Danny Durant. Come to lend a hand at Flora Valley for who knows how long.

      Hey, Worse! Fuck you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          DANNY

        

      

    

    
      Uh oh. Incoming. And thanks, Nate, for only letting me know five minutes ago that Shelby’s little sister, Frankie, would be part of the home help team, too. She and I met at Shelby and Nate’s wedding last year, and I’m still not sure what I did to piss her off. Judging by her expression, she’s still pissed about whatever it was. Fun times ahead, it seems.

      Thing is, despite the fact she’s trying to turn me into a toad with her angry eyes, I’m blown away by how gorgeous she is. I was struck by her at the wedding, and I’m doubly struck now. That heart-shaped face, with ridiculously perfect luminous skin. Those huge blue eyes, and the mouth, wide and generous, with like a cupid’s bow in the middle. I’m no poet, so I’ve probably made her sound like some weird identikit picture. Frankie Armstrong is gorgeous, let’s leave it at that.

      And she hates me. For some misdeed I guarantee she believes I ought to apologize for. If I knew what it was, I might.

      “Danny,” she says. The minimum viable acknowledgment.

      “Frankie.” Two can play at that game.

      Nate, ever alert, spots the ice crystals in the air between us. Glares at me, as if it’s my fault. I resist giving him the middle finger.

      “Is there something Shelby and I should know?” he demands.

      Shelby, who’s getting beer out of the fridge, stares at us, wide-eyed. “What? What do we need to know? Is it bad? Please don’t let it be bad. These days, I burst into tears when I can’t solve Wordle.”

      Now, it’s Frankie giving me a look, an accusatory arch of her perfect eyebrow. Right, okay then – everyone blame Danny. Durant family dropout. Least serious. Least reliable. I should be used to it by now, but it still rankles.

      “I don’t know.” I don’t bother to disguise my irritation, not even to spare Shelby. “Frankie here has taken against me for some reason.”

      “For some reason?” says Frankie. “You mean, there could be so many reasons, you’re finding it hard to choose?”

      “Here we go,” I hear Nate mutter under his breath.

      “I seriously have no idea! All I was doing was shooting the shit with the other wedding guests at our table,” I say. “We were all slightly drunk and telling funny stories. You got huffy and stormed off.”

      “Wow,” said Frankie. “Just – wow.” She looks at Nate. “Has he always had his head stuck this far up his own asshole?”

      Nate holds up his hands in the “leave me out of this” gesture.

      “Frankie!” Shelby steps in. “You never told me you got angry with Danny at the wedding. Why didn’t you say something?”

      If you weren’t concentrating, you’d have missed the flicker of discomfort cross Frankie’s face. I see it, and I store it up as interesting intel.

      “I was hardly going to bitch and moan on your wedding day,” she says. “And besides, I’d forgotten about it until I saw him again.”

      “Sure,” I say. “Obvious. Absolutely no grudge held all this time.”

      “Well, can we please resolve it now, so I don’t have a complete meltdown?” Shelby says.

      “I second that,” Nate says. “Let’s get this sorted. And quickly, before the quesadillas congeal into one solid mass and I drink more beer than is good for me. Frankie, you seem to have the better memory.” Another barb in my direction. “You give us your version of events.”

      Frankie raises her gaze to the ceiling as if petitioning the divine for patience.

      “He was telling everyone at the table about an older woman who’d tried to pick him up at a bar, and he described her as a ‘cougar’,” she says. “I objected to the term as sexist. Said it was a hypocritical double standard that society approved of older men dating younger women but saw the opposite as predatory and pathetic. He laughed and replied that he had no problem with dating older women – as long as they weren’t an 1860.”

      “An 1860?” Nate asks.

      He’s trying to catch my eye but it’s me who’s now staring at the ceiling. It’s all coming back to me. Slightly drunk might have been understating it.

      “Oh, you’ve not heard that term, either?” says Frankie, with pointed glee. “Your brother was happy to translate for everyone present. It’s when a woman’s so fit she looks eighteen from the back, but when she turns round, you get a nasty surprise, because she’s actually⁠—”

      “Got it,” says Nate, grimly.

      “That’s so sexist!” says Shelby. “And ageist! Danny, how could you?”

      “It was a joke!” Let’s face it, I have no other defense. “Not a great one, I admit, but⁠—”

      “And I did not storm off in a huff,” says Frankie, who will clearly need to have the last word in every argument. “I left before I committed an act of violence that would make me lose my job.”

      “Did it involve an ornamental pumpkin?’ Nate asks. Their wedding had a Fall theme.

      “Cocktail skewer,” Frankie replies.

      “Those wedding cocktails were outrageous,” says Shelby. “I got squiffy just from the smell.”

      I consider pleading overindulgence in cocktails as an excuse, but Nate gets in first. He’s got his judge-y face on again.

      “Okay, so now we’ve aired that unfortunate incident,” he says, “let’s wrap it up. Danny, Frankie’s a hundred percent correct – that was a gross and sexist comment.”

      “Jesus. All right, I apologize. Mea culpa for being an insensitive pig.”

      “Ungracious but acceptable,” says Nate. “Frankie, it’s been months. Can you let it go and move on?”

      “I guess,” says Frankie, grudgingly.

      “And can you promise me that you’ll do your very best to get along?” says Shelby. “My blood pressure won’t cope if you’re constantly sniping at each other like you’re in some 1940s screwcap comedy.”

      There’s a pause. Frankie gives me a cool stare with, if I’m not mistaken, a hint of humor.

      “Screwcap comedy, huh?” she says.

      “The cork comedies are staging a protest,” I reply. “Claim they were there first.”

      “Are you making wine bottle jokes?” says Nate. “Because if so, I may have to slap you both.”

      Shelby’s grabbed the platter of quesadillas and now she plonks it down on the kitchen table.

      “Eat!” she orders. “Stuff your faces so I don’t have to hear another stressful word!”

      Nate hands Frankie a glass and a bottle of beer. She assesses the label in a manner that’s familiar to me. I look at classic cars that way. Wanting to love each one but knowing that only a few will live up to expectations.

      “It’s a new local craft place,” says Nate. “Hope it’s not undrinkable.”

      Frankie pops the cap like a pro. Pours it into the glass slowly and holds it up to the light. Smells it as if it was a fine wine. Takes a mouthful.

      “Decent,” is her verdict. “Pine and citrus on the nose. Pineapple, mangoes, and melon in the taste. Some hoppiness. I generally prefer more bitter than sweet, but this is pretty good.”

      Nate grins at Shelby. “Runs in the family, I see.”

      “Frankie makes her own beer,” Shelby says to me, then turns to her sister. “I’ve cleared a space in one of the sheds. Did you bring your laboratory?”

      “For creating Frankenbeer?” I suggest. “Drunk, of course, out of Franken steins.”

      I haven’t had the best run with jokes, but that one, at least, was inoffensive. I hope.

      Amazing. Her mouth lifts into half a smile. “Could be my label if I decide to go commercial.”

      Nate hands Shelby a glass of water, which she accepts glumly. He cracks two more beers, and hands me one. Raises his to me and Frankie in a toast.

      “To you two. You answered the call and earned our undying thanks.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Shelby is sniffling into her quesadilla. “Being sick and pregnant sucks. It’s so good to have family around me. I love you.”

      My chest suddenly constricts, and I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because the Durants aren’t big on saying “I love you”. We prefer to express our fondness for each other through banter and insults. Our childhoods were packed full of competitive sport and academic pressure, so we never had time to just hang out. And soon as we became adults, we all moved away. We do our best to come home for Thanksgiving, and Christmas, but that’s only a few days each year. Hard to feel like you even have a family when you spend more time apart than together.

      Nate and Shelby are locked in a soft, murmured conversation. Despite being complete opposites, the love and respect they have for each other shine like a light. This house is their home, and I doubt they’ll ever leave it. They’re about to have a child. First of several, I imagine.

      I make the mistake of glancing from them towards Frankie. I expect her to turn away, but she regards me with an expression that’s more curious than aloof. As if she’s wondering what I’m thinking. Fortunately, for me, all the Durant siblings have a masterful poker face. A necessary skill when you grow up highly competitive and can’t afford to show weakness.

      Frankie lifts up the platter and offers it to me. A truce? Maybe. Guess I’ll take it. Along with another quesadilla.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      She nods once, curtly, and replaces the platter. Picks up a quesadilla for herself, off which dangles strings of melted cheese. I watch, mildly hypnotized, as she catches the strings with one finger, then directs said finger into her mouth, and slowly removes all the cheese with her full, glossy, peach-colored lips.

      Fuck. I have a semi. From watching someone eat cheese. From watching Frankie Armstrong eat cheese. The woman who, given that she can hold a grudge for months, probably still hates my guts.

      At least when I’m out in the cabin in the dark woods, no one will interrupt me doing the five-knuckle shuffle. And yes, that’s another shocker, but this time, I’m not saying it out loud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know what’s worse. Sleeping in my childhood bed, or not sleeping in my childhood bed because I can’t stop thinking about a guy I despise.

      My old bedroom is an instant flashback. Shelby hasn’t changed the décor in here one bit. Same crocheted blanket on my bed. Same faded wallpaper with oak leaves and acorns on it that’s peeling in places (I may have helped it along when I was little). Same desk with Powerpuff girl stickers on it. Same posters of Pink, and Warhol’s multi-colored Marilyn Monroe on the wall.

      Mom and Dad bought this house along with the vineyard the year they got married. It was built by the previous owner, who favored a folksy arts and crafts style, all exposed timber and shaker tiles, wagon wheels in the garden, that kind of thing. The house wasn’t renovated once in the whole of my eighteen years at home, because we had zero money. If Mom hadn’t been arty, the place would have been a crusty dump. But she had the ability to brighten even the shabbiest corner, with arrangements of flowers and leaves, painted stones, and candles. She covered the walls with our kiddie daubs, family photos, and the very occasional painting she had time to make. She wasn’t ashamed to scour the thrift stores for old furniture, and colorful throws and cushions to cover the holes. She used mismatched crockery before it became cool.

      The one thing she never skimped on was new clothes and shoes for the four of us. We didn’t have extensive wardrobes by any means but everything we wore was of good quality. I’m not sure if it was a front, to make the world believe that Flora Valley Wines was doing well, or if Mom refused to let us be singled out and shamed by the wealthier kids at school. Funny now that Shelby looks like she picked out her clothes from Goodwill’s reject pile, and I’m the vintage thrift queen. Okay, I do have two quality suits for work but one’s blush pink and the other’s primrose yellow. I like to ensure my opposition underestimates me. It’s fun to watch their faces when they suddenly realize they’re being eaten alive by the young lady who looks sweet as candy.

      I should turn out the bedside lamp, but I know I’ll only lie awake in the dark. I stare at the Warhol Monroe print. It’s the version with an orange face on a fuchsia background, lemon yellow mouth, and neon pink eyelids. I chose it because it’s the most unsettling combination, the most unlike the real Marilyn. People, and not just guys, often call me “Monroe-esque”. They think it’s a compliment, but they’re basically saying I should be grateful that I resemble her because I don’t fit today’s ideal of beauty. That’s why I have the Warhol poster, to remind me that image is fleeting, and that character is everything.

      Character. Integrity. Honesty. That’s what I value. And that’s what Danny Durant lacks. He is a values-free void. A black hole of assholery. So why can’t I stop thinking about him? And why is my body reacting to these thoughts? Was there something other than a hint of tropical fruit in that craft beer? Crushed up Spanish fly, for example?

      Okay, let’s do what I do best: assess the facts. Danny Durant is handsome, no doubt about that, if you like the preppy look: blond hair, neatly trimmed but with a wave on top as if he’s casually pushed it over with his fingers, tanned skin, straight nose like the statue of David, and a firm chin. Great cheekbones like his older brother, and the same eyes, but where Nate’s are a striking topaz blue, Danny’s are softer, like denim. His mouth is softer, too, and mobile, like he smiles a lot. The kind of mouth you just know will be terrific to kiss…

      Speculation, Ms Armstrong! Stick to the facts. Of course, he smiles a lot; he’s in love with his own boorish, sexist wit. And don’t call it a smile – it’s a smirk!

      The quip about the cork comedies wasn’t bad, though. He was quick, I’ll give him that. And he did apologize. Reluctantly, true, but I’ve grown to be skilled at judging body language, because it’s super useful in court, and I can tell the difference between someone squirming because they’ve been caught out, and someone feeling genuine shame. Danny was in between, but definitely leaning towards the side of shame.

      And I was watching him when Shelby said she loved us, loved having her family around. He flinched – actually flinched. Just for a second but I caught it. I’m not sure what it means, yet. He’s allergic to expressions of affection? I can identify with that. Maybe he feels like he doesn’t deserve love? That’s getting into deeper psychological territory than I care to tread, but it’s not out of the bounds of possibility. Some people are born with an iron-clad sense of self-worth – my dad was one of them. Most of us have to fight a little harder to feel like we matter.

      Danny’s staying in the tiny house attached to the workshop, built by our Flora Valley Wines handyman and barrel-maker, Cam Hollander. Cam’s another who’s had a hard road to self-respect. Dad and Mom rescued him over a decade ago, when Cam was a homeless army-vet hanging on to life by a thread. Now, Cam’s shacked up with yet another Durant sibling, Ava, in a cute bungalow, surrounded by fruit trees. They took the cantankerous winery goose, Dylan, with them. Mrs Dylan died, and seeing as geese mate for life, Cam and Ava are the only family Dylan’s got. Nate was relieved; he was convinced, accurately, that Dylan hated him. Shelby was a little sad, but her house and yard are full of cats and dogs. So many, I’ve long since given up trying to count or identify them. There are also two Vietnamese pot-bellied pigs, Ham Solo and Luke Skyporker, but they’re kept in a pen. Ham and Luke were the only pets I really bonded with. I’ll go visit them tomorrow morning, take some food scraps, see if they recognize me.

      I start thinking about Danny again. A natural segue from pigs, obviously. The workshop and tiny house are about twenty minutes’ walk cross country, through vines and trees. Four minutes’ drive by road, but I didn’t see a vehicle except the pick-up, so I assume Danny got settled in, then came over on foot. I know he trades in classic cars, and I’d be interested to see what he drove up from L.A in. I wonder if he’ll give my baby blue Karmann Ghia the seal of approval or dismiss it as a faddish piece of crap? Maybe I want him to hate it, so I can keep on hating him?

      Do I hate him, though? Or do I hate what he represents? The privilege that good looks and good breeding automatically unlocks. The Durants are wealthy, like super rich. Shelby says they live in a mansion with five hundred rooms. Okay
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