
Chapter One

			“I think you should give the butt plugs names.”

			Lace nearly choked on a pretzel. “Excuse me?” 

			She turned around carefully, keeping her arms tucked to avoid knocking a drink out of someone’s hands. The bar at the Triple D was shoulder to shoulder and, between the all-women band kicking out another country favorite and the din of a hundred or so women trying to have conversations with each other all at the same time, it was hard to hear. But Lace heard that.

			“I said you should give the butt plugs names.”

			Lace laughed. “I heard you the first time, Tessa. And hello to you, too. Why do butt plugs need names?”

			Lace had been hoping to see Tessa that night, but she hadn’t realized how much until Tessa actually walked in. She was maybe the only woman in the place, besides Lace’s BFFs, Hazel and Delaney, who wouldn’t be flirting awkwardly, trying to get Lace to take them home. Also, as usual, Tessa was all business.

			“Everybody gives their vibrators nicknames. Ms. Pinky. Big Bertha. Rubyfruit.”

			“Rubyfruit?”

			“You know, like Rubyfruit Jungle.”

			Lace shook her head and shrugged. 

			Tessa laughed. “Sometimes I forget you’re younger than me.”

			“Only by five years!”

			“Rubyfruit Jungle is only like the most important lesbian book ever written. Anyway, the point is people give their vibrators nicknames because it makes them seem more, I don’t know, playful. Not serious or scary. They’re just fun. Butt plugs need help.”

			Lace had to admit vibrators and dildos flew off the shelves at Frisky Business, the toy store she opened a few years ago, after she and Knox divorced. Butt plugs, not so much. 

			“Okay, I’m convinced. Want to help me name the merchandise next week?”

			“A butt-plug-naming date?” Tessa grinned.

			“A butt-plug-naming business meeting, you mean.”

			“Exactly what I meant.” 

			Tessa Williams became one of Lace’s favorite people almost from the moment she ambled into Frisky Business a year ago, all sun-kissed and crunchy, looking like she just walked out of a tourist brochure for Arizona wine country. Because, as it turned out, she had. She was looking for a gift for her daughter, who had just turned nineteen. Lace was surprised but tried not to look it. Tessa didn’t look young exactly—too much life lay behind those eyes, for that—but there was no way she looked like she ought to have a kid that old. In what Lace would learn was typical, transparent-as-hell Tessa fashion, she said she’d gotten pregnant way too young. Madison was born in the middle of her first year of college. “It’s normal to be horny when you’re that age,” Tessa said. “But I was horny, ignorant, and naive.” Nobody had to worry about Madison being naive. Not with Tessa as her mom.

			Yep, Tessa was great. Which was why there was no dating. Dating was for fun and sex. Lace could have that with literally anyone. 

			“By the way, this Rubyfruit Forest you speak of—”

			“Jungle.” Tessa rolled her eyes. “Rubyfruit Jungle.” 

			“When was it written?”

			“I don’t know exactly. The seventies, I think.”

			“The nineteen seventies? As in, the middle of the twentieth century?” 

			Tessa nodded. “Technically, that would be the last quarter of the twentieth century.”

			“Maybe you’re older than you look.”

			“Maybe you need to brush up on your math.” Tessa punched her playfully in the arm. “Besides, you don’t have to be old to know about Rubyfruit Jungle. You just have to know a little about queer history. And maybe read once in a while.”

			“Hey! I read!”

			“Customer reviews and text messages don’t count.” Tessa laughed and then started elbowing her way up to the bar. “What can I get you?” she shouted over her shoulder. 

			“I’m good! Delaney’s getting a round. Meet you back out on the dance floor in a bit?” Lace threw her thumb over her shoulder for emphasis, just in case Tessa wasn’t sure she heard right.

			Tessa nodded with a grin.

			Lace could count on one hand the number of people who had ever seemed to get her the way Tessa did. There were Delaney and Hazel, of course, her two best girlfriends. And there was Knox, who had been her best friend since Coach picked her to be team captain instead of him in fifth grade—and who stayed her best friend, even after they divorced. She loved them all. But they’d known each other forever. 

			It was different with Tessa. She only knew the new Lace. Lace the business owner. Lace the sexuality educator. Lace the whiskey connoisseur. Lace the very soft-masc lesbian with the pompadour and a great sense of humor, who all the young ladies wanted to date. It was weird how much easier it was to be herself with someone who hadn’t known her since before she could do algebra. Since before Dad died and Mom lost it. Before the mess with Knox. The hasty marriage. The miscarriage. The affair. Tessa only knew the Lace that Lace had spent a lifetime trying to become, not the Lace she used to be. So, when she was with Tessa, it felt a lot like freedom.

			Tessa was new to Arizona. She had moved in a handful of years ago, after a messy breakup of her own. Her ex-wife kept the California vineyard, even though Tessa had been both the brains and the muscle behind it. Tessa took back her last name and her settlement, and bought a vineyard twice as big, right in the middle of the Sonoita Valley, a scrappy new winemaking region. She named it Mujer Fuerte, Spanish for strong woman. Tessa was making a name for herself in the wine world, and no wonder. She made great wines, plus she was a genius when it came to business.

			And that’s how it all started. 

			Tessa popped into Frisky Business on a late September afternoon just after harvest and asked for a vibrator recommendation. Before she left she had given Lace a dozen new ideas for merchandising, marketing, and inventory control. Lace was captivated. Tessa left her card, and a few weeks later, Lace closed the shop early and drove out to the vineyard. Tessa gave her a tour and a tasting on the house, and talked her ear off about why the high desert of Arizona was such a perfect place to grow old world style wines…with new world freedoms and creativity. 

			Since then, they’d been texting a couple of times a week or more. They quickly developed their own emoji shorthand. A dollar sign meant a big sale—for Tessa, that usually meant a new Mujer Fuerte wine club member. The little guy with his head blowing off meant they’d just had to deal with an especially annoying customer—for Lace, that usually meant somebody’s ding-dong boyfriend using a dildo to pretend-measure the size of his own manhood. As if you could measure that with a ruler. Anyway, at some point, they started having lunch together, about once a month or so, whenever Tessa came into town for supplies or a haircut at Color Me Crazy, the salon Delaney managed. They’d each bring their own sandwich or salad, and eat in the back room at Frisky Business. Lace hadn’t wanted everyone in town—and, by that, she mainly meant big-mouthed Delaney or nosy Knox—seeing them together. 

			Lace wasn’t exactly sure why she had kept her relationship with Tessa a secret for so long. It seemed silly now. But Tessa was a new…friend…not just another fling. And that was something she thought her old friends probably wouldn’t understand.

			She was right.

			“Hey, there you are!” Delaney was holding two whiskey glasses and handed one to Lace. 

			Lace took the glass, leaned in, and gave Delaney a kiss on the cheek. “Delaney, I love you.”

			“You should. First of all, I gave you that fabulous haircut. Second, I come here with you and Hazel once a month, even though there’s not a man in sight. And, third, you’ve been keeping secrets from me—I saw you out there dancing with Tessa!—and I’m still talking to you.”

			Lace’s cheeks felt suddenly hot. “I told you—we’re just friends.” 

			“Sure you are.” Delaney waggled her eyebrows suggestively. 

			Even her friends thought they had Lace all figured out. Now they were going to have to process new information. 

			Yes, she could make a new friend. With a woman. What was the big deal?

			It felt like coming out all over again. 

			“So, how long has this friendship been going on?” Delaney’s eyebrows were plastered to the top of her forehead, and the twist of her mouth made it clear she wasn’t buying it.

			“I don’t know. Not quite a year, I guess.”

			“A year!” Delaney’s turquoise cowboy hat, perched precariously on top of a big bleach blond top knot, nearly toppled off her head. “I’ve been cutting her hair for at least that long, Lace. And neither of you thought to mention this to me?” 

			Lace shrugged and looked past Delaney to scan the room. A gaggle of sorority sisters down from Tucson for the weekend were huddled a few feet away, sucking on glasses of something that looked way too sweet, probably daring each other to do something. Anything. They needed stories to tell when they went back to their boyfriends on Monday. But, one of them, the one who looked the most terrified, froze when she accidentally made eye contact with Lace. Lace winked at her and smiled. She wanted to go over and tell her everything was going to be okay. Instead, she thought it really loud and willed the girl to hear her. She hoped the kid would have an easier time coming out to herself than Lace did.

			It might have been easier if her family hadn’t exploded right about the time Lace should have been figuring it out. After Dad died, Mom got into bed and didn’t come out for three months—she was never the same, no matter what medication she took or how many therapists she saw. It was pretty hard for Lace to deal with her own issues, when her mother’s issues took up so much time and space. 

			“Lace, are you listening to me?” 

			Delaney was glaring at her.

			“What’s the big deal, Delaney? It’s not like I need to check in with you about every move I make. I have a life of my own, you know.”

			“You do not, Lace Reynolds. Don’t be ridiculous.”

			Lace laughed. Delaney had a point. They lived in Owen Station, an old Arizona mining town tucked up in the Mule Mountains, about fifteen minutes from the Mexican border. The place swelled during tourist season and the business chamber did their best to draw in the crowds with ghost tours, art walks, and local music festivals. But true Owenites, the ones who lived and worked there, were in a parallel universe, where everybody knew everybody else—or, at least, everybody else’s business. And, at Color Me Crazy, Delaney was right in the middle of all of it.

			“Speaking of keeping tabs on our friends,” Lace said, “where is Hazel, anyway?” Hazel had been part of the gang since grade school. She was the only one of them who got out after graduation. Went to the university in Tucson and got herself a girlfriend. But she came home to take care of her mom after the cancer diagnosis and never left. She worked at the library and bored pretty much anyone who would listen with random historical facts about the town. Lace adored her.

			Delaney did a little happy dance. “Oh, you missed it! While you were out there playing with your friend, Sena showed up.” 

			Sena was even newer to town than Tessa—although she had deep roots in the area. She was an Abrigo, one of the oldest and wealthiest Mexican families in Southern Arizona. Sena made quite an entrance, marching into Knox’s coffee shop earlier that summer, introducing herself as a tech-whiz turned developer, talking about turning Owen Station into the next Silicon Valley, for women. For a hot minute it seemed like she and Hazel were going to be a thing, as weird as that seemed. Hazel helped start the town’s architectural preservation society. It was a total opposites attract thing. So it wasn’t too surprising when they had a big fight in the middle of Main Street. Hazel had been avoiding her ever since.

			“Well, that must have been interesting.”

			“Interesting doesn’t come close,” Delaney squealed. “Hazel acted like an idiot and ran out. I made Sena chase her. They had a big fight in the parking lot. And then they seemed to make up. Then they went flying off somewhere in Sena’s fancy little sports car.”

			“Sounds like you were tracking them pretty closely.” Lace rolled her eyes.

			“Of course I was! I hope Hazel finally gets laid tonight. That girl has been wound way too tight.” Delaney’s face suddenly sparkled like somebody sprinkled fairy dust all over it. “Plus, wouldn’t it be wonderful if she just finally let herself fall in love?” 

			Lace laughed. “It’s adorable when you go all hopeless romantic, Dee. Try not to float away while you’re hanging out up there on cloud nine.”

			Delaney was opinionated, stuck her nose where it didn’t belong, and loved a juicy piece of gossip more than she loved Knox’s rhubarb pie—and no one loved Knox’s pie more than Delaney. But Delaney loved her friends, most of all. Especially Hazel.

			“You’re teasing me, Lace. And that’s fine. But you know as well as I do. Hazel has been through a lot, and she deserves a little love in her life more than anyone.”

			“More than moi?” Lace held her fingers above her head and did a little ballerina twirl—not an easy feat in her brown harness boots.

			Delaney flicked her in the chest. “That’s not what I’m saying. Besides, you choose not to fall in love. You won’t even date anyone for more than three months.”

			“Three months is the perfect length of time for fun and sex. Things tend to get too serious after that. And what’s fun about that? Besides, I get all the love I need from my friends.” Lace held her arms out. “Come here and give me a hug.”

			Delaney rolled her eyes but let Lace embrace her. 

			“Alright, Lace. That’s my cue. Usually it’s Hazel and me leaving you behind to make your way home with a cute little someone. But it looks like I’m headed out on my own tonight. Are you good? Want me to stay?”

			Delaney was always the driver on girls’ night out. She loved pulling into the Triple D in her red Wrangler full of lesbians. Confused the hell out of everyone.

			Lace smiled. “Stay if you like, Delaney. But I’m good.”

			“No, you’re not. You’re very, very bad. Which is why I’m outta here.” She gave Lace a quick kiss on the lips. “That’s all the action I’m going to get in this place. Have fun, my friend. Be safe!”

			Delaney’s exit opened the field. Three women immediately started moving toward Lace as if following arrows Coach drew on a whiteboard during halftime. Bridget was at three o’clock—they’d been in school together. She popped into Frisky Business once in a while and was very clear that she was looking for something long-term. Lace wasn’t. A weekend lesbian was moving in at nine o’clock—unnaturally blond, clothes too tight, a touch too much makeup. Maybe mid-forties. Botox made it hard to tell. Down from Scottsdale, probably. And, no doubt, a husband at home. No thanks. But coming straight at her, through the crowd and across the dance floor, was the lead singer of the band. Mid-thirties, maybe a little younger. Long, auburn hair, which she wore in loose waves, perfectly framed an adorable, round face. Her short, crocheted dress hugged her hips and a generous belly, and those boots looked like they’d been out riding a time or two. Lace saw the other two closing in and made a snap decision to punch up the middle while she still had time. She met the singer at the edge of the dance floor and greeted her smile with one of her own.

			“Nice set.” 

			The singer grinned. “You’ve got a nice set, too.” 

			“Why thank you, ma’am.” That wasn’t where Lace was going, but she was certainly open to it. And she was already having fun. A sense of humor was a serious turn on. “I haven’t seen you before. First time in Owen Station?”

			“Yep. We’re from Portland—the band and me. We’re all friends from college. Been playing together locally for about a decade. But this is our first tour. Hence, we’re here in the middle of nowhere.” 

			Lace looked around. The Triple D, located about eight miles outside of Owen Station and a universe away from Phoenix, was a stop for a lot of new bands. It had been around forever and was a legend in the queer community across three states, but it looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since 1992. Rumor had it the mirrored back bar came from an old saloon in Tombstone, where Doc Holliday was known to throw down, shoot ’em up, and lose way too often at the poker table. 

			“Well, welcome to nowhere—and one of the last lesbian bars in the state.” Lace spread her arms out and bowed dramatically.

			“One of the last lesbian bars anywhere, you mean. It’s the real reason we’re here. We don’t get a chance to play gigs like this too often.”

			Lace nodded. “Can I get you a welcome drink? Not much in the way of top-shelf liquor. I’m always complaining about the whiskey options. But they’ve got all the basics, and there are a couple of local beers on tap.”

			“Nah, thanks. I’ll have a cold bottle of water waiting for me on stage, and we’re just about to go back on. I don’t drink and sing. But I’ll let you buy me one at the end of the night.” The singer tugged playfully at the collar on Lace’s upcycled vintage Western shirt. “Unless you’re already going home with somebody else?”

			Lace smiled. This was her happy place. “I’ll meet you at the bar when you’re done. Barb, the grisly barkeep behind the stick, keeps a couple of stools open for me at last call.”

			The singer kissed her on the cheek and then brushed her lips across Lace’s ear. “I can’t wait.”

			Lace watched her hop onto the stage, take a swig of water, and grab a mic. Then the girl—Lace realized she hadn’t asked her name—closed her eyes and started to sway as the band began to lay down a muddy groove. 

			“That looked successful. She’s cute.” Tessa appeared and stood beside her, grinning. “They really do just fall all over you, don’t they?”

			Lace grinned back but felt her cheeks get warm. “What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

			“You’re something, alright.” Tessa leaned sideways and used a shoulder to give her a friendly push.

			They were standing on the edge of the dance floor, which was starting to fill, and talking loud enough to be heard over the music.

			“So, how’s your night going, Tess? Meet anyone interesting? Or have you spent the evening giving Barb advice on how to clean up this old bar and double her revenue in a month?”

			“Very funny.”

			“Seriously, though. She could use your help.”

			“You’re not wrong. But all I’m looking for tonight is a fun time on the dance floor.”

			“As sweaty as you are, it looks like you found it.”

			Tessa laughed. “It’d be a helluva lot more fun if there were more line dances, where I can just do my own thing out there, without worrying about whether or not my partner can dance.” She leaned in so Lace could hear her, but nobody else who might be in earshot. “It’s amazing how many people can’t dance, but still want to lead.”

			“Are you talking about dancing or life?”

			Tessa laughed. “Both.”

			“Maybe you should stop looking for those type A types.”

			“I don’t go looking. They just sort of find me.” Tessa shrugged.

			“That probably doesn’t have anything at all to do with this sexy girl-next-door vibe you have going on. I’m loving the cutoffs with those fancy blue cowboy boots.” 

			Tessa tipped her Western hat. “Why thank you very much, Miz Reynolds. I’ll take that as a compliment. All I have to say is, it’s a good thing I can follow just about anybody.”

			Lace laughed. “Is there anything you can’t do?” 

			But Tessa didn’t laugh. Instead, a flash of something crossed her face. The old disco ball, which had been spinning during the last set at the Triple D for decades and was all of a sudden in fashion again, was throwing weird shadows everywhere, so maybe it was just that. But Lace didn’t think so. When, after a minute, Tessa didn’t have a snarky comeback, didn’t say anything at all, in fact, Lace knew there was something going on.

			“Hey.” She gave Tessa a quick scratch on the back and leaned in closer so Tessa could hear her without having to shout. “What’s going on? Did I just step in it somehow?”

			Tessa turned to look at her. “No. It’s nothing you said. I just. It’s Madison.” She shot Lace a crooked smile. “I guess I’m not feeling like my usual I-can-do-anything self.”

			“Is she okay?” Naturally, Lace jumped to the worst possible scenario. 

			“Yeah, yeah.” Tessa touched Lace’s arm and smiled appreciatively. “She’s okay.”

			Lace exhaled slowly. How did parents do it?

			“We just had a big fight this afternoon. She told me she’s moving out.”

			“Oh, shit, Tessa.”

			“Yeah. It’s big.”

			They stood side by side for a long couple of minutes. Lace had stopped listening to the music, and she was barely aware of the dancers in front of them. She just felt Tessa beside her, in pain, worried about her kid.

			Finally, she leaned over. “So, do you want to dance? Or do you want to get some fresh air?”

			Tessa looked at her and tilted her head. She was squinting and had a weird look on her face. Confusion, maybe. Like she was puzzling something out. Lace wasn’t sure if she had asked the right question. But then Tessa nodded slowly. “Let’s head outside.”

			Lace nodded back, took her hand, and led her through the crowd toward the front door. When she pushed through it and out of the congested bar, it was immediately easier to breathe. It was still summer and Owen Station was having unusually high temps during the day, but the desert cooled off at night. 

			“Where’d you park?”

			Tessa tipped her chin in the direction of the back lot and Lace led them around the building, toward the truck. It was an older model, but Tessa kept it looking brand new. Lace loved the sticker on the back window. A laughing skeleton, holding a wine glass and watching a butterfly, said “Would you look at that—my last flying fuck.” Tessa told Lace she stuck it there not long after the divorce, as she was packing up to leave California. 

			Lace opened the tailgate and let Tessa hop up first. She followed and they sat on the edge of it together, legs dangling.

			The moon wouldn’t set for another couple of hours, but the sky was dark enough for a spectacular display. Scorpio shone above them in the middle of a blanket of stars. Lace could have sat there looking at them all night.

			Tessa broke the silence first. 

			“I’ve always been so worried about her, you know. Ever since she was born. I was so young. I had no idea what I was doing.” 

			Lace knew the big picture but had never heard the details. “What about her father? Was he around?”

			Tessa blew a sarcastic laugh through her nose. “No. I grew up fast when Madison was born. He did the opposite. We haven’t seen him since she was about three months old.”

			Lace tried to imagine nineteen-year-old Tessa. Not much younger than Madison was now. “Were you in love with him?” 

			“Oh, I suppose I thought I was. What do you know when you’re nineteen?”

			Lace laughed. “Fact.”

			“I didn’t really date in high school. I was too serious.”

			“No.” Lace grinned, using her shoulder to give Tessa a friendly bump.

			“Yes, I know that’s hard to believe. I was just really focused on getting good grades and getting the hell out of town, but when Billy asked me to go to prom with him our senior year, well, he was captain of the football team. Everybody was shocked, including me. Turns out I had been right to stay focused on school all those years. The minute I got distracted, I got pregnant.”

			The parking lot was beginning to clear. A group of Swifties piled into the SUV next to them, rolled down the windows, cranked their music, and kicked up gravel as they peeled away. Tessa leaned back and looked up at the sky.

			“I had a scholarship to UC Davis—a full ride. I wanted an ag degree, even though my family thought I was nuts. They were all farmers. Generations of them. And none of them had ever been to school. Besides, what’s a girl need college for? My mom told me to find a farmer, settle down, and learn how to cook big meals for the workers. Anyway, I packed up my things and got on the bus to Davis not knowing. I thought I was missing my period because of the stress—being away from home for the first time and all that. By the time I realized what was happening…”

			Lace waited.

			“Billy told me he knew a place. Told me to get rid of it,” Tessa said softly. “But I couldn’t do it. Madison was born at the end of winter break.”

			“Wait, wait, wait. Billy Madison? You didn’t!”

			Tessa laughed. “No, I didn’t. Not on purpose, anyway.” She got quiet again. “None of it was on purpose. I mean, I’m not sorry. I love Madison more than I ever thought it was possible to love anyone. But it was hard, you know? My mom said they would help only if I came back to the farm. They said I proved their point, that I was never going to be anything but a wife and a mother.”

			Tessa paused and looked out into the darkness. “I stayed in school and tried to make it on my own. But I couldn’t do it. I ended up leaving the program. I just couldn’t handle being a full-time student, a mom, and making enough money to support us both. I got a job cleaning tanks at a big winery and took classes online.” 

			“You did what you had to do, Tessa.” 

			“I know. But I’ve always worried about her, you know. I wish she had a mother who didn’t make so many stupid mistakes.”

			“You’re kidding, right? You’re the most not-stupid person I know!” 

			Tessa laughed. “The most not-stupid person you know? Whoa, take ’er easy there, Pilgrim.” 

			Lace’s mouth dropped open. Tessa’s impersonation of one of her favorite Western movie stars was spot-on. Lace responded with one of her own. “Wait just a minute, little lady, are you telling me you’re a John Wayne fan, too?”

			Tessa laughed harder. “Of course I am. You are, too?”

			“Well, duh. And, anyway, you know what I mean. Madison is so lucky to have you as her mom. You’re the original mujer fuerte, as strong as any woman I’ve ever known. And she’s going to be just fine, Tess. She’s not a little kid anymore. She’s almost twenty. She’s smart and she’s stubborn. She’ll figure it out, just like you did.”

			A big van with a rainbow-colored peace sign on the side pulled up in front of them and the passenger window slid down. The singer. 

			“So, here you are!” She didn’t look pissed, even though she had a right to be. “Looked for you at the end of the set. Looks like you found another last call. Catch you next time!”

			They took off before Lace could respond.

			Tessa leaned against her. “Oh shit, Lace. I’m sorry.” 

			Lace shrugged. “No worries. I wasn’t feeling it tonight, anyway. But it does leave me without a ride home.”

			“You’re on my way. Come on. I’ll drive you.”

			They hopped down, and Lace flipped the tailgate closed. They talked all the way back to Owen Station. When they pulled up to the house, Tessa pulled a bottle of her favorite Mujer Fuerte red out of a case in the back seat and Lace grabbed a couple of glasses. They sat in the Adirondacks on the front porch, talking until the moon set. Tessa headed off to the vineyard a little before sunrise. And Lace realized something. 

			That was the first time she had ever spent the night with a woman…just talking. It was weird.

			And it was nice.

			




Chapter Ten

			Tessa crossed her arms tightly across her chest, fists clenched, her right eye twitching. She could only feel thankful that all of her guests had been gone and there were no witnesses to Angela’s messy display or the words Lace hurled like a grenade, exploding shrapnel in every direction.

			Except for Madison, of course, who had been drawn right into the middle of it all.

			It wasn’t like Madison hadn’t dealt before with tasting room guests who had been over-served by some other winery. That was just part of the job and, as young as she was, Madison was a pro. But she did not deserve this, not from Angela. And certainly not from Lace. Especially not after such an exhilarating, and exhausting, day. 

			Tessa had been up in the office when she heard it all start. By the time she got downstairs, Lace had been leading Angela outside. Tessa and Madison followed and watched the whole ugly scene unfold.

			Tessa put her arm around Madison. Her daughter was shaking. 

			“I’m sorry you had to deal with this, Madison.” Tessa spoke without taking her eyes off what was happening in her parking lot. “Thanks for everything you did to make today happen. It was amazing. Go home and get some rest. I will talk to you in the morning.”

			“Mom, I am not leaving you here. Not like this. Not after what just happened. What Lace said.” Her voice trembled.

			Of course Madison would feel protective, especially after everything they had been through together. Tessa turned and looked at her. Those hazel eyes, which usually sparkled, were cloudy and gray. Deep furrows had formed between her eyebrows, and she was frowning hard. Tessa couldn’t tell if she was angry or sad. Probably both.

			Tessa was.

			“Why don’t you come spend the night at my place.” Madison begged her. “I’ll help you close up, then we can grab some food on the way. It’ll be like old times. Besides, you know Bleu would love a sleepover.” 

			“Madison, really.” Tessa worked to keep her voice even and strong. “Go home. I got this.” 

			Madison hesitated, as if weighing how hard to push. Finally, she nodded, gave Tessa a tight squeeze, and headed to her car. She said a muted good-bye to Lace, barely glancing at her, as she passed her in the lot.

			Tessa spun around and headed back into the tasting room, slamming the front door behind her, where the first thing she saw was the view from Boot Hill.

			Tessa did not cry easily and never in front of other people. The saying “there’s no crying in baseball?” Tessa was damn sure some farmer who just lost his crop in a hailstorm said it first. So, the second she felt her face get wet, she wiped it dry with the back of her hand.

			Not if she were the last woman on earth.

			The words stung more than Tessa would have thought possible. 

			But it was all her fault.

			Lace never lied about who she was or the kind of life she wanted for herself. 

			Tessa let her in, anyway. She opened the door to her family, to her heart. She ignored every sign—every Angela, every Jennifer, every Maria, every lead singer in a peace-sign-covered van—every bit of evidence that Lace was only out for fun. And that as soon as the fun was over, Lace was out.

			Tessa’s big mistake was thinking those rules only applied to dates—not to best friends.

			But now it was clear. 

			And it wasn’t just Tessa who felt the sting. Madison felt it, too.

			They meant nothing to Lace. She meant nothing.

			Tessa didn’t turn around when the door opened. She should have locked it behind her. Her mistake. Another one. Now, she had to deal with Lace.

			“I’m sorry about all that, Tessa. She’s gone.” 

			Her face was wet again, and she didn’t trust her own voice.

			“Tessa. Say something.”

			Lace came closer when Tessa didn’t answer. 

			“Oh my God, you’re crying.”

			Tessa steadied her voice, steeled herself, and wiped one cheek. “No, I’m not.”

			When Lace reached out to wipe the other, Tessa flinched away. “Don’t. Just…don’t.”

			“Tessa, please. Believe me when I say how sorry I am. I didn’t know Angela was going to show up here tonight. She wasn’t even invited. I mean, she wanted to come but I told her not to because I’d be too busy working to hang out. I knew she wasn’t happy, but I never imagined she would come anyway. Especially like that. I’m so sorry Madison had to deal with it. I will apologize to her, first thing tomorrow—tonight, even. I’ll call her. I’ll make it right. There is just no excuse for that kind of—”

			Tessa spun around so she was facing her. “This isn’t about Angela’s behavior, Lace.” 

			Lace’s head snapped back and her eyes opened wide. “I know I should have handled that differently.” She was choosing her words carefully. “It was not my finest moment. It was disrespectful and inexcusable. I’m going to call Angela tomorrow, too. Or go see her and apologize. I never end things like that, in a moment of anger or frustration. Ever. It’s one of my cardinal rules—”

			“Oh right. You and your rules.”

			“Yes. My rules. And one of them is always be respectful. I told Angela I would call her tomorrow and we would talk. I told her that this morning, before the opening. I knew things were not going well between the two of us. I knew it was time to end it. When she showed up like that tonight, and I saw her there, in Madison’s face, I just sort of lost it. It was wrong to break up with her that way. I was—”

			“Lace, just stop. I don’t need these details. And I don’t want to listen to your explanations. This is none of my business. Your life, your rules, your women. None of my business!”

			“Of course it’s your business. My life just splattered all over your grand opening. That is the last thing I wanted. I wanted this evening—the whole day—to be perfect. You deserve the best, Tessa, the absolute—”

			“Really?!” Tessa knew she sounded shrill. She didn’t care. “REALLY?”

			“Yes, really. I don’t understand why you’re so—”

			“Angry? Hurt? I don’t know, Lace. How am supposed to feel?” Tessa swung her hand out toward the large black-and-white photo. “When Elena unwrapped this picture, I recognized it immediately. And I wanted it hung right here, right across from the front door, because I wanted it to be the first thing I’d see every time I came in. I wanted it to be the first thing you would see. A reminder of the night you asked me to celebrate your birthday, in your most favorite place in the world. The night I realized how important this friendship is. How important you are to me. I thought you felt the same way.”

			Lace’s mouth was half open, but no words were coming out. 

			“How in the hell did I get it all so wrong?” Tessa’s head hurt. “You know what, never mind. It doesn’t matter. Go home, Lace. I’m going to close up. Then I’m going to head back to the vineyard. To my life. And we’re just going to pretend that none of this ever happened.”

			“Tessa, I don’t understand any of this. You didn’t get anything wrong. I do feel the same way.” Lace gestured toward the photo. “That night was one of the best nights of my life. Because I was there with you.”

			“Because you were there with me.” Tessa mimicked Lace’s voice. “Really? You mean the woman you wouldn’t marry even if I was the last person on earth? That’s precious, Lace. It really is.”

			Lace’s eyes opened wide and she looked around, as if trying to understand where she was and what was happening. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, as if she was struggling to find words. Or to breathe. 

			Tessa shook her head, turned, and headed toward her office. She needed to get as far away from Lace as she could. And she was not going to fall apart. Lace was not going to take this day away from her. She had worked too hard. It had all felt so good. Over two hundred people. Elena had sold most of her work. Wine had flown off the shelves. Madison signed a dozen new members. All their friends had been there, some volunteering and others lending support—their friends. That’s how she had been thinking about things. They had done this together—she and Lace. What had she been thinking? They weren’t together. They weren’t a thing.

			“Please, Tessa. I didn’t know you heard me say that. Oh my God. Please, let me explain.” Lace was right behind her, following up the stairs to the loft.

			“What is there to explain?” Tessa spun around to face her. “I get it. You don’t do serious. You have a three-month rule. You just want to have a good time. I just never saw it up close and personal—how ugly and childish that can be. And I had nooo idea it included friendships. You forgot to tell me that part. I’m a big girl. I could have handled it. You could have just said, ‘Sorry, Tess, we’re over. Move along. I’ve got a whole line of people in my contact list just waiting to be my friend. So, it’s been fun. See ya.’”

			Lace’s head jutted forward and her mouth fell open as her eyebrows shot to the top of her forehead. But Tessa didn’t care how shocked, hurt, angry, insulted, or whatever the hell Lace was feeling right then. She just wanted to close up the tasting room and get out of there. Alone. Back to the life she had gotten used to, the life she had worked so hard to build, with Bleu by her side. Life without morning coffees and Lace’s hair sticking up every which way, without seeing Lace’s goofy grin in the middle of the afternoon when she’d pop into the tasting room during construction with an unexpected snack, without the constant stream of texts with some funny story or words of encouragement right when she needed it most, without movie nights and late night phone calls and always, always knowing someone had her back. Correction: Thinking someone had her back. 

			“God damn it, Lace.” Tessa’s face was wet again. 

			This was not okay. Why was she even having this conversation? Why did this all hurt so much? Tessa’s head was spinning. She leaned on her grandmother’s desk and looked around her office, an office she built for herself because, even though she knew she would have to refocus her efforts at the vineyard once construction was finished, she also hoped, wanted, planned to spend a lot of time here. Because Lace was here. And, God help her, Tessa couldn’t imagine not seeing her every day anymore. She couldn’t imagine being without her. Thank goodness she had never said these things out loud. It wasn’t anything she was going to have to walk back. Except to herself.

			“Tessa, please. Oh my God. Please don’t cry.”

			“I am not crying. I’m just angry. Angry at myself for letting this happen. Because, believe me, I know how dangerous and stupid it is to mix business and your personal life. I was married to Olivia. We had a business together. When the marriage ended, I lost everything. Now, look. I’m stuck with you. I’ve invested everything in launching this tasting room. It was stupid to let myself get too close to you, stupid to let you into my family. Madison thinks—thought—the world of you. My dog loves you. I don’t know how I could have been such a moron. You never tried to hide who you really are from me. I just didn’t see it. I didn’t think it would apply to me. What an idiot I’ve been! So, thank you. Thank you for reminding me of that. Thank you for helping me see all of this so clearly. Now, please, Lace. Just go. Go! I can’t do this anymore.”

			Then Tessa really did cry. She couldn’t stop it. And she didn’t even care who saw it. Every stupid decision she had ever made came crashing in on her. Billy. Failing her freshmen year. Dropping out. Letting herself get swept away by Olivia. Letting Olivia take all the credit for everything. Not seeing Olivia for who she was until it was too late. Losing everything. Trusting Lace, even when Lace herself told her she couldn’t be trusted.

			She dropped her head into her hands and let the shame and grief wash over her. 

			After a long few minutes, Lace hadn’t said a word. Tessa thought maybe she had even left. 

			She shook her head, as if she could shake some sense into it, forced herself to stop crying, took a deep breath, and stood up as straight and tall as she could. Then she turned back around. And that’s when she saw Lace on the floor. 

			She was in a tight kneeling position, her hands clasped over the back of her head, which was tucked into her chest. She was rocking slightly, forward to back. 

			“Get up, Lace.” Tessa was not in the mood for whatever this was. She had misread the situation, put too much of herself into this friendship. Then, Lace spoke her truth, out there in the parking lot. Now, Tessa knew it, too. Fine. Whatever. There was no reason for all this drama. It was just time to move on.

			But Lace didn’t move and she didn’t look up. 

			“Lace, get up.”

			Lace shook her head. “I can’t.” She was speaking into her chest, so her voice was muffled. 

			“What do you mean you can’t?”

			“I mean, I don’t want to. I can’t stand to see you looking so sad. Knowing that I’m the one who hurt you.”

			Tessa leaned down and grabbed Lace’s arm. “Oh, for God’s sake, Lace. Get up.”

			Lace sat back on her heels, balanced her elbows on her knees, folded her hands as if in prayer, and looked up. The skin between her eyebrows was pinched so tight, Tessa was sure she’d have a massive
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