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  Brooke


I'm trying to stay calm in the Mitchell & Associates break room when Jonathon walks by wearing my future. 
Well, technically he's wearing a navy suit and a smug expression, but the effect is the same. The creative director position I've worked toward for three years has just walked past me in Italian leather shoes, and all I can do is take another deep breath and try not to cry.
"Brooke?" My mentor's assistant, Alice, appears beside the coffee machine. "Mia wants to see you."
Of course she does. Mia Mitchell loves to deliver bad news personally.
I tuck a wayward strand of honey-blonde hair behind my ear and follow Alice through the bustling, bright workspace.
Mia's office is all glass and steel, designed to intimidate clients and inspire confidence. Mia herself sits behind her pristine desk, silver hair in its usual perfect chignon, looking like she's stepped out of a magazine for "Women Who Conquer Corporate America."
"Brooke." Mia gestures to the chair across from her without looking up from her tablet. "Sit."
I perch on the edge of the seat, my hands folded in my lap like a schoolgirl waiting for detention. "I want to understand what happened with the promotion. My campaigns have—"
"Exceeded expectations. I know." Mia looks up, her expression neutral. 
Hope flickers in my chest. Maybe this is just a delay, maybe—
"But talent isn't enough for leadership." Mia leans back, studying me like I'm a mildly interesting case study. "You won't be taken seriously unless you tone down the sunshine."
The words hit like a slap. "Excuse me?"
"The inspirational notes you leave on everyone's monitors. The birthday celebrations for interns. The way you tear up during client presentations." Mia's voice remains clinical. "Board members need data-driven strategies, not campaigns that make people cry happy tears. Jonathon understands that metrics matter more than emotions."
"But I connect emotionally with brand stories." I swallow hard as my throat tightens. "My Honey Cakes campaign increased revenue, so did the Hartridges account. That's measurable success."
"That's perfect for your mid-level creative role." Mia's smile is razor thin. "But my directors need to command respect from CEOs and board members. I need someone who discusses quarterly projections without getting misty-eyed about founding stories."
I somehow manage to nod, shake Mia's hand, and walk back to my desk without falling apart. My colleagues barely glance up. They probably already know Jonathon is their new boss and are relieved they won't have to fake enthusiasm for my team-building efforts.
I sit at my desk, staring at the framed photo of my mother, Beatrice, in front of Chase Books, the cozy neighborhood bookstore where I grew up surrounded by a love for books and stories.
Mom taught me that word-of-mouth and genuine connection drive more sales than any advertising budget can.
But maybe Mia is right. Maybe a woman who genuinely cares about people, who gets excited helping brands tell their stories, who believes business can be both profitable and meaningful doesn't belong in boardrooms.
The thought makes my chest tight.
I grab my purse and flee.

      [image: ]Thirty minutes later, I stand in my studio apartment wearing neon pink leggings, a crop top declaring "WORKOUT WARRIOR" in glittery letters, and orange leg warmers.
If I'm having an existential crisis, I'm doing it in proper athletic fashion from 1985.
I find my favourite Jane Fonda workout on YouTube and throw myself into the synchronized movements with desperate enthusiasm. 
"Work that body, own that sweat!" Jane tells me, and I laugh despite everything. Here I am, a thirty-two-year-old marketing professional doing jumping jacks in leg warmers because my boss told me that my personality is a career killer.
The irony is not lost on me.
After my workout, sweaty and exhausted but more human, I peel off the sweatband and head for my emergency supply of inspirational sticky notes.
"Your enthusiasm is your superpower, not your weakness."
I stick it on my bathroom mirror, then write another:
"The right people will celebrate your sunshine, not ask you to dim it."
That one goes on the refrigerator, next to last year's Thanksgiving photo where my entire family radiates the same open-hearted joy Mia just told me to suppress.
My phone rings. Mom, with her uncanny ability to call exactly when I need her voice most.
"Hi, Mom."
"Sweetheart, you sound like you've been crying. Or exercising. Or both."
"Both." I sink onto my couch. "I didn't get the promotion."
Silence, loaded with motherly concern. "Oh, honey. Why?"
"Apparently, I need to tone down the sunshine."
"Excuse me?"
"Mia said I'm too enthusiastic. Too emotional. That I'll never be taken seriously because I care too personally about the work."
"That's ridiculous."
Tears tumble down onto my crop top. "Maybe she's right, though. Maybe—"
"No maybes. Brooke, remember when you were eight and Mrs. Clement’s cat went missing? You organized neighborhood search parties and refused to give up until that cat was home safe."
"Mom—"
"You found him. And when Mrs. Clement cried happy tears, you cried right along with her. That's who you are. Someone who brings light to dark situations."
I wipe my eyes, leaving mascara streaks across my cheeks. "But what if that doesn't work in the corporate world?"
"Then maybe the corporate world is wrong. Or maybe you haven't found the right place for your light to shine."
After we hang up, I sit watching the Manhattan skyline blur into sunset. Somewhere out there are people who need what I offer: authentic connection, emotional resonance, and marketing that treats customers like human beings.
My laptop chimes. Another work email, probably. I almost ignore it, but curiosity wins over exhaustion when the subject line catches my attention:
Freelance Opportunity - Heartstring Hill Heritage Vines Marketing Project
Dear Ms. Chase, 
Your work on the Honey Cakes Restaurant Group campaign caught our attention. We're seeking a marketing consultant for our property at Heartstring Hill, a heritage vineyard that's been family-owned for three generations.
We produce exceptional wines but struggle to connect with modern audiences. We need someone who understands how to honor tradition and can tell our story in a way that resonates emotionally.
The project requires moving to our small town for 10 weeks to immerse yourself in vineyard operations. Compensation is competitive, with housing provided.
If you're interested in helping us blend heritage with fresh marketing approaches, please respond.
Best regards, 
Margot Moretti 
Owner, Heartstring Hill Heritage Vines
I read it twice. Heritage vineyard. Authentic character. Emotional resonance. Like someone has written a job description for everything Mia told me to suppress.
My fingers dance over the keyboard. This is crazy. I have a stable job, benefits, and a life in Manhattan. I can't run away to wine country because my feelings are hurt.
Except... what if I can?
What if there are people who want a marketing consultant who cares about stories and heritage? What if there's a place where sunshine is an asset?
Before I can second-guess myself, I start typing:
Dear Ms. Moretti, 
Thank you for reaching out about Heartstring Hill Heritage Vines. I'm very interested in your vineyard's story and how I might help share it.
I believe the best marketing comes from authentic connection. It's important to me that I understand not just what a business does, but why it matters. Heritage brands have unique opportunities to blend rich history with contemporary relevance.
I'd love to discuss this further. When works for a call?
Best, 
Brooke Chase
Send.
Then I grab another sticky note: "Sometimes the best opportunities come disguised as the scariest leaps."
Three hours later, Margot Moretti calls. Hers is a warm, grandmotherly voice underlined with worry. The vineyard is struggling more than the introductory email revealed. They need a comprehensive marketing strategy, online presence rebuilding, and a harvest celebration to put them back on the map.
"It won't be easy," Margot warns. "We're a small operation, and frankly, we've been stuck in our ways. You'd work closely with my nephew, Oliver. He's our wine scientist and production manager. He's brilliant with technical aspects, but not exactly enthusiastic about marketing initiatives."
I smile for the first time all day. "I specialize in marketing skeptics. Some of my best campaigns came from collaborating with people who challenged me to prove emotional storytelling drives real results."
"And you'd move? Heartstring Hill isn't Manhattan. We're a small town with more cows than coffee shops."
I look around my sterile apartment with its concrete and glass view. "Mrs. Moretti, I think a change of scenery might be what I need."
The next morning, I walk into Mia's office and resign.
"You're making a mistake," Mia says, barely looking up. "Running away to some vineyard won't solve your professional development issues."
I smile, thinking of the sticky note I left on Mia's coffee mug in the staff kitchen: "Sometimes what looks like running away is actually running toward something better."
"Maybe. But I'd rather take that risk than spend my career dimming my light to fit someone else's idea of success."

      [image: ]Two weeks later, I load my car with everything I own, including neon workout gear and two boxes of colorful sticky notes. My brother, Benji, drives up from Brooklyn to help, and now he stands with Mom beside my packed car, both wearing matching expressions of pride and concern.
"You sure about this, sis?" Benji lifts another box into my car. "Heartstring Hill's pretty far from Broadway."
"I'm sure." And I am. "Someone has to prove sunshine belongs everywhere. Even wine cellars."
Mom hugs me tight. "Call every day. And remember, your enthusiasm isn't something to apologize for. It's your gift."
Driving out of Manhattan, I catch myself in the rearview mirror. With my honey-blonde hair escaping its ponytail and my hazel eyes bright with anticipation, I look exactly like someone who might disrupt corporate boardrooms with too much enthusiasm.
I look exactly like myself.
And for the first time in weeks, that feels perfect.
The GPS announces four hours to the destination. Four hours to Heartstring Hill, to a heritage vineyard where I can prove that emotional storytelling doesn't just make people cry happy tears—it drives measurable, profitable results.
I grin and crank the radio.
I can't wait to turn wine country into my laboratory for proving heart-centered marketing is also smart business.






  
  Oliver


The Merlot grape clusters hang low on the vine, their skins flushed a deep, velvety red in the morning light. 
I crouch between the vineyard rows and check the vine stems just as my grandfather, Giuseppe, taught me when I was a bewildered teen. 
The crop looks good this morning. Another week, maybe ten days, and it’ll be perfect.
I straighten, pulling a worn leather notebook from my back pocket. The same type Giuseppe carried, though his was filled with old Italian observations and weather folklore.
Mine is filled with knowledge earned through pre-dawn harvests while my sisters slept, through chemistry textbooks studied during their school hours, and through the countless mistakes Giuseppe patiently corrected.
My coffee thermos waits on the stone wall where Giuseppe used to leave his own breakfast of dark bread and strong coffee. I've inherited both the recipe and the ritual, perfecting the bread baking during late nights while twelve-year-old Emma did homework at the laboratory bench and eight-year-old Chloe colored pictures of horses.
Those were hard years. Good years, but hard.
Heritage Vines spreads before me in the golden morning light, rolling hills dotted with century-old oaks and the original farmhouse where Aunt Margot still keeps Giuseppe's memory alive through Sunday dinners and stern lectures about taking care of family.
The scent of earth and oak barrels clings to everything—my clothes, my skin, the very air I breathe. It's the smell of home, of work that matters, of roots grown deep through necessity.
It's perfect. Peaceful and predictable.
Everything my time with Jimmy in Napa failed to be.
My phone buzzes. It's my sister, Chloe, texting before her veterinary clinic shift.
Coffee date after work? Emma's bringing the baby.


I smile despite my morning grumpiness. My sisters, Chloe and Emma, maintain a strategic campaign to prevent my complete hermit transformation, deploying my infant nephew when desperate measures are required.
The same protective instincts that drove me to master vineyard management at seventeen now make me helpless against a six-month-old's grabby hands.
Fine. But I'm not holding him if he's been eating those organic carrots Emma forces on him.


You're such a softie. See you at 4.


The phone buzzes again. Aunt Margot's name flashes on screen.
"Everything okay?" I ask, she doesn’t call me unless there’s a problem.
"Oliver, dear, I need to discuss something. Could you come to the house?"
That careful tone activates every alarm system I've developed during years of shouldering adult responsibilities. Margot uses that voice only when delivering news guaranteed to disrupt my world. Like when she explained Giuseppe's heart attack. Like when she admitted the vineyard's financial struggles last winter.
"On my way."
The walk to the main house carries me past the old fermentation barn, and past the oak grove, where I studied chemistry textbooks while my sisters played. Every step triggers memories of knowledge hard-won through necessity. I was a teenager desperate to preserve the only stability my family had left.
Margot meets me at the kitchen door, silver hair in its usual neat bun.
"Sit." She gestures to the worn wooden table scarred by decades of family meals, homework sessions, and late-night conversations about keeping the vineyard alive. "Coffee?"
"Got some." I raise my thermos, noting how she avoids eye contact while fussing with unnecessary tasks. Bad news incoming. "What's wrong?"
"I've made a decision about our marketing situation."
Marketing situation. As if our deliberate focus on quality over promotion is some kind of emergency requiring intervention.
"We don't have a marketing situation."
"Exactly the problem." Margot sits across from me, her hands folded. "Orders are down thirty percent. The harvest celebration barely broke even. We need professional help."
Professional help. The phrase makes my chest tighten. I heard similar words at fifteen, social workers discussing "professional interventions" and "family support services" that would have meant losing my sisters to the system.
"What kind of help?"
"I've hired a marketing consultant. She's coming for the next ten weeks through harvest to develop a comprehensive strategy."
The kitchen tilts sideways. She. A marketing consultant. Coming to my vineyard, the place I've poured years of sweat and study into, to strategize about work that cost me everything to master.
"You hired someone without consulting me?"
Margot's expression softens with dangerous sympathy. "You would have vetoed anyone I suggested. You've fought me on promotional updates for years."
Because updates mean outsiders who don't understand what this place cost to build. Updates mean trusting strangers with the legacy Giuseppe entrusted to a scared teenager. Updates mean the potential for the devastating betrayal that already destroyed me once in Napa.
"Who is she?"
"Brooke Chase. Manhattan specialist in heritage brands and emotional storytelling."
Manhattan. Marketing consultant. Emotional storytelling.
"Let me guess: big ideas, flashy campaigns, social media presence?"
"Isn't that what we need?"
What we need is to continue making exceptional wine the way Giuseppe did. What we need is the opposite of what some Manhattan consultant will impose on work that's been earned drop by drop, lesson by lesson, mistake by mistake.
"When does she arrive?"
"This afternoon."
This afternoon. In hours, my carefully controlled sanctuary will face invasion by someone who specializes in disruption. Someone who'll want to photograph my grandfather's equipment and broadcast our family traditions to strangers. Someone who's never spent pre-dawn hours learning to read grape sugar levels while their sisters slept upstairs.
"I need to check the fermentation tanks."
"Oliver—"
"I'm sure she's talented." The words feel like gravel in my throat. "I'm sure she has innovative ideas about improving what we do here."
Margot's voice follows me out. "She's staying at the cottage. Try to be welcoming."
Welcoming. Right.
I stalk back through vineyard rows heavy with the smell of ripening fruit and earth still damp from yesterday's irrigation. I've learned to read these smells the way other people read books. The mineral tang of clay soil, the green bite of stems stressed just enough to concentrate flavors, the sweet promise of grapes approaching perfect balance.
By the time I reach my laboratory, I've shifted from concerned to defensive. This is my sanctuary, my life's work, my refuge from the corporate politics that nearly destroyed me in Napa.
And this afternoon, a Manhattan marketing consultant named Brooke Chase is walking in to fix what took me seventeen years to build.
Will she think my vintage cork collection is charming local color? Something to feature in promotional materials about the "traditional wine scientist and his quaint methods"?
The thought makes me feel ill.
My phone buzzes. Emma.
Heard about the marketing consultant. Chloe says you're sulking.


I don't sulk. I process information.


That's sulking with extra steps. She might be nice.


She's from Manhattan.


So? You're from here and you're barely tolerable.


Despite everything, I smile. My sisters never let me take myself too seriously, even during the darkest period after Jimmy's betrayal. They were the ones to convince me that returning to  Heartstring Hill after Napa wasn't surrender, it was choosing something worth protecting.
Bringing baby photos to coffee. Fair warning.


Emotional manipulation won't work on me.


We'll see. Be nice to the consultant. Aunt Margot wouldn't hire her if she weren't good.


I pocket the phone and return to my equipment. Be nice. As if politeness will somehow protect Giuseppe's legacy from whatever corporate makeover this Brooke Chase has planned.
I adjust Giuseppe's microscope and attempt to focus on soil samples. Predictable data. Reliable results. Everything a marketing consultant isn't.
Whatever Brooke Chase thinks she can bring to Heartstring Hill, she's wrong. We don't need fixing. We don't need innovation. We certainly don't need someone from Manhattan explaining how to honor traditions she's never sacrificed anything to learn.
The irony isn't lost on me, hiding in my laboratory among Giuseppe's tools, talking to grapevines I learned to tend through necessity, while preparing to resist help from someone who specializes in human connection.
But connection means vulnerability. Vulnerability means potential betrayal.
I learned that lesson through an experience that nearly cost me everything.
I glance at the laboratory clock. Three hours until Brooke Chase arrives to disrupt the sanctuary I've spent years learning to protect.
I reach for my coffee thermos, grimly satisfied when the liquid proves strong enough to raise Giuseppe's ghost.
I'm going to need it.






  
  Brooke


This is going to be amazing. I can already see the Instagram posts. 
I stand beside my packed car at the end of the gravel driveway leading to Heartstring Hill Heritage Vines, drinking in the postcard-perfect vineyard that stretches before me like something out of a romance novel.
Rolling hills, proud oaks, grapevines showing off in the sun, and a weathered stone farmhouse that whispers "heritage brand authenticity."
Even better, I've nailed the outfit. Grape-purple cardigan over a cream blouse, coordinated with a green pencil skirt and red wine-colored flats.
My arms overflow with mood boards, a clipboard, and a leather portfolio bulging with ideas for transforming this beautiful place into a marketing success story.
"Experiential marketing meets artisanal tradition," I murmur, already composing copy. "Heritage storytelling for the modern wine lover."
The vineyard hums with late-afternoon energy. The air smells like sunshine and earth, and I breathe it all in gladly.
This feels right. This feels like the opposite of Mia Mitchell's sterile office and corporate politics. Here, I can prove that heart-centered marketing works. Here, my enthusiasm will be an asset, not a liability.
A movement in the vineyard catches my eye. Between the grape rows, a tall figure moves slowly, examining the vines with the focused attention of someone who takes his work seriously. Even from a distance, I can see broad shoulders beneath a blue work shirt and a head of thick dark hair.
Perfect. I can start gathering behind-the-scenes content right away.
I veer off the gravel driveway, navigating between vine rows with surprising grace despite my armload of materials. My wine-colored flats find steady footing on uneven ground while I pull out my phone with the fluid efficiency of someone who's mastered coordination through necessity.
"Excuse me," I call out cheerfully. "I'm Brooke Chase, the new marketing consultant. Mind if I ask you a few questions about the harvest process?"
The man straightens slowly, turning toward me with an expression that makes my enthusiasm falter. Storm-grey eyes assess me from head to toe, taking in my coordinated outfit and armload of materials with obvious disdain.
He's gorgeous. Unfairly, ruggedly gorgeous in the way that makes marketing executives write romance novels about wine country. Strong jaw shadowed with stubble, those incredible grey eyes, and weathered hands that belong in artisan coffee advertisements. The kind of man who probably splits firewood for fun and knows seventeen different ways to open wine bottles.
He's also clearly not thrilled to see me.
"Marketing consultant," he repeats, his voice carrying the same enthusiasm most people reserve for tax auditors.
"That's right! Brooke Chase." I attempt to extend a hand, realize both arms are full of materials, and settle for my brightest smile instead. "I'm so excited to be here. This place is absolutely magical. I can already envision story campaigns around the heritage oak trees, the original stone construction suggesting generational expertise, and the natural light patterns that would photograph beautifully for seasonal content."
Annoyance flickers across his expression.
"Story campaigns," he says, his tone is dismissive and wary.
"Right!" My enthusiasm bubbles over despite his obvious resistance. "I was thinking we could start with behind-the-scenes content. You know, genuine moments of the harvest process. The way you're examining those grapes suggests serious expertise. Audiences love authentic craftsmanship stories."
I raise my phone, framing a shot that captures both his focused work and the vineyard's natural beauty. "This lighting is perfect. Would you mind if I captured some footage of you working? Nothing staged. Just you doing what you clearly do well. Starting now?"
"No."
The strength of his objection shakes me.
"I understand completely," I say, lowering my phone. "Some people prefer working without cameras. We could do voiceover instead. Capture the visual poetry of your expert hands while you explain the science. Educational content performs incredibly well when it comes from genuine expertise."
Those grey eyes fix on me again, and this time I catch something beyond annoyance. Is it curiosity? Maybe.
"Ms. Chase."
"Please, call me Brooke." My laugh bubbles up despite his resistance. "Ms. Chase makes me sound like my third-grade teacher, and she was terrifying."
His mouth twitches. Just a little, but I catch it. Progress.
"Ms. Chase," he continues, his tone stern, "I work in fermentation science, not performance marketing. The grapes don't need social media presence to develop properly."
"Of course they don't," I agree, hoping my enthusiasm isn't overwhelming him. "But the people who'll eventually drink your wine might appreciate understanding the craft behind what makes it special."
My observations seem to surprise him.
"Are you planning to interrupt every worker on the property for content creation?" he asks, though the question seems to carry less edge than before.
"I'll try to understand the operation so I can develop strategies that honor what you've built rather than exploit it." I gesture toward the vineyard with movements that feel both enthusiastic and carefully controlled. "This place tells a story about tradition and expertise. I want to share that story with people who'll value it."
"You've been here five minutes," he points out, but I notice how he holds my gaze without backing down. Most people wilt under my marketing enthusiasm. He seems energized by the challenge.
"True. But I can already see the narrative framework." My eyes light up as I warm to my subject. "The heritage stone farmhouse, the diverse grape varieties, the way you handle those vines. It all suggests scientific precision balanced with genuine care."
I can see my enthusiasm affecting him, though he's trying to resist it. There's something infectious about passionate work talk. I've learned that from years of successful campaigns.
"Margot hired you without consulting the people who actually run this place," he says.
"She hired me to help." My voice carries the confidence I've developed through years of working with skeptical clients. "Though I'm obviously starting off on the wrong foot with the resident wine expert."
"If I'm the resident wine expert, what will you be?" he asks, and I catch a flash of amusement beneath his defensive instincts.
"Someone who believes heritage brands have incredible stories worth sharing." I tuck an escaped strand of hair behind my ear, hoping the gesture looks natural rather than nervous. "Someone who thinks your expertise deserves better recognition than it's getting."
He studies my face with intensity that makes my breath catch. I'm in trouble. This beautiful, brilliant, grumpy man represents exactly the kind of challenge I've always found irresistible.
"The vineyard isn't a content laboratory," he says, but his voice has lost its earlier harshness.
"Of course not. It's a working testament to generations of expertise." My conviction is genuine. "That's exactly why it deserves marketing that matches its quality."
Before he can respond, I notice his gentle handling of a particular vine, and the way his fingers assess each cluster with scientific attention balanced by unmistakable care. My professional instincts kick in. This is exactly the kind of authentic moment that would resonate with audiences.
I raise my phone again, this time capturing him as he leans closer to examine a cluster, his voice dropping to something conversational.
"Looking good this week," he murmurs. "Another few days and you'll be perfect for harvest."
Perfect. This is the human story behind the science. The serious expert revealing genuine affection for his work.
"What do you think you're doing?"
My phone clatters to the ground as I jump backward. The man who was gentle with his vines now faces me with an expression that makes my stomach drop.
"I was just—the moment was beautiful and you were—"
"You were filming me." His voice carries controlled anger that's somehow worse than shouting. "Without permission."
"It wasn't staged! It was completely natural, which is exactly what authentic storytelling requires. That genuine connection between craftsman and—"
"That was private."
The words stop me cold. Private. I look at the phone lying in the dirt between vine rows, then back at his face, finally understanding my mistake.
"I'm sorry. I didn't realize—"
"You didn't realize that recording someone without consent might be inappropriate?"
Heat floods my cheeks. "You're absolutely right. I got caught up in the story potential and forgot basic courtesy. That was unprofessional."
He bends to retrieve my phone, and when he hands it back, our fingers brush. A split second of contact that sends unexpected warmth up my arm.
"Ms. Chase, let me be clear. This vineyard isn't your content workshop. These vines aren't props for social media campaigns. And I am definitely not your authentic local color."
Each word stings because they contain enough truth to hurt. But watching his passion for protecting what he's built only makes him more attractive. The fierce intelligence, the protective instincts, and the way he speaks about grapes like they're family makes me want to know more.
"I wasn't trying to exploit anything," I say quietly. "I was trying to capture what makes this place special. But you're right. I should have asked first."
Something in my tone seems to give him pause. I'm not defending my methods or making excuses. I'm accepting responsibility with what I hope is genuine grace.
"This vineyard represents generations of work," he says, his voice gentling slightly. "We make wine because we believe in doing it properly, not because we need external validation."
"I can see that." My smile is softer now, tinged with genuine respect. "This is clearly expert-level work. That's exactly why it deserves recognition."
"Recognition from strangers who've never held pruning shears?"
"Recognition from people who value quality craftsmanship." My belief remains unshaken. "Not everyone understands wine science, but everyone responds to passion and expertise when it's shared authentically."
The way his expression shifts suggests he understands the difference between genuine storytelling and marketing manipulation. Which makes him more intriguing, not less.
"The farmhouse is that way," he says, nodding toward the stone building. "Margot's expecting you."
It's dismissal disguised as courtesy. I gather my materials, hoping my movements look graceful rather than flustered.
"Thank you," I say, meeting his eyes directly. "And I really am sorry about the filming. I let professional excitement override basic respect."
As I pick my way back toward the gravel path, I can't help stealing glances back at him. He's exactly the kind of challenge I've spent years avoiding—handsome, passionate, and utterly convinced he doesn't need what I offer.
The worst part is that he might be right. But the traitorous flutter in my chest suggests I want to find out anyway.
I force myself to focus on the path ahead, but every part of me wants to learn more about the grumpy wine scientist and the devotion he has for his craft.
Inside the farmhouse kitchen that smells like fresh bread, I try to focus on Margot's welcome tour, but my mind keeps drifting back to storm-grey eyes and strong, tanned forearms.
I've come here to prove that heart-centered marketing can succeed. I haven't expected to find a wine scientist whose passion for his work is as attractive as his resistance to my presence.
This is definitely going to be more complicated than I planned.






  
  Oliver


I'm hiding in my laboratory like a coward, and my sisters aren't going to let me forget it. 
"So let me get this straight," Chloe says, perched on my lab stool while I pretend to organize equipment. "You were rude to Margot's consultant, she apologized, and now you're sulking in here instead of helping with the tour?"
"I'm working." I move my pH testing strips from one drawer to another.
"You're sulking with lab equipment." Emma bounces baby Henry on her hip. She's been on maternity leave from her veterinary practice for three months now, which means she has plenty of time to meddle in my love life. "Margot's going to make you work with her regardless of what you say."
I've been afraid of that. After Brooke Chase's retreat to the farmhouse an hour ago, I watched through my laboratory window as Margot gave her the full heritage tour, pointing out the original wine press, and probably sharing every private story about the Moretti legacy.
Including why her favorite nephew retreated to Heartstring Hill like a wounded animal.
"She filmed me talking to the vines," I say.
Chloe and Emma exchange the look that means they're about to gang up on me.
"Without asking," I add.
"After you'd already been hostile about her other suggestions," Emma points out with the fairness that makes her an excellent veterinarian and terrible ally.
"I wasn't hostile. I was appropriately cautious about someone who wants to livestream our harvest."
"Livestream?" Chloe's eyes bulge in alarm. "Okay, that's actually terrifying. But did you try explaining why that wouldn't work instead of just saying no?"
I move to my wine rack, straightening bottles that are already straight. "She's from Manhattan. She specializes in emotional storytelling for heritage brands. She probably thinks we need a complete rebrand and a mascot."
"Maybe we do," Emma says quietly.
The words shock me. I turn to stare at my sister, she's usually the first to defend tradition.
"Em—"
"I'm not saying she's right about everything. But Oliver, the vineyard is struggling. Margot's worried sick about finances, and you've been buried in your lab pretending that making perfect wine is enough."
"Making perfect wine IS enough."
"Not anymore." Chloe's voice carries the gentle firmness she uses with difficult animals. "Look, I get why you're nervous about business partnerships. Jimmy was awful, and what he did was unforgivable. But you can't let one betrayal turn you into a hermit."
My jaw tightens. "This has nothing to do with Jimmy."
"Doesn't it?" Emma shifts Henry to her other hip. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you're so afraid of trusting the wrong person again that you won't trust anyone."
The accusation stings because it carries truth. Ever since Napa, I've built my world around predictable variables: soil chemistry, fermentation schedules, and grape development cycles. Things that respond to knowledge and patience rather than trust and vulnerability.
Things that can't betray me.
Before I can respond, my phone buzzes. Margot's name appears on screen, and the message makes my stomach drop.
Family meeting in the kitchen 10 min.


"Great," I mutter. "Margot wants a family meeting."
"That's the spirit," Emma says dryly. "Love your enthusiasm, Oliver."
Chloe hops off the lab stool. "This should be interesting. Think she's going to make you apologize?"
"I'm not apologizing for having boundaries."
"You're apologizing for being rude," Emma corrects. "There's a difference."
Ten minutes later, I find myself at Margot's kitchen table with a growing sense of impending doom. My sisters flank me like bodyguards while Margot bustles around with the kind of forced cheer that precedes difficult conversations.
"Where's the consultant?" Chloe asks.
"Brooke is settling into the cottage," Margot says without turning around. "I thought we should discuss expectations before she starts shadowing Oliver tomorrow."
Tomorrow. My coffee turns to acid. "She's starting tomorrow?"
"Bright and early. She wants to understand our entire operation, which means she'll be working alongside you for the next ten weeks." Margot turns to face us, hands on hips. "Whether you like it or not."
Emma reaches for Margot's cookies and gives one to Henry. "How did the tour go?"
"Wonderfully. Brooke has excellent ideas about honoring our heritage while reaching new audiences." Margot's gaze fixes on me. "She also mentioned you two got off to a rocky start."
Rocky start. Like calling the Titanic a minor shipping delay.
"She invaded my privacy," I say.
"She made a mistake," Margot corrects. "One she acknowledged and apologized for. The question is whether you're going to let one misstep derail what could be the vineyard's salvation."
"Salvation?" The word comes out sharper than intended. "We don't need saving. We need to focus on what we do well instead of chasing trends."
Margot sits across from me, her expression shifting from stern to worried. "Oliver, we're barely breaking even. Last month's numbers were worse than I've seen in twenty years. If we don't do something different, we might not have a vineyard to protect."
I stare at my hands. I've been so focused on protecting our traditions that I've ignored the possibility we might lose everything anyway.
"How bad is our situation?" Chloe asks.
"Bad enough that I hired a consultant who specializes in turning struggling heritage brands into success stories." Margot's voice carries the weight of desperate decisions. "Bad enough that we need to try everything, even if it makes us uncomfortable."
"What does she want to do?" I ask.
"Build our social media presence, get involved in our harvest event planning, create partnerships with local restaurants." Margot pulls a notebook from her apron pocket. "But first, she wants to understand how we operate. Which means she needs to shadow you during harvest preparation."
"Shadow me?"
"Follow you around. Learn the process. Ask questions." Margot's expression suggests this isn't negotiable. "She can't market what she doesn't understand."
The thought of Brooke Chase trailing after me with her phone and endless enthusiasm makes my chest tight. Those hazel eyes watching my every move, that infectious smile turned toward my work, her honey-blonde hair catching morning light as she peppers me with questions about fermentation schedules and soil composition.
Despite this afternoon's disaster, I find myself remembering how her eyes lit up with genuine interest when I explained technical concepts. How she watched me work with the focused attention that suggested she wanted to learn.
It sounds like torture. Sweet, distracting torture.
"For how long?" I manage.
"However long it takes. She's thorough."
Emma clears her throat. "What's she like? Besides the rocky start?"
Margot's expression softens. "Smart. Genuinely excited about our story. She spent an hour asking about your grandfather's original techniques and why we still use them." She looks directly at me. "She's not here to destroy what we've built. She's here to help more people discover it."
"By filming private moments and posting them online?"
"By learning first, then creating content." Margot's voice carries gentle reproof. "But she can't learn if you won't teach her."
I feel the weight of their expectant gazes and the heavier weight of responsibility. The vineyard gave me sanctuary when I needed it most. If it's struggling, I owe it more than defensive hostility.
Even if teaching Brooke Chase means spending weeks in close proximity to a woman whose smile made me forget why trust is dangerous.
"Fine," I say. "I'll work with her. But she follows my rules in the vineyard."
"Fair enough." Margot smiles for the first time since we sat down. "She'll be here at seven tomorrow morning. Try to be pleasant."
As my sisters leave, I linger at the kitchen table, staring through the window toward the cottage where Brooke Chase is presumably unpacking her wine themed wardrobe and planning our next encounter.
Ten weeks of forced collaboration with a woman who specializes in transformation. Ten weeks of explaining traditions to someone who might want to package them beyond recognition.
Ten weeks of trying to ignore the way her genuine enthusiasm made the vineyard feel more alive than it has in years.
Margot touches my shoulder. "She's not like Jimmy, you know."
My throat tightens. "How can you be sure?"
"Because Jimmy never apologized when he hurt you. And he certainly never looked devastated when he realized he'd overstepped." Margot's voice carries the wisdom of someone who's watched me grow up. "Give her a chance, Oliver. Give yourself one too."
Outside, afternoon light slants through the vineyard rows, painting everything golden. Somewhere among those vines, Brooke Chase tried to capture content and ended up capturing my vulnerable heart instead.
Tomorrow, she'll be back. She'll follow me through my daily routine with those bright hazel eyes and that smile that lights up everything around her.
The notion should fill me with dread.
Instead, I wonder what she'll think of my vintage cork collection. Whether she'll ask more technical questions that challenge my assumptions. Whether her apology was as genuine as it seemed.
My phone buzzes with a text from Chloe:
Good luck tomorrow. Try not to bite her head off.


I smile despite myself and head for my residence.
Chloe isn't wrong about needing luck. Working alongside Brooke Chase is going to test every defense I've spent years building.
The question is whether I want those defenses to hold.






  
  Brooke


I wake up in a cottage that smells like lavender. 
I stare at the ceiling beams, which have probably witnessed decades of Moretti family drama but never a marketing consultant hiding from her own terrible first impression. I can hide under this cozy quilt until my contract expires, or I can march back out there and prove I'm not the social media vulture Oliver clearly thinks I am.
My phone buzzes with a text from Benji:
How's the vineyard? Did you run into any hot grape growers yet?


Maybe. One.


Does he look good in flannel?


I snort. Oliver Moretti definitely looks good, but I'd bet money he doesn't own flannel. Not that I'm thinking about his shoulders.
No flannel. But he's gruff and broody. I might be in trouble.


Gruff and broody is your type. Be careful!


My brother has a point. 
Which reminds me: I have work to do.
Professional armor selection requires strategy. Yesterday's grape-themed ensemble screamed "trying too hard to fit in." Today calls for "competent woman who can learn without exploiting your life's work for content."
Dark jeans, soft green sweater, actual boots designed for walking on dirt rather than posing for lifestyle photos. Hair in a no-nonsense ponytail. Phone buried deep in my bag where it can't accidentally film anyone's private moments.
I look like someone ready to work instead of someone ready to perform, which feels like progress.
My view out of the cottage's kitchen window reveals Oliver already in the vineyard. He’s moving between the rows and looking like someone who'd rather examine grapes than deal with marketing consultants. Fair enough. After yesterday's disaster, I'd rather examine grapes than face him too.
But I haven't built a career by avoiding difficult conversations.
I make my way to the farmhouse where Margot greets me with fresh coffee and a smile that suggests she’s forgiven yesterday's catastrophe.
"Oliver's expecting you," Margot says, which sounds as ominous as "the executioner will see you now."
"Should I bring protective gear?"
"Just your notebook. He loves explaining wine science to people who listen."
Twenty minutes later, I approach the vineyard like I would a temperamental client: carefully, respectfully, and with genuine interest in learning what makes them tick.
Oliver stands with his back to me. Today's work shirt is blue, fitted perfectly across shoulders that definitely don't need flannel to look impressive.
Not that I'm cataloguing his physical attributes for any reason.
"Good morning," I call, stopping at a respectful distance.
Those storm-grey eyes assess my changed appearance and, if he approves of my practical transformation, his expression doesn't reveal it.
"Ms. Chase."
"I was hoping you might teach me about your process." I hold up my notebook like evidence of good intentions. "I can't market what I don't understand, and yesterday proved I understand nothing."
Something flickers across his features—surprise, maybe, that I've admitted ignorance instead of defending my expertise.
"You want a wine science lesson?"
"I want to understand why your grandfather's 1948 wine press matters more than modern equipment, and why thirty cases of reserve Pinot is better than three hundred cases of regular Pinot." I open my notebook. "I want to learn the language before I try to translate it."
Oliver studies me like I'm a root clump of uncertain quality. Then he gestures toward the vine beside him.
"Pinot Noir. See the loose cluster formation?"
I lean closer. "They're beautiful."
"They're finicky." His voice carries the first hint of warmth I've heard. "Pinot needs specific conditions: cool mornings, warm afternoons, and well-drained soil with exact pH levels."
"What happens if conditions aren't perfect?"
"Disaster." Oliver moves to the next vine with fluid efficiency. "Wrong soil pH creates bitter tannins. Too much rain during harvest dilutes flavors. Too little rain and grapes shrivel like raisins."
He's transforming as he talks, shoulders relaxing, hands moving with natural authority as he walks along the vine row. This is Oliver in his element, and the difference is striking. Gone is the defensive scientist protecting his sanctuary—here is a craftsman passionate about his work.
"How do you predict optimal harvest timing?"
"Science and intuition." He pulls a small device from his pocket. "Brix measurement for sugar content. We need twenty-two to twenty-four degrees for proper fermentation. But numbers only tell part of the story."
"What tells the rest?"
Oliver plucks a grape, crushing it between practiced fingers. "Taste. Texture. The way seeds separate from pulp." He offers me the sample. "Try it."
Our fingers brush as I accept the grape, and my awareness level jumps from background hum to full orchestra. His hands are work-roughened, warm, and steady despite the electricity that shoots through my nervous system like I've grabbed a live wire.
Focus. Professional focus.
I bite into the grape, surprised by the complex flavors. It tastes sweet, but with underlying tartness and something almost floral. "That's... not what I expected."
"Most people expect simple sweetness. Quality grapes have layers." Oliver steps closer, close enough that I catch his scent of oak barrels and something warm and distinctly male underneath. "See how the skin separates cleanly?”
Heat that has nothing to do with morning sun spreads through my chest. Professional focus is becoming difficult when Oliver is this close.
"This vine will produce wine that's ready to drink in two years but will peak at five years," he continues, apparently unaffected by our proximity.
"How can you tell?" My voice comes out slightly breathless.
"Experience. My grandfather taught me to read grapes like other people read books." Oliver moves down the row, and I miss his warmth immediately. "He used to say good wine requires patience, you can't rush fermentation any more than you can rush trust."
The parallel isn't subtle, but it's true.
I scribble notes, fascinated by the complexity behind what I assumed was straightforward agriculture. When I look up, I catch Oliver gazing at me with an expression I can't read.
"You're actually getting this," he says, sounding almost accusatory.
"Did you expect me not to?"
He shrugs. But doesn’t answer my question.
The tips of my ears burn. Not from embarrassment, but with pleasure at his recognition. "I told you I can't market what I don't understand. Tell me about your grandfather's methods."
Oliver's expression softens into something almost vulnerable. "Giuseppe Moretti started this vineyard in 1947 with cuttings smuggled from his uncle's farm in Tuscany. No modern equipment, no temperature-controlled anything, just knowledge carried in his hands and head."
"Do you still use his techniques?"
"The ones that work." Oliver leads me toward a weathered wooden structure that looks like it belongs in a museum. "Original wine press, hand-built in 1948. We could replace it with stainless steel equipment, but this gives us better extraction control."
I run my fingers along wood worn smooth by decades of use. There's profound story here, layers of tradition that speak to something deeper than efficiency or profit.
"It's gorgeous," I breathe.
"It's functional," Oliver corrects, but his voice holds unmistakable pride.
We spend the next hour walking the vineyard. I take careful notes and ask questions with genuine curiosity, rather than marketing opportunism.
"These vines get morning sun but afternoon shade," Oliver is saying as we reach a slope with different exposure. He crouches beside a vine, examining the soil with gentle fingers. "That creates more complex tannin structure and better aging potential."
I kneel beside him, watching the careful way he holds a handful of earth. There's something mesmerizing about his movements. He's protective without being possessive, knowledgeable without being arrogant.
"The soil composition here is different," I observe, noting the color variation.
"Exactly." Oliver's eyes light up with genuine pleasure at my observation. "Higher clay content, better water retention. You have a good eye."
Our shoulders brush as we both lean over the soil sample, and my concentration scatters like leaves in autumn wind. The scent of his work shirt—clean cotton and something warm and male—makes me want to lean closer instead of maintaining professional distance.
"Better how?" I manage, proud that my voice remains steady.
"More layers. Like the difference between a pop song and a symphony." Oliver stands, extending his hand to help me up.
"Why not plant more vines?" My marketing brain immediately calculates lost revenue potential.
"Quality over quantity." Oliver's confidence is genuine, he finally releases my hand and steps back to a more appropriate distance. "We could plant more vines, increase production, but we'd sacrifice what makes our wine exceptional."
Understanding hits like enlightenment, though my pulse takes longer to settle. Oliver isn't protecting tradition for nostalgia, he's protecting excellence. The scarcity isn't artificial marketing; it's natural consequence of refusing to compromise standards.
"Could I see where the magic happens?"
Oliver hesitates, then nods toward a converted barn. "The lab."
If the vineyard is Oliver's cathedral, his laboratory is the inner sanctum.
Every tool occupies precise placement. Equipment gleams with careful maintenance. But what stops my breathing is the wall display of vintage corks.
Hundreds of them, arranged in shadow boxes with meticulous labeling. Each cork bears marks from different wineries, different vintages, different stories.
"You collect these?" I ask.
Oliver's shoulders tense like I've discovered something private. "Reference points. Wines that impressed me."
I move closer, reading labels from legendary vineyards across California, France, Italy. These aren't random souvenirs—they're carefully curated examples of excellence.
"This one's from 2003," I observe, noting a particularly weathered cork. "What made it special?"
"First wine that taught me what patience could achieve." Oliver's voice grows quiet. "The winemaker's entire career in one bottle."
Poetry lives in his craft, art in his science. This isn't just work for Oliver. It's a calling. 
"What about this one?" I point to a more recent cork from a small Oregon vineyard, stepping closer to read the label.
Oliver moves beside me, near enough that his sleeve brushes my shoulder. "Perfect balance of innovation and tradition. They used modern techniques to enhance historical methods, not replace them."
The warmth of his proximity makes it difficult to focus on cork collections. I'm hyperaware of every breath, every subtle movement that brings us closer together.
"Like what we could do here."
Oliver's expression shutters, but not before I catch something vulnerable in his eyes. "Maybe."
But I've seen enough. The man who resisted my marketing ideas is passionate about sharing wine knowledge. He just needs trust that sharing won't mean exploitation.
"Oliver," I say carefully, "what if I promised any content we create would honor this?" I gesture toward his collection. "The craft, the science, the respect for tradition?"
"How do I know you won't turn it into entertainment?"
"Because I'm not interested in entertainment. I'm interested in helping people appreciate what you do." I close my notebook. "Yesterday I made assumptions. Today I'm learning your work is far more complex than I realized."
Something shifts in his expression, not trust, but possibly the beginning of respect.
"Marketing consultants always promise to honor traditions," he says.
"I'm not 'marketing consultants.' I'm Brooke. And I'm asking you to teach me how to share your story in a way that brings the right people to appreciate what you've built."
Oliver studies me for a long moment, then moves to his temperature monitoring station.
"Fermentation starts at sixty-eight degrees," he says. "Too hot creates aggressive tannins. Too cool stalls the process."
It isn't acceptance, but it's a beginning.
We spend another hour in the lab, Oliver explaining flavor development science while I take notes focused on process rather than promotion.
When he leans over my shoulder to show me proper color assessment in a wine sample, his nearness makes my pen skip across the page.
"The anthocyanin levels determine color intensity," he's saying, his voice low and close to my ear. "See the variation in hue around the rim?"
I nod, not trusting my voice when I can feel the warmth radiating from his chest behind me.
"That indicates..." He pauses, suddenly seeming to realize how close we are. The air between us grows thick with awareness before he steps back, clearing his throat. "Optimal extraction during fermentation."
I learn about pH levels and tannin management. Most importantly, I learn about the man who devotes his life to creating beauty.
When we emerge, morning sun has burned off the mist, revealing the vineyard in golden glory. Workers move between rows with easy efficiency, calling greetings to Oliver that reveal genuine affection.
As we walk, I notice how Oliver pauses beside a vine that looks slightly stressed, running gentle fingers along its leaves with the same careful attention he showed me during our soil examination. The protective tenderness in the gesture makes butterflies flutter in my throat.
"Oliver," I say as we walk toward the farmhouse, "I want to apologize again. Not just for filming without permission, but for assuming I understood what this place meant."
"And now you do?"
"Now I know that I'm not here to change what you've built," I stop walking, facing him. "I'm here to help more people discover it."
Oliver is quiet, studying my face like he's searching for something specific.
"Harvest starts in a few weeks," he says finally.
"I'll be ready."
"Will you?"
Challenge accepted.
"Ask me in a few weeks," I say.
Margot appears on the porch with a smile that suggests kitchen window surveillance.
"How did the lesson go?" she asks.
"Educational," Oliver says, which from him qualifies as ringing endorsement.
"Brooke's staying for lunch," Margot announces. "I want to hear her ideas for the harvest celebration."
I glance at Oliver, expecting resistance. Instead, he looks curious.
"You have ideas?" he asks in mock surprise.
"The kind that would make you proud of the story we tell," I say. "If you're willing to help develop them."
Oliver's expression remains guarded, but something has shifted. The wall isn't down, but there might be a door in it.
"We'll see," he says.
Not yes, but not no either.
As we head toward lunch, I catch myself stealing glances at Oliver's profile, wondering what other passions lie hidden beneath his protective exterior. The man who collects vintage corks and speaks to grapevines like friends has depths I've barely glimpsed.
A few weeks to prove I can learn wine country's language before attempting translation.
I'm looking forward to the challenge.
And if that challenge involves more time studying Oliver Moretti's transformation from gruff scientist to passionate craftsman... well, that's purely professional interest.
Mostly.






  
  Oliver


I approach the training of Brooke Chase in the same way I make wine: slowly, carefully, and with zero room for mistakes. 
But my student is ruining everything. She's making me long to talk with her about things other than vines and grapes.
So, I develop a system for reducing the chances of unplanned interactions where I might give away my growing interest in the marketing consultant.
Morning vineyard walk: necessary. Lab lessons: required. Lunch meetings: unavoidable. I design each session to limit being swept away by Brooke's enthusiasm.
The system should work. Instead, I keep making the lessons longer. I add extra demos. Worse, I look forward to seeing her with an excitement that has nothing to do with science.
Today's plan: soil analysis. Safe. Technical. Boring enough to scare off anyone who doesn't really care about wine making.
I set up soil samples from different vineyard blocks on my lab bench. Each one labeled with location and mineral data. I set out pH test kits, analysis charts, moisture tools, everything needed to teach the foundation of soil quality.
When Brooke walks in, she's wearing her practical outfit. Dark jeans and a soft green sweater. Hair in a ponytail that makes her look professional and approachable at the same time.
No grape-themed clothes, no matching accessories. Just someone ready to work instead of perform.
Without her marketing costume, she looks like herself. Warm. Real. Interested. It's harder to keep distance when she's not playing Marketing Consultant but just being Brooke.
"Morning," she says, notebook ready. "Time to teach me why dirt matters?"
"Soil," I correct. "Dirt is what gets under your nails. Soil is a living system that creates wine character."
Her smile is instant and bright. "Soil it is. Show me the system."
I point to the first sample. "Heartstring Hill has three soil types across eighteen vineyard blocks. Each one makes grapes with distinct personalities."
"Show me."
I pick up a handful of dark, rich earth. "Block Seven: clay soil with high mineral content. Holds water well. Makes wines with deep color and strong structure."
Brooke leans closer to examine the soil. Her sleeve brushes my arm. I catch her scent—vanilla and something floral that makes my brain short-circuit.
"It feels different. Heavier than I thought," she says. She runs the soil through her fingers in a way that makes my mouth go dry.
"Clay particles are smaller. They pack tight." I watch her hands as she explores the texture. Graceful fingers that aren't afraid of dirt. Short, even nails that show competence over vanity. "This block makes our boldest Pinot Noir."
When she looks up, there's a smudge of soil on her cheek. I have to fight the urge to brush it away.
"What about this one?" She moves to the second sample. I notice how smoothly she moves through my lab space, like she belongs there.
"Block Twelve, volcanic ash over limestone. See the color difference?"
The soil is lighter, almost golden. As Brooke examines it, she catches her lower lip between her teeth in concentration. The gesture sends heat straight through my chest. When did I start noticing how distracting that look can be?
"Feels grittier," she says.
I blink. Grittier isn't a scientific term. But it captures something about the mineral-rich soil that technical words miss. She has an instinct that impresses me more than I want to admit.
"Great drainage," I say, my voice rougher than intended. "Stresses the vines just enough to concentrate flavors. Makes our most elegant wines: complex, refined, built to age."
"Stress creates elegance?"
"Controlled stress. Vines that struggle make smaller berries with more intense flavors. Like building muscle requires resistance."
Brooke takes notes. But her questions aren't random. She's building understanding step by step. Each question connects to the last in a way that shows real intelligence.
"So soil shapes grape character. Grape character shapes wine personality." She looks up from her notebook. Hazel eyes bright with understanding. "You're matching plant psychology to environment."
Plant psychology. I've never thought of wine-making that way. But the description is accurate. And the way she says it, with excitement at making connections, makes me want to share everything I know.
"Something like that," I admit. 
"What about weather? How do growing conditions affect personality development?"
I move to my weather charts. As I explain the data, I realize how close she's standing.
"Wine vintage is biography," I say, warming to the subject despite myself. "Each year tells a story about challenges overcome, advantages used, decisions made under pressure."
"Show me a biography."
I pull the 2021 data. As I trace temperature curves with my finger, Brooke leans closer to follow my movement. Her hair brushes my shoulder. That vanilla scent hits me again, making me dizzy.
"Wet spring delayed bud break by two weeks. June heat spike threatened early flowering. July brought perfect conditions of warm days, cool nights, gentle breezes." My finger traces the data while I tell the growing season's story. I'm conscious of how she watches my hands with focused attention.
"August: drought stress without dangerous dehydration. September: harvest window complicated by unexpected rain."
"What did you do about the rain?"
"Waited." I meet her eyes. Struck by how the afternoon light makes them look like amber. "Patience is the most important tool in wine-making. Rain stopped, grapes concentrated, we harvested two weeks later than planned with amazing results."
"Patience," Brooke repeats, like she's testing the idea. "Even when waiting feels risky?"
"Especially then. Rushing creates average wine. Excellence requires faith in the process."
Something flickers across her expression. Recognition, maybe. Or personal connection to the idea that good things require time. I want to know what patience means to her. What she's waited for. What dreams she's nurtured through uncertainty.
Dangerous territory.
"Oliver." Her voice carries hesitation. "Can I ask you to tell me more about your vintage cork collection?"
The question shifts the mood. My collection is personal territory. Built over years of tasting exceptional wines and wanting to remember what excellence feels like.
"Reference points," I say.
"For what?"
"Inspiration. Proof that patience and skill can create something timeless."
Brooke studies my face like she's reading vintage notes. "Are you trying to create timelessness here?"
The question is too direct. Too perceptive. I busy myself organizing soil samples that don't need organizing. But she's seen past my walls to something I rarely admit.
"I'm trying to honor my grandfather's legacy while improving his methods."
"That's not the same thing."
It isn't. But admitting I want to create wines that will earn places in other people's collections, wines that will outlast me, tell my story when I'm gone, feels too vulnerable for casual conversation.
"We should look at pH testing," I say.
"The pH testing looks complicated," she says, examining the calibration equipment.
"It requires precise touch," I say. Then regret the words when her eyes spark with interest.
"Show me?"
I shouldn't. Teaching her basic soil science is professional necessity. Demonstrating delicate lab techniques that require close proximity is playing with fire.
But she's looking at me with such genuine curiosity. I find myself nodding before my defense mechanisms can object.
"pH monitoring requires steady hands," I begin, pulling out the equipment. "The probe needs exact pressure. Too much and you damage the sensor, too little and you get false readings."
I demonstrate the technique, then step back. "Try it."
Brooke approaches the equipment with careful attention. But her grip is too tight, her movements uncertain. The reading fluctuates wildly.
"Like this?" she asks, frustration creeping into her voice.
"Here." I move behind her before I can think better of it. "May I?"
At her nod, I place my hands over hers, guiding her fingers to the proper position. The contact sends electricity shooting through my nervous system. Her hands warm and soft beneath mine. Her back close enough that I can feel heat radiating through her sweater.
"Gentle pressure," I murmur, my voice uneven. "Feel how the probe responds?"
Brooke nods. I feel her shoulders soften as she relaxes against me. "Like this?"
"Perfect." The word comes out softer than I meant. We're standing impossibly close. Her head is just beneath my chin and her soft hair smells like sunshine.
The pH monitor beeps with a stable reading. But neither of us moves. I'm acutely aware of every point of contact. My hands covering hers. The whisper of space between our bodies. The way her breathing has changed.
"Oliver," she whispers. The sound of my name in her voice makes my breathing ragged.
I step back abruptly, breaking the spell. "You've got it. The technique, I mean."
Pink colors her cheeks as she turns to face me. "Thank you. That was... educational."
Educational. Right. If education feels like touching lightning.
"We should—" I begin, then stop as voices from the vineyard catch our attention.
Through the lab windows, we can see lunch gathering on the patio. My team members Caleb, Sophia, and Tom are already seated with knowing expressions that make my stomach drop.
"Looks like the professor and his star student are having private tutorials," Tom calls out with obvious glee.
"Very private," Sophia, Margot's daughter, adds with a grin. She's been working at the vineyard since she graduated college, and she's never hesitated to treat me like the little brother she'd helped raise after my parents died. "Lots of hands-on learning happening in there."
Brooke's blush deepens. "They're teasing us."
"They're interfering," I mutter. But find myself fighting a smile.
"Oliver?" Caleb's voice carries across the courtyard. "Bring Brooke out here. We want to hear about her soil education."
"And hand-eye coordination training," Tom adds with exaggerated innocence.
I groan.
Brooke laughs. The sound is musical and delighted. "They like you. This is how people show affection."
"By embarrassing me in front of consultants?"
"By pointing out that you're human instead of just brilliant and untouchable."
Untouchable. If only she knew how much I want to be touched. By her. In some place far away from this laboratory and my nosy team.
"Come on," she says, moving toward the door. "Let's face the music."
As we join the outdoor lunch, I endure good-natured ribbing about "intensive education" and "close supervision." Brooke fields questions about her learning experience with a grace that only makes her more attractive.
"So Brooke," Sophia says with theatrical innocence, "Oliver's teaching style working for you?"
"Very thorough," Brooke replies, shooting me a look that makes my pulse skip. "He has excellent technique."
Caleb nearly chokes on his sandwich. "I bet he does."
"Hands-on learning is the best kind," Tom adds solemnly.
I hide my face in my coffee mug while my staff dissolves into barely contained laughter. This is exactly why I prefer the safety of my lab to the chaos of human interaction.
But watching Brooke handle their teasing with such good humor... seeing how naturally she fits into our small community... it makes my chest tight with feelings I can't name.
"I've been leaving notes around the workspace," Brooke says, deflecting attention with characteristic thoughtfulness. "Just a little encouragement. I hope that's okay."
Notes. I've been finding small papers with encouraging messages scattered throughout my domain. "Science is magic with explanations" stuck to my microscope. "Every expert was once a beginner" tucked into my testing kit. "You've got this" appearing next to my morning coffee station.
The discovery has been mystifying. Who leaves encouragement for people they barely know?
"Why?" I ask.
"Because everyone needs reminding that they're capable of great things. Even wine scientists who everyone knows are brilliant."
The casual compliment surprises me. When was the last time someone called me brilliant without wanting something in return?
"I don't need motivation," I say.
"Neither does anyone, until they do." Brooke's smile is gentle rather than pushy. "Besides, encouragement never expires. You can save it for when you need it."
I stare at her. Processing the idea that someone would invest energy in boosting other people's confidence without expecting anything back. 
"That's... unusual," I say.
"Is it? I think people are good at what they do and terrible at remembering it."
"Especially wine scientists who hide in labs," Sophia adds pointedly.
"I don't hide. I work in controlled environments."
"Same thing," Tom says cheerfully. "Though you've been coming out more since Brooke arrived."
The observation is accurate and embarrassing. I have been finding excuses to check on outdoor preparation, coordinate with staff, basically any reason to be where Brooke might be working.
"Professional collaboration," I say weakly.
"Right," Caleb agrees with obvious skepticism. "Professional."
As lunch winds down and staff return to their duties, I find myself alone with Brooke again. I feel the electricity that still hums between us from our lab encounter.
"They're not wrong, you know," she says quietly.
"About what?"
"You have been coming out of your shell. And you do have excellent technique." Her cheeks pink at the words, but she holds my gaze. "In everything you do."
The compliment sends heat straight through me. "Brooke—"
"I know you're protecting something," she continues. Her voice soft but determined. "Whatever happened before, whoever hurt you. I can see it in how careful you are. But Oliver, what you're protecting... it's worth discovering."
The words melt something inside me. 
"You don't know what you're talking about," I say. But the protest sounds weak even to me.
"Maybe not. But I know what I see. Passion for your work, care for your
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