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      Roses are Red,

      
      Audits are eww,

      
      My mom’s on my nerves,

      
      And this hot guy is too!

      
      Another Valentine’s Day… (long sigh)

      
      And I am married to my company.  Girl boss—Yay!!

      
      No time for dates, friends, or the occasional jog at the gym (by jog, I mean mall walking).

      
      My company is in need of help, and the best guy for the job is a single father that is far too handsome for anyone’s good.

      
      Between him laying down the law in the office and my mom nipping at my life choices, I am going insane!

      
      It’s time to put myself first—for once.

      
      No more loving me last.

      
      It’s my turn. His turn.

      
      For a red-hot love affair.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I took a deep breath of the cool air and let it out slowly. God, it was good to spend a little time outside. We were only halfway through the winter, but it already felt like I had been cooped up inside for months now, except for short trips from home to work, running errands, or bringing Booker to school.

      But today was one of the warmer days of the winter, still not particularly warm but a hell of a lot better than it had been for weeks now. I had become so used to being out in the bitter cold that today, I found that I could strip down to my hoodie and stay warm, while Booker was dressed in his fall jacket instead of his winter one. He beamed up at me from inside the toy dune buggy that he had gotten for Christmas and hadn’t gotten a chance to use just yet. Smiling happily, he zoomed off across the backyard.

      He was still just learning how to drive it, but I could tell he was getting more and more comfortable, and I waited for that moment when he pushed things a little too far. I should probably tell him to slow down and take it easy, but I also knew the kind of kid that Booker was. Until he had a crash, he wouldn’t understand why he needed to slow it down. He was fiendishly competitive even with himself, and he would continue to push the boundaries until he understood what the consequences were. That was just the way he was.

      Better that he have a bit of a spill now while I was watching and before he got bolder and increased his speed.

      Sure enough, as he headed around the house towards the front yard and the street, he hit an exposed tree root, and it tipped over, sending Booker tumbling out, fortunately onto the grass. I hurried over towards him, waiting for a wail of pain. But he didn’t cry at all. Instead, he just frowned, got to his feet, and tried to right the car. When it became clear that he couldn’t do it on his own, he finally looked over at me.

      “Can you help me?” he asked.

      “Sure thing, Booger,” I told him, calling him by the affectionate nickname my brother had originally given him.

      I helped him with the car, and he hopped right back in, zooming off almost as quickly as before. Shaking my head, I grinned. Maybe it would take a couple more spills for him to learn.

      Of course, I worried about him sometimes, but I’d long since gotten used to the fact that boys were going to be boys. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were broken bones here and there as he grew up, though so far, Booker had never really done anything to make me worry too much about him. He was generally a pretty good kid and listened to me—most of the time.

      Ace showed up as Booker was zooming down the driveway. He revved his engine as though he was challenging his nephew to a race, and Booker laughed like crazy as he got out of the way so Ace could park.

      Booker parked his car as well and jumped out, running over to give his uncle a hug.

      Ace laughed and hugged Booker back. “How’s it going, Booger?” he asked.

      “Super-duper awesome!” Booker said enthusiastically. “Uncle Ace, did you see me driving?”

      “Sure did,” Ace said. “That’s a cool little car you’ve got there.”

      “Uh huh,” Booker said, running back over and jumping in the driver’s seat so he could zoom off again.

      Ace grinned as he walked over to me. “Christmas present?” he asked me.

      I nodded. “Yup. First time he’s gotten to bring it out, though. It’s been too cold.”

      “Sure has,” Ace said, grimacing. He smirked at me, though. “You spoil that kid rotten, you know.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I knew he was right. I’d always lived pretty simply myself, but things were just different when it came to Booker. I would give that kid the world if I could. I knew that part of it was my attempt to make up for the fact that his mother had abandoned him. But mostly it was just about making sure that this awesome kid had everything that he could ever possibly want. Seeing Booker smile just made my heart melt every time.

      Besides, what was the harm of spoiling him if he was still a good kid through and through? I had worried about him a bit since he was an only child, but his report cards always came back with glowing remarks about how good he was at sharing and how kind and attentive he was in his classes. Somehow, I had really lucked out with him.

      “So you’re still not back to work, huh?” Ace asked.

      I shrugged and glanced over at him. “No reason to,” I said. I was a freelance financial advisor, but I tended to work in bursts, taking on a lot of work over short amounts of time, finishing it all off, and then taking as much time off as I could so I could spend it with Booker. I earned more than enough to keep a roof over our heads, plus keep savings in the bank. And it wasn’t like I couldn’t give Booker anything he’d ever wanted, though I tried not to spoil him too much. Besides, I wouldn’t be much of a financial advisor if I didn’t stick to a budget myself.

      Right now, I was in the middle of one of those glorious periods off. Plenty of time to do whatever I wanted. I knew that a lot of people, like Ace, thought the way I structured my life was weird. They thought you should work as hard as you could five days a week for your entire life, and if you made extra money, it should all go towards a retirement fund. But for me, I firmly believed that you should take time and appreciate life now. You never knew how much time you would have with your loved ones, after all.

      “Don’t you get bored when you’re not working?” Ace asked. “I mean, I like my days off as much as the next guy, but if I had too many in a row, I’d just go crazy. What do you even do with yourself?”

      I shrugged and gestured towards Booker. “Well, Booger and I go on adventures,” I reminded my brother. “Today, it’s this. Yesterday, we did a little work around the house, and the day before that, we went out for lunch and one of Booker’s friends came over for the afternoon. We keep busy.”

      Ace nudged my side. “You keep busy, huh? Been on any dates lately?”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. I knew that Ace meant well. He just didn’t want to see me end up lonely. But he didn’t understand what it was like for me. With Booker around, I could never be lonely. And after some wild years through my twenties, becoming a dad had been a bit of a wakeup call. Now, I was trying to focus on being more mature and finding some purpose in life. I didn’t think it was a bad thing.

      “You know that the only dates I ever go on are the ones you trick me into,” I said, trying not to sound too disgruntled. To be honest, it was kind of embarrassing that my brother felt the need to set me up. I always wondered just what it was he said to prospective women to get them to go out with me, but I’d never asked. I probably didn’t really want to know.

      Ace groaned, though. “Seriously, man, we need to get you laid,” he said frankly, and at that, I did shoot him a withering look. Ace raised his eyebrow. “See?” he said. “You’re just proving my point.” He jostled my shoulder. “You’re too serious these days. You need to lighten up a little.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What part of ‘I have a kid’ are you not remembering?” I asked.

      Not that I was upset by the fact that I had a kid. Booker was awesome. The best kid I could possibly have imagined having. Sometimes, I wondered how I had gotten so lucky with him. It hadn’t been easy being a single parent, but somehow, things always seemed to work out in the end, and that was all that counted, really.

      And to be honest, I’d never regretted trading in the life I’d had before for the one I shared now with my little Booger.

      But as usual, Ace just didn’t understand. “Just because you have a kid, it doesn’t mean your whole life has to be over,” he said, not for the first time.

      “My life isn’t over,” I said wearily. “It’s just different. I don’t have time for stupid dates.”

      Ace raised an eyebrow at me. “It seems like you have plenty of time for dates,” he said, slowly. “What with, being out of work and all, you know. I know you love spending all day every day with Booker, but it wouldn’t kill either of you to have someone watch him once every week or two so that you could go out and have a little fun. There’s this thing called uncles. Or babysitters too for that matter.”

      I didn’t respond, and I heard Ace sigh. He clapped me on the shoulder. “Just think about it, okay? I love the little boog as much as you do, but it would be nice to hang out alone with you again sometime like we used to. And face it, you really do need to get laid.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I grudgingly agreed. But I didn’t really have any intention of doing what Ace thought was best for me. My life was going just fine right now. No reason to mess that up trying to navigate the waters of babysitters and awkward first dates. Of course, a couple of the dates Ace had tricked me into over the years had ended up being pretty fun, but things seemed to fizzle out pretty quickly when the ladies realized how much time it took to properly raise a child. As soon as they did, they went running for the hills.

      And that was fine. If they didn’t see how awesome Booker was, I didn’t want them in my life anyway.

      For a moment, I thought about the last thing Ace had said, about needing to get laid. He might be right about that, honestly. I could barely remember what it felt like to slide slowly into someone else, to press them down into the sheets, to work my body against theirs. I could barely remember what it felt like to wake up next to someone, bodies still sticky from the night before—relaxed, sated and loose.

      But I pushed those thoughts away. It wasn’t like I could just invite someone back to my house with me, not with Booker sleeping there. And the only person I trusted Booker with overnight was Ace, and I wasn’t about to stay out overnight and face the obnoxious morning-after teasing from him.

      There was just no way for things to work out, and I had long since come to be fine with that realization. I didn’t need anyone in my life anyway. No one other than Booker. He was more than enough to make me content.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      I tried not to feel too nervous when Charlie walked into my office on Tuesday afternoon. Charlie was one of the guys who had been with the company forever. He had worked with my grandfather, in fact, when Gramps was just trying to build this company into an international powerhouse. He was one of the sweetest guys that I had ever met, but there was always going to be a part of me that felt a little nervous around him, as though he might still chastise me like I was a little girl.

      It was so strange to take over the reins of my family’s company and suddenly assume a role that put me in a position of power over men who were more than double or even triple my age. Of course, this was the job that I had spent my entire life being groomed for, and everyone else knew it too. I was good at what I did, too. But all the same, well. I didn’t think it would ever stop being a novelty.

      “How’s it going, Charlie?” I asked him, still wondering why he had asked for this private meeting. The man was the chief financial advisor of the company, but most of the time, he and I didn’t meet in private. We had a team who prepared together for meetings with our shareholders. This smacked of something more.

      Maybe he wanted a raise. He had been with the company for a long time, after all. He certainly deserved one, for all the hard work and long hours he put in. Not to mention his loyalty to the company. I made a mental note that even if that wasn’t what he wanted to talk about, I should have a chat with him about it in the near future.

      For now, I smiled at him. “Could I get you anything? Coffee or tea? Or water?”

      “Coffee would be excellent,” Charlie said, nodding at me.

      I fixed us each a mug, remembering to leave his black while I added a dash of cream to mine. I handed his over to him then waited to hear what he had to say.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have good news,” Charlie finally told me. “Something is wrong with the numbers.”

      Immediately, I felt my blood run cold. I knew that if Charlie said something was wrong with the numbers, something was wrong. He would have double and even triple checked them before he came to me about them. But even worse, I got the feeling there was something else even more wrong than that.

      “I’ve been going back through the books over and over again,” Charlie said, confirming my worries. “And I wouldn’t have come to you if I thought I could fix things. Meanwhile, I got a letter from the IRS notifying us of an audit in about a month, so we’ve got to figure it out and get our books right before that happens. Now, I know you have a lot on your plate at the moment, but I hope we can figure this out.”

      I shook my head. “Of course, we’ll figure it out,” I said faintly, already three steps ahead as I tried to think of a plan. Charlie wouldn’t have come to me if he thought this was something he could deal with and correct on his own. But at the same time, I didn’t want to embarrass him or make him feel like he was obsolete. I really appreciated all his help and all his years here. He was well past retirement but still wanted the company to do well. He was part of why this company was such a fitting legacy to my grandfather.

      “We probably need someone from outside the company to look into things,” I said slowly. “It might be faster to have a fresh set of eyes on the problem.”

      Far from being embarrassed or upset, though, Charlie looked relieved. “I think that’s the best way to approach this,” he said, shaking his head. “Like I said, I’ve gone over things again and again and just can’t figure out what I’m missing. But these old eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      I snorted. “Charlie, you’re still the most meticulous person I know,” I said. “I’m sure that whatever is wrong with the books, it isn’t because you missed something. But either way, we’ll figure it out.”

      Charlie nodded. “Well, I’ll see who I can find to help us. I might just know someone.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said. “In the meantime, I guess maybe you and I should schedule some time to go over the books. If the IRS really is going to audit us, I want things fixed as soon as possible.”

      “As do I,” Charlie said.

      I tried not to worry about things too much as the rest of the day passed by in a blur of meetings. It was unfortunate that the IRS wanted to audit us now, especially if we already had a known problem. But at least Charlie said we had a month. That meant that we had some time. We should be able to figure things out and get it all fixed up before there were any serious consequences.

      Besides, it wasn’t like anyone at the company had been cooking the books on purpose. Of course, that wouldn’t really help us out when it came to the IRS, but there was some security in knowing full-well that every one of my employees was loyal to the company. We didn’t have a full-scale corruption scandal on our hands or anything. Just a missed decimal point or an extra zero or something. We’d figure it out.

      I pushed those thoughts from my head as I walked out of the office at the end of the day, after just a little bit of overtime work. I had long since realized that the only way I could be successful in running this business was if I left everything behind at the door. At least as much as I could. There were always those 3 a.m. brainstorms, and a couple of evenings when I ended up working at home on something last-minute and urgent. But for the most part, I was happy with the balance I maintained between my work and home life.

      And tonight, I was headed to get drinks with my best friend, Leslie.

      “You’re late,” Leslie said, smirking at me when I finally showed up at the bar.

      I laughed and gave her a hug before sinking down onto a barstool across the table from her. “I know, I know,” I said, glancing at my watch. “Only ten minutes this time, though.”

      “Has to be some kind of record,” Leslie said. “You working on something fun at the moment?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I wish,” I said. I thought about telling her what I’d really been doing—starting to go back over the books on my own. But I didn’t want to worry her, and I knew that she would spend the next month worrying like a mother hen if I told her about the IRS audit and the problem with the books. Hell, even after everything was solved and the IRS cleared us, she would continue to worry. Probably for the rest of her life. That was just the kind of person that Leslie was.

      It was part of what made her such a great friend: she always had my back, and she always knew just what I needed. But at the same time, it meant that I had to watch how much I told her about the business. I just didn’t want her to get worried. I had everything under control.

      For now, I redirected her attention. “So how was your work?” I asked her.

      Leslie rolled her eyes. “Ugh,” she said. “That’s all that I can say.”

      I winced in sympathy. “That bad, huh? I thought things were calming down now that we were through the holidays.” Leslie worked as a hairdresser, and she really loved her job, but I knew that during the busy season around major holidays, being on her feet all day every day could be really exhausting, especially when the customers weren’t always the friendliest.

      “No, this is exactly the problem,” Leslie said, shaking her head. “Everyone and their mother got their hair cut about a month ago, right before the holidays, so now everyone and their mother is coming in to get a trim. Plus, Maggie went back to college and you know how Foster is when she’s the one at the front desk. I think we only had three double-bookings today, but that was way too many for comfort. I feel like I’ve been running around all day.”

      “Well, drink up. Next round’s on me,” I said, gesturing towards Leslie’s drink while simultaneously flagging down the bartender.

      “You’re my hero,” Leslie said gratefully. “So anyway, I thought you were going to get out of work early today so we could go to the gym.”

      “I know, I know,” I said, shrugging. “I had a weird pocket of time in my schedule yesterday, though, so I ended up going without you. And today, I’m sore. My new trainer put me through the wringer.”

      Leslie laughed. “Well, is he easy on the eyes, at least?” she asked, clearly not upset about missing out on a session. I think she only went to the gym to keep me company anyhow. On her own, it just wasn’t her thing.

      “Oh, very,” I said, grinning at her. “Just wait until you see him.” I frowned, though. “Trouble is, he’s clearly not interested in me.”

      “Don’t be like that,” Leslie chided. “You’ve got great curves and you know it. So what if you’re not the rail-thin gym bimbo that he normally gets stuck with. Probably makes you even more attractive to him.”

      I laughed. “I’m not being hard on myself,” I promised Leslie. I wasn’t totally comfortable with my weight, but then again, I wasn’t trying to land someone like my personal trainer either. He probably ate, like, kale chips and lived on protein shakes. I could never be with a guy who couldn’t appreciate the finer things in life, like beer and good food.

      “So, how do you know that he isn’t interested in you?” Leslie asked suspiciously. “What did he say to you?”

      I laughed again. “Well, you’re not going to believe this, but he’s trying to set me up on a date with someone for tomorrow night,” I admitted.

      “What?” Leslie asked, sounding shocked. “Who is he? Did you say yes?”

      “I don’t have any idea who this guy is,” I admitted, shaking my head. “We just got talking about our lives, and I can’t even remember how it came up that I didn’t have a boyfriend. But he said he knew someone that I might be interested in meeting. That was all that he would tell me.”

      Leslie frowned. “Hmm,” she said. “And you don’t think that it’s, like, that he was actually interested in you and was just too chickenshit to tell you? Maybe you’ll show up tomorrow and it’ll be your trainer.”

      “Nah, he made it pretty clear it was someone else,” I said. “But he wouldn’t tell me any details. He was pretty mysterious about it.”

      Leslie groaned. “Well, don’t tell me that you agreed to it just because he was mysterious about it. What if this guy is, like, a serial killer or something?”

      I giggled. “I don’t think it’s anything like that,” I said, shaking my head. “The trainer is nice. And anyway, the only reason I agreed was because he promised me a month’s worth of free training if I would go.”

      Leslie frowned and then shrugged. “I mean, I guess that’s as good a reason to do it as any. But remember, you can always call me if things don’t go well.” A slow grin broke across her face. “And I get to help you get ready, right? This could be kind of fun. Maybe you should take off work tomorrow and we could have a spa day!”

      I snorted. How quickly she went from being appalled at the very idea to excited about the prospect. Of course, I knew that both of those emotions stemmed from her desire to look out for me. She didn’t want some strange guy to hurt me, but at the same time, she didn’t want me to end up alone.

      Still, I wanted to make sure she wasn’t getting the wrong idea about things. “You can help me get ready, but I’m not taking off work,” I told her. “I don’t want to make too much of this. I doubt anything will come of it anyway.”

      Leslie rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so close-minded,” she said. “I doubt the trainer would have been so excited to set you up with this guy if he didn’t think that you guys would be a good fit. At least just try to have a little fun. It’s been a while since you went on a date.”

      “I guess so,” I sighed. “But I’m not taking off work. I have things to do.”

      Leslie looked disappointed at that, but she let the matter drop.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday was my favorite day for running all my errands. Most people were at work all day, so that meant I had places like the grocery store all to myself. Of course, Booker had long-since gotten past the age when he caused trouble when we went shopping together, but it was still nice to know he was in school for the day and at his afterschool hockey club afterward, meaning I had plenty of time to get done whatever I needed to.

      My final task for the day was to swing by Daniel’s office and collect my payment from the most recent account I had worked on. The check shouldn’t have been as delayed as it was, but for some reason, there had been a problem with the initial delivery, and the check had been rerouted back to the office. When they had called to confirm my address, I had opted to just drive over and pick up the thing in person. It wasn’t too far out of my way, and it was easy enough to tack on to the end of my day of chores.

      Besides, I was meeting Ace for dinner and since his house was closer to the ice rink, he had promised to pick Booker up on the way, meaning that was one thing I didn’t have to worry about.

      I knocked on Daniel’s door and poked my head in when I heard him answer. “Hey,” he said, looking happy to see me. So happy, in fact, that I wondered if he already had another problem he needed me to deal with. But for now, he just pulled out my check, handing it over to me himself. “How have you been?” he asked.

      “Great,” I said, shrugging easily.

      “You working for anyone else yet?” Daniel asked, making my hackles rise again.

      “Why, do you have something else for me to look into?” I asked him. I would have to think of a tactful way to tell Daniel that I liked being freelance and wasn’t interested in picking up another project so soon.

      But Daniel laughed. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Thankfully. I was just curious. You know, I was really pleased with the work that you did here. You’re the only person who could have pulled off what you did.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t really pull anything off,” I said, trying not to sound too frosty in my response. To be honest, part of the reason I was so worried that Daniel had another project that he wanted me to look into was that I hadn’t really liked the guy in any of our interactions. I knew that he wasn’t at the root of the problems in his company, but at the same time, there was just something about him that I had never liked.

      But the pay had been damned good. I just didn’t like his insinuations that anything I was doing was at all under the table.

      And there was something about coming here to pick up my check in person that made it all seem even more under the table, honestly. I pushed those thoughts out of my head, though. I had been the one to suggest that I come in person to pick up my check. Daniel hadn’t had anything to do with it.

      “Anyway, it’s good to see you again,” Daniel said. “Hope things are going well, and that we don’t need you again in the future.”

      I chuckled half-heartedly. “We’ll see,” I said lamely, not sure what else I could say. I pointedly glanced at my watch. “Anyway, I need to get going. I’m meeting my brother for dinner. But have a good one.”

      “You too,” Daniel said, nodding at me.

      I hurriedly made my escape and drove to where I was meant to be meeting Ace. He had chosen the restaurant, and I wasn’t sure how thrilled I was to bring Booker there. It was a little more upscale than the places I usually went to. Not to the point where I would feel awkward wearing my jeans and flannel in there, but I wasn’t sure how much kid-friendly food would be on the menu. Booker was a burgers and finger food kind of boy, just like me, and Italian food places were hit-or-miss sometimes.

      Still, I walked inside and scanned the restaurant for Ace. It had been his turn to choose, and I couldn’t complain if he wanted to try somewhere new. If worse came to worst, I was sure that Booker would agree to some buttered noodles or something easy like that.

      I didn’t see Ace yet, so I got a table and drummed my fingers against the tablecloth as I waited. But ten minutes passed, then fifteen, and I frowned, wondering. I glanced at my watch. It wasn’t like Ace to be late. And I couldn’t help but worry about Booker. Had something happened at the rink? But no, Ace would have called me immediately if anything had happened. Unless they had gotten into a car accident or something.

      I pushed those thoughts out of my head. No point in worrying like that, or letting my imagination run wild. I pulled out my phone and dialed Ace’s number. I was sure there was some logical explanation for their tardiness.

      Sure enough, Ace was smirking when he answered the phone. I could hear it in his voice. “Booger and I have decided to have dinner at Skippy’s,” he said. “But don’t worry, I’ve arranged some company for you. She said she’ll be in a red dress.”

      I groaned, about to argue with him. Classic Ace. One of these days, I was going to learn all the signs and anticipate when Ace was just trying to set me up with someone. I should never have fallen for this one; in retrospect, it was pretty obvious. He had offered to go out of his way to pick up Booker from the ice rink, plus chosen a fancier restaurant than we normally would have gone to.

      I should have seen the signs. But it was too late now. “You son of a bitch,” I sighed. Ace hung up before I could continue cussing him out, though.

      The trouble with these surprise blind dates was that I could never just walk out of there. Even when Ace picked women who were definitely not my type, I still felt guilty about the fact that they had shown up. And usually, they had gone to the effort of dressing up and looking nice.

      I grimaced down at the flannel and jeans I was wearing. So, she’d be in a red dress, and I’d be dressed super casually. Great way to make a first impression. Not that I should really care; it wasn’t like this date was going to go anywhere. Better just get it over with.

      Scanning the restaurant for anyone in a red dress, I finally managed to find the woman on the opposite end of the room. I got up and worked my way over to her, dodging a couple of waiters on the way. The place was busy. That meant that I couldn’t just tell her that this was a mistake and walk out of there; I didn’t want to make a scene.

      So I slid into the table across from her, trying not to feel self-conscious. “Uh, I think you’re waiting for me?” I said. These things never got easier. “Ace set us up.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow at me, giving me an obvious once-over, and I couldn’t help doing the same to her. Gosh, she was pretty. I had to admit, Ace had hit it out of the ballpark with this one. She had the most amazing green eyes and her soft brown hair was piled into a braided bun on the top of her head. Her lips were nearly as red as her dress, which was classy but showed just a hint of her ample cleavage. She definitely had great curves, and I immediately thought about stripping her down and running my hands all down her body.

      For a moment, I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. How to explain to a beautiful woman like this that the only reason I was here was that my meddling brother had tricked me into a date with her? That would sound terrible.

      But she beat me to the punch. “You’re late,” she said it simply, with a no-nonsense attitude that instantly made my blood stir.

      Fuck, I thought. What the hell had Ace gotten me into?
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      When Hayden sat down across from me, I immediately knew exactly why he couldn’t get dates on his own. Oh, he was a good-looking man, make no mistake about that. He wasn’t quite as muscular as Ace, but he definitely looked like he could hold his own. There was something about those dark-rimmed glasses that made his hazel eyes sparkle.

      But his dark hair was messy, hanging almost in his eyes. And he was dressed in jeans and a rumpled flannel shirt. Not exactly first date attire, even though this restaurant wasn’t too fancy.

      There were two ways that I could handle this. The first was to admit defeat. Hayden clearly didn’t want to be here, and I wasn’t about to force him to stay. I was embarrassed that I had even let myself come on this silly date in the first place. I should have known that someone as sexy as Ace wasn’t about to set me up with one of his hot friends. He probably just thought I was a loser who would go out with anyone willing to go out with me or something like that.

      But that thought irked me. I wasn’t desperate. I wasn’t the one who had set this whole thing up. Hell, if I remembered correctly, I wasn’t even the one who had led the conversation around to the fact that I was single. So really, this was all Ace’s doing. And damned if I was going to let him get away with winning.

      So even though this guy, Hayden, wasn’t dressed particularly well, and even though he had the gall to be late to the date, I forced a smile onto my face. “Should we order drinks?”

      Hayden looked taken aback and then sheepish. “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said. “There was a— miscommunication.” There was the slightest pause before the final word, and it piqued my curiosity. What exactly had Ace told him to get him to agree to this? Was this some kind of social experiment?

      Maybe this was one of Ace’s games as a personal trainer. Set me up with someone, make me realize how out of my league this guy was, and get me to work twice as hard in the gym in the hopes that I could one day be hot enough to go out with this cutie? What an underhanded tactic.

      And it wasn’t going to work on me. I didn’t give a damn what this guy was doing here. I just wanted to get the night over with. But damned if I was going to be the first person to leave. If he didn’t want to be here, he could say so.

      “Uh yeah,” Hayden said, grabbing the menu in front of him. He cleared his throat. “It is Italian, but I have to admit, I’m not much of a wine drinker.”

      I fought the urge to say something smart like, ‘what a shock’ or something. He struck me as a beer drinker. A watered-down beer drinker, even. With maybe some cheap whiskey thrown in just to make him feel manly in that flannel of his.

      To his credit, he seemed a little nervous. But suddenly, I decided that I didn’t feel like playing games. You know what? Let Ace think that he had won. I had way more important things to do with my life than this. Anyway, I didn’t think that Ace was going to be my personal trainer for much longer after this anyway. I’d talk to management at the gym and find someone else.

      But there was a part of me that didn’t want to call it quits so soon. What if this really wasn’t a joke? What if Ace really had thought we would hit it off?

      But that was ridiculous. What could this guy and I possibly have in common with one another? And besides, it wasn’t like I had a ton of time. With the pending IRS audit on top of everything else that I normally handled for the business, my schedule was packed solid for the next month at least. And after that, who knew what could happen, especially if we didn’t get things straightened out. There were going to be plenty of long evenings at the office, with the way that things were shaping up.

      Although at least Charlie had mentioned that he’d found someone to look over the books with me. This guy was apparently a miracle worker of sorts when it came to sorting out problem books. But we’d see how that went.

      For now, I stood up. “You know what? I can see that this isn’t worth your time, and I don’t think it’s worth my time, either.”

      Hayden grimaced, looking sheepish. “Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “My brother does this to me every once in a while. Don’t take it personally. Let’s just sit down and try to have a nice evening. I’m sorry I was late, and that I’m not dressed properly.”

      I blinked in surprise. Ace was his brother? But I shook my head. That didn’t matter.

      “We both know that this isn’t going anywhere,” I told him. “I think it’s probably better that we end this right now. I have important things that I could be doing right now, and you probably have better things to do as well.”

      I didn’t wait for his response and just turned and headed for the door.

      Maybe I should cut Ace some slack after all. He was just looking out for his brother. It was the kind of thing that Leslie had always threatened to do for me. I didn’t know exactly what Ace thought that his brother and I might have in common, but that was neither here nor there. I could pretend, at least, that his heart had been in the right place.

      It just hadn’t worked out between us. That was all that I would say to Ace. Of course, his brother might tell him a different story about how I had stormed out, leaving him sitting there all alone, bewildered about what had gone wrong.

      I fought the urge to glance back over my shoulder, suddenly feeling guilty at the thought of Hayden sitting in there alone. Even if this date wasn’t going to go anywhere, would it really have been so bad to have some company for dinner? It wasn’t like Hayden was wholly unattractive. And maybe if I’d at least tried to talk to him, we might have found that we had something in common. There had to be some reason that Ace had tried to hook me up with the man.

      But I let those thoughts go. It was the kind of thing that Leslie would have said to me. She would have urged me to give this more of a chance. She would have reminded me that sometimes dates could be fun in and of themselves, even if they never led to anything more. And that was all well and good, but at the same time, why waste a night trying to connect with a stranger that I was probably never going to see again?

      Instead, I headed to my mother’s place. That was a much more worthwhile way to spend my evening.

      I grinned when I let myself in and found Mom sitting in the living room with her knitting over her lap. She had her eyes closed, but I knew that she wasn’t asleep as she hummed along to the classical music on the radio. She opened her eyes and smiled at me.

      “Did I know you were coming over?” she asked. I immediately went to the side table to get her a glass of water from the ever-present pitcher when I heard how raspy her voice was.

      “No, it was kind of a spur of the moment thing. I was in the area,” I told her.

      “And just what were you doing in the area?” Mom asked. “Not just coming to check up on me, I hope. You know that Julie has been taking care of me.”

      “I know,” I said. “I still don’t like the fact that you won’t let me get you an overnight nurse, though. What if something happened to you in the middle of the night?”

      Mom shook her head. “Having a stranger in the house in the middle of the night would give me a heart attack,” she joked. “I’m used to having the place all to myself since you moved out and your father—God rest his soul.” She sighed and looked away. She could never quite bring herself to talk about what had happened to Dad. I knew there were medical reasons for her illness, but at the same time, I couldn’t help thinking that a broken heart was killing her just as fast as the cancer.

      “Now, what were you doing out this way? And all dressed up too.” Mom peered at me. “Oh honey, were you on a date? You didn’t wear that on a date, did you?”

      I tugged self-consciously at my dress. “What’s wrong with it?” I asked her.

      Mom sighed. “Red just isn’t your color, you know that,” she said. “And besides, that dress hugs your curves. All of your curves. You know there are better fabrics out there for you. Ones that would leave a little more to the imagination.”

      I couldn’t help blushing, even though I knew that it only proved her point about red not being my color. I should be used to the way that she talked about my wardrobe choices by now. Oh, she didn’t mean it to be harsh. She just told it like it was, and she always had.

      I didn’t want to let it get to me, and I’d thought I looked great in this dress. Leslie had too. But in my heart, I knew I would never be able to wear it again. At least not without a long cardigan to cover up some of those slightly more unflattering curves she referred to.

      “It wasn’t really a date,” I told Mom. “I was just meeting with a friend of a friend. And I guess it didn’t go very well.” Mom sighed, and I decided it was high time to change the subject. “You know, work has been a little interesting this week. Apparently the IRS wants to audit us next month.”

      Mom’s eyes immediately became shrewd. “That’s only interesting if you suspect they might find a problem,” she said.

      I sighed. “Well apparently there might be one,” I admitted. “Charlie says he’s gone over the books again and again and just can’t figure out where the discrepancies are. But it definitely looks like there’s a problem.”

      “That’s not good,” Mom said, and I could see the wheels start to turn in her head. Like she was still one of the leaders in the company, coming to the rescue. I felt a pang in my heart. Even if all went well and she lived much longer than the doctors thought that she would, I knew she would probably never take over the company again. When she had first gotten sick and handed things over to me, she told me that the second she was cured, she was going to do everything left on her bucket list.

      Now, it was pretty doubtful she would live much longer than a year. But that was something that my mind avoided thinking about.

      “Charlie thinks he’s found someone who can help out at least,” I told Mom. “Maybe all it’ll take is an outside pair of eyes to take a look at the books.”

      Mom frowned. “Are you sure you can trust someone from outside the company?”

      “I don’t know that we have a choice,” I sighed. “We only have a month to get things in shape, and neither Charlie nor I are making any sort of headway on things. And this guy is apparently some sort of wizard when it comes to fixing these things. Charlie says he’s worked with quite a few companies in the past. And you know how much we can trust Charlie.”

      Mom sighed and put a trembling hand up to my cheek. “I know how much I can trust you,” she corrected quietly. “I know you’ll take care of this company. I wouldn’t want anyone else to be in charge of things.”

      I smiled at her, albeit with an edge of uncertainty. “I’ll let you know how things go,” I promised her, clearing my throat. “I’ll be meeting with the guy tomorrow. If I don’t like him, I’m not keeping him around. Aren’t you the one who always taught me to trust my gut?”

      Mom stared at me for a moment, then shook her head. “I sometimes wish that I hadn’t,” she said. “Sometimes, I feel like you trust your gut a little too much. You jump to conclusions about people before you even give them a chance.”

      I tried to suppress a sigh. I so didn’t want to come back around to talking about my date, but I knew that that was exactly where she was steering the conversation.

      “You know you deserve to have a boyfriend,” Mom continued. “Even if you’re a bigger girl, you deserve one. There’s someone out there for you, and I just know you’ll find him eventually. But only if you’re open to the possibility.”

      “All right, Mom,” I sighed. I hated to agree with her about something like this, but I knew if I didn’t, she would only keep pestering me about it. “Let’s get you ready for bed, why don’t we?” I suggested.

      “All right,” Mom said wearily, letting me lead her upstairs.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      “So how was your night?” Ace asked suggestively over breakfast on Thursday morning. I rolled my eyes at him as I scooped eggs onto a plate for Booker.

      “You would know if you’d still been awake when I got home,” I told him. Instead, I’d gotten home the night before to find Ace passed out on the couch while Booker watched a movie on TV. I had smiled and covered my brother with a blanket before bringing Booker upstairs and putting him to bed.

      I admired Ace’s work ethic but sometimes wondered if he took on a little too much business as a personal trainer. I knew he liked to keep in shape and help others do the same, but there was a difference between keeping in shape and being exhausted all the time. I swear, some nights he came home feeling more exhausted than I had ever been, even when Booker was young.

      But trying to tell him that he was overworking himself, or that he should quit meddling in my life was a waste of time.

      “You must have been out late if I was already asleep by the time you got back,” Ace joked.

      I rolled my eyes. “No, actually. I basically showed up to the date, she got pissed off that I was late, told me she wasn’t interested in me and walked out.” I glanced over at Booker, but he wasn’t paying any attention to our conversation. Instead, he was playing with his eggs and ketchup. Normally, I would have told him to stop fooling around with his food, especially since he had school, but I didn’t particularly want him to listen in, so today I let it slide.

      “Why’d you set her up with me anyway?” I asked Ace, curiosity getting the better of me.

      “She’s a beautiful woman,” Ace said, shrugging at me. “And she mentioned that she was single, and I thought that you two might hit it off.”

      “Hit it off?” I asked incredulously. I thought back to the night before, looking for some sign that I might have missed. Of course, we hadn’t been in contact for very long, and I didn’t know the first thing about her. But that personality of hers was sharp as a whip. I couldn’t imagine that we would have anything in common.

      Thinking back, I almost smiled as I recalled the way that she had said ‘you’re late.’ It was as though she was my boss and I had tried to sneak into the office a few minutes tardy. There had been something sexy about that assumed authority of hers. But at the same time, it wasn’t something I was looking for in a partner.

      “So what are you up to today?” Ace asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Why, you have another hot date you want to set me up on?” I asked him.

      Ace smirked. “Not yet,” he said. “Just curious.”

      “I have a meeting with a company, actually. A work thing. They’re apparently in some trouble and about to get audited.” I frowned and shrugged. “I wasn’t really looking to go back to work or anything, not so soon, but this is to help out a friend of mine.”

      “Fair enough,” Ace said. “Good pay?”

      “Actually, yeah,” I said, shrugging. I glanced over at Booker again. “Should mean that I get to take some serious time off after this.” I grinned cheekily at Ace, knowing exactly what he thought about that.

      Sure enough, Ace rolled his eyes, but he at least didn’t start the conversation we’d had a million times before. “So what kind of company is this one?”

      “A winery, actually,” I said, grinning at him. “I’ll see if I can snag you a few bottles of something good.”

      Ace snorted. “Since fuck knows you don’t drink that stuff,” he said.

      I shrugged, glancing over at Booker again. But this part of the conversation, he wouldn’t understand even if he was listening. I used to drink a lot more—back before I had Booker. That was part of my life before. I didn’t drink all that much anymore.

      Arriving at the vineyard later that day, I looked around. I was running a bit late for the meeting Charlie had scheduled with me, but I wanted to take a moment to appreciate how beautiful the area was. Maybe it would make it a little easier to adjust to the fact that I had picked up more work again already if I took a little time to appreciate where I was.

      This place sure was beautiful. I took a deep breath of the crisp air and strolled over to check out some of the vines. I could tell they were old from how thick and gnarled they were. I vaguely remembered something about older vines yielding fewer but better grapes—or something like that. I had never really been interested in the theory behind different types of alcohol.

      This place was clearly well tended, though. Whoever owned it was doing something right. I just hoped that I could help them fix their books so they could hang on to this place.

      Hearing a noise, I turned around and smiled as I saw Charlie strolling towards me. “Good to see you,” he greeted me.

      “Good to see you, too,” I told him. I gestured around. “You didn’t tell me you were asking me to work in paradise this week.”

      Charlie laughed. “Paradise? I guess that’s one way to describe it. You want a tour of the place?”

      “I know I’m already late for our meeting,” I said, with a grimace as I glanced at my watch. “I just wanted to see the place a little before I came inside. But we should get to those books.”

      Charlie shook his head. “Just like your father,” he said. “Always too hard-working for his own good. I’m not in any hurry. Let’s take a little walk.”

      “Aren’t we meeting with the head of the company?” I asked doubtfully.

      “We are,” Charlie agreed. “But it should be all right if we’re a little late. She has plenty of other stuff on her hands at the moment anyway. Honestly, she’ll probably be grateful if she gets a little extra time to get things done this morning.”

      “All right, if you’re sure,” I said. “I’d love to see the place.”

      “Perfect,” Charlie said. “Of course, there’s not all that much to see at the moment. We brought in last year’s harvest, and it’s fermenting at the moment, so I can show you the tanks that it’s in, but all of that is indoors over there. And it probably won’t look particularly interesting until it’s ready to be casked.”

      We wandered around the vineyard for a little while, Charlie pointing out the different areas of vines and explaining the types of wines they made here. He told me all about the unique makeup of the soil and all sorts of things that to be honest, I didn’t really understand. But he did it in such a way that I never felt like he was talking down to me.

      Finally, Charlie clapped his hands together. “Well, we’d better get inside for that meeting with the boss. It’s a little chilly out here, isn’t it?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, just a little,” I agreed, shoving my hands deeper into my pockets.

      We headed inside, and Charlie led me to the office, tapping lightly on the door. “Come in,” came the brisk response. Was it just my imagination, or did she sound frustrated? I glanced over at Charlie, but he didn’t seem perturbed. I shrugged and pushed open the door—and froze just inside the door.

      It was the same woman from the night before. She’d changed out of the red dress, and her hair was in a much more casual ponytail, but that face, and the air of authority was unmistakable.

      No fucking way.
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      I stared at the man that Charlie had just brought into my office. Not only was he late—again, my mind supplied—but he was the same man from the night before. The disastrous blind date. Ace’s brother. I stared coolly at him for another moment, but he looked just as surprised as I felt, so I knew he hadn’t known about this in advance. That, at least, made me feel better.

      But still, he was the last guy I wanted going through my business books. He was the last person I wanted to go to for help. The last person I wanted to work with.

      So I turned a cool gaze on Charlie. “This is absolutely not the guy we’re looking for,” I told him.

      Charlie looked taken aback. He looked between the two of us. “Do you two know one another?” he asked, sounding confused.

      “I know as much as I want to know about him,” I told him, folding my arms across my chest. I raised an eyebrow at Hayden. “You’re late. Punctuality is important around here. I think it’s time for you to go.” I turned back to my desk and shuffled some papers, hoping he wouldn’t realize how flustered I really felt.

      Jesus, how embarrassing, though. I tried so hard to keep my work life and my personal life separate, and this was what I got. Not that I had much of a personal life to begin with.

      I didn’t want Charlie to see this. I didn’t want him to think I was sabotaging my only chance at saving the company from the IRS because of some personal dilemma. But at the same time, there was no way in hell I was going to work with this guy. Not only did we have some personal history that I didn’t want to think about, but there was also the small fact that he didn’t seem to give a damn about anything or anyone else.

      Late for our date, late for our meeting. Not the kind of guy that I wanted on my team. Even if Charlie had billed him as brilliant.

      I guess there was a part of me that thought that if he were as brilliant as Charlie had said he was, he would fight me on this. He would say something about his tardiness, come up with some excuse. Or else plead his case some other way. But instead, he just turned around and walked out.

      I stared after him, wondering just what his angle was. Did he think I was going to get desperate and run after him? Because that certainly wasn’t going to happen.

      Charlie frowned at me. “We were late to the meeting because I gave him a tour of the winery,” he said. “Hayden had nothing to do with it.” He paused, “I didn’t think you would mind, given the meeting you had this morning with our overseas distributors.”

      I felt momentarily abashed. Charlie was right. I had plenty of work to do coming out of that meeting, and to be honest, it had kept me busy until after the time that I was supposed to meet with Charlie and Hayden. But I wasn’t going back on it now.

      “I just don’t think he’s the right guy for the job, Charlie. I talked to Mom about things yesterday, and she thinks we should try and keep this within the business. We don’t know that we can trust someone from the outside. If our competitors got any wind of a scandal, who knows what could happen. The wine industry is cutthroat—you know that as well as I do.”

      Charlie was shaking his head, though. “As much as I’d love to keep this within the business, there’s just no way to do that,” he told me. “We are in dire need of someone with Hayden’s skills. This is what he does.” He paused. “There are eight years of files that need to be looked over, and there’s no way you and I can do that alone. There is no one else currently in the business who would have much idea of what they were even looking at. We only have a month. It just isn’t enough time.”

      “I’ll pull extra hours,” I said stubbornly.

      “I know you will. You already do, with all the other work you do in running this place,” Charlie said, and I could tell he was close to losing his patience with me. I knew that he was just looking out for the business, but I was suddenly reminded of the fact that he had been part of this company for a lot longer than I had. For longer than I had been alive, even.

      But all the same, right now, that only made me feel even more stubborn.

      “Look, Charlie,” I said, “this guy isn’t the one. And that is that.”

      The truth was, I was kicking myself. If only I hadn’t agreed to go out on that date the night before. Then I never would have seen who Hayden really was. I mean, I would still have been frustrated that he had shown up late today, even if it was just because Charlie had decided to give him a tour of the winery. But I wouldn’t have been this frustrated with him. Or this ready to have him out of there before he could reveal to my coworkers what a terrible first date I was.

      Not that the date had anything to do with things. It was just like I told Charlie—once I saw Hayden in there and ready to help us, I realized I didn’t want to hand over the books to just anyone. It was exactly what Mom had said the night before. That was all.

      I would have reacted the same to anyone who had walked in that door with Charlie.

      But as Charlie gave me a final nod and walked out of there, my eyes strayed over to a picture of Gramps, Mom, and I. It had been taken years ago now before Gramps and Dad had both died before Mom got sick. Back when I had first started taking on responsibilities in the company. Three generations working this vineyard.

      I had made promises to Gramps and to Mom that I would look after this place. So the legacy of my Grandfather would live on. I had to keep this company running. They trusted me. But at the same time, things were looking bleak right now. I had to admit that Charlie was right. It was going to be damned near impossible for just the two of us to go back through eight years of information and figure out where and what the errors had been.

      We were going to have to try, though. Damned if I was going to let Hayden come back in here now. I’d rather spend every night from here until the audit started, sleeping in my office.
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      I couldn’t help feeling frustrated as I walked out of the winery and got in my car. Of all the eligible women in the area, of course the one that Ace set me up with this time was the woman I was supposed to work with. I knew he hadn’t done it on purpose; he hadn’t even known that I was considering going back to work so soon, because I hadn’t known either. But at the same time, if he would just quit meddling in my life when I asked him to, this would never have happened.

      It wasn’t like I needed this job. Sure, it would have been good to do a favor for Charlie. He’d always been one of my Dad’s good friends. But I had plenty of money saved up at the moment, and I hadn’t been looking at going back to work anyway.

      The frustrating part was that Mallory had acted like I did need this job. Like I should bow down and kiss her feet or whatever. Sure, I’d been a little late on my own, but most of my tardiness was because Charlie had given me a tour of the vineyard. But she hadn’t even given me a chance to explain myself.

      She wasn’t the kind of person I wanted to work for anyway.

      I shook my head as I headed back home. Well, she had made it very clear that she didn’t want to date me, and now it looked like she didn’t want me working for her either, regardless of anything that Charlie might say. So that meant it was likely I would never see her again.

      Ace was still at the house when I got home, working out in the yard. I raised an eyebrow at him. “What the hell are you doing?” I asked him.

      Ace glanced over at me and shrugged, gesturing with pruning shears towards one of the trees. “You know, for a guy who has plenty of time to spend around the house, you’re pretty terrible when it comes to taking care of yard work,” he said. “The branches were scratching your windows. I decided to do you a favor and fix it.”

      “Thanks,” I said warily, wondering what the real reason for this was. Did he have another blind date he was trying to set me up on already? Was he hoping that if he helped me out with some yard work I would feel as though I owed him something? Because no, that for sure wasn’t about to happen. I hadn’t asked him to help out with the yard work. If he did it of his own accord, that was on him. I didn’t owe him anything. And I certainly wasn’t going to let him hook me up with someone else.

      Just look at how the last blind date had gone.

      Ace dusted his hands off on his jeans and checked the time on his phone. “You’re back quickly,” he commented. “How’d the job thing go?”

      I shook my head. Of course, that was why he was lurking here. He just wanted the latest gossip. “Doesn’t look like I’ll be taking that job after all,” I told him. “And you know what, for someone who is always pushing me to take on more work? This is all your fault.”

      “My fault?” Ace asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “The boss of this company is the same woman that you set me up on a date with last night,” I explained. “She took one look at me and booted me out of her office.”

      Ace looked surprised and then burst out laughing. “Seriously?” he asked. “You must have made quite the first impression on her.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, guess so. Apparently, tardiness really ticks her off, just so you know for the future.”

      Ace groaned. “You’re always late for everything,” he said. “One of these days, you’re going to have to start shaping up.”

      I gave him a look. “You try having a six-year-old kid and still getting to your meetings on time,” I said tartly. “Anyway, I wasn’t that late yesterday or today. But yesterday, I didn’t know who I was supposed to be meeting, and today, the company’s financial advisor gave me a full tour of the winery.”

      Ace sighed. “I was really hoping you could stick with this job long enough to nab us a couple bottles of good wine,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, good riddance,” I said.

      “Come on, you can’t tell me that you didn’t like Mallory at all,” Ace persisted. “She’s pretty. And she’s got great curves.”

      “She is pretty,” I grudgingly admitted, even though I knew it would probably only spur Ace to set me up on increasingly awkward dates in the future. “And honestly, she somehow looked even more attractive sitting behind that desk. In control. Aware of her power. There’s something sexy about an intelligent, headstrong woman.” I paused and cleared my throat awkwardly. “But anyway, she doesn’t want to see me again. And I doubt we have anything in common anyway.”

      Ace sighed exaggeratedly but finally let the matter lie. “So what are you going to do with your unexpected free day now?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “There are a few things that I wanted to get done around the house, and then I guess I’ll ask Booger what he wants to do when I pick him up from school in a few hours.”

      Ace shook his head, and I could tell he was biting his tongue to keep from saying anything. “Well, I have to get back to work at the gym,” he said. “Hey, you want to come with me? We could whip you into shape. Get you sexy for the ladies.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I hate going to the gym,” I reminded him for the hundredth time. “And besides, I’m not interested in ‘getting sexy for the ladies,’ anyway. I’m perfectly happy single.” I knew exactly what Ace would have to say to that, and I didn’t want to hear it. “Now get on out of here,” I added genially before he could say anything else.

      Ace sighed and clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll see you around,” he said.

      “See you around,” I echoed. Then, I went into the house to while away the hours before Booker was out of school.

      That afternoon, Booker and I headed to the ice rink and worked on his hockey stops. By the end of the afternoon, I think we were both exhausted. I checked my phone on the way back from the rink and couldn’t help but feel a little bit disappointed at the lack of any message from Charlie, or from Mallory herself.

      What had I really expected? That they would have a change of heart and call me back to ask me if I could come back and work for them?

      Maybe—if I was being honest with myself. From the way that Charlie had explained the problem to me, it was obvious they needed help. There was no way that Charlie and Mallory could go through all those years of documents and get them fixed up all by themselves, not with such a short amount of time to work with.

      Not only that, but I guess I just thought that maybe Mallory would be the slightest bit curious about what I was really like—if she ever gave me the chance to get more than a few words out. Didn’t she wonder what she was missing out on? There must have been a reason Ace had hooked her up with me. Didn’t she wonder what it was?

      But there were no missed calls, no emails, nothing. It was as if Mallory and I had never met.

      Shoving my phone back in my pocket in disgust, I sighed. I didn’t need the job, and I definitely didn’t want the date. Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about Mallory behind that desk, imperiously telling me that it was time to leave.

      I shook my head to clear it of those thoughts. “So, what do you want to do this weekend, Booger?” I asked my son, in an effort to distract myself.

      Booker cocked his head to the side. “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”

      I laughed and shrugged. “Your choice,” I told him. “Whatever you want. Let’s do something really fun.”

      Booker slowly grinned at me. “Can I have some time to think about it?” he asked, ever the shrewd kid.

      “Sure thing, buddy,” I told him, already mentally preparing myself for whatever craziness it was that he wanted. Whatever it was, we would do it.

      I thought for a second about what Ace always said about spoiling him. But again, that wasn’t anything to worry about. Booker was a good kid.

      And a big kid, I realized, as I tucked him into bed that night and he frowned over at his nightlight. “I don’t think I need that anymore,” he said to me, and I stared at him for a moment before grinning and unplugging the light.

      “All right,” I told him. “I’ll leave it right here, so if you do get scared in the middle of the night, you can plug it back in. All right?”

      Booker shook his head. “Dad, I won’t need it,” he told me. “I’m a big boy now. I’m not afraid of the dark.”

      “All right, buddy,” I said, even as I was mentally wondering how the heck he had grown up so fast. It still seemed like just yesterday that he had been a little infant squalling in my living room while I read through the note that his mother had left with him on my doorstep. It still seemed like he had just taken his first steps yesterday. Like he was just off to preschool for the first time.

      But he was growing up. And maybe, just maybe, Ace was right. Maybe it was time for me to move on with my life and start dating again. Maybe I had been closed off for too long.

      But I pushed those thoughts aside. I couldn’t go back to being the person that I had been before I was Booker’s dad. And what’s more, I didn’t want to go back to those days. I liked who I was right now, and I liked my life the way that it was. Things were comfortable with just Booker and me. We had a certain routine, and we had plenty of fun.

      This was all that I needed.

      For a second, I found myself thinking back to Mallory. Maybe if I just got to know her, I would feel differently. But she clearly wasn’t interested in getting to know me. Ace might have been right. Maybe we could have hit it off with one another. But that ship had sailed.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      Thursday seemed to drag on and on after I had sent Hayden away. I had known, theoretically, how much work I was setting myself up for by turning him away. There were years and years full of documents that needed to be gone over. Even the simplest of mistakes could mean the end of the business. I couldn’t leave anything up to chance with the IRS.

      Part of me was kicking myself for being so damned stubborn. I knew Charlie was right and that we needed Hayden’s help. I knew it was a simple matter of conceding the point and calling Hayden back. I could try to overlook his tardiness. As long as he got the job done, that was what mattered in the end. And Charlie seemed to believe that he could get the job done.

      Hell, it wasn’t even like I would need to interact with the guy much. I could just get him set up in an office and let him at it. Then let Charlie deal with him.

      Shaking my head, I finally left the office for the day. I couldn’t help feeling stressed out even as I got into my car to leave, though. What if my refusal to let Hayden look over our books was what doomed the winery? I couldn’t stand the idea of that. Until this problem was solved, I was probably going to feel tense, nervous and upset.

      So I headed for the gym, eager to work out some of my frustrations and nervous tension.

      Ace grinned at me when I arrived. “Hey Mallory,” he said.

      “Don’t you ‘hey Mallory’ me,” I grumbled.

      Ace sighed. “I take it the date didn’t go well?” he asked.

      “Didn’t your brother tell you all about it?” I countered. I had decided against talking to management about getting assigned to a different trainer, partly because I knew that Ace had really put me through my paces the other day, pushing me without making me feel like he was making me do the impossible, and that was just what I needed in a trainer. He was good at what he did.

      And I also knew he hadn’t set me up with his brother out of malicious intent. But the sooner we were done talking about this, the better.

      “Hayden might have mentioned a thing or two,” Ace said. He shrugged. “Sorry things didn’t go so well for you. I know my brother can be a bit difficult sometimes.”

      “Why the hell did you set me up with him anyway?” I asked. “Was it some kind of pity date?”

      Ace looked horrified like the thought had never even crossed his mind. “No!” he said, shaking his head. “Look, I honestly thought the two of you might just go out and have a good time. You’re single, he’s single, and talking to you was easy the other day. Dating can be really fun, even if it’s not leading anywhere. And my brother doesn’t get out much.” He grimaced, and I had to grin in response.

      “Anyway, like I said,” Ace continued, “I know my brother can be a bit much. And I’m sorry to put that on you.”

      I started to feel a bit guilty. Hayden hadn’t really been all that bad. I mean, the tardiness was frustrating, but maybe there were reasons for it. Maybe he really hadn’t known about the date in time to be on time. And maybe this morning’s tardiness really was down to Charlie giving him that tour of the winery. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so hard on him.

      Not that I wanted another date with him, but I knew Ace had meant well in setting the two of us up, and here I was acting like his brother was the son of the devil or something.

      I sighed. “He wasn’t that bad. Just not my type,” I told Ace.

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Hey, let’s get to work, shall we?”

      “Sure thing,” I said, relieved at the end of that conversation.

      But Ace brought his brother back up a little while later, giving me a sidelong look as we rested between sets. “So, Hayden mentioned something about coming in to your work today, too.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, he did,” I said reluctantly. “I guess we’ve got some sort of discrepancy in the books that we were hoping that he could solve.”

      “Ugh, that’s not the kind of thing you want,” Ace said sympathetically. “Well, don’t worry, Hayden’s just as good as they say he is. Better, probably.”

      I felt myself flush a little, and it had nothing to do with the heat of the gym or the intensity of the workout. “I think we’ve decided to go another route,” I admitted to Ace.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “I see,” he said. “It doesn’t have anything to do with the awkward date that I set you up on, does it? Because if you’re worried about Hayden being professional, trust me, you don’t have to be.”

      “It’s not that,” I said. Then, I sighed and shrugged. “Okay, yeah, it is. I mean, I’m not worried about him being professional, I just don’t know if it’s the best idea, him working for my business on such a sensitive matter when—”

      When I wouldn’t even give him the courtesy of a first date. I had used his tardiness to get him out of there before he even had a chance to introduce himself. That was kind of mean when I really thought about it. And now that I was thinking about it, I kept turning Ace’s words over in my mind. He doesn’t get out much.

      Was it possible that girls like me were the reason Hayden didn’t get out much? Because we wrote him off at first glance and refused to have anything to do with him? I mean, sure, he could stand to dress up a little nicer for a first date. But what if he hadn’t even realized he was coming there to meet me for a first date? What if he had been tricked into coming and hadn’t had a chance to get changed?

      Maybe I had jumped to conclusions a little too much. Maybe Hayden was worth getting to know.

      I wasn’t about to ask Ace to set us up on another date, though. At this point, that ship had sailed. But there was something else that I could do. A sort of peace offering.

      And it would help me out, too.

      I bit my lower lip. “Do you think there’s any way you could talk to Hayden about coming back to the winery?” I asked Ace.

      Ace grinned at me, but not in a mean way. “I thought you didn’t need his services,” he teased.

      “It’s not that we don’t need them,” I finally sighed. “I mean, I’d love to keep things within the business, but I just don’t think that Charlie and I can handle this on our own, not and keep our sanity. And keep the rest of the business running smoothly.” I frowned and shook my head. “If I’m already this stressed out, while we’re still a month out from the audit, I can only imagine how much worse it’s going to be once we get closer to our deadline.”

      “Good call,” Ace said approvingly. “I’ll see what I can do.” He paused. “But Mallory, you have to remember, Hayden isn’t like most professional people. He doesn’t play the game. If things don’t go his way, he’s not going to stick around. Just keep that in mind.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What a glowing review for your brother,” I said.

      Ace laughed. “Hey, I call it like I see it,” he said. “I mean, there’s something admirable about a guy who refuses to kiss up to people, isn’t there?”

      “I guess so,” I grudgingly admitted.

      “And here,” Ace said, handing me a business card.

      “Another date?” I asked skeptically.

      “Not unless you want it to be,” Ace said, looking amused. “But my friend Jen is a great massage therapist. You know, if you want to explore other ways of getting the tension out. I feel like this gym session isn’t doing it for you, and while I’d love to suggest you go have a good time with my brother, that clearly isn’t in the plan.”

      I laughed and slipped the card into the back of my phone case. “Thanks for the recommendation,” I said. “But see what you can do about getting Hayden to come back to the vineyard. If he can help me out, maybe I won’t even need the massage!”

      After the gym, I still felt like I was uncertain and at loose ends. The last thing I wanted was to go back to my lonely home. I knew I would spend the night worrying about the problem with the books. Worrying that maybe Hayden would refuse to come back to the vineyard. That I was solely responsible for destroying everything my grandfather had worked so hard to build.

      I had worked so hard over the years to perfect my work-life balance, but I could feel all of that rapidly slipping away from me as we sank further and further into this problem. The last thing I wanted was to spend the whole evening going over the books.

      So I headed to Mom’s house. It wouldn’t be much of a respite because I was sure that we would still talk about the vineyard. And she’d probably even bring up that date again. But at least she’d be a little company for me. At least she’d keep me from spending half the night trying to figure out what to do.

      I slipped into Mom’s house and found her in the living room as usual. This time, she was reading a book. She raised an eyebrow at me as she slipped a bookmark in to mark her page. “Did I know that you were coming over?” she asked tartly.

      “No, I just thought I’d drop by,” I said.

      Mom frowned. “You know, I don’t need you to check up on me every day,” she said. “I get enough of that with the nurse.”

      “I’m not here to check up on you,” I protested but didn’t know how to tell her that I was here more for me than for her. Were you allowed to say something like that to a cancer patient?

      “You’ve got plenty of more important things to do than muck around here,” Mom said. “How’s the business going anyway? You figure out what’s wrong with those books?”

      I shook my head, trying not to take the prodding personally. I knew that she was just in one of her moods tonight. There were definitely times when Mom and I didn’t see eye to eye, times when we barely even got along, but at the end of the day, she was my mother, and I knew that most of her tongue-lashings these days were because she was scared of what was going on. Who wouldn’t be?

      

      She didn’t want to face the reality of her own demise, so she tried to turn things around on me. That was all.

      “Didn’t Charlie have some hotshot coming in to meet with you?” Mom asked.

      “Something came up,” I lied. “I think he’s going to come in some other time, though.” I sure hoped he would. If Ace couldn’t get Hayden to come around, I didn’t know what we would do.

      I wasn’t ready to tell Mom the full story about that, though. The idea that I had let my personal life mess up my ability to do what was right for the winery was too much. That was no way for the head of a company to act, and I knew Mom wouldn’t stand by without reminding me of that.

      “Doesn’t sound like this guy is very professional,” Mom said, but when I didn’t respond, she let the matter drop. “Well, what are you going to do, now that you’re over here?” she finally asked.

      “I guess maybe I could read a book as well,” I said. Mom and I didn’t really have the same taste in books, but I knew that going back to her reading would appease her slightly, and maybe reading would take my mind off my current problems. I was willing to try anything that might help with that.

      In answer, Mom harrumphed and opened her book again, a tacit sign of approval. I headed to the bookshelf to try to find something of even mild interest, then settled into Dad’s old leather armchair to read.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I watched as Ace tucked away the last bite of his breakfast. “What?” he said, around a mouthful of food.

      “Eew gross!” Booker said, pointing at Ace’s mouth. He tugged on my sleeve. “Dad, he talked with his mouth full.”

      “He did,” I agreed, fixing Ace with a mock stern look.

      He rolled his eyes, swallowed his food, opened his mouth for inspection, and then repeated, “What?”

      I shrugged. “I was just thinking that for a personal trainer, you don’t really stick to any of those health-food diets, do you?

      Ace snorted. “Do you think I need to?”

      “No, it just always surprises me that you’re not one of those protein shake kind of guys,” I said.

      “Have you ever tried one? Protein shakes taste awful,” Ace said. “I prefer the finer things in life.” He paused. “Anyway, I figure that if the Ancient Greeks were able to get their Olympians in that fine of shape eating whatever the hell they normally ate, then I can probably stand to eat proper food and still be in pretty decent shape myself. There is a bit of a science to it, but a little bacon here and there isn’t going to kill me.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      Booker tugged on my sleeve. “Can we play the pay game?” he asked, now that everyone was finished eating. He loved when the three of us went out to breakfast like this, but one of his favorite parts of the meal was the pay game. Ace had started it years ago, challenging me to a game to see who would have to pay. It wasn’t exactly fair since two of the three chances were that I would be the one who ended up paying, but Booker loved the game, so I continued to put up with it.

      I grinned at Ace this time. “You ready to lose?” I asked.

      Snorting, he said, “Not a chance.” He smirked at Booker. “You remember the rules, Booger?” he asked.

      “Course I do!” Booker chirped.

      “Then that means no cheating this time!” Ace retorted, and Booker giggled.

      For the next couple minutes, there was no more talking, just laughter and the occasional shriek from Booker as he nearly lost. A couple of the waitresses probably looked over a few times, and the other customers, since we weren’t exactly quiet. But everyone knew our routine by now. We kept on playing, heedless, until, “Shoot,” I muttered, as my coin flipped off the table and skittered across the linoleum floor.

      “Ha!” Ace crowed triumphantly, giving Booker a high five. “Nice job, Boogs. We got him!”

      “We got him, we got him!” Booker chanted. “Sorry, Dad.”

      I snorted and shook my head in amusement. “That’s all right,” I said, reaching over to pluck the bill off the end of the table.

      “Thanks for breakfast, bro,” Ace said sweetly.

      I rolled my eyes. “One of these times, I’m going to make you pay me back for all the free-loading you’ve done over the years,” I joked.

      “Hey, if you’re short on cash, I know of a certain winery-owner who would be interested in having you come work for her,” Ace said, all-too-casually.

      I gave him a look. “Mallory made it pretty damn clear that she didn’t want my help,” I told him.

      “Well, I just talked to her late yesterday,” Ace admitted. “She came into the gym for a session.”

      I groaned. “You never know when to quit,” I said. “Seriously, Ace, I’m not interested in dating her, nor is she interested in dating me. Now would you please quit with the match-making?”

      Ace held up both hands. “Hey, I’m not trying anything like that,” he said. “We were just talking about the date thing, and she just said you weren’t her type. But then she mentioned that work was pretty crazy for her at the moment. It sounds like she could really use you. You know the only reason she came into the gym yesterday was to try to work off some serious tension. And it didn’t exactly work. She can’t keep doing that to herself for the next month or more. It’s just not healthy.”

      “Well, it’s none of my business if she wants to work herself to death,” I said, even though I felt a pang of guilt just thinking about how much she must have on her plate at the moment. Sure, we might not have gotten off to the best start, but that didn’t mean I wanted her to suffer. Especially since I was sure I could figure out the problem with the books pretty easily. I had experience with this stuff, after all. And I didn’t have to worry about running the winery at the same time.

      “I’m not telling you what to do,” Ace said, shaking his head. “But I don’t think it’s like you to turn your back on someone who needs help.”

      I sighed and glanced over at Booker. I knew that Ace’s words were designed specifically to appeal to the ‘new me.’ The person I was trying to be since I’d become a father. I was still a long way from being any kind of saint, but I did try to be better, to set a better example for my son. I wanted Booker to grow up to be kind and unselfish, all the things that I’d never really been before.

      And that meant if someone needed my help like Ace seemed to think Mallory did, I couldn’t just turn my back on them. That would be sending exactly the wrong message to Booker. Besides, what did I have to lose? I didn’t have any other projects lined up at the moment. I could drop Booker off at school this morning and then swing by the winery. If Mallory didn’t want me there, she could tell me so. Again. And I would leave for good this time.

      But if there was a chance that she wanted me there, that she needed my help, then I should probably go and offer.

      Besides, I thought, at least she couldn’t be after me about my punctuality, or lack thereof, this time. We didn’t have a scheduled meeting, and she didn’t even know that I was showing up. So I couldn’t be late. Maybe this time, she would actually let me get to work before she sent me off again.

      I sighed. “All right,” I said, conceding defeat. “But I swear, this is the last time. If she doesn’t want me there, she doesn’t want me there. Understood?”

      “Sure thing,” Ace said easily. “Hope you can help her, though. She really seems to need it.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” was all that I said.

      We finished up breakfast, and I took Booker to school before heading to the vineyard. This time, I didn’t stop to admire the view, even though it looked even more beautiful than it had the last time, with vines both old and new reaching up towards a brilliantly blue sky. But I didn’t want to get too attached to the place if Mallory was just going to turn me away again.

      In my head, I tried to come up with something to say to Mallory. I didn’t really want to tell her that Ace had urged me to come back. But at the same time, I also didn’t want to tell her that I was back because I was sure she was in trouble and needed my help. I could tell both from the date and from the meeting with her in her office that she took pride in being a woman in control. I didn’t want her to get the impression that I thought she couldn’t handle herself.

      Because there was no way I would ever dream of insinuating that. No, I could tell that she was capable. She had probably poured her heart and soul into this vineyard over the years, and she knew everything about the vines, the wine-making process, the distributors, and everything else. There was just this one little error somewhere in the books.

      But I also didn’t want to seem too desperate for the job. I didn’t need this, and I still resented the fact that she’d acted like I did. Sure, I might not dress in the fanciest clothes or drive the nicest car, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t have money. I just didn’t see the point in spending on frivolous things. And I was comfortable with the way that I dressed. I hated the assumptions that she had made about me before she had even gotten to know me.

      So, try as I might, I couldn’t think of any way to approach the idea of me coming to work for her after all. But still, I knocked on the door to her office.

      “Come in,” she called, not a hint of puzzlement in her voice. And in fact, her expression melted into one of relief when she saw me. “Hayden. Good to see you,” she said.

      She must really be in trouble; that was all that I could think. Not that I would ever say that to her face. I nodded and had a seat across from her at her desk, rolling up my sleeves. “Why don’t you tell me what you need?” I suggested.
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      To be honest, despite Ace’s assurance that he would try to get his brother into the winery again, I didn’t have very high hopes. I kept thinking about what Ace had said about his brother before, about how he worked on his own terms and wouldn’t be willing to do anything otherwise. I had blown this guy off not once but twice already, first during our date and then again the first time that he had come into the winery to review our files.

      And yet, despite all my misgivings, here he was.

      He sat down across from me as though he had every right to be there. And I guess he did, really. I had to assume that Ace had said something to him, and that was the reason he was here now. I knew that I was going to need to apologize to him for the way I had acted before. I needed his help, and I was so happy to see him that I practically could have kissed him. He hadn’t even started trying to solve our problems yet, but I already felt as though a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders.

      Hayden raised an eyebrow at me. “I assume you’re still looking for someone to go over your books?” he asked.

      I nodded slowly and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. For before. I know it wasn’t fair, the way that I judged you. Charlie tells me that the only reason you were late was because he gave you a tour of the property. I should have given you a chance to explain.”

      Hayden snorted. “Actually, I was a little bit late, even before Charlie gave me the tour,” he said. “Not that late, mind you, but definitely late. Is that going to be a problem?”

      I stared at him for a moment, taken aback by his honesty. But then again, what did he have to lose? As for me, I had everything to lose—the winery, the land, my employees, and everything else.

      “It won’t be a problem,” I said slowly, “as long as you get the job done.” I cleared my throat. “It’s not the way that things are usually run around here. I expect a lot from my employees. I always have. And it’s true that not everyone can cut it.” I trailed off, suddenly realizing just how that sounded. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to imply—that is, it’s just that—”

      I couldn’t help feeling flustered. It wasn’t often that I admitted being wrong about anything when it came to running this business. I knew the way that things were supposed to work, and we all worked together to make sure that everything that we did was the best for the business.

      Hayden grinned broadly at me, cutting off my bumbled apologies. “Don’t worry about it,” he said grandly. “Now, what exactly is the issue?”

      I frowned. “We’re not sure exactly,” I admitted. “There’s just some sort of problem with the books. Something is off in the last eight years.” I paused. “Whatever it is, it isn’t intentional.”

      “How do you know that?” Hayden asked in surprise.

      I knew that it wasn’t that unreasonable to think that someone might be cooking the books on purpose. Skimming off a little profit at the top. Most companies that Hayden worked with probably at least admitted to the possibility of that. But I was sure that wasn’t the case here, and I wanted to make that clear to him before he felt the need to start investigating my staff.

      I shrugged. “We’re a small mom-and-pop kind of company,” I said. “I mean, I guess we’re not that small anymore. We have distributors worldwide. But most of the people working here have been here for ages. Some of them, like Charlie, even worked alongside my grandfather. They’re not the kind of people to suddenly start skimming off the top.”

      Hayden looked like he didn’t believe me, and it was another thing that made me want to kick him out of there. I didn’t need him hounding my employees, and I didn’t want anyone to get the feeling that I didn’t trust them. Part of how you built trusting relationships with your employees was to make sure they knew just how much you valued them. An investigation into any of them would send the wrong message.

      But Charlie had been the one to bring Hayden in, and I had to assume it was because Charlie knew Hayden would use tact while going about his business here. I had to trust him, now.

      “Anyway, as Charlie might have mentioned,” I continued, “we’re trying to get this sorted out as soon as possible, before the IRS audit which is one month away.”

      Hayden nodded at me. “I’m sure I can figure out the problem,” he said confidently.

      “Good,” I said. “I guess the only thing left to do is to talk about the terms of the contract, then.” This was the part that I hated, honestly. I didn’t even know how much his services might be worth. I had talked to Charlie, and he had given me a rough ballpark figure, but since he was salaried and this guy was freelance, it was hard for even Charlie to really know what a fair price would be.

      And now he knew how invaluable his services were to us. Would Hayden try to push up the price because of that? I wanted to think that he wasn’t the kind of guy who would do that, but then again, you just never could tell.

      “Four weeks until the IRS starts auditing you, and eight years of material to go through,” Hayden said, nodding sagely. He started to talk about how many hours that would probably take him, but ultimately said, “I’m okay with a per-project rate, rather than an hourly rate, if that’s what you want to do, though.”

      I frowned, thinking it over. Was he trying to cheat us? But Charlie and I had talked about a per-project rate before when he had first told me that he might know someone who could help us out. So now, I told Hayden the number that Charlie and I had agreed should be fair. Or at least, close enough that we could agree upon a number with just a little bit of negotiation.

      Hayden scoffed immediately, though. “I’m sorry, Mallory, but for what you’re asking, you’d need to pay me at least double that,” he said.

      I frowned, but I remembered that Charlie had said there would probably be at least a little negotiation. “We can probably agree to maybe 5% more than that,” I told Hayden, but he shook his head. “10%?” I asked, still wondering if he was bluffing.

      But Hayden made a noise of disgust. “Look, I’d like to help you, but I haven’t worked for a rate like that since I first got into this business,” he said. “I’m sure you can find someone to help you out for that price, but I’m not sure if they’re going to be able to do that in the month that you have.”

      I sighed. “We’re just a mom-and-pop business,” I reiterated. “I know that other people have probably paid you more, but we just don’t have that kind of money to throw around. All of the profit that we make in a given year is either put into changes for the coming year or else saved for a rainy day. The winery industry isn’t like other businesses.”

      “I get that it’s seasonal,” Hayden said impatiently. “But it’s all in how you budget.”

      “It’s not just that it’s seasonal,” I said, starting to feel frustrated. Maybe he wasn’t the best person for this job. He might know the books, but it sounded like he didn’t know anything about the wine industry, and he definitely didn’t know anything about working with smaller businesses. I wasn’t sure that he was the kind of person that I wanted to let into this.

      Maybe Mom had been right. Maybe I shouldn’t be bringing someone like him into the business. But there was no one already in the business that I could trust to do what Hayden could, theoretically do. And there was no one outside the business that I could trust either.

      So maybe I had to make do.

      I struggled for a way to explain to him. “The business is seasonal in that our sales are markedly better at certain times of the year than others. But most of our rainy day funds go to bad years with the crop. Let’s say a wildfire takes out the entire crop; that’s a year that we don’t make wine really at all. Or if it’s a really rainy year, maybe our crop doesn’t taste the way that it should. And we have to change out our casks regularly. The years with new casks, the wine just doesn’t taste quite as woody and earthy, so a lot of that wine is relegated to cooking wine and nothing more. So, we always have to be prepared for any type of year.”

      “That makes sense,” Hayden said, nodding. He cocked his head to the side. “Sorry if I sound like I don’t know anything about wine. It’s not really my strong point. But books are books. I’m sure I can figure out what’s going on around here and get everything fixed up.”

      I stared at him for a moment. Again, it was refreshing to hear his honesty. Maye there were perks to what Ace had said about his brother before, about how he wasn’t like any other professional. He didn’t make it feel like he was trying to sell himself. If we wanted to keep working with him or not, it was up to me. He made sure I knew all the good and the bad of the decision.

      And I liked that. I still didn’t love the fact that he had baldly admitted to being late before. Nor was he the kind of guy that I would ever want to date. But if he really could fix things for the business before the IRS got involved, maybe it was worth setting aside my personal reservations. No one was asking me to date him. Not even Ace, not anymore. So what the hell.

      “We could maybe do 25% more,” I finally told Hayden. “But I’m afraid that’s the most that I can offer you.”

      Hayden stared at me for a long moment. I could practically see the gears turning in his head. Finally, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s possible,” he said. “Not if you want this done in four weeks. I have other things to consider.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Like what?” I asked him. He was a freelance worker, and even though I knew that he must have a life outside of the work that I was asking him to do here, I just couldn’t imagine that there was that much more that he had to do.

      Hayden gave me a look. “I don’t think that’s any of your business,” he said, his tone surprisingly frosty.

      “All right,” I said, taken aback. There was a part of me that wanted to pry. To say something about how as his employer, maybe I deserved to know. But I didn’t know how to say it. Instead, I resolved to let him keep his secrets, at least for now. If he agreed to work here, then I was sure I would find out soon enough.

      But Hayden still looked unhappy. “Look,” he finally said, “I’d really like to help you out, but I’m not sure that I can for the amount that you’re quoting me.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, wondering if this was a bluff. Would he change his mind? If I refused, would he still work for us?

      I took the gamble, shaking my head. “When I talked to Charlie this is what we agreed upon,” I told him. “And like I said, we’re a small business. It’s really more than we can afford.”

      Hayden stared at me for a moment and then shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he sounded pretty honest with the way that he said it. He pulled out a business card and slipped it across the desk towards me. “If you change your mind, call me.”

      I stared after him as he got up and started to walk out.

      All of a sudden, the work that I’d been worrying about came flooding back into my consciousness, and I could practically feel my shoulders tensing up. “Wait,” I said before he could walk out. He paused, glancing back over his shoulder.

      “150%,” I told him, feeling reckless and desperate—two things I never felt when it came to business. “That’s the best I can do.”

      Hayden paused as he considered it. Then, he nodded. “All right,” he said.

      “But I want you in here at 9 a.m. on Monday morning,” I added.

      He smirked at me and then gave a cheeky salute. “See you Monday,” he said, giving no sign that he would be here at all on time. But what choice did I have? I watched as he walked out, then sighed and shook my head.

      Charlie came into my office almost immediately after Hayden had left. He raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m surprised to see him in here again,” he said.

      I sighed. “I guess I realized that we really did need to have his help,” I admitted. “But he’s going to be a handful over the next month, I’ll have you know.”

      Charlie was quiet for a moment, considering that. Then, he shrugged. “Maybe,” he agreed. “But at the end of the day, I think that a month of dealing with him will be worth it. For the sake of the company.”

      I knew that he was probably right. Without Hayden’s help, I didn’t think that there was going to be any way for us to figure out where the discrepancy in the books was, not before the IRS realized that there was a problem. I knew that it was probably worth it, having Hayden on the books. Even if we had to pay him a lot more than I’d originally anticipated.

      But all the same, I felt a little nervous about all of this. I knew that Charlie was sure Hayden could make things right for us. But what if he couldn’t? And what if he managed to uncover the truth, only to find that one of my loyal employees was at the heart of all the problems, intentionally?

      I tried not to think about those things. It was enough to know that for now at least, I could focus on my own job and not worry as much about the IRS audit.

      I was still going to worry. I knew myself better than that. But at least there was the possibility that there might, at last, be some light at the end of this tunnel. We just had to hope so.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I had given Booker the chance to come up with the plan for this weekend, and I stuck by that. Even when he chose for us to drive a couple of hours to get to the penny arcade. There was no going back on it now; I had promised Booker that he could choose. And honestly, although it involved a fair amount of driving, the penny arcade would be fun for both of us.

      Or all of us, rather. When Ace found out what our plans were, he had decided he wanted to join us, too.

      “I never get to spend time with my favorite nephew,” he joked.

      I rolled my eyes but grinned at the idea of him joining us. It had been a while since Ace and I had spent a good day together. And at least this time, I didn’t have to worry about him trying to hook me up with some random woman on a date. Honestly, it would be kind of fun to have him along. I loved spending time with Booker, but sometimes it was nice to have adults around as well.

      

      “So, how are you adjusting to the new gym and the new clientele?” I asked Ace that day, trying not to be too obvious about the fact that I was really trying to get a gauge for his feelings about Mallory, in particular, as a client.

      Ace shrugged. “You know, I loved working for the last place, but I do think that this is probably a better fit for me.”

      “How so?” I asked in surprise.

      Ace shrugged. “The clients are a little less prissy, and the management is better,” he said. “I’m sure you know what it feels like to be working for good management.”

      Surprisingly enough, my brain immediately bounced to thoughts of Mallory behind her desk. If that wasn’t good management, I didn’t know what was. She was strong and in control. She clearly knew her business well and knew what to expect from various personnel. I suppose she was my boss now.

      But I wasn’t going to tell Ace about any of that, not if I could help it. I was sure he would ask me, sooner or later, about how the previous day’s meeting with her had gone. Wondering if I had the job or not. But I wasn’t going to bring it up, and more than that, I wasn’t going to tell him that when I thought of great management, she was the one that came to mind.

      Instead, I handed Booker a handful of tokens. “Don’t spend these all in one place,” I joked.

      He laughed and shoved his coins in his pockets. “Will you play air hockey with me?” he asked.

      “I will,” Ace said, knowing that I hated air hockey. It was a bit better, playing against Booker, but I had grown up playing against my brother, who always seemed to have better reflexes than I did.

      Booker cheered and led the way over to the air hockey table.

      “So, how did things go yesterday with Mallory?” Ace asked, a little while later.

      I rolled my eyes. “Why do you care anyway?” I asked him. “Look, I went back in there. Isn’t that as far as your involvement goes?”

      Ace held up both hands. “Hey, don’t chew my head off!” he said. “I was just curious. Remember, Mallory is one of my clients.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I don’t know, though, you just seem weirdly invested in this one. I don’t remember you being this weird about me with any of the other women you’ve ever tried to hook me up with.”

      “I’m not trying to be weird,” Ace said seriously. “Honestly, I just think she seems like a sweet girl, and she definitely seems like she needs help.”

      “Yeah, I guess she kind of does,” I admitted, thinking back to the conversation I’d had with her the day before. I honestly hadn’t thought she would really agree to hire me, especially not after the amount she was looking to pay for the project. It was an okay rate, and I knew that, but at the end of the day, I knew I could do better elsewhere. Not only that, but it didn’t really come close to the amount that I would charge as a sort of ‘rush fee’.

      If she wanted her books sorted out within the month, she’d have to pay more. I had been fully prepared to walk out of there. I was sure that Charlie could find someone else who would help them out, so really, I had helped all that I needed to.

      But as I’d thanked Mallory for her time and stood up to leave, she had upped her offer to more like I would have expected it to be in the first place. And I’d found myself nodding and agreeing.

      It wasn’t everything that I might have wanted, but something told me that I wouldn’t regret taking on this project. I could tell that Mallory already appreciated me for what I had agreed to do. And appreciation could always lead to her passing on my name to other people. Word of mouth was how I got a lot of my work.

      Anyway, the amount that she was looking to pay me would tide me over for at least another month or two. And I planned to make sure that she didn’t cause too much of a fuss over my perceived tardiness. She needed me, after all.

      As long as you get the job done, she had told me. Well, I was going to make sure that I got the job done.

      I’d be there on Monday. Maybe not right at 9 a.m. like she had asked, but I would be there. And I would show her that I could get the work done. There would be nothing she could complain about, I was sure.

      Watching as Booker lost the first air hockey match to Ace, I smiled as he didn’t give up. “We have to play again,” he declared. “I’m going to win this time.”

      I grinned, but meanwhile, my brain was miles away, still thinking about Mallory and this new job. I was a little nervous about it, in ways that I normally wasn’t when it came to jobs. I knew what I was doing, and I was pretty confident that even with nearly a decade of files to go through, I was going to be able to figure things out. But at the same time, something about Mallory made me want to do things correctly. The way that she wanted things done.

      And that made all the difference, I found. Yes. That made all the difference.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      Spending the whole day with my mother could be challenging. Especially when there were doctor’s visits involved. I knew that Mom didn’t want me to know anything about her illness. But at the same time, it wasn’t like it was avoidable. She couldn’t drive herself to her various appointments, and I wasn’t about to leave everything to her in-home care nurse. Besides, as challenging as these days were, I knew that one day, I would be glad for all the time I had gotten to spend with Mom.

      Even though right now, all she could talk about was finding me a boyfriend. “What about someone like him?” Mom asked, pointing to the guy currently crossing in front of my car. He was a hippie-looking guy with a man-bun. Nothing wrong with that, but he just wasn’t my type.

      Still, the bigger problem here wasn’t the fact that Mom was trying to hook me up with random dudes, just because they were dudes. The bigger problem was, “Mom, you realize that I’m probably never going to see that guy again, right?” I asked her as the light turned green and I started driving again. “I mean, it would be one thing if we were, I don’t know, at a restaurant or something, but random strangers off the street that I know nothing about? There’s no chance in the world.”

      I didn’t have to look to know that Mom was rolling her eyes. “Always something wrong with them,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, even though I wasn’t sure I really wanted to get into it with her.

      “It means, it seems like every guy out there, you find some reason to fault him,” Mom said. “You’re too critical sometimes.”

      I sighed. “Isn’t it a good thing that I have standards?” I asked.

      “Not if it means you end up alone for the rest of your life,” Mom said. She shook her head. “I just want you to be happy, you know that.”

      “And I am happy,” I said, through gritted teeth. “I don’t need some guy to make me happy, you know that.”

      “I know, you always say that,” Mom sighed. “I just think that if you met the right guy, you would realize exactly what you’re missing out on. You know that I was never all that boy crazy until I met your father, either. And look how that turned out.” She looked wistfully out the window for a moment. But I should have known that thoughts about Dad wouldn’t deter her from continuing this conversation along the same lines.

      “You know, I thought your New Year’s resolution would be to lose a little of that weight,” Mom added. “Like I keep telling you, there’s someone out there to love you, curves and all. But if you could just get serious about a workout regime, I think you’d be surprised how much better you would feel. And guys notice that kind of self-confidence, you know.”

      “Okay, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I said. As though I had ever wanted to have this conversation in the first place.

      “I’m just saying, it’s not like you’re getting any younger,” Mom said. “You should be taking care of the body that you have.” She shook her head. “I guess I learned that the hard way.”

      As though her cancer had anything to do with her weight or her love life. I fought the urge to sigh as I turned into the hospital parking lot. “We’re here,” I was happy to announce. For a moment, I felt hopeful that the doctor visit would give us more important things to talk about than my lack of a boyfriend or my weight. But then, I immediately felt horrible for hoping that. The last thing I wanted was to go in there and get even more bad news about her illness.

      But there was nothing for it. Into the hospital, we went.

      Dr. Levine came in not long after we were led to one of the screening rooms. He carried the results from Mom’s latest tests in one hand. Immediately, Mom was all business. “So?” she asked him.

      The doctor sighed and shook his head. “Unfortunately, things are looking about like we would have expected,” he said.

      Mom nodded grimly, while I swallowed hard. About like we would have expected, I had come to learn, wasn’t good. I appreciated the fact that Dr. Levine didn’t sugarcoat the truth. But at the same time, it was hard to hear him sound so negative about Mom’s outlook for the future. I didn’t want to think that she had already reached the point where no treatment would help. I didn’t want to think of her case as terminal.

      Mom, though, didn’t have any trouble talking about that kind of thing. “So let me guess,” she said tartly, “there’s still no way to fix me, but you’d like to hem and haw over a half-dozen different experimental treatment options, each of which is going to make me feel worse than the one before it?”

      Dr. Levine cracked a small smile. “Something like that,” he said.

      Mom sighed and shook her head. “I don’t see what the big deal is,” she said. “I’m dying, that’s all there is to it. Whether that happens sooner or later, does it really matter?”

      Dr. Levine cleared his throat and looked sympathetically over at me. He had worked with Mom, and me by extension, for long enough now that he knew how these visits typically ended. “Why don’t I go get you a glass of water,” he tactfully suggested to Mom.

      Mom rolled her eyes as he walked out of the room, turning to face me. “Well?” she demanded. “I don’t think I’m being unreasonable, am I? This is just the way things are.” She paused and folded her arms across her chest, and in that small, defensive gesture, I saw just how scared she really was. “If I can admit to the fact that I’ll be dead within the year, I really wish the rest of you would as well,” she said. “And it’s not like I haven’t had a good life already. I’ve lived well and done everything that I wanted to do.”

      “But what about that bucket list of yours?” I asked, remembering those dreamy plans she’d originally had for after her recovery.

      Mom shook her head stubbornly. “Dreams change,” she said firmly. She paused, and finally, she seemed to realize that this was just as tough for me as it was for her. “Darling, I know I’m putting you through a lot with all of this. I still think it would be better if the nurse were the one to drive me here. But you’ve got to realize, after a certain point, when all the medicines just make me feel sicker and weaker and less like myself, maybe it would be a kindness for the end to just finally come.”

      She sounded so bleak that my first thought was to give her a hug. But she and I had never had that kind of a relationship. No, our relationship was business first and sentimentality last. That was just the way it had always been.

      She had raised me to take over the winery. And she had done a damned good job of it. But not for the first time, I wondered what our lives might have been like if she had been a mother first and a business owner second. But then again, that would probably only have made this more difficult to bear now.

      In light of the fact that we didn’t know how much time Mom had left, I couldn’t help but worry even more about the business. It had been a gnawing fear over the course of the past year—what if sales took a turn for the worse or something happened to the vines. What if one of the last things that Mom remembered about me was the fact that I had driven the family business into the ground?

      I knew that was a bit of an irrational fear, but it was a fear that I had all the same.

      And now, that fear almost seemed to have some basis in probability. What if the combined efforts of Hayden, Charlie and I couldn’t fix whatever was wrong with the books? What if we got audited by the IRS and there were serious consequences for the business? Hell, I knew what could happen to me if the IRS thought I’d been skimming profit off the top, without paying taxes on it or anything else.

      The business that Grandfather and Mom had worked so hard and long on could end up going under, this time for good. And I could end up in jail.

      I swallowed hard, trying to push those thoughts away. Instead, I squared my shoulders. Mom had taught me to never wear my emotions on my sleeve. If she wanted to be matter-of-fact about her illness, then I would play along.

      “Let’s get Dr. Levine back in here,” I suggested. “I, for one, am curious about those experimental therapies. Even if they don’t end up working in the end. There’s always the chance that one of them will.”

      Mom rolled her eyes. “And one of them might very well be the thing that finally kills me,” she said.

      “We’re all dying, Mom,” I said sharply. “Don’t martyr yourself just because you’re doing so a bit faster than normal.”

      It hurt to say those words. I wanted to say something sweeter about how she couldn’t possibly die and leave me behind. Or about how if she just kept her spirits up, it would make her recovery more likely. But I knew how Mom was dealing with her fear and her pain, and I would respond in kind.

      Sure enough, the corners of Mom’s mouth twitched into a smile, although she didn’t go as far as to tell me that I was right. “Go get the doctor,” she said graciously, and I knew that was as close to an apology as I would get for the way that she had been acting.

      As I was on my way to the door, she muttered under her breath, “You’d better not let me die before giving me any grandbabies.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. She was sick, I reminded myself, and the last thing I wanted was for her to spend her final breath telling me over and over again about how ‘even a woman my size’ deserved to find someone to love her. If I pretended that I hadn’t heard her comment, then maybe there wouldn’t be a follow-up.

      Because I swear, if we returned to the conversation from the car, or if she even hinted about me finding a sexy doctor to date while we were hanging out around the hospital, I was probably going to strangle her.

      Mom wanted the best for me. She always had. But sometimes, I just wondered why my best never seemed to be what she wanted.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the vineyard on Monday morning, I was surprised to see quite a bit of activity out in the field. I tried to remember what Charlie had told me about the wine-making process and what sorts of things happened at different times of the year, but I couldn’t remember enough to make sense of what was going on right now. It looked like some sort of trimming or something. Did the vines need to be trimmed? I remembered something about not letting them get above a certain height so it would be easier to pick the grapes when it was harvest season. But none of the vines seemed to have grown too much lately anyway. As far as I could tell, they were pretty much dormant through the winter.

      Curious, I headed towards Charlie’s office, sure that he could explain things to me.

      I was kind of surprised to find that I was as curious about the place as I was. What did I care, after all? It wasn’t like I was some chintzy wine drinker. Hell, I didn’t even go for the cheap stuff anymore. But there was something about this place, or about the way Mallory ran this place, that made me want to know what exactly it was that I was somehow a part of now.

      Maybe it had to do with the fact that this was the first mom-and-pop business I had ever worked for that actually felt like one. I could tell from everyone I had met here so far, and from the comment Mallory had made about a lack of corruption in her ranks, that this place was more like a family all coming together to produce great wine than anything else. Already, I felt like I was part of the story of the vineyard.

      I’d better get to work fixing those books, then. The last thing I wanted was a place like this to go under when it got audited. But first, a chat with Charlie.

      “Pruning,” he agreed, nodding his head and glancing out the window. He had a great view of the sloping vineyard, and I bet it was especially beautiful around sunset. I wondered if that had more to do with his years with the company or with how much Mallory valued his work. Probably a bit of both, I decided.

      “Every year, we need to prune the vines,” Charlie was explaining. “But deciding when to do that can be a little tricky. See, we want to prune them to keep them low to the ground, but it’s also because the less vine there is, the fewer grapes the vine will produce, because there just won’t be space for too many of them.”

      I frowned. “But don’t you want there to be lots of grapes, to make lots of wine?” I asked. “Or is this some sort of exclusivity thing where you only want to make a certain number of bottles?”

      “Not quite,” Charlie said, shaking his head. “That’s a pretty common misconception. The thing is, the more grapes there are, the more the vine has to spread out its love. Or, the more grapes there are, the less flavor in each individual grape. It’s the same thing with the older vines versus the newer vines. The older vines tend to yield fewer but better-quality grapes, whereas, the newer vines tend to yield a lot of grapes, but if we only used the newer vines when we were making wine, it would be the equivalent of box wine at best.”

      “Sounds like there must be a lot of factors going into deciding the right mixture of old and new grapes when you actually get to the fermentation and all of that,” I mused.

      “There is,” Charlie agreed seriously. “Actually, Mallory is the only person who can say, at the end of the day, what we’re looking for in each batch. She’s been trained into this since she was young.”

      I felt my esteem for Mallory go up another couple notches. She clearly didn’t like me, and I considered her to be a pretty difficult person to get along with. But maybe some of that had to do with the fact that she just didn’t have the time to sit around waiting for people to show up. She seemed to have her hand in nearly everything that went on here at the vineyard. There was certainly something to be said for how hard she worked.

      Charlie cleared his throat, drawing me back to the present and out of my thoughts about Mallory. “Oh, and I meant to mention one other thing,” he began. “Aside from Mallory and I, no one here at the company knows that there’s any sort of trouble, or that the IRS is planning to audit us. We’re trying to keep things as quiet as we can at the moment.”

      I frowned, thinking about that. Maybe this place wasn’t such a family after all.

      But Charlie clearly read my misgivings on my face. “It’s not that we want to hide anything from anyone. But at the same time, we don’t want everyone to panic. I’m confident that you’re going to be able to figure out what’s wrong with the books and we’ll be back on track soon enough. Until then, it’s just easier this way.” He paused. “And more importantly, if no one else knows about this, then if the IRS does come asking questions, they can maintain their innocence.”

      “That makes sense,” I admitted. The fewer people who knew there was any sort of issue, the fewer people the IRS could link to whatever the problem was. Not only that, but it might eventually help us figure out just who had been cooking the books if it had been done maliciously. Anyone who knew that there was any sort of problem would be a suspect.

      But I would leave that up to Charlie and Mallory to determine. My only job here was to figure out just what was wrong with the books and try to fix them.

      “As small a place as this is, though, won’t someone notice me and wonder what’s up?” I asked. “It’s not like I can just hide out the whole time I’m here.”

      “Someone may notice you,” Charlie agreed. “If anyone asks, we’ll say that you’re a consultant and that Mallory hired you on. That much is true. But the more you can stay out of sight, the more you’ll be out of mind for the rest of them.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, nodding. “Well, I guess I’d better get to work. Those books aren’t going to sort themselves out.”

      “I’ll keep working on things as I can,” Charlie promised me. “And of course, if you need any specific help, just let me know. You know where to find me.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

      This wasn’t my first position like this, and it wasn’t even the most difficult one I’d had either. But as I stared at the stacks of files I would need to go through, I started to feel a little trepidation. This was going to be a tough case to close before the month was up. And as I glanced out the window and started thinking about all those people out there pruning, I couldn’t help thinking about all that was at stake here.

      Generations of love and care had gone into this winery, from carefully deciding how and when to trim those vines, to creating great wines, and to finding distributors around the world. Wine-making was an investment for the future—either in the coming years when the wine produced this year was mature or for the coming generations in terms of which vines were kept and which were trimmed back.

      I could only imagine what it would feel like to be Mallory and have all of that riding on your shoulders.

      Or the kind of panic the workers might feel if they knew there was a chance the winery might go under due to some error in the record-keeping.

      For a moment, I wondered what really could happen. Would these people all be able to find jobs at other vineyards in the area? I had to assume that their jobs were pretty highly sought-after, and there wasn’t a ton of turnover. Besides, there might be some sort of non-compete clause in their contracts to keep them from spreading the secrets of this winery to others. It had to be a difficult business to be in.

      I shook my head, though. No use dwelling on that now. I was here to fix the problem, and fix it, I would. For the sake of my own job and reputation, I told myself.

      But as Mallory appeared in the doorway of the room that Charlie had set me up in, I knew that I wasn’t just doing this because it was a job. No, there was something about Mallory that made me want to get this solved—for her. No matter how difficult it might prove to be.

      “How’s it going?” Mallory asked, looking around at the stacks of files I had made.

      I shrugged one shoulder, wondering if she planned to micromanage me the whole time. I had a feeling she didn’t trust me; but then again, why should she? Most of the other people she had working here had been here for years, and I was an outsider. Besides, I had already thought about how important this project really was. Mallory no doubt felt the same way, but since the winery was her responsibility, her worry was tenfold.

      “Just getting organized and ready to dive into things,” I told her. Maybe I shouldn’t have said it. She had told me to get there by nine that morning, and I definitely hadn’t. I should have already been well into my work by now.

      But Mallory didn’t tell me off, even though I could see in her face there was definitely a part of her that wanted to. Instead, she nodded smoothly. “Do you want to get lunch before you dive in off the deep end?” she asked.

      I blinked at her in surprise and nodded slowly. “Sounds like a plan,” I said. I wondered if she had more that she wanted to discuss with me. If maybe she wanted to reiterate what Charlie had said that morning about not panicking the other workers by letting them know why I was really here. But if that was all she wanted to say, she could have just said it here and now, in the privacy of this room. She didn’t need to invite me to have lunch with her.

      No, I realized as we headed to get lunch that she had invited me because she was forcing herself to be nice to me. The thought made me grin a little in response. She probably thought that the nicer she was, the more likely I was to solve her troubles. The more I would apply myself. What she didn’t realize was that I was just as much of a hard worker as she was, and I was going to do my job either way.

      But as we settled in to chat at a local bistro, I had to admit that I liked spending time with her. She was easy and confident, and when I got her chatting about the winery, she really opened up, the passion she felt was evident in her face.

      She might be forcing herself to be nice to me, but it wasn’t very difficult for me to spend time with her. I was surprised, when I finally got back to the files, to see how late in the day it already was. I sighed as I sat down, resigning myself to a long night pouring over papers back at home rather than spending time with Booker like I really wanted to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      Hayden didn’t show up on time on Monday morning, but then again, I guess I’d never really expected him to. And honestly, at this point, I was just relieved that he had shown up at all. There had been a part of me that worried he would decide he didn’t want to work here after all. That it wasn’t worth his time and effort for the amount that we could pay him.

      Maybe he would decide he didn’t want to work for me, after I had been so terrible to him on the date, and again when he first showed up here at the winery.

      Or something. I don’t know what I expected, but it was a relief when Charlie let me know that Hayden had arrived and was getting started. Maybe there was a chance of salvaging the business after all.

      I just had to show Hayden how much I appreciated him being here. I had apologized for my actions before, and I had no intention of doing so again. But at the same time, I wanted to make sure that he kept coming back until this problem was solved.

      Not only that, but it was normal for me to take new hires at the winery to lunch on their first day. You know, as a way of bringing them into the family and making them comfortable. The key to running a successful business, Mom had always said, was making sure that people were comfortable speaking their mind to the boss.

      Of course, Hayden wasn’t really like a new hire. Charlie and I had decided it would be best if he laid low while he was here, rather than integrating into the family like we normally wanted. It was just easier for everyone that way. And safer, if Hayden wasn’t able to fix the books before the IRS started sniffing around.

      That said, I knew there was no way his presence would escape everyone’s notice. We were a tight-knit group, and it wasn’t like the area was all that big. People were bound to wonder what he was doing there. It was Charlie who had come up with the idea of telling everyone that he was an independent consultant and nothing more. Let them think that we were working on some sort of secret project we were keeping under wraps for a spring or summer launch or something like that.

      I felt sort of bad for deceiving everyone. After all, most of these people had spent their whole lives working for the winery. Some of them had been there since Gramps held the reins, or since Mom was still here every day running the place. They deserved to know that we were facing problems and doing everything that we could to fix things.

      But it wasn’t safe for them to know. If the IRS uncovered any sign of cooked books, everyone would need their innocence to keep them out of jail.

      I hated to think of the consequences if I didn’t manage to keep Hayden around. I also didn’t want anyone to think that he was any different from any other employee who came to work at the winery. I didn’t want them to realize there was no special project, and I definitely didn’t want them to learn about my ‘prior history’ with him, not that it had been very long. It was still embarrassing, though.

      I wasn’t sure how they might find out about that date, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Let everyone see me treat Hayden just the same way that I would anyone else at the company, and maybe he wouldn’t attract any undue attention.

      So I swallowed down my personal feelings about the man and went to ask him if he wanted to go to lunch.

      There was a part of me that honestly hoped he would say no. Based on my own schedule, I timed it early enough in the day that maybe he wasn’t hungry. I knew he had gotten there late, so he must just be sitting down to work. Maybe he’d already realized what a huge amount of work he had in front of him and decide his best bet was to take a working lunch there in the office, with just the books for company. Or, maybe he would decide he wanted to spend as little time with me as possible and decline.

      But instead, Hayden smiled at me and agreed to come along. I tried not to think about how cute he looked when he smiled like that and pretended not to notice when his eyes traced their way along my body as I led him out to the parking lot. Something about the intensity of that stare made me feel naked somehow. I refused to think about that, though.

      “You know, this place is really beautiful,” Hayden said, as we climbed into the company car. He gestured out towards the vineyard. “I know it’s probably way more spectacular in the spring and summer when the leaves are on the vines, but there’s something about the hills and the naked vines that I love as well.”

      I blinked over at him in surprise. It was a sentiment that I hadn’t expected from him. Most of the people who came to work here did so because they wanted to work at a winery. Because they saw the beauty of the place and were willing to put in the hard work needed to create the product of love that was wine.

      My thoughts of Hayden were of a guy who just balanced books. Whether here at the winery or anywhere else, I assumed he did the same job with little if any interest beyond the task at hand. Maybe there was more to him than met the eye, though. Maybe yet again, I was jumping to conclusions before I really got to know him.

      “I’ve loved coming here ever since I was a little kid,” I admitted to Hayden. “I don’t know if things are the same for everyone who ends up going into their family business one day, but for me, I always knew that this was where I wanted to end up.”

      Hayden nodded as though that made total sense, even though I knew he couldn’t have any idea what it had really been like for me. “I was actually thinking this morning that my son would love this place,” he said, much to my surprise. “He loves being outside, and I think he would understand just how beautiful a place it is.” He grinned crookedly. “Actually to pick some grapes, but I know that won’t happen for a while now.”

      “Not until the end of summer and the start of fall,” I agreed, still trying to wrap my head around the fact that Hayden had a son.

      Not only did Hayden have a son, but he dropped that information into the conversation so casually. But then again, why should he care who knew? He was a grown man and able to make his own decisions. That would definitely explain why his brother was trying to set him up on dates. Hayden didn’t get out much because he had a son at home.

      I wondered why Ace hadn’t mentioned anything about that before, but for now, all I did was file the information away in my head and move on.

      “How old is your son?” It wasn’t a particularly interesting question, but at least it was something we could talk about. That’s what I’d been most worried about when I’d invited him to lunch—what would we even talk about? It wasn’t like we had anything in common with one another, and our history to date had been awkward at best.

      “Six going on six hundred, it seems,” Hayden said, rolling his eyes fondly. “His name is Booker, and he’s smart as a whip. A really great kid.” He grinned over at me. “Honestly, I don’t think I could ever have another one, though.”

      “Why not?” I asked, surprised at the turn in the conversation. It seemed a little personal, if you asked me, but I didn’t know what else to do but keep talking. “Is he a little too much to handle?”

      “Oh no,” Hayden said, shaking his head. “The opposite, honestly. Ever since he was a baby, he’s just been so easy. He hardly ever cries, is really well behaved, and honestly, he’s everything I could possibly have wanted in a kid. I don’t think I could ever get that lucky again.”

      I laughed, but couldn’t think of what to say in response.

      Honestly, I still could barely believe that he had a kid. And not only that, I couldn’t get over the way Hayden talked about his son. You could tell just how much he cared about Booker. Clearly, the kid was the center of Hayden’s whole universe.

      Suddenly, I felt kind of bad for hiring Hayden, realizing that this busy month probably meant he wouldn’t get to spend as much time with his son as he usually did. “Where is Booker while you’re here at the winery?” I asked, curious now.

      “Well, he’s in school at the moment,” Hayden said, glancing at his watch. “And later, he’s got an afterschool program, then my brother will probably pick him up and bring him home. Ace is great with him.”

      That was yet another thing I had a hard time picturing. I could only remember Ace at the gym, putting me through my paces. But then again, that was also the Ace who looked out for his brother. And cared about him enough to set him up on dates just so he wouldn’t be lonely. Maybe I did know the side of Ace that was great with his nephew.

      Anyway, the more important thing to think about right now was Hayden and his son. I cleared my throat, feeling awkward, but knowing I needed to approach the topic. “You know, if you ever wanted Booker to hang out around the winery while you were working, you wouldn’t be the first person to bring in their kid,” I told him. “Like you said, it won’t be time to pick grapes for a while, but we could probably rustle up some drawing supplies or something for him to do.”

      “I appreciate that,” Hayden said. “But don’t you think that would make people suspicious about why I’m there?”

      I shrugged. “Let them wonder,” I said. “Honestly, I’m betting everyone will just think there’s some confidential project in the works that the two of us are consulting on.”

      “Like what?” Hayden asked curiously.

      “We could be looking at expanding our distribution,” I pointed out. “We’re a boutique winery, meaning we only bottle a certain amount of wine every year, not like the huge brands that you might be familiar with. But we sell our wine all over the world. And there are always other sorts of things too. Maybe a new type of wine in the works for the coming season, new vines, a new marketing tactic, it could be anything. We just want to keep them guessing for now.”

      “Fair enough,” Hayden said, nodding. “I’ll keep that in mind, I guess. For now, it’s probably easier for Booker to stick to afterschool programs and home, just because I have a lot of work to do here and don’t need anything distracting me. But I appreciate that you’re okay with him coming in if I was in a pinch. That means a lot.”

      Again, there was a surprising warmth in his voice, but this time, it was directed at me instead of just being there because he was talking about his son. I took a hasty bite of my sandwich and tried not to feel too flustered.

      I didn’t like Hayden, I reminded myself. He seemed to abide by no schedule but his own, and I wondered if he ever wore anything other than jeans, flannel shirts, or hoodies. But there was more to him below the surface, I could tell, and there was something about this lunch that made me want to know more.

      With a shake of my head, I tried not to think about that. He was just here to fix the books, and then I would never see him again, I reminded myself. No sense getting to know him too well. It wasn’t like we would ever be friends, and we certainly weren’t going to be anything more than that. That ship had already sailed.

      Hayden asked a couple questions about the winery, and we chatted about that while we finished up lunch. Then, I drove us back to the vineyard.

      “Thank you for lunch,” Hayden said, sounding sincere. “It was fun.”

      “Just the sort of thing I do for every new face around here,” I said, trying to impress upon him that it was business as usual and nothing more. We weren’t going to make this a thing, getting lunch together. Although, I guess it could help cement the idea in people’s minds that Hayden and I were working together on some project that was so hush-hush we couldn’t talk about it where anyone else might overhear.

      I shook my head. No. We weren’t going to make getting lunch a thing. Hayden didn’t look a bit disappointed by my pointed remark, though. If anything, he looked amused.

      “Well, I appreciate it,” he said. “Anyway, I should get back to work and dig in. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “You too,” I said and breathed a sigh of relief as he walked away. There was nothing that I could do about the confusing mix of emotions inside me right now. I wanted to dislike Hayden, but there was something about him that made that difficult.

      But now I had to push those thoughts out of my head and get back to work myself. I’d leave Hayden to look over the books, at least for now. But that didn’t mean there weren’t plenty of other projects on my plate. I felt a little calmer after I took a tour of the vineyard, checking out the pruning process and chatting with some of the other employees. It was almost as though things were totally normal around here.

      That night, though, as I made to leave, I noticed that light was still spilling out from the room where Charlie had set Hayden up with the books. I frowned and went to turn out the light. Late for everything and no care for the environment, or my utility bills, I mused.

      But when I got to the room, Hayden was still there, a frown on his face as he read over the books and scribbled something on a pad by his side. He looked up when I tapped on the door. “What are you still doing here?” I asked him.

      Hayden looked surprised to see me and then glanced at his watch. He shrugged. “I just have a couple more things I’d like to get through before I go home,” I said.

      “What about Booker?” I couldn’t resist asking.

      Hayden looked momentarily guilty. “He’s fine with Ace,” he said. “The sooner I get this done, the sooner I get to spend more time with him. He knows how it works.”

      I wanted to say something about not overworking himself but remembered that he had come in late that morning. I also recalled what Ace had told me before about Hayden not being like the normal worker. If this was the way he wanted to set his hours, so be it.

      For a moment, I considered sticking around with him. We could order some takeout, and I could help him go over the books. Yet, even as I considered it, I was sure that I would just get in his way. Besides, we’d already had lunch together that afternoon. I didn’t need to spend any more time with him today. It was clear that he was a man of his word and that he was going to do everything in his power to sort out our problems. I didn’t need to charm him anymore.

      So I nodded at him. “All right. Well, I’m about to head out for the night. I guess I’ll leave you the key so you can lock up.”

      I wasn’t sure that I was totally comfortable with that idea since I didn’t want him nosing around the place. For all I knew, he could be trying to gather information to sell to our competitors. But Charlie had been the one to bring the guy in, and the more he stayed late, the sooner we’d get to the bottom of this mess. I wanted things fixed as soon as possible.

      Anyway, if I had any doubt about Hayden’s true motives, I just had to look at his response to my comment about leaving him a key. “All right,” he said distractedly, having already turned his attention back to what he was doing. There was something endearing about seeing him so hard at work like that, with such single-minded focus on the job in front of him.

      

      I wanted to say something else, but I wasn’t sure what. And I didn’t want to disturb him anymore. I lingered there for a moment, just watching him. Then, I gave myself a little shake and headed out for the night. As usual, I did my best to forget all about work the moment I was off the premises.

      But my thoughts over the course of the evening seemed to keep drifting back to Hayden. Had he finished up for the day and finally gone home? Should I swing back by the winery just to make sure? He was a grown man, though, and could make his own professional decisions. If he wanted to hang out at the winery for the entire night, working away at his calculations, then that was his prerogative.

      Suddenly, I realized my dinner was burning and cursed myself for my inattentiveness. I didn’t like Hayden, I reminded myself. And there was no reason to keep thinking about him right now. I hurried over to the stove and flicked it off, then tried to salvage my dinner, putting Hayden out of my mind once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I rolled my eyes when I saw who was at the door. Of course, that early on a Tuesday morning, there was only one person it could be. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see my brother standing there and wasn’t. Not at all.

      “You know, one of these days, I’m going to start charging you for breakfast,” I teased, as I headed back towards the kitchen and threw more bacon on the griddle.

      Ace snorted. “No way. You would never do that,” he said confidently. “Anyway, if you did, Booker would want to play the pay game which you always lose. So it would kind of work out anyway.”

      “I do not always lose,” I said, even though I knew that I lost way more than Ace did at least. Anyway, it was just good-natured teasing. The truth was, I liked having Ace come over for breakfast. And Booker loved that he got to spend a ton of time with his uncle.

      “Where is the little booger anyway?” Ace asked, as though reading my mind. Rather than offer to help out, he sat down at the table, waiting expectantly for me to put the food in front of him.

      I shook my head, but I couldn’t help grinning. Some things never changed apparently. This was just the way it always was. The way it always had been—ever since we were kids.

      For a moment, I couldn’t help thinking about Booker and his lack of siblings. I thought back to the lunch conversation I’d had with Mallory the previous day, about how I wasn’t sure that I could ever have more kids since there was no way that I would get as lucky with them as I’d been with Booker. I knew full well it wasn’t the kind of conversation you had with a near stranger, but the words had just slipped out. It was unfortunate, especially since Ace had set the two of us up on that stupid blind date.

      But Mallory hadn’t seemed bothered by the conversation. Or with finding out that I had a son for that matter. In fact, she even told me I could bring Booker by the vineyard sometime, which said a lot, given that I still wasn’t sure Mallory really wanted me to be there in the first place. She knew that she needed my help, all right, but she definitely wasn’t too pleased by it.

      I forced myself to stop thinking about her, though, and focus on Ace. And on not burning our breakfast. I shrugged one shoulder. “He’s probably still upstairs getting ready for school,” I said. “It’s still a little early.”

      “True,” Ace said.

      Just then, Booker wandered into the kitchen, his face splitting into a broad grin when he saw Ace sitting there at the table. “Morning, Uncle Ace,” he chirped.

      Ace laughed. “Morning Booger,” he responded, holding out his hand so that he and Booker could do their secret handshake. I rolled my eyes fondly at the two of them. “You excited to go to school today?”

      Booker wrinkled his nose. “I want to go skating,” he said.

      Ace grinned. “Got to stay in school if you want to make it to the NHL someday, buddy,” he said. “But maybe if your dad works late again today, you and I can go skating after school.”

      Booker sighed and sat down at the table with his uncle. “It’s not fair that you don’t have to go to school,” he said.

      I chuckled. “We both finished school a long time ago,” I reminded Booker. “Just because we don’t go there now, it doesn’t mean we never had to.”

      “Besides, now we have to go to work,” Ace said.

      “But your work is fun,” Booker pointed out.

      “But your Dad’s work isn’t, is it?” Ace joked.

      “Guess not,” Booker said, looking over at me pensively.

      I laughed and shook my head. “I actually think you’d like the vineyard where I’m working now, Booker. Lots of places for you to play hide and seek.”

      “How’d your first day go anyway?” Ace asked. “Sorry I couldn’t stick around to chat last night; I had a date.”

      “How’d your date go?” I retorted, buying time because I wasn’t sure what to tell Ace about how my first day had gone. I’d made a little headway in the books, although I was a long way from solving the problems there. But I knew that Ace wasn’t asking me about how the work had actually been. He wanted to know how Mallory had been.

      I wondered if Ace still thought there was a chance that Mallory and I might get together. If so, he was crazy. She could barely stand to have lunch with me. Besides, there was Booker to consider. Anyone that I let into my life was going to be in Booker’s life as well, if they stuck around. And I wasn’t looking for one night stands.

      Though I really had enjoyed getting lunch with Mallory the previous day. She might have been a little prickly, but it was nice to know she was at least trying to get over our initial meetings and the bad impressions I had made. And it showed a lot, I think, that at the end of the day, she was willing to trust me to lock up the place.

      But she wasn’t the warm, motherly kind of influence that I sometimes imagined for Booker. She had accepted the fact that I had a son without batting an eyelash, which was more than I could say for a lot of the people that Ace had tried to set me up with, but at the end of the day, I didn’t think she was the kind of person who wanted to be a mother. She was busy with the business, and I was sure she was the kind of woman who didn’t like to compromise. She did what she wanted with her life, unencumbered by a family or anything else.

      Which was fine. To each their own.

      But Ace wasn’t going to let his question about my work go unanswered. “Date was fine. I probably won’t call her again, but it was a good night,” Ace said easily. “But come on, how was your day? You know I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

      I shrugged. “It was fine, I guess,” I said. “Long, but I don’t think it’ll be too difficult to figure out where the problem is in the books. It’s just tedious more than anything.” Ace gave me a look, and I knew he wasn’t impressed by my attempts to ignore his underlying question about how things with Mallory had been. “She’s not as bad as I thought she would be. She basically leaves me alone in there, so it’s not like I have to deal with her that much.”

      Ace looked like he wanted to say something in response, but finally, he just shook his head. “Well, that’s good,” he said.

      I thought about telling him about the lunch yesterday. But Mallory had said it was something she did with every new employee. It wasn’t like I was at all special. And besides, I didn’t want to hear the kinds of comments that Ace would probably make if he knew that I’d had lunch with her. He would act like it had been some sort of date or something. But it had just been lunch.

      Besides, I wasn’t interested in dating Mallory. She was pretty, sure. And there was something about her confidence and know-how that made my blood stir. But at the end of the day, she just wasn’t what I was looking for.

      No way to explain that to Ace, though. He would want to know why not. He would want to know exactly the kind of person I was looking for. And then he would set me up on another blind date with another random stranger that he had met in passing somewhere. I wasn’t going to give him any more ammunition.

      Fortunately, Booker interrupted the rest of the interrogation to talk about all the things he was going to do at school that day. He seemed to have forgotten that just a little while ago, he’d been asking to skip school to go skating instead. I hid a grin of amusement as I listened to him talk about his science class.

      A little while later, I was back at the vineyard. I had to admit, I was a little nervous. What if Mallory had decided she didn’t want me there after all? I didn’t really think she would do that, but then again, it was the second day in a row that I wasn’t there right at nine as she had asked. I figured I should be safe on that, though, since I’d worked later than anyone else the night before.

      But that brought up another worry. I’d locked up the night before just like she told me to, but what if I’d done something wrong? I didn’t know what I could possibly have messed up, but I couldn’t help thinking that maybe locking up was some sort of test. One that I might have failed somehow, unknowingly.

      When I got to my desk, though, there was a mug of coffee waiting for me, along with a message scrawled on a sticky note. Thanks for locking up! Now stop reading this note and get to work.

      I grinned when I saw the postscript. P.S. If this coffee is cold, it’s your own fault for not showing up at nine. It might have been a passive-aggressive kind of reminder that she’d told me to be there at nine and I hadn’t been, but coupled with the thanks and the smiley face, I had a feeling it wasn’t meant that way.

      Besides, Mallory seemed pretty direct. I doubted she would have done that just for the sake of being passive-aggressive. If she had a problem with me showing up closer to ten than nine, she would have said something to my face.

      The coffee wasn’t too cold, either, making me wonder if she had brought it by not too long before I arrived. Meaning, she knew I was going to be late. I wondered if maybe she wanted to chat. I grinned a little, surprised at the change in her already. Of course, this was probably another of those things like lunch the day before—it was just how she treated all of her employees.

      But I appreciated it all the same.

      I took a seat at my desk and pulled out yesterday’s notebook, plus the ledger book that I had been going through at the end of the night. Then, I jumped right back into things. I worked all day, forgetting to even stop for lunch, and nearly jumped out of my skin when Mallory tapped on the door at the end of the day.

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re pretty invested in this, given that it isn’t your company,” she said slowly.

      I blinked at her and then shrugged. “Isn’t that what you’re paying me for?” I asked. I gestured at the papers strewn across the desk. “This is how I get the results that I do.”

      “Fair enough,” Mallory said, nodding her head. She cocked her head to the side as she took a hesitant step into the office like she was still afraid to disturb me. “Have you moved at all today?”

      “Across the room,” I joked. I shrugged again and then stretched, feeling my back and shoulders pop. I swiveled my chair back and forth a couple of times. “I get like this with projects pretty regularly. Ace likes to joke that the world could end, and I wouldn’t even notice if I was working on balancing someone’s books.”

      “That doesn’t sound very healthy,” Mallory said, actually sounding concerned about me. She shook her head. “You know, everyone else has already gone home for the day.”

      “Are you kicking me out?” I joked. “Or just asking me to lock up again?”

      Mallory sighed and shrugged. “I wish I could kick you out,” she said. “I don’t want you overworking yourself. But at the same time, I really appreciate what you’re doing here.”

      “Yeah, by the way, thank you for the coffee this morning,” I said, suddenly remembering that part of my day. I had meant to stop by her office at some point and thank her before that, but who knew where my day had gone.

      I looked down at the scribbled notes in front of me and made a face. Well, I knew exactly where my day had gone. Unfortunately, I just couldn’t believe it had gone by so quickly.

      “You’re not as bad as I thought you were going to be,” Mallory said suddenly, and I grinned slowly at her.

      “You know, I said almost the same thing to my brother.” Was that the faintest blush across her cheeks? Interesting.

      Mallory stepped closer to me, looking down at my work. She raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be legible?” she asked.

      I shrugged, deciding not to take it as a slight. “I’m the only person who needs to be able to read it, at least for now,” I told her. “Anyway, half the time, I’m not even looking at what I’m writing, I’m focused on whatever I’m looking at in the books.”

      “Find anything yet?” she asked, and I could tell she was holding her breath. She didn’t want to know the truth. She knew that I couldn’t have solved everything in just two days, but she also knew that time was of the utmost importance on this one.

      I felt kind of bad as I said, “Unfortunately, everything looks correct at the moment. But I’ll keep looking. It’s only been a couple of days.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Mallory said, sighing. “I just can’t believe there was a problem in the first place. And I can’t believe that it took until we were going to be audited by the IRS for Charlie to realize there was a problem in the first place.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I promised her, even though there was no way I could know for sure if I would be able to solve things before it was time for the company to be audited. I sure hoped that I could help her out, though.

      But I wasn’t about to examine the reasons why.

      Mallory was staring at me, and I suddenly realized how close she was. Practically leaning over my shoulder as she looked down at the papers in front of me, trying to get a better view. I tried not to focus on that either.

      “Maybe we should get dinner?” Mallory suggested, and I stared up at her for a moment, wondering if I’d heard her right.

      “You do that with all the new employees around here?” I teased, hinting at her words after yesterday’s lunch. And this time, there was definitely a blush staining her cheeks as she looked away from me.

      She shrugged, a small grin playing across her features. “No,” she said, honestly.

      I thought about it for a moment. Well, I knew I needed to eat. And I was hungry, I realized. Which wasn’t really a surprise given that I had missed lunch. It was time to call it a night here, and I’d had a good time getting lunch with her yesterday.

      But at the same time, I had been here at the winery the entire day. And most of the day before, too. I knew that Ace had no problem spending time with Booker, and I knew my son loved spending time with his uncle. This was frequently the way that things went when I was in the middle of a project. It was part of why I tried to space out my projects, so I wasn’t always working. In those times between projects, I tried to make up for all the times when I wasn’t around for Booker.

      That sort of schedule always worked well for us. And with what I was earning on this project, though less than I’d hoped for, I knew I wouldn’t have to work again for a while. I could afford to take a few evenings away from Booker.

      But did I really want to take those evenings away all so I could go to dinner with Mallory?

      “Thought you didn’t want to date me,” I said, only partly joking. “Thought you couldn’t see this going anywhere. And especially not now that I’m working here.”

      Mallory stared at me for a moment. I thought she would protest and say this wasn’t a date. But she had already admitted, after all, that this wasn’t something she did with just any of her new employees.

      Finally, she sighed. “I know I already said I was sorry for the way that I acted that night,” she said.

      “You did,” I agreed, nodding at her. “But are you suggesting that we should have another first date?”

      “I wouldn’t have slept with you, even if things had gone well,” Mallory blurted out, and then looked mortified at having said it.

      I couldn’t help but grin at that. “Are you sure about that?” I asked. We were so close to one another by now that I could practically feel the heat off her body. I stood up, well inside her personal space. I watched as her eyes flicked down towards my lips and then back up to meet mine. She seemed flustered, so unlike the cool and collected woman who had met me at the restaurant and then again in her office.

      I didn’t know what had changed between the two of us, but it felt like something fundamental. And as I stepped closer to her, closing the distance between us, she didn’t move away. If anything, I was sure that her body swayed even closer to mine.

      The tension that had sparked between us ever since that first meeting orchestrated by my brother suddenly swelled in a shocking crescendo, and I found I couldn’t keep my hands off her any longer.

      Pulling her close, I kissed her insistently, and she moaned, opening her mouth to me. I kissed her until she was breathless, exploring her mouth, getting to know her as intimately as I could. I could tell that she wanted this, but there was still a part of me that expected her to push me away at any minute. She didn’t, though. Instead, as I continued to kiss her, it was as though her body melted against mine, her arms wrapping around me, her warm curves pressed up against me.

      She bent into me like there had never been any question of this, her mouth sweet and the fires of her strong personality quenched, at least for now.

      But when I pulled away, she was far from meek. She looked up at me with a challenge in her eyes. “Everyone else has already gone home for the evening,” she repeated, and I knew exactly what she was suggesting.

      For a moment, I wanted to protest. To tell her that maybe I should take her out for dinner first, at least. We had gotten off on the wrong foot before. But at the same time, I knew that even if we were now able to reconcile our differences, she wasn’t the kind of person that I envisioned dating. She wasn’t the kind of person that I wanted to bring into Booker’s and my life, at least not long-term.

      I had never been looking for a one-night stand. But with Mallory still pressed up against me, it was all too tantalizing to resist. I growled as I grabbed her legs, hefting her up and onto my desk, heedless of the way my notes from earlier in the day crinkled beneath her ass. I stepped back into the space between her knees and pressed my mouth against hers again, deepening the kiss this time.

      There were so many things wrong about this, I knew. Not least of which was the fact that at least for the moment, she was my boss. But for now, I didn’t care.

      I kissed her wildly, as my fingers slowly stripped her naked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the vineyard on Tuesday morning, it wasn’t a surprise to find that Hayden wasn’t there yet. I expected him to be late. But I couldn’t help feeling curiously excited to see him. I wasn’t sure just what it was. Last Thursday, I had been sure that even though I needed Hayden’s help, I couldn’t stand the guy. There was something about knowing just how hard he was working to find the errors in our books, though.

      He was a hard worker. I had to give him that. Couple that with the fact that he apparently managed to do it all while being the father of a six-year-old? That was even more admirable.

      I’d had the strangest dream on Monday night. I could only remember vague snatches of it now, but I remembered that it had been about Hayden, and about his son Booker. It had been a dream about family. Not that I was foolishly girly enough to start picturing a family with Hayden already. I barely knew the guy, and even more than that, I barely liked the guy at all.

      But at the same time, there was something about knowing that he had a family that made me start thinking about a family of my own.

      It was something that I had long wanted. It was one of the biggest differences between me and my best friend. I had always wanted to make a home, to have children. But I had never met the right guy, and I was starting to wonder if I ever would. Oh, I knew that Mom was sure that I would find someone one day. But I had to think that part of that was just wishful thinking. She wanted grandchildren as much as I wanted children.

      In fact, I had to pretend to Mom that I didn’t want children as badly as I really did. Give her any hint that I had ever considered starting a family and she would have run with it. I grinned, thinking about Ace setting us up. Mom might even start setting me up on blind dates with random strangers if she knew just how badly I wanted a family. I suddenly understood where Ace had been coming from, a lot more than I had before.

      Of course, I didn’t have time to start a family right now. There was so much going on with the business, and my personal life on top of that. Even if it hadn’t been for the IRS audit looming over us, there still was plenty to occupy me. But with the addition of having to go through all of the books, with that stress on top of everything else, there was more than enough. I didn’t have time for dates.

      Part of it was Mom, too. I spent time at her house every few days, at least, whether she really wanted me there or not. I just wanted to make sure that she was okay. I could tell how lonely she was. Dating someone would have gotten in the way of that.

      So, as much as Mom wanted me to find love and start a family while she was still around to see it happen, there was just too much going on. I didn’t have time for a relationship.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Hayden, though. Maybe I should get to know him a little better. He wasn’t as I’d expected him to be, especially after that disaster of a blind date.

      Of course, I would get to know him better while he continued to work for the winery. And I didn’t think he was going to fix our books overnight. We’d have at least a little time to get to know one another. If it developed into something more from there, then it would. And if it didn’t, well, he wasn’t the right guy for me anyway, I was sure. Just a temporary distraction of sorts.

      Nonetheless, I spent my drive to work on Tuesday morning, thinking about the fact that Hayden was always late and wondering if that had anything to do with the fact that he was a single parent. I knew he said that Booker was in school while he was working here at the winery. He had to get his son up and ready for school every morning. He’d have to feed him a good breakfast and bring him to his classroom. Only then could he prepare himself for the work day and drive here to the winery. Was it any wonder he was late?

      So, as I stopped off to get coffee on my way in, I paused, staring up at the menu before finally deciding just to get him a plain coffee. If he didn’t like it, what did it matter? It was just intended to be a nice gesture—that was all. Another peace offering, like taking him to lunch the previous day.

      I didn’t know why I still felt the need to apologize, again, for the way I had judged him that first time we met, and again when he had come into the office. I wasn’t the kind of person to dwell on the past, and I wasn’t the type of person who felt the need to apologize for who they were. But there was something about Hayden that made me want to make things right with him.

      I had never imagined that bringing him a coffee would lead to this.

      Of course, it wasn’t just about the coffee. I still could barely believe that I’d asked him to dinner with me, and even more than that, things had been unmistakably flirtatious between the two of us as I admitted this wasn’t the kind of thing that I’d done with any other employees.

      He was technically employed by me at the moment. Oh, he might be freelance at the end of the day, but all the same, this probably wasn’t anything that I should be doing. And not only that, he was a father. I definitely shouldn’t be getting involved with him. There were too many complications, and the last thing I needed at the moment was more complications.

      But here I was, sitting up on the desk that he’d been working on, half on top of his notes as he stripped me naked. Far from telling him to stop, I was leaning into each of his touches, my fingers grasping at the collar of his shirt so that I could pull him closer and kiss him again, my lips demanding against his.

      He got my shirt off and dragged his thumb across my bra, making a murmured noise of appreciation. Next were my tights, discarded carelessly on the floor. But I was far from complaining as he pushed my panties to the side and plunged his fingers into me.

      He worked me over with his fingers until I was a whimpering and moaning mess, until I couldn’t think of a single reason why we shouldn’t do this. He was grinning at me when we finally left off kissing. I was gasping for breath, and moaning wanton pleas for more.

      I fumbled at his belt, and he smirked as he helped me out, letting his pants drop down towards the floor. He produced a condom from somewhere, tearing open the foil packet and sliding the latex down his length with practiced ease. He gave me barely a moment of warning before shoving my panties to the side once more and plunging into me.

      Crying out his name, my whole body was prickling with a heady combination of embarrassment and lust. I hadn’t locked the door, and even though everyone had already gone home for the night, there was definitely a part of me that was certain someone might walk in at any time and find us there. What would they think of me if they did?

      But it was hard to hang on to those thoughts now, with Hayden moving so perfectly against me, thrusting into me again and again, breaking down my barriers. It had been too long since I’d had sex with anyone, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever had sex with anyone as attractive as Hayden—or as attentive. It was as though he knew my body already, despite this being our first time together. As though he didn’t need any coaxing from me to know just what he needed to do to bring me to the edge.

      And bring me to the edge, he did. Each sensation blurred together—his hard dick inside of me, his fingers gripping my hips, his teeth raking along the sensitive skin just below my earlobe. I could barely keep it together; it was all I could think to do to continue to cling to him, to drag him into yet another bruising, passionate kiss as his mouth came near mine again.

      I threw my head back as he slammed into me with even more fervor, driving his cock straight through me until it felt like I would fly apart into thousands of pieces. I sobbed as he gave three more rapid thrusts, verging on the edge of overstimulation. Then, suddenly, he stilled as well, groaning out my name as he buried himself inside of me one final time.

      Feeling his member pulsing within me, it matched the frantic quaking of my walls. He released his sticky, hot seed into the condom, while I tried desperately to catch my breath.

      And that was when I started to realize just what we had done. I fought the urge to cover my face, but I couldn’t stop from biting my lower lip. “We can’t tell anyone about this,” I told him.

      Hayden looked at me in blank surprise for a moment, and I wondered if he was planning on arguing with me. I had no idea what he was thinking. I barely knew him, after all.

      I tried not to sigh. If Ace had never set me up with his brother in the first place, I probably wouldn’t have let Hayden fuck me like this. He would have been just my employee. A guy who was easy on the eyes, maybe, but a guy who was totally off limits. I had never been one to cross the line like this.

      God, what would my family say if they knew? As though I hadn’t put the business in enough hot water as it was.

      But no, no one could know about this. Ever. And it was never going to happen again.

      It had been good, of course. And I tried to convince myself that I hadn’t really crossed a line. I might have slept with Hayden on that first date if things had gone differently. So I could give myself a pass for this first time. As long as it never happened again, it wasn’t really crossing the line.

      I only wished that I could really believe that.

      What if Hayden thought that this was a sign that we were, I don’t know, meant to be together or something? What if this wasn’t just a fuck to him? But then again, he didn’t know me any better than I knew him. And I had been so unbelievably rude to him the first couple times that we had met. He couldn’t possibly like me like that.

      This was just a fuck. And it would never happen again.

      Why did I have to keep reminding myself of that?

      Why was there part of me that just wanted to curl into him now, to bury my face in the crook of his neck and let him assure me that things were going to be all right, that Mom would be okay and the IRS wasn’t going to get us and—

      I shook my head. Fortunately, that was when Hayden chose to finally speak. “You’re right,” he said slowly, his eyes as serious as I had ever seen him look. He gestured back and forth between us. “That was just a release of tension. That’s all.”

      “Right,” I agreed, nodding more enthusiastically than I probably should have. I cleared my throat. “It’ll never happen again, and we won’t talk about it.”

      “Right,” Hayden echoed. He stared at me for a moment, his arm raising, and I swear he came this close to brushing his fingers across my cheek. But then, he froze. After a moment, he took a step back. “I’m going to have to keep working for a little longer tonight,” he said casually as he tugged his pants back up.

      “Okay,” I said. “Uh, just make sure that you lock up. Like yesterday.”

      I wanted to say more, maybe to joke about him not working too hard or burning out here. There was a part of me that wanted to invite him to dinner again. I knew that was a path that we couldn’t go down, though.

      So I slipped off his desk, grabbing my discarded shirt and tights and starting to fix my own appearance. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told him when I finally got everything to rights again.

      “See you tomorrow,” Hayden agreed.

      I could barely look at him as I slipped out of there. But when I was finally outside, I leaned back against the wall, trying to catch my breath. Unbidden, my fingers rose to stroke across my lips. I could feel a blush on my cheeks as I thought back to what had just happened.

      Wow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      On Wednesday morning, I walked into my sort-of office at the winery at just five minutes past nine a.m. I tried not to think about the fact that I was almost on time, all because of Mallory. It wasn’t like I was trying to impress her or anything. The only reason I was here so early was because I had a lot that I wanted to get done that day, and I was hoping that I could get things wrapped up a little bit earlier this time, so I could get home and spend some of the evening with Booker and Ace rather than cooped up here.

      It had nothing to do with the fact that Mallory and I had lost our minds the previous evening and had sex in the office. Nothing at all to do with that.

      Because I was emphatically refusing to think about it.

      I couldn’t help but flush as I looked at the crumpled papers on my desk, though. Things had gotten heated fast. I hadn’t really intended for that to happen. I hadn’t expected Mallory to let me take things that far. And I definitely hadn’t expected things to be that good for us.

      It was going to make it difficult to keep my hands off of her. Even though I knew that the only reason I had such a strong reaction to her was that I hadn’t slept with anyone in a long time now. That was all it was. We only had chemistry at all because we had such clashing personalities and yet a desperate sort of attraction to the other person.

      Or something. That’s what I tried to make myself believe, anyway.

      Because otherwise, I would have to face the fact that I liked Mallory. She was way sexier than she realized. And sure, she was a tough cookie to crack. She had barriers a mile wide. But I had a feeling it wasn’t that she didn’t like me. She was just nervous. I was too.

      I shook my head. She had made it very clear afterwards that we were never going to have sex again. I was her dirty little secret. That was it; nothing more.

      It made me wonder if she had ever done this before. Slept with someone here at work. But I doubted it. She just didn’t have that kind of vibe about her. It was probably just down to the fact that Ace had tried to set us up in the first place before I started working here. We were both just curious about what might have been. Now, we had gotten it out of our systems. For good.

      I forced myself to focus on the numbers in front of me, but it was hard to concentrate. I drummed my pen against the desk, wondering what Mallory was up to right now and what she was thinking. I had been nearly on time that morning, but she hadn’t come in with coffee again. I should have known that would never happen again anyway.

      Why did I feel so irrationally disappointed?

      There was a part of me that wanted to go find her. Maybe I could invent some sort of question for her. Find some illegible part of the books or something.

      But I knew that she would see right through that. And anyway, I couldn’t think of a suitable excuse. If I had a question about anything, she would probably just tell me to go talk to Charlie about it, rather than her.

      I pressed my fingertips into my closed eyelids. Things had just started to get almost good with Mallory. I liked spending time with her, and the previous day, it had started to seem as though we might be able to be friends, at least while I was working there. Now, she was probably avoiding me entirely. There was no going back, either.

      “Got a headache?” Mallory asked from the doorway.

      Immediately, I straightened up, staring at her in surprise, hardly able to comprehend the fact that she was there. I had managed to convince myself that she wouldn’t be in there and that since we had slept together, things were bound to be different. That she would remember the fact that she was technically my boss and decide that she needed to keep her distance.

      But was there a chance that she felt the same way that I did? Did she realize it would be impossible for the two of us to keep away from one another?

      “No, no headache,” I said, recalling her earlier question. “Just doing some thinking.” It was a lame thing to say, and I knew it. Mallory grinned like she knew exactly what I was thinking about.

      She wasn’t giving me anything to go on, and I couldn’t tell if she was sorry that last night had happened. But at the same time, I couldn’t tell if she wanted it to happen again or not. Last night, she had practically run out of there, yet here she was seeking me out this morning.

      There was no tactful way to ask her about it now, though. Especially since we weren’t the only people in the office now.

      “I know you’re hard at work, but do you have a minute to take a walk with me?” Mallory asked.

      I frowned at her. Take a walk? That sounded serious. I wasn’t sure that I was ready to have that sort of conversation with her. Even if we were out of earshot of everyone else here at the winery, it would be pretty damned suspicious for the two of us to just be walking around together. Although we were supposed to be working on some sort of ‘secret project.’ Maybe this was more about that idea, upholding the appearance that we were working on something together.

      So, a walk with Mallory it would be. Whatever we talked about, I had a feeling it would be difficult for me to keep my hands off of her. Here in the semi-privacy of my office, I could only remember kissing her the night before, stripping off her tights and sliding into her. Mallory was still grinning like she knew just what I was thinking about, and it was all I could do to keep from dragging her into my arms again.

      Maybe some fresh air would do me good, though. Make my brain a little clearer. It wasn’t like I had been very good at focusing on the numbers in front of me that morning anyway. My thoughts seemed to keep coming back around to Mallory.

      “Let’s go,” I decided, getting to my feet. I had come into work early that morning, so I could make some decent progress on the books. But I didn’t feel any remorse as I followed Mallory outside to the vineyard. I’d get a little fresh air, and then I would be able to concentrate and do better work that afternoon. I was sure of it.

      Unless Mallory wanted to talk about the fact that what happened yesterday could never happen again. But if she didn’t want a repeat, I reasoned with myself, she probably would have left me alone for the morning. Right?

      It had been so long since I’d been with anyone, I could barely remember how this shit worked anymore. Anyway, Mallory wasn’t like any of the other women that I had ever been with. She had her shit together. She had a business, and she had her life figured out.

      And she still wasn’t giving me any clues as to what she was thinking.

      Instead, we strolled around the vineyard in silence for a bit. “I know that Charlie has already given you a tour of the place,” she said finally. “Where everything is and what we do and all of that. But I just—” She trailed off, looking like she didn’t know what to say. I wondered if she felt as nervous and uncertain as I did.

      She pointed towards a tree in the middle of the vineyard. “My parents got married under that tree,” she said quietly. “And it’s one of my earliest memories of the vineyard. I climbed up it when I was maybe five and couldn’t figure out how to get myself down,” she grinned. “Gramps called me ‘kitty kat’ for months after that because he joked that I was just like a cat. Too curious for my own good, and liable to get myself stranded up trees and other high places.”

      I laughed and shook my head. Somehow, I could almost picture a younger Mallory, indignant with her hands on her hips as she lectured her grandfather about how she knew just what she was doing.

      “This section is the first set of vines that I ever had a hand in planting,” Mallory continued, gesturing with her hand. The vines weren’t nearly as thick as some of the ones Charlie had shown me that first day out here, and I tried to remember what he had told me that meant for the harvest.

      “So more grapes but less flavor?” I finally said.

      Mallory gave me an approving look. “Exactly,” she said. “But still just as vital for the process of making wine.” She paused and gestured around. “And all of this is an investment for the future, remember. One day, these vines here will be the old vines. For my children, or whoever.”

      I tried to figure out what that was in her face and in her voice. Some emotion that I only vaguely understood. Wistfulness, maybe, and that same nervousness. She was afraid that her grandfather and her mother, plus Mallory herself, had invested their whole lives in this venture, only to have it crumble to dust after an IRS audit.

      Sure enough, I wasn’t far off. “My family has been tied up in this winery for decades now,” Mallory said, and there was an unmistakable sadness in her voice. “My grandfather bought this land and built it up, and my mother has left her mark on the place, too. I don’t want my mark to be the destruction of it all.”

      I shook my head. “We’re going to figure out the problem with the books,” I promised her. “You’re not going to lose this place.”

      Mallory gave me a small smile and then sighed. “I sure hope so,” she said quietly. She stared out over the vineyard, and I wondered if she was imagining her future children running around out there, playing hide and seek, picking grapes during the harvest season, and eventually growing up to run the place.

      It was kind of nice, I thought, to have a future so mapped out like that. But it must be scary also, to know that you could lose it at any time. Between the IRS and poor harvest seasons, things could easily go wrong. I had to admit, Mallory was pretty damned brave to be able to take this all on. Things might not be easy, but she refused to bend under the pressure.

      “I really think Booker would love this place,” I finally said.

      Mallory turned towards me, looking surprised. Then, she smiled. “Why don’t you bring him out here sometime?” she suggested. “I know he’s in school right now, but what about this weekend? The winery isn’t usually too busy on the weekends, so we’d basically have the place to ourselves.”

      

      I grinned back at her, although my heart was definitely beating faster at the thought of what we had gotten up to the last time we had been alone here. “That sounds like a great idea,” I told Mallory.

      “Good,” she said, nodding at me. “It’s a date, then.” Before I could respond to that, she was walking again, telling me even more stories about her childhood at the winery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t have any meetings scheduled for Thursday, and with the hours I’d been putting in lately, I knew I probably needed a day off. When I worked too hard, I tended to burn out. That wasn’t going to help the winery at all, I knew. Anyway, now that Hayden was working to straighten out the books, there wasn’t much that I could do about the auditing problem. I would only be in the way if I tried to go through the books at the same time as he was. And besides, he was the professional.

      I had to trust that he was going to discover the problem and fix things. And in fact, I was actually starting to believe that he really could do what Charlie had said.

      It was difficult to see if that was because we’d had sex or if it was just that I was getting to know him and see how hard-working he really was, but I definitely believed now that if anyone was going to fix the books, it was Hayden. So, I needed to take a step back now and stop worrying so much about it.

      What better way to stop thinking about it than a day off with Leslie? Leslie groaned as the hairdresser massaged her scalp. “Oh my gosh, you don’t know how badly I needed this,” she said.

      I laughed from the next station over. “Oh yeah I do,” I reminded her. “Almost as much as me.”

      Leslie laughed as well. “I’m just glad you were okay with taking the day off. Especially so last-minute.”

      I shrugged. “Like I said, I know that I need to just trust Hayden to deal with the books,” I told her. “And anyway, if there are any problems with anything, they know that they can always call me. But with all the pruning basically done at the moment, there’s not all that much that needs to be done around the winery. We’re really waiting for spring. So right now, they don’t really need me.”

      “Never stops you from going in and puttering around anyway,” Leslie pointed out. She paused and then said slyly, “One might almost think that this Hayden guy is a good influence on you or something.”

      I snorted. “Hayden has nothing to do with it,” I lied.

      “Bullshit,” Leslie said, calling my bluff. “You’ve never trusted anyone the way that you trust him. Except for maybe Charlie, but that’s because he’s been with the company since your grandfather was in it. I think you just may like this Hayden guy.”

      I couldn’t stop the silly grin that spread across my face. “I mean, he is a nice guy. And he works hard,” I said, ignoring the knowing look the hairdresser gave me. “I honestly didn’t think that I would ever meet someone who wanted to stay at the winery later than me. But he’s had to lock up a couple of nights this week already because he’s been so busy at work.”

      “Jesus, you trust him to lock the place up for you?” Leslie asked, sounding awed.

      I snorted. “Well, I’m trusting him with the very future of the winery,” I reminded her. “After that, I guess there’s just not much I can worry about.”

      “Fair enough,” Leslie said. “I really hope he gets everything fixed up. For your sake. I can’t imagine you doing anything else with your life.” She grimaced, “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

      “No, you’re right,” I said, knowing that she wasn’t trying to worry me. “I can’t imagine doing anything else either. But I have a good feeling about things.” I paused. “I took Hayden out for a tour of the vineyard yesterday and tried to get him to understand how much the place means to me. You know, like I basically grew up there. And he seemed to understand.”

      “That’s good,” Leslie said, but there was something in her voice as she said it. She paused. “I hate to say it, but make sure you’re not making too much of this.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      “Well, I mean, you know that I’d love for you to find someone who loves you. But this guy is your employee. And you didn’t even like him when you first met him on that date. Are you sure you really want to get involved with him? Maybe you’re just so relieved that he’s able to fix the books that you’re, like, showing your gratefulness in other ways or something?”

      “That’s not it,” I said immediately. “I misjudged him, that’s all. I mean, he’s late all the time, and that does drive me crazy. And he could definitely stand to dress a little nicer. But he’s actually a pretty nice guy. And he’s smart. And caring. He’s got a son. A six-year-old.”

      Leslie’s hairdresser squawked as she suddenly sat up to look over at me. “Oh no,” she said. “You’re not just interested in him because he has a kid.” She sounded exasperated.

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course not,” I said. “I mean, you know that I’d love to have a family one day. But I never imagined, you know, shacking up with a guy who has a kid. I’m just trying to say, I think he’s more responsible than I gave him credit for. And I imagine that’s probably part of why he’s later in the mornings. Takes a bit of work to get a kid ready and off to school, right?”

      Leslie sighed, “I don’t like this,” she said. “Like I said, I know how important this kind of thing is to you.”

      “This kind of thing?” I interrupted.

      Leslie snorted, waving a hand vaguely towards the ceiling. “A family. A boyfriend. Whatever. I know that’s important to you, and I want the best for you. But at the same time, I don’t want you to rush into things. Just because he’s the first guy to really look at you in a while, doesn’t mean that he’s your soulmate.” She paused, “Remember, his brother felt the need to set you up with him, when he didn’t even know you. That says something about this Hayden guy, if nothing else does.”

      “It says that his brother really cares about him,” I said, stubbornly, even though I’d had similar thoughts to the ones that Leslie was voicing now.

      Leslie sighed. “Well, just don’t go getting in over your head,” she said. “I mean, sleep with him or whatever, but maybe hold off on meeting his kid for the time being. You’ve got enough on your plate at the moment without adding to that drama.”

      I shrugged as my hairdresser finished rinsing my hair and sat me up. “I’m meeting Booker this weekend,” I confessed. “Hayden wants him to see the winery, so I said that I would meet the two of them there.”

      Leslie groaned. “Aren’t you worried what the rest of the workers are going to think?” she asked.

      “There shouldn’t be too many people there,” I said. “Anyway, none of them except for Charlie knows what Hayden is even doing there. They just think that I’m working with Hayden on some secret project. So, I’m not too worried about what they think about us.”

      Leslie rolled her eyes but stayed silent. Even that silence, though, showed me what she really thought about my current work situation. Whatever, though.

      “I think it’ll be good, getting to know Booker,” I said. “I think it’ll help me get to know Hayden better, actually. And that will help me trust him even more. You know I like to know the people that I do business with. That’s what Gramps always taught me. If you can connect to people that you work with, if you only work with people that you trust are good people, then there’s no way to do bad business.”

      Leslie shook her head. “Honestly, it sounds like maybe you’re trusting this guy way more than you should,” she said. “And with more than just the business, too. Just don’t go getting your heart broken.”

      “I won’t,” I said. Because after all, this had nothing to do with my heart. Sure, I liked Hayden. But it wasn’t like that. The sex was good, and I liked talking to him. I trusted him with the business because I could tell that he understood how much the winery meant to me. That was all there was to it.

      He wouldn’t be the first person to bring their kid to the winery, either. I didn’t know why Leslie was making such a big deal about it. Originally, I had planned on telling her that Hayden and I had already slept together, but now, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to open that can of worms. I had a feeling she would make a little too much of it. It had just been sex, quick and messy sex and nothing more.

      Of course, I liked Hayden, sure. He was a nice guy, and the attention was flattering. But there was nothing more to it than that. I knew that once this month was up, as soon as he had fixed whatever was wrong with our books, I would never see him again. I wasn’t getting in over my head.

      Hayden wasn’t the right guy for me anyway. He was just a temporary fix.

      I grinned flippantly at myself in the mirror as the hairdresser finally spun me around. “I love it,” I said, fluffing my hair just a bit with my fingers. She had totally transformed my long hair, adding in some subtle highlights and trimming it into luscious layers that emphasized how full it was. I winked at Leslie as she caught my eye in the mirror. “If anyone’s heart is getting broken here, it’s definitely going to be Hayden’s.”

      Leslie laughed and shook her head, but I could still see a hint of worry around her eyes.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I wrapped a scarf around Booker’s neck and helped him into his coat. “How’s that?” I asked him.

      “Too warm,” he said, shaking his head and flapping his hands.

      I snorted. “It’s going to be a lot colder outside than it is in here,” I reminded him. “But how about this, we’ll take off the scarf for now and put it in your pocket.”

      “Fine,” Booker said. “But my hands are too hot too. See?” He reached out and pressed his hand against mine. It was pretty warm. I unbuttoned a couple of buttons on his coat.

      “We’ll try that, and if you’re still too warm when we get outside, we’ll figure something out,” I promised him.

      I knew he was getting a little frustrated with me. That I had fussed with his clothing more than I needed to that morning. It wasn’t like he was going to Antarctica or anything. But it was a bit chilly outside today, and I wanted him to appreciate the vineyard without spending the whole outing feeling miserable because he was too cold.

      And there was a deeper, underlying nervousness that was only making me even more neurotic about layering today. A nervousness that stemmed from the fact that we were meeting Mallory at the vineyard. A nervousness that stemmed from the fact that she had called this a date.

      I knew that was just a saying. I knew that she didn’t really mean it that way. Or did she? Did I want her to think of this as a date? I just didn’t know what to think.

      Loading Booker into the car, I drove us over to the vineyard. It looked just as beautiful as always. I just hoped Booker could appreciate it. Maybe I was wrong to bring him here now. Maybe I should have waited until the spring when the vines were all budding and bright with green. Or the fall, when he could actually pick some grapes and maybe help out with mashing them. I could only imagine what Mallory would think if Booker just shrugged and said the vines looked like a bunch of dead bushes or something.

      I leaned around towards the back and Booker gave me an inquisitive look. “We’re meeting one of my friends here,” I reminded him.

      “I know, Dad,” Booker said.

      “So, I want you to be on your best behavior,” I continued. “Be polite and use your manners. That sort of thing.”

      Booker nodded seriously. “Okay, I will,” he said. “Can we get out of the car now? It’s too hot in here.”

      I laughed and got out, going around to help him out, which was ridiculous since he was perfectly capable of getting out himself. “All right,” I said. I held off on asking him what he thought of the place yet. He had barely seen anything beyond the parking lot. No point in asking him now.

      Mallory walked out of the building and came to meet us, a grin on her face. “Good to see you, Hayden,” she said to me. Then, she knelt down, so she was on eye level with Booker. “And you must be Booker.”

      Booker gave her a quick once over and then grinned, nodding his head. “But my dad calls me Booger,” he said. “You can call me that if you want.”

      I tried not to laugh, and I could see that Mallory was trying not to laugh either. As far as I knew, Ace and I were the only people that Booker ever let call him Booger, and that was because he didn’t have any say in the matter really. For him to offer that to Mallory meant something. I wondered if she realized that.

      Damned kid was too perceptive. He probably could tell how important Mallory was to me. Not that I had done a very good job of hiding it, with all my nervous fussing.

      I shook my head but couldn’t help grinning.

      “Well, Booger, why don’t I show you around?” Mallory suggested. “Are you warm enough?”

      “Too warm,” Booker said plaintively.

      Mallory laughed and glanced up at me, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “Yeah, you look kind of like a marshmallow,” she teased. “Dad wanted to make sure you didn’t get cold, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Booker sighed. But he was smiling as Mallory led him over to a golf cart.

      “Figured this would get us around a little faster,” Mallory said to me, while Booker cheered about the novelty of riding around in the golf cart. “You can drive if you want to,” Mallory told him, and his eyes got really big as he looked up at me.

      “Can I, Dad?” he asked, and I could hear the hope in his voice.

      I grinned and shook my head. “I guess so since Mallory said it was okay,” I told him. “Be careful, though.”

      “Here, I’ll teach you how,” Mallory said, helping Booker into the driver’s seat and climbing in next to him. I had to admit, I liked watching her with him. She was patient and supportive, and Booker picked it up quick. Soon, we were zooming off across the vineyard. Mallory laughed as her hair blew back in the breeze, and I was struck again by how beautiful she was.

      “Can I climb the tree?” Booker asked excitedly, pointing to the very same tree that Mallory had shown me earlier in the week.

      Mallory laughed. “Of course you can,” she said. “I’ll race you to the top. But you have to be careful. One time, I got stuck up here and couldn’t figure out how to get back down, and they had to call the fire department for me!”

      Booker giggled and headed over to the tree. Mallory boosted him up to the first branch, and they both climbed up. Mallory looked back at me suddenly, her eyes twinkling. “Well?” she asked me.

      “Well what?” I asked.

      “Aren’t you going to join us?” Mallory asked.

      I blinked in surprise. I couldn’t remember the last time I had tried climbing a tree. But looking at this tree, it seemed sturdy enough. And maybe it was time to start doing things that I wouldn’t normally do. I hadn’t done anything truly spontaneous since Booker had appeared on my doorstep.

      I took a deep breath and headed towards the tree.

      “Wait,” Mallory said. “Can you grab the backpack that’s in the back of the cart and carry it up here?”

      I frowned but did as she asked, wondering just what it was inside the pack that she needed right now. I was surprised to see her call Booker down near us while she unpacked snacks. Plus some grape juice for Booker and wine for the two of us. She grinned at my surprised look. “Well, if you can’t have a picnic in a tree every so often, what’s the point?” she joked.

      Shaking my head, I remembered the way that she had looked for that first date, in her lipstick-red dress with her hair all done up in braids. Compare that to this relaxed look, her in jeans as she unpacked a picnic in a tree, looking for all the world like she belonged nowhere else but here?

      I didn’t think I could like her any better than this. In fact, I wasn’t sure that I could like anyone better than this. And I wasn’t sure what to do with that realization.
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      Originally, I hadn’t been so nervous about the prospect of Hayden coming to the vineyard with Booker over the weekend. But something Leslie had said had gotten into my head, and I found that by Saturday morning, I was a nervous wreck. What should I wear? Would he agree to the picnic idea? Could he even climb a tree? Was I about to make a fool of myself in front of him?

      But when I thought about the way I had experienced the vineyard when I was a kid, there was no doubt in my mind it was what I wanted for Booker as well. Those picnics with Dad, up in the tree, had been some of the best times of my life. It was our little escape from the rest of the world.

      I didn’t want to examine just why I wanted Booker to love this place as much as I always had. I tried to remind myself that he wasn’t the first kid that I had shown around the place. He wouldn’t be the first kid that I taught to drive a golf cart around the sweeping, open lands. But he was the first kid after me who had ever climbed up that tree in the middle of the oldest part of the vineyard.

      I didn’t regret my choice, though, not as I listened to Booker giggling as he scampered up the tree. I didn’t go nearly as high, myself. I was past the age where the higher branches would hold my weight. It had been a while since I’d even climbed up the short rope ladder to the lowest boughs of the tree, but although it creaked some, it held my weight.

      And Hayden’s, as he climbed up behind me. I grinned at the expression on his face. I hadn’t been sure that I could actually convince him to join me up there, but here he was. I wondered if he was always so serious, or if that was just while he was around me. Maybe once he got to know me better, he would loosen up a little.

      I kind of wanted to find out.

      I’d found myself wondering how much of his seriousness had to do with Booker. And maybe with Booker’s mother? I could tell that Hayden had done a great job raising Booker. The kid had to be one of the most polite kids I’d ever met. Which was definitely saying something, when I could tell how fun-loving the kid was as well. He had a wild streak, I was sure of it. But he was under control while he drove the golf cart around, and he was careful as he raced up the tree.

      The looming question was what had happened to his mother. Obviously, she and Hayden weren’t together anymore, or else Ace would never have tried to set me up on that date with his brother. But was she in the picture at all? If not, what had happened to her?

      I tried to picture Hayden divorced, but that was difficult. He was so cautious in everything, and I had to assume that it carried over to how he was in relationships, too. But it wasn’t like Booker had just sprung out of nowhere. Maybe Hayden had been married, and his wife had died?

      That could actually explain the way that his brother had been trying to set him up. Maybe he thought it was high time for Hayden to start dating again, but Hayden wouldn’t do it on his own.

      I wanted to ask, but I didn’t know how to do it without sounding like I was prying. And one thing was for sure, this wasn’t the kind of conversation we could have while Booker was around. So for now, I tried not to think too hard about it. For now, I just wanted to enjoy the time I got to spend with them.

      And I was actually enjoying myself. Really enjoying myself. I could tell that Hayden was opening up a bit more with his son around.

      “This is nice,” Hayden said quietly, swinging his feet below his branch as he craned his neck to watch Booker scamper back up the tree again, chasing after a bird. He grinned and shook his head. “He really likes this.”

      “I’m glad,” I said quietly, looking up as well. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out here. Actually, since before my mom got sick.” I hadn’t really planned to tell him about that, but the words slipped out naturally, and I didn’t regret saying them.

      Hayden didn’t look at me with pity like most people did when they heard about Mom. Instead, he nodded slowly. “Well, I’m glad you brought us here,” he said.

      “Me too,” I told him, smiling.

      “So, should I get some work done while I’m here?” Hayden joked as we climbed down out of the tree. “I think I owe you a little time from the days that I was late this week.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Come on, you worked way later than even I did this week. You’re excused.” I glanced at Booker, who was still coming down the tree. “Besides, I imagine it takes a little while to get Booker ready to go in the morning on top of everything else.”

      “Yeah,” Hayden said, smiling fondly back at his kid. “But we’ve got a good routine by now.”

      “Well, if you wanted to make bringing him here part of your weekly routine, I wouldn’t mind that,” I said, feeling bold.

      Hayden laughed. “We might just do that,” he said.

      We drove around for a little while longer, until we were back at the parking lot.

      “Thanks for letting me drive!” Booker said excitedly.

      “I think you’re a better driver than I am, Booger,” I joked. “You can be my chauffeur any time.”

      Booker giggled and gave me a surprise hug around the legs. Then, he turned to get in the car. Hayden grinned at me. “He seems to like you,” he said quietly.

      “He’s a great kid,” I said, honestly. Personally, I was struck by the urge to give Hayden a hug, or even a kiss. But I didn’t know if he would appreciate that with his son sitting right there, so I held back.

      Besides, there were other reasons I wasn’t sure he would appreciate it. I just couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Our little fling in the office had been great, but did he want a repeat, or had that been a one-off thing? I had seen the look on his face when I said ‘it’s a date’ when we were planning this. He didn’t look thrilled, that was for sure.

      I paused. I didn’t want to have a serious conversation with him right now, not with Booker waiting patiently in the car for his dad. But at the same time, I didn’t want to let him go without talking to him. Especially not if the next time I saw him was going to be Monday, at work, with other employees around. Plus, I didn’t want to keep distracting him from his work. I wanted him to get to the bottom of the problem in the books as soon as possible.

      So finally, I took a deep breath. “So, when do I get to see you again?” I asked, peeking up at him from beneath my eyelashes.

      Hayden grinned brightly at me, and I could see the relief in his face. Like he’d been waiting for me to ask just that. “You know, I was thinking. I still owe you a proper first date. One where I’m on time.” He glanced back at the car, his grin broadening. “And one where it’s just the two of us.”

      “I’d like that,” I said, surprised at the way my heart fluttered. I remembered what Leslie had said while we were getting our hair done. She had cautioned me not to get too attached to him. But I wasn’t, I told myself. It was just nice to have someone interested in me. I liked the idea of going on a date with him.

      I wondered, for a moment, whether that was really such a good idea. He was working for the winery at the moment. But at the same time, it wasn’t like he was permanent staff. He was only here as a consultant. Anyway, if he didn’t think it was a problem, then why worry about it? We were both consenting adults, and I was sure that I could trust him to stay professional around the winery.

      “Why don’t I take you out tomorrow?” he suggested. “I have your number; I’ll message you, and you can give me your address. I can pick you up.”

      I grinned, feeling surprisingly shy around him. “Sounds like a plan,” I told him.

      Hayden smirked. “I’ll wear something nicer than jeans this time,” he said.

      I laughed. “All right,” I said, nodding. I could already picture him in something a little nicer. Maybe something that showed off his muscular physique. Maybe something dark that would emphasize the color in his eyes.

      I was excited at the very thought of it. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told Hayden.

      “See you tomorrow,” he said. He turned towards his car, then paused and glanced back over his shoulder. “By the way, I like your hair like that.” He got into his car, and I got in mine as well, trying my best to hide my goofy smile.

      Just like I thought, I told myself. If anyone was getting their heart broken here, it would be Hayden. But I did like spending time with him.
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      I couldn’t believe I was taking Mallory out tonight. When Ace had first set me up with her, I’d been so sure that I didn’t really want to date anyone. It was nothing to do with her, per se. She looked fine. But I just didn’t have room in my life for anyone else. I wasn’t interested in a quick one-night stand, either.

      Now, I was actually starting to wonder if I had judged things too soon. Yesterday at the vineyard had been fun. She’d been great with Booker, and I’d really enjoyed myself. It felt like the more I got to know Mallory, the more I liked her. The more I wanted to spend time with her.

      Of course, I still wasn’t sure this was the smartest move. Especially since I was starting to have second thoughts about having introduced Booker to her. I guess I hadn’t really thought that through. I had never introduced Booker to a woman before. I hadn’t seriously dated anyone since he had come into my life, and I hadn’t wanted to introduce him to anyone that I wasn’t seriously dating.

      There was something about Mallory that made me want to introduce them. But now that I had seen the way they hit it off, I was a little worried. Suppose Mallory and I screwed things up between us? What would Booker think if we never saw Mallory again? I had always kind of wished that Booker had some sort of female influence in his life. But I didn’t want him to get the impression that any females in my life were just temporary things. That was exactly the opposite of what I wanted, in fact.

      I didn’t know how to talk to him about that, though. And it wasn’t just that I didn’t know what I wanted. I didn’t know what Mallory wanted either. Until we had defined our relationship somehow, I didn’t think I was going to be able to explain anything to Booker.

      But he was a smart kid, and not explaining was only going to confuse him. I knew that they had talked about families in his classes at school. And he knew it was okay that he didn’t have a mom in his life. But would he start to consider Mallory his mom?

      I just didn’t have any experience with this. For so long, it had been just the two of us. Was it wrong for me to rock the boat now? Should I at least wait until he was older? But could I keep myself away from Mallory, if we decided to go that route?

      The more I thought about it, the more nervous I was about the date that night. I was planning on taking her to one of my favorite steakhouses. They had a decent wine list as well. But should I take her to someplace nicer? Or was I putting too much pressure on this already?

      Finally, I called Ace. If anyone was going to give me advice on how to handle this, Ace was the one. I didn’t really want to talk to him about it because I knew he was going to make it out to be more than it really was. He was going to crow about how it was his idea to set me up with Mallory in the first place. But he was the date-master, and he was also, I hoped, going to be able to babysit Booker for the night.

      “What’s up?” Ace asked when he picked up the phone.

      “I need a favor,” I told him. “I have a date tonight, and I was wondering if you could watch Booger." I had debated on how much I wanted to tell him. Maybe I should invent some sort of work excuse. But he knew that I was working for Mallory at the moment. And it wasn’t as though I had ever been much good at lying to my brother. He would see right through me.

      Might as well tell him the real reason that I was asking. I had a date tonight.

      “Sure thing!” Ace said brightly. I could hear the grin in his voice. “I don’t think I set you up on this one, did I?”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “But sort of.” Might as well just tell him it was with Mallory. If I didn’t tell him, he would only keep pestering me for details. And I knew that Mallory was one of his clients at the gym. There was a possibility she would mention something about the date there, and then it would seem like I was trying to keep something from him.

      “Sort of?” Ace asked, and I could tell that I had piqued his curiosity.

      “Yeah, it’s actually with Mallory,” I said.

      Ace was silent for a moment, and I wondered if the line had gone dead. I didn’t know what I had expected. I mean, he had been the one to try to hook me up with her in the first place. And he had been trying to hook me up with someone for a while now. Each time, I had refused to go out with them for more than a date or two.

      So, I wasn’t expecting him to say, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      I froze for a moment, wondering if he knew something that I didn’t. “I thought you liked her,” I finally said.

      “She’s great,” Ace said, sounding impatient. “But aren’t you working for her at the moment? I thought you needed to fix her company’s numbers so that they don’t lose everything when they get audited.”

      “I’m still doing that,” I said, having a hard time not sounding defensive. “This isn’t going to interfere in that. I know how to be professional.”

      Ace sighed. “Just be careful, okay?”

      I frowned. It wasn’t like Ace to tell me to be careful. If he felt the need to warn me about something, then maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all. I thought back to everything that I knew about Mallory and about the winery. It was such a family place, down to and including the way that she treated her employees. If any of them were to find out that Mallory and I were dating, what then?

      Mallory didn’t seem overly worried. But then again, she had been the one to rush out of there after we’d had sex, after reminding me that we couldn’t talk about that around anyone. I doubted she wanted anyone to know, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about keeping our budding relationship a secret either.

      On the other hand, who knew where this relationship would even go. Maybe it would just be this one date, and we would realize yet again that we were actually incompatible. And should it go the other way, well, I wouldn’t be working at the winery forever. I had a month to get the books straightened out before the IRS started auditing the business. After that, once the books were fixed, they wouldn’t need my services any longer, and I would be able to date Mallory freely.

      Besides, we had technically started dating before I had ever started working for the company. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

      “I know you’re the master when it comes to dealing with the books of all sorts of companies, no matter how messed up they are,” Ace said. “I just don’t want you falling head over heels for someone who ends up hating your guts because you weren’t able to save her business or something like that.”

      I snorted. “We’re just going on one date,” I told him. “I’m hardly about to fall head over heels for her. I just like spending time with her. That’s all. You’re the one who’s always telling me to have a bit of fun and date people.”

      “I know,” Ace sighed. “And seriously, I’m glad to hear that you’re dating someone. I just would be happier if it wasn’t someone you were working for right now. But anyway, I’ll be more than happy to watch Booger tonight. Why don’t you bring him over here and we can play some video games? Then I’ll take him straight to school in the morning.”

      I laughed. “For someone who doesn’t really support this date, you sure are suggesting that I have a good time on it,” I joked.

      The grin in Ace’s voice was evident when he responded. “Well, put it this way, I think it could do you both some good to get laid,” he said. “Just be careful.”

      I rolled my eyes but chose not to respond to the warning. “Okay, then. In the spirit of getting laid, I need some advice on what to wear,” I said. “I’m thinking I’ll take her to Rotation, but I don’t want to dress too formally. I don’t want tonight to feel stiff and uncomfortable.”

      Ace sighed. “Normally, I would tell you to wear slacks, but I know you. At least put on some nice, dark jeans. And tuck in your shirt. And do something about your hair. You look like a crazy person half the time. Especially when you get nervous and start running your fingers through it.”

      I grinned, unable to help it. “You don’t think she’ll mind if I’m in jeans?” I asked.

      “Just make them look good,” Ace said. “I know you’ve still got shit in the back of your closet from when we used to go out to the bars together. Anyway, drop off the Booger whenever. I’ll be here.”

      “Thanks, Ace,” I said, before hanging up the phone and diving into my closet, going all the way to the very back to find the clothes I didn’t normally wear anymore.

      A little while later, I headed over to Mallory’s house to pick her up for our date. “You look beautiful,” I said, and she really did, in a form-flattering black dress and long green coat.

      “Thanks,” Mallory said, as she slipped into the car. She gave me a quick once-over. “You look nice as well.” She grinned slyly at me, then continued. “And you’re on time as well. Definitely a step up from our last date.”

      I grinned. “It helps to know I’m actually going on a date,” I said. “But I’m trying,” I told her, hoping she realized exactly what that meant for me. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had tried for anyone when it came to dating. Hell, I wasn’t sure that I had ever really tried before.

      “This is a really nice neighborhood,” I said to Mallory, as I started us towards the restaurant.

      Mallory beamed. “Yeah, I love it here,” she said. “So many trees, and there’s just something about the houses. They all seemed to have some personality to them. It’s an older neighborhood, and I guess that’s part of it.”

      “Did you grow up here?” I asked curiously.

      “Oh no,” Mallory said, laughing. “Actually, I grew up on the exact opposite end of town. And my mom still lives over there. It would be less of a drive in the mornings if I still lived over there, but I’ll take the extra miles to the winery in exchange for the location here. It’s so peaceful.”

      “Must be nice, having your mom close by,” I said.

      “What about you, are your parents close?” Mallory asked. “You and Ace must have grown up here, huh?”

      “Actually, no,” I told her. “I moved out because I got a job here, and Ace ended up following me about a year later. But I can’t imagine living anywhere else.” I hoped she wouldn’t ask about my parents again; that wasn’t really the conversation I wanted to have on our ‘first date.’

      Thankfully, Mallory seemed to get the hint. “Where’s Booker tonight?” she asked.

      “With Ace, actually,” I told her. “He loves going over to his uncle’s house. Ace has a better video gaming system than I do.”

      Mallory laughed. “Honestly, I’m not sure I can picture Booker sitting still for long enough to play video games,” she said.

      “Oh, he doesn’t sit still,” I said, rolling my eyes. “He actually has a tendency to stand up with the controller in hand and start dancing around or jumping up and down or whatever. It’s super cute if you’re not playing alongside him. Otherwise, it’s about the worst distraction in the world.”

      Mallory giggled. “Now that’s something I can picture,” she said. She paused, glancing nervously over at me. “I’m just going to go ahead and ask this, and I’m sorry if I’m being too blunt here. But, is his mother in the picture at all?”

      My grip tightened on the steering wheel. “No,” I bit out. I could see that Mallory looked embarrassed at having asked, and I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I didn’t want her to think that I minded the fact that she’d asked. I still just couldn’t believe myself that Booker’s mother had just abandoned him. How could you do that to a child? Especially a great kid like Booker.

      But his mother had never really been the smartest or most mature girl out there, and I knew from the letter she’d left that although she had originally planned to shape up and be the best mother possible for her young son, when faced with the reality of parenthood, she had decided it was just too much for her.

      “Booker’s mother has chosen not to be involved in his life,” I explained to Mallory. “She just couldn’t handle it, I guess.”

      “Oh,” Mallory said. She bit her lower lip, and I could tell she was trying to figure out a tactful way to ask whatever it was that she was thinking about in response.

      “Just say it,” I sighed. “Seriously, I’m not going to get upset with you for asking. I promise.”

      “Were you married?” Mallory finally blurted out. “Sorry, I know that’s a super personal question, I’m just trying to figure out what I’m dealing with here.” She trailed off, looking mortified at having said that last bit.

      As for myself, I had to laugh. “What you’re dealing with is me. Just me—and Booker.” I shrugged, then just dove in. “Gina and I never even dated let alone got married or anything else. She was just a woman that I slept with a handful of times. When she found out she was pregnant, she was determined to keep it, but a few months after Booker was born, she realized she didn’t want to do it. She left Booker on my doorstep.”

      “What?” Mallory asked, sounding shocked. “She just left him there? An infant?”

      “Yeah, she wrote a long-ass note about how she was sorry she had to do this and how I could put Booker up for adoption if I wanted to, but how she thought that I deserved to know, I don’t know, the misery that I had caused her, I guess.”

      “Jeez,” Mallory said, shaking her head. She paused and then cleared her throat. “Are you sure that Booker is even actually yours? Sorry if that’s another question I shouldn’t ask, it just sounds like, I don’t know, sketchy.”

      I glanced over at her and shrugged, not offended that she had asked. She wasn’t the first person to wonder if I was really Booker’s dad, after all. He definitely favored his mother in terms of appearance, and it wasn’t like Gina, and I had been exclusive. The timing lined up, but for all I knew, she could have been sleeping with someone else before, during, and after we quit seeing one another.

      But in my heart of hearts, “He’s mine,” I said simply.

      “Did you have a paternity test done?” Mallory asked skeptically.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t and don’t need to,” I told her. “Call it a father’s instinct, maybe. I don’t know. I just know that Booker is mine, somehow.”

      Of course, there were plenty of people who thought I was crazy for taking Booker in like that when I didn’t know for sure that I was even the kid’s father. They didn’t believe me when I said that I just knew. But there had never been a shadow of doubt in my mind that Booker was mine.

      And honestly, even if he wasn’t, what was I going to do? It was clear that not only did Gina not want her son anymore, but she wasn’t really fit to be a parent if she could just abandon him like that. So, here was a little baby boy who had done nothing wrong but had nowhere to go and no one to take care of him.

      I would have had to be the most heartless bastard in the world to get rid of him.

      Besides, having Booker had saved me from the self-destructive path I’d been on myself. It had been a huge wakeup call, one that I’d sorely needed. So, at the end of the day, whether Booker was really my biological son or not, there was no question of whether or not I would keep him. We needed one another, he and I.

      And I had gotten lucky with him anyway. Gina’s letter had me worried about him, like he was a real handful or something. Oh, it wasn’t easy raising him. Especially not when he was as high-energy as he could be at times. But I wouldn’t change it for the world.

      We arrived at the restaurant, and I could see from Mallory’s face that she was impressed just from the décor of the place. “Just wait until you see the wine list,” I murmured, and she laughed, shaking her head.

      “That’s risky,” she joked. “Taking a wine-maker to a place and bragging about the wine list.”

      “You’ll like it,” I said, confidently.

      Mallory smiled over at me, and I could see a deeper feeling there. “I’m sure I will,” she said.

      We talked about lighter topics throughout dinner, and again, I had to marvel at just how easy it was to talk to her. It felt like the night passed by in the snap of my fingers. All too soon, we were finishing up the last of the dessert and putting on our coats.

      But Mallory leaned into me as we headed out to my car. “So, Booker’s over at Ace’s house?” she asked. “Is that for the whole night?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my cock twitching at what she was suggesting. “He’s taking Booker into school tomorrow morning, too. Although, I do have to be to work by nine. My boss might get frustrated if I’m late.”

      Mallory laughed musically and drew to a stop, grabbing two handfuls of my jacket and pulling me into a kiss. “I don’t think she’ll mind too much,” she breathed against my lips.

      I groaned and kissed her again before practically dragging her over to my car.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      Reckless.

      That was the way that Hayden made me feel. It was as though every logical thought flew out of my head when I was around him. I knew that I shouldn’t have had sex with him before. I knew that I shouldn’t have agreed to this date. There was a reason I hadn’t been impressed with him on that first date, and there was a reason I had hesitated to hire him even though Charlie said he could be the answer to our problems. He just wasn’t the kind of guy I wanted.

      But as he pressed me back against his car, kissing me hard, I was having a hard time remembering why I had objected in the first place.

      I wrapped my arms around him, sliding my hands into the pockets of his fitted, dark-wash jeans. He nipped at my lower lip, and I moaned, tilting my head to the side to allow him even better access. His tongue brushed along mine, sending jolts of molten lust coursing through my veins.

      If we didn’t get in the car now, I knew we weren’t going to make it back to one of our homes before we fucked again. It would be just like before, in the office, unable to help ourselves.

      And for some reason, that wasn’t what I wanted from him. I wanted to take our time, to explore each other. The sex had been incredible last time, but imagine how much more incredible it would be if it wasn’t hurried at the office or done in the cramped backseat of his car.

      Reckless. That’s what this was. I was letting myself get my feelings all tangled up in what we were doing. Letting myself promise that there would be another time, and another after that. Eventually, something was bound to bust.

      But for now, I pushed Hayden back a little, keeping my hands on his shoulders so that he would know that I wasn’t pushing him away. “Your place or mine?” I asked in a sultry voice.

      “Mine,” Hayden all but groaned. “It’s closer.”

      I gave him a slow smile, and we hurriedly disentangled ourselves so that we could get in the car.

      Watching Hayden on the drive home was something else. I could tell just how turned on he was by the fact that he could barely sit still. His fingers kept tapping out a staccato rhythm against the edge of the steering wheel. Then, he would reach over towards me, his hand resting on my upper thigh, teasing me with its warmth. Retracting it as though he had been burnt, it seemed as though the teasing was too much for him to endure.

      It was kind of a novelty for me. Not that I hadn’t had guys interested in me before, but Hayden wore his emotions on his sleeve when it came to this kind of thing. He wasn’t trying to cover up the fact that he was into me. And that made me want to show how into him I was as well.

      So as he fumbled with the keys to his house, I leaned up against him, stroking his bulging cock through the rough material of his jeans. He swore as he nearly dropped the keys, and I smirked, my lips pressed against the back of his neck.

      “Minx,” he said huskily, but it didn’t sound like he minded.

      Nor did he seem to mind as I pushed him back against the wall inside the front hall. I kneeled down in front of him on the soft rug, making quick work of the buckle on his belt and tugging down his jeans and boxers in one easy motion. I nudged his dick with my nose, watching as it bobbed with interest. Then, I lowered my mouth down his length.

      Hayden swore again, this time with a sort of reverence that made me want to giggle. Meanwhile, I was making a mental tally of all the things I could tell that he liked. The slow drag of my tongue up the underside of his length; the twist of my palm against his base as my mouth reached his tip before I plunged back down again; the feeling of his slit hitting the back of my throat over and over again. He tangled his fingers in my hair, and I looked up just to see the expression on his face.

      Oh yeah. He liked this a lot. I couldn’t help but feel smug.

      He grinned down at me, like he knew exactly what I was thinking, but his grin faltered as he caught his breath while I fluttered my tongue against his tip. He let me keep going for a minute, until my jaw was just starting to ache, before saying, “You know, there’s a really nice bed upstairs.” He was trying to sound casual, but I could hear the lust in his voice.

      I snorted and pulled off from him, getting easily to my feet. I walked backwards towards the stairs, tugging my black dress off as I did so and reveling in the way that Hayden’s eyes darkened. I discarded the dress halfway up the stairs, and Hayden caught me, pressing me back against the wall and kissing me, his fingers trailing across the soft lace of my bra and down along my curves.

      Letting him kiss me for a moment, I then turned my head to the side. “So where is this bed?” I asked, smirking at him.

      He laughed and caught my hand, fingers twisting in mine as he led me up the stairs and into the bedroom.

      He pushed me down on the bed, wasting no time before crawling on top of me. I was still wearing my bra and panties, he was naked from the waist down, but I started working my fingers on the buttons of his shirt while he reached around behind me and undid the clasp of my bra. We hadn’t gotten to this point last time and seeing each inch of his tanned skin revealed only stoked my desire higher and higher until it was a wonder that I didn’t burst into flames right there on the bed.

      He kissed along my body, while I arched against him, mewling out little noises of encouragement as he explored my tender spots. Like last time, he pushed his fingers into my pussy, and I rocked down on them. Much like last time, I was wet and wanting, already totally ready to have him inside of me.

      I wrapped a hand around him and tugged him back to full hardness, and a moment later, he was sheathed inside of me, thrust deep down into my core. I wanted this to be slow and steady, but neither of us could hold back any longer. Our bodies worked against one another, my legs wrapped around him to pull him closer with every quick movement.

      Powerless to quiet the noises that fell from my lips, I was vaguely glad of the fact that we weren’t at the winery this time. No, here in the privacy of Hayden’s home, with Booker gone for the night, I could be as noisy as I wanted.

      And Hayden seemed to like that.

      He kissed along my jawline and toyed with my breasts until I was mad with the need to come. Finally, one of his hands came down between us, thumb rubbing at my clit, giving me all the stimulation that I needed and then some. My body trembled as I climaxed, my hips quivering to meet his final thrusts before he was overcome as well.

      He pressed me even further back against the sheets, his body hot and heavy against mine, the weight somehow comforting as I flew apart into a thousand pieces. He finally rolled off to the side, and I dragged in a deep breath, a smile on my face as I quivered with the final tingles of my orgasm.

      For a long moment, we both stared up at the ceiling, breathing ragged. Slowly, I came back to myself, then felt my uncertainty grow. If we had been in my house, things would have been easier. It would have been up to him to make the next move. But as it was, I was acutely aware of the fact that this wasn’t my home. I kind of wanted to cuddle, but I knew I should probably get out of there. This wasn’t a cuddling kind of relationship. Just sex.

      Reckless, meaningless sex. Before, the recklessness of it all had been exciting. Now, it felt sort of stupid. I had no right to be sleeping with this guy. He worked for me. He was a father. And I had totally scorned him at first, both on a date and then at work. I had a dozen things that I needed to focus on right now, and sex wasn’t one of them. I shouldn’t have done this.

      As though on cue, Hayden rolled off the side of the bed and to his feet. “Be right back,” he said, disappearing out into the hall.

      I winced and slowly sat up. Well. That was as clear a sign as any I could get.

      In my mind, I started to tick off all the reasons why Hayden wouldn’t want me to stay. He had a kid. He didn’t like me any more than I liked him. This was just sex. And anyway, it was me. I knew that Mom always told me that there was someone out there who would love me, curves and all, and it wasn’t like I had low self-esteem or anything. But Hayden was Hayden. Maybe not quite as muscular as his brother Ace, but he was definitely right up there on the hotness scale. I was a willing body for sex, but that didn’t mean he wanted me to stick around.

      I tried not to feel disheartened by it all. I knew what this was going in. I remembered that Leslie had warned me not to get too involved with him, and I wondered for the first time if maybe I had. If I had created some fantasy in my head through the tree-top picnic and tonight’s date. This wasn’t a relationship. It was just sex. Just convenience.

      Just recklessness.

      But as I started to get out of bed, sure that was what he would want, he came back in the room, putting my folded dress down on the top of the dresser. He blinked in surprise when he saw me and then came over to the bed, sitting next to me. And it was only too easy to let him curl his body around mine, his arms holding me in place. “Stay the night,” he said, kissing along my neck.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want me to,” I said, confused.

      Hayden shook his head, though. “It’s not that I don’t want you to,” he said. “I just didn’t want to leave our clothes strewn down the hall from the front door. Booker’s at Ace’s for the night, but on the off chance that he’s forgotten something that he needs for school, I didn’t want this to be too obvious. Mainly because Ace would tease me about it until the day he died.”

      I frowned, wondering if that could really be the reason. I just couldn’t help running over all those protests in my head. Maybe the only reason he wanted me to stay was because he had driven me here and didn’t want to deal with driving me home tonight. “I could get an Uber,” I said, wondering if he could hear just how much I didn’t want to do that. As if in response, his arms tightened around me.

      “Or you could stay the night, and in the morning, I’ll drive you back to your place. Or straight out to the winery, whichever you prefer,” Hayden said. When I didn’t respond, he sighed, releasing me but looking me deep in the eyes. “It’s up to you,” he said. “If you want to go home tonight, I’ll throw on some pants and drive you. But I really would prefer for you to stay.” His eyes twinkled. “For several reasons, not the least of which because I’m sure we can get you off once or twice more. What do you say?”

      Reckless, was all my mind had to say. But I found myself believing him when he told me that he really wanted me to stay. Even if it was just so we could go for round two once we had both recovered, but well, was that really so bad?

      I slowly smiled at him. “All right,” I said.

      Hayden grinned back as he tugged me back onto the bed, curling his body around mine and covering us in the duvet.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      On Monday morning, I smiled upon waking up and finding Mallory still in my arms. It was sort of a novelty for me. I had never kicked a woman out of my bed before, but at the same time, I had never really taken home the kind of women who wanted to spend the night. They were just as ready to get back to their own beds after the sex was done. Mallory was the first person I had actually asked to stay.

      I still didn’t know why I did it. But waking up next to her was comfortable. It satisfied some craving in my soul, one that I hadn’t even been aware that I had.

      I watched as Mallory slowly woke up, shifting her body against mine and then rubbing at her eyes. She blinked up at me, looking surprised to find herself there. Her sleepy confusion melted into a smile. At least until she looked at the clock on the bedside table to see what time it was.

      She swore and sprang away from me, looking scandalized. “Why the hell did you let me sleep so late?” she asked, already rooting around on the floor for her discarded panties and bra.

      I blinked in confusion, my mind struggling to keep up with her. It wasn’t quite seven-thirty, so she had plenty of time to get to the vineyard. “You’ve got well over an hour until you need to be there,” I said, frowning. I figured we still had plenty of time for me to drive her home to get ready, and maybe even to grab a quick breakfast to go. Maybe she was one of those women who took a little longer to get ready in the morning. But she didn’t strike me that way. She was usually so no-nonsense, and she was beautiful just like this, with only the barest hints of yesterday’s make-up on her face.

      Mallory glared at me, as though I was being deliberately dense. “There’s over an hour until you need to be there,” she said. “Most of the employees come in around nine. But I need to be there to open up the place and get the coffee going before anyone else shows up.”

      “Right,” I said, feeling immediately guilty, even though it hadn’t been my plan to make her late. I hadn’t realized she started that early.

      I wanted to say that if she had said something the night before, I could have set an alarm. But I knew that was water under the bridge now. The best thing to do was to salvage the situation as best I could.

      “Well, is there anything you need from home? That dress you were wearing is neutral enough that you could wear it to the winery, right? I could give you a ride straight there. It won’t take long.” As I said it, I was already out of bed and starting to get dressed, trying to demonstrate that it really would be no time before we were driving up to the winery.

      But Mallory gave me a look. “We can’t show up together!” she said. “Everyone would know about us if we did.”

      I knew she didn’t mean that she didn’t want to be seen with me or anything like that. It was just that it was her business, and she was the boss, so it would look unprofessional if everyone found out that we were sleeping together. But I had to admit, the words hurt a little bit. I tried not to let it show, though.

      “All right,” I said. “Here are my keys. Drive yourself there, and I’ll get a ride with Ace. Then we’ll figure something out tonight.” Mallory looked like she was going to protest, no doubt about the fact that it would still look strange for her to show up in my car. I interrupted before she could say anything. “If you go now, you’ll be the first person there, so no one will see. And since we’re always the last people working in the evening. It’ll be fine,” I promised her.

      To be honest, I didn’t think anyone would make a big deal of it if they did see us drive up together. We could always say something about Mallory’s car breaking down, or a secret breakfast meeting to discuss the project we were supposedly working on together. But I knew how important it was for her to be on time, and I didn’t want to stress her out by arguing with her now.

      Especially because there was still a part of me that rued the fact that we’d had lost the quiet, comfortable morning we had started off with. I wanted to drag her back to bed, to kiss and hold her, and make her forget about work for just a moment. To make her relax a little.

      That was the thing: I had a feeling that if people at work realized we were sleeping together, they would have only good things to say about it. Sure, I might be working for the winery at the moment, but we were both consenting adults. And I cared about Mallory, in ways that surprised me, actually. And Mallory clearly needed to relax a little. Ace had said that, and I could tell it firsthand. I was sure that Mallory’s employees knew she worked herself a little too hard, and that she stressed a little too much. They’d be happy to see her relax a little and let her hair down, so to speak.

      But this clearly wasn’t the time to get into that with her. For now, I just had to get her off to work before she blamed me for making her late.

      “Fine,” Mallory said, taking the keys from me. I could tell she wasn’t happy about the plan, but at least she’d accepted it, and that was all I could ask. “But make sure you’re on time. I want you to get those books sorted out as soon as possible.”

      “I know,” I said, refusing to take offense about that either. She didn’t doubt my ability, she just was worried about the winery. And I understood that. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. And I’ll put in a solid day’s work either way.”

      “Good,” Mallory said. She checked her appearance one last time in the mirror, smoothing down one errant lock of hair. Then, she turned towards me, surprising me with a kiss and a shy smile. “See you later,” she said. But she was gone before I could even process her action, let alone respond. I was left feeling utterly confused.

      The more confused she made me feel, the more I wanted her, I realized. I shook my head, a grin on my face, and started getting ready for a shower. As I did so, I called Ace.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asked, sounding distracted, which I took to mean that he was driving. Good. “I just dropped Booker off at school. Did he forget something? I made sure he had lunch money and his gym shoes.”

      “Nah, I just need a ride, if that’s possible,” I said.

      “Where are you?” Ace asked, sounding curious.

      “At home,” I told him.

      “Car not starting?”

      “Mallory borrowed it. She needed to be into the winery earlier than I did, and I didn’t plan enough time to drive her back to her house before she needed to leave.”

      I could hear the grin in Ace’s voice when he responded. “So I take it you had a good night?”

      Snorting, “Yeah, it was good. Now, can I get a ride or not? I’ll tell you everything on the way.”

      “Sure,” Ace said. “Be there in fifteen.”

      I finished getting ready for work while I waited, taking a shower and getting dressed quickly. I grabbed a frozen breakfast burrito and had just finished heating it up in the microwave when Ace honked the horn out front. I hustled out, burrito in one hand and my bag in the other.

      “Hey,” I said, around a mouthful of eggs as I slipped into the passenger’s seat.

      Ace gave me a look. “You know I hate it when you eat in my car,” he complained. “Especially when it’s got hot sauce on it.”

      I shrugged unrepentantly. “If you kick me out now, you’ll never hear the details of my night,” I reminded him, and he rolled his eyes but started driving.

      “So, the date went well this time?” Ace asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Actually, it went great. I picked her up and took her to Rotation as planned. We had a good time. And then she came back to my place.” I shook my head. “I don’t really know what’s going on between us or if this is a one-time thing or what. Or rather, not a one-time thing because—” I trailed off, realizing I hadn’t told Ace about the first time, in the office. I felt my cheeks heat up as he gave me an incredulous look.

      “Hayden Pinard, have you been holding out on details?” he asked, sounding mock-scandalized.

      Ducking my head, I took a bite of my burrito. “We had sex at the winery last week,” I admitted. “It was just a spur of the moment thing, I don’t know.”

      “Jeez,” Ace said, sounding impressed as he shook his head. “I wondered what had changed your mind about dating her. I guess now I know.”

      “It’s not just the sex,” I protested, even though I knew that was definitely part of it. It had been a while, and the sex was good—so sue me. But there was more to it than that, something that I couldn’t put into words for Ace. There was just something about Mallory that intrigued me. Something about the way she held herself at work compared to the way she was in private. I liked watching her come undone. I liked watching her relax a little.

      So sue me, I liked her.

      “So, do you think you’re going to continue dating her?” Ace asked.

      “You probably think that’s a terrible idea,” I sighed, remembering Ace cautioning me about going on a date with her in the first place. “And I know I’m still working for her company. Maybe I should hold off until after I’ve sorted things out with the books and gotten off her payroll, but I don’t know. I just can’t seem to keep away from her.”

      “You know,” Ace said slowly, “I want to tell you what a terrible idea this is, but at the same time, I haven’t seen you this happy in a while.”

      “I’ve been happy,” I said defensively.

      “You’ve been lonely,” Ace corrected.

      I gave him a look. “How could I be lonely?” I asked. “I spend all my free time with Booker, pretty much.”

      “There’s a big difference between spending time with a six-year-old and spending time with an adult,” Ace pointed out. “Especially when it comes to spending time with an adult female that you happen to like.”

      I started to respond to that, to reiterate the fact that I wasn’t lonely—because I wasn’t—but before I could say anything, Ace held up a hand. “Seriously, whatever you want to tell yourself,” he said. “But I’m happy for you. Just make sure you’re being careful.”

      “I am,” I said, gesturing toward the clock in the car, which currently showed it was only eight-thirty. “In fact, I’m being so careful that I’m actually going to be early for work this morning. Most everyone starts at nine.”

      Ace snorted, his lips twitching into a grin. “Maybe Mallory is going to be a good influence on you,” he teased. “When was the last time you were ever on time for anything, let alone early?”

      I didn’t have a response to that and spent the rest of the drive trying to wipe the goofy smile off my face.
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      I couldn’t help having conflicted emotions as I drove away from Hayden’s house on Monday morning. Waking up next to him had been really nice, at least for that one brief instant that I’d allowed myself to enjoy it. I’d appreciated the low-level hum of lust that coursed through my body as he stroked his fingers lightly down my arm. I’d appreciated the warmth, the closeness, and the tender look in his face when I’d finally opened my eyes. It made me imagine what things could have been like if I’d ignored the time and just stayed there.

      But reservations from the previous night were only stronger in the morning light. And suddenly, reckless wasn’t something that I wanted to be. No, in the morning light, I remembered the fact that I had a business that took up most of my time and responsibilities I couldn’t let Hayden get in the way of. Not only that, but he was one of my employees at the moment. Freelance though he may be, at the end of the day, he was collecting a paycheck from me. That meant that I was his boss and that it was not just reckless, but downright irresponsible for me to sleep with him.

      Not only that, but there were the personal questions as well. Waking up next to him had only made me want him more. But could I give myself over to Hayden and trust him not to hurt me in the process? He had told me at least enough about Booker’s mom to make it clear that he’d had at least a few one-night stands in the past. Was that all this was, just another one-night stand?

      I didn’t like the thought of that. But at the same time, I wasn’t sure I wanted a relationship either, not any more than I imagined he did. The date had been fun, sure, and I wouldn’t be opposed to sleeping with him again. But I shouldn’t have stayed the night. I didn’t want to get too attached.

      Especially because his blasé approach to work still drove me crazy. It was like he never even considered the fact that I might need to be at work earlier than him. And then when I’d reminded him that I wanted him there by nine, he made it sound like that didn’t matter at all, as long as he got the job done. And there was definitely something to be said for getting the job done in whatever manner it needed to be done, but at the same time, it sure said something about a man if he couldn’t be bothered to show up for work on time.

      I tried to put all of that out of my mind for now, though. I didn’t need to think about it. Right now, I just needed to focus on getting to the vineyard and getting everything opened up before anyone arrived and got suspicious about why I was running later than usual and driving a different car.

      Fortunately, everything went smoothly, and I was safely ensconced in my office before the first of my employees started to arrive. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to focus on some of the reports we had received about our overseas sales. Now was the time for figuring out any changes in distribution we might want to make for the year; not for figuring out what changes I might want to make in my personal life.

      Because there weren’t going to be changes, I promised myself. I had the business to focus on, and Mom, plus half a dozen other things. I wasn’t about to throw all my responsibilities to the wind just because I had a crush on a guy who seemed to like me as well.

      Seemed to. I still didn’t know what Hayden was looking for in this relationship. For all I knew, this was just a matter of convenience for him.

      I looked up, startled by a knock on my office door. Charlie stood there smiling at me, and I beckoned for him to come in. He handed me a paper bag from one of my favorite bakeries, and I groaned. “You’re the best,” I told him, peeking inside to see the large apple fritter he had brought me. “As a matter of fact, I didn’t have a chance to get breakfast this morning, so right now you’re my savior. It was this or a granola bar, and you know how I feel about granola bars.”

      Charlie laughed and sat down across the table from me, pulling out his own treat—a cinnamon and sugar donut. “Happened to be passing by this morning and realized it had been a while since we’d enjoyed our traditional breakfast together,” he said. “You must have beamed the thought to me.”

      I giggled and got up to pour him a mug of coffee from my machine. As we ate, we chatted about the latest company news and prepped for a meeting we had that afternoon. The conversation eventually came to a bit of a natural lull, and I was surprised to see a keen look in Charlie’s eye.

      “So, have you gotten on better terms with Hayden yet?” he asked.

      I had to fight not to blush. If he only knew the terms Hayden and I were on at this point, he’d be sorry he’d asked. Not that I was going to tell him about that. Charlie was an old-world businessman, and there were certain types of conduct that just didn’t belong around the office. Even an office as relaxed as this one.

      So I shrugged at Charlie. “We went to lunch his first day here like I do with everyone, and we’ve chatted a couple of times about his progress. But he’s just here to do a job.”

      Charlie raised an eyebrow at me. “So am I,” he said, sounding amused. “Yet you don’t seem to hate my guts just for being here.”

      “I don’t hate his guts,” I said. “He’s just difficult. He’s always late.” Except for last night, when he came to pick me up for our date.

      “Actually, he was here early this morning,” Charlie said, his amusement clearly growing. “Got in a little bit before nine at least. He came to my office to ask a couple questions about one of the books.”

      “Huh,” I said, trying not to feel pleased by that. Maybe he really was learning, or trying. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t have to drop Booker off at school. I still was a little surprised Hayden had arranged for Booker to stay with Ace so we could—canoodle.

      If his usual tardiness was because he was dropping Booker off at school, could I really hold that against him? I could only imagine how much work went into being a single parent.

      I tried not to let those thoughts show on my face, though. Instead, I just nodded neutrally at Charlie. “Well, I’m glad to hear that. Let’s see if he keeps it up.”

      “You know,” Charlie said, shaking his head, “you remind me so much of Bob some days. You’re just as driven as he was. Just as focused on your work, sometimes to the exclusion of all else.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, but it was hard to sound resentful about the comment since I knew exactly what Charlie was getting at. He was always pushing me to have more of a life outside of work, in a gentle and grandfatherly way. But he also knew, just as well as I did, that part of the reason the winery continued to flourish year after year was because I didn’t let anything get in my way or detract from my focus. At the end of the day, the winery was everything to me. It was my purpose in life, and the people that worked there—they were all the family I needed.

      Hearing him compare me to my grandfather actually made me swell with pride more than anything. I wondered what Gramps would think if he could see the place now. Was this all that he had ever imagined for it? Maybe even more than he could have imagined?

      I liked to think so, anyway.

      As though echoing my thoughts, Charlie looked out the window. “If Bob could see this place now,” he sighed. We were both quiet for a moment as we contemplated the morning light over the vineyard. Finally, Charlie shook his head, turning back towards me. “You’ve changed so much, even just since you took over from your mother. You should be proud of that.”

      “Thank you,” I said quietly.

      “How is your mother, anyway?” Charlie asked. “It’s been a while since she was down here.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, grimacing. “It’s hard for her to go anywhere these days. Takes a lot of her energy. And I think there’s a part of her thinking that the fewer people that see her as she is now, the less real her actual illness is, or something. I think she wants you all to remember her like she used to be.”

      “I bet she’s still the same strong woman that she always was,” Charlie said. “She might be physically weaker, but there’s nothing that could bring that woman down. I see a lot of her in you as well.”

      I grinned at him. “Yeah, I can be pretty pigheaded sometimes,” I said, laughing.

      Charlie laughed as well. “You know, sometimes pigheadedness does have its place in business,” he said. “But only sometimes, when the situation calls for it.” I knew somehow that he was alluding again to my relationship with Hayden. Trying to remind me that I should relax a little and get to know the guy.

      If he only knew.

      Charlie and I chatted for a little while longer, but I couldn’t seem to tear my thoughts away from Hayden. So, he had gotten there early that morning, huh? Was that just a fluke or would he make the effort to be there early—or at least on time—more often? I liked the idea that I might be changing him into a better man.

      And what’s more, I liked thinking about him sitting there in his office, books spread open on the very same desk that we’d had sex on. What if I was to walk in there now? Would he be thinking about that first time, or about last night? I was still in the black dress I’d worn on our date, although I’d toned it down by adding a pair of colorful leggings that I frequently wore to the gym, plus the flats that I kept in my office for the days I wore heels but had to go out to the vineyard.

      After Charlie left, I found I was still having a difficult time concentrating on the work that was in front of me. I kept wondering when I would see Hayden again. So finally, I headed over to his office to see him.

      “Hey,” I said, shutting the door carefully behind me. Just in case.

      Reckless. I heard it again in my mind. But just like last night, it had a hint of a thrill to it. Maybe reckless wasn’t so bad sometimes.

      “What’s up?” Hayden asked, looking curiously up at me. Curiously, but not lustfully. I tried not to feel disappointed.

      Still, despite his apparent lack of enthusiasm at seeing me, I decided to try my luck. “I was wondering if you wanted to get lunch with me later,” I said.

      Hayden grimaced and looked down at his work for a moment before glancing back up. “I have a lot of work to do today,” he said, and even though I knew it was true and was really glad to see he was working really hard on this, there was a part of me that couldn’t help but feel disappointed at the brush-off.

      “Sure,” I said, swallowing hard. “Well, let me know if you need any help.”

      “I will,” Hayden replied. He turned back to his work. I paused for a moment, watching him, then forced myself to leave.

      I needed to let him work. That was the whole reason I’d hired him in the first place because I needed his help with those damn books. Otherwise, the IRS might try to tear this whole place away from me.

      With a shake of my head, I walked quickly back to my office, hoping I could focus now that I knew Hayden wasn’t interested in me in that way. Unfortunately, my thoughts and my own feelings kept swirling around in my head, making things difficult. I was only too glad to go into a meeting with the marketing department midway through the morning. Approving new label designs required just enough of my focus to keep me from thinking of Hayden.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t mean to brush Mallory off when she came in asking about lunch. It was only as she was leaving that I realized how I’d probably sounded. It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in going to lunch with her, it was just that she happened to walk in right as I was on to something. It was part of why I loved the work that I did—it was like detective work with numbers. First, you figured out where the money was disappearing from, and then you figure out who it was disappearing to.

      At this point, I had managed to figure out where the money was disappearing from. That was the easy part. Now, it was just a matter of figuring out whether someone was actively taking the money or if there was just a mistake in the books.

      But as Mallory walked out, I realized she probably thought something crazy like I didn’t want to go to lunch with her. Of course, she had been the one to rush out of my place that morning, leaving me wondering if she really wanted to be dating me or not. But she had kissed me as she was leaving. It was only that she was worried about being late, and worried that her employees might figure out why.

      She liked to keep her personal life personal, and she liked to be on time. Neither of those things surprised me.

      It wasn’t like I had purposefully blown her off, though. My work was my work, and when I was focused, it was all I could think about. Surely Mallory would understand that. After all, she wanted me to fix the books just as much as I wanted to fix them. And it wasn’t like I had unlimited time to do so. She would appreciate the fact that I was hard at work.

      Or so I hoped. Because damn, every time I let my thoughts slide back to her, I started to realize just how much I liked her. There was just something about her.

      I shook my head and forced myself to concentrate. Much as I would have liked to go after Mallory to clarify what had just happened, that would only be a further distraction. I’d make it up to her later. I owed her a ride home already, maybe I could turn that into something more.

      For now, I stared down at the numbers, making a few more calculations on my scratch pad. Yes, I was sure that I knew where the money was disappearing from. And what’s more, I was sure that it was deliberate. The errors, once I knew where to look for them, were systematic. Repetitive. Easy to see.

      Not only that, but it was surprisingly easy to trace them back to a name. I didn’t know the guy, but when I checked into the current payroll list, I could see that he was still working there. Which was good, in a way. That meant I wouldn’t have to track the guy down to learn more about him.

      But on the other hand, I knew how this place was run. It was like they were all one big family. I’d been burned in the past by employers who didn’t believe me when I told them that the dishonest person was someone they trusted. I had learned that I needed to have irrefutable proof, and a lot of it before I started pointing fingers at people.

      Of course, I knew that Mallory was fair. And I had a feeling that she would trust me if I told her what was going on. But I didn’t want the foundation of this investigation to be our relationship. I wanted cold, hard facts to present to her and Charlie. So I needed to do a little more sleuthing.

      First, I needed to figure out all the errors, and that was more than enough of a task for the afternoon. Maybe even for the week. If I could figure out how deep the corruption led, that would be a good start.

      I didn’t realize the afternoon was already gone until Mallory came back into my office. I winced as I straightened up, flexing my shoulders. I needed to quit hunching over while I was working. Ace had smacked me upside the head enough times when he had caught me sitting with bad posture while playing video games or working around the house. I knew better.

      “You still working?” Mallory asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

      “What time is it?” I said, glancing at my watch even as I asked her. I whistled low in my mouth. “Wow, yikes.”

      Mallory shook her head. “If you don’t stop overworking yourself like this, you’re going to get me in trouble for being an unfair boss,” she joked.

      “Yeah, or a terrible dad,” I said. I knew that Booker would be at the hockey rink for afterschool practice, followed by dinner with his teammates to celebrate one of the boy’s birthdays. But it was almost time for me to pick him up, and I’d planned to grab dinner myself before that point. Oh well. At least I’d made good progress.

      “How are things going anyway?” Mallory asked, as though reading my mind. I hurriedly flipped my notebook shut as she approached the desk, and she froze, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “I’m still looking into things,” I told her. “I think I made some progress today, but I want to put together a full report before we talk about it. And Charlie should probably be there as well.”

      Mallory looked horrified for a moment. “Charlie isn’t the one causing the problems, is he?” she asked weakly.

      I quickly shook my head. “Oh no, don’t worry,” I promised her. I cracked a grin. “I don’t think he would have brought me on if he was the one at the heart of it. He’s a smart guy, and my reputation precedes me.”

      Mallory looked relieved. To my surprise, she dropped into a chair across from me, shaking her head. “You know, I still can’t believe someone would skim off profits for themselves,” she said. “Most of these guys have worked here forever—but I guess that’s what everyone says at a time like this. You must have heard a dozen stories in your time in this business.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I hate to say it, but it seems to always be the most loyal ones that end up being the problem,” I admitted. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I guess I should get you home, huh? You could have come to get me sooner, you know. And I’m sorry I blew you off at lunch. I didn’t mean to, I was just on a roll.”

      Mallory grinned. “I guess next time I should be more insistent about the lunch thing. Can’t have you starving yourself. I like your body the way it is.” She winked at me, and my dick stirred with interest. But we weren’t going to do that again, not here. I didn’t want her to start thinking that this was just some office fling and all about the sex.

      Because I was rapidly realizing that I wanted it to be much more than that.

      So instead, I just shook my head, a grin on my face. “Come on, let’s get you home, minx,” I told her, and she smiled broadly back at me.

      As we drove towards her place, I could tell she was thinking hard about something. But I stayed quiet, letting her sort things out in her head. Finally, she looked over at me, biting her lower lip. I wanted so badly to kiss her, but I forced myself to keep my eyes on the road, aside from the occasional glance over at her.

      “You know, we’ve got this annual tradition at the winery,” she finally said. “A Valentine’s Day party. And I know that you and I are, you know, whatever we are. But I was thinking that maybe it would be a good time to let everyone know that we’re—” she trailed off, and I couldn’t help grinning.

      “You know, whatever we are?” I suggested, and she laughed.

      “Sorry, I just don’t really know what you’re thinking,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m thinking, frankly. But I like you. I like spending time with you. And the sex is, just wow.”

      I smirked. “Definitely wow,” I agreed. I tossed the idea around in my head. What she was basically saying was that we were dating, and she wanted people to know. Nothing more, nothing less. I could tell that this meant as much to her as it did to me. And there was a part of me that definitely liked the idea of telling people, even if they were random people at the winery that I barely knew.

      So I nodded. “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

      “I mean, I don’t want to make a huge deal of it,” Mallory hurried to say. “I just thought that maybe we could go together. Or something.” She cleared her throat. “You could bring Booker too. It’ll be a lot of adults drinking wine, but we could have grape juice for him, and there’s always plenty of candy around and some games and stuff. I think we had a piñata one year, although in the end the consensus was that a piñata around a bunch of drunk adults was not the best idea.” She grinned ruefully at me, and I laughed.

      “Sounds like fun,” I said. “I’m sure Booker would love that.” I really liked that she wanted to include Booker in it as well. This relationship might still be new, and we might not have admitted more than that we liked each other and wanted to see where things went, but at the same time, there was something special about it.

      But now, we were pulling into Mallory’s driveway. “I’d ask you in, but I’m sure you have an evening planned with Booker,” Mallory said, sounding wistful.

      For a moment, I almost invited her to come with me to pick him up. Maybe we could watch a movie afterwards or something. But she and I had just been on a date the night before, and I didn’t want to put too much pressure on this. Besides, now that we were actually dating, I had to figure out how to explain things to Booker. As much as I liked seeing the two of them together, I also was worried that if this wasn’t a long-term thing, Booker might get too attached to her, and then it would break my heart even more if we ended up calling it quits.

      But Mallory seemed to understand. She gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for all your work today. And for the ride home. And for, well, everything,” she said, grinning shyly at me. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow? Have a good evening.”

      “You too,” I said, as she turned to get out of the car. “See you tomorrow.”
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      As much as I wanted to seek out Hayden first thing on Tuesday morning, I told myself to wait. I knew he needed to get work done. He told me that he was making progress. Despite my sense that he was being secretive about the progress he was making, I had to trust him. I had to let him get things done without being a distraction.

      Especially since not only had I been in there to bother him the day before, but then I’d gone and asked him to go with me to the annual Valentine’s Day party. Of course, he would have been there anyway. Probably. It was an all-employee event, and pretty much everyone showed up every year. Because it was the slow season for us, right before things started picking up again in the spring, we had plenty of time to plan a really good shindig.

      Not only that, but the wines that had been casked and aging would be pulled out and sampled at the party. So it was a little reminder of how all of our hard work from the previous year had paid off. The wines that we’d be pulling out this spring would be particularly good, I was sure, thanks to a great harvest and some good-quality barrels to age them in. I couldn’t wait.

      Honestly, even when I didn’t have a date, the Valentine’s Day party usually ended up being the highlight of my year. So I could only imagine how perfect it would be with Hayden by my side and Booker running around, probably hyped up on too much sugar and excitement.

      My first task for the morning was pretty simple—a tour of the winery for some folks who were in the area on vacation. Of course, it wasn’t the most exciting time to visit given that there wasn’t much going on out in the fields, but at least the weather was pretty nice, considering it was the middle of winter. The sun was shining, and it wasn’t too chilly.

      I met the group in the driveway and led them on the tour. I didn’t always take the tours since we had plenty of other people able to handle the groups, and I had a lot of other things on my plate. But I tried to do at least one every couple of weeks. I liked interacting with our guests and getting to hear first-hand what they liked and didn’t like about our wines. And being a tour guide was kind of fun, in its own way.

      Especially when it came to tours like this. It was one big group, a bunch of happy couples celebrating the marriage of one of the last single members of the group. There were a few children mixed in as well.

      I couldn’t help thinking about Hayden and Booker, and how much fun Booker had when they had toured the place. These kids were excited, sure. But not like he had been. Then again, I wasn’t letting these kids drive the golf cart. That probably made all the difference.

      Still, I smiled as I led them around, listening to the kids chatter and helping make sure everyone got plenty of pictures and wine to taste. Meanwhile, in the back of my head, I was still thinking about the party. Sure, Hayden and I had already been on a date. Two if you counted the disastrous one that Ace had set up. Three if you counted the day we had picnicked up the tree here at the winery. Plus, we’d already had sex a couple of times as well.

      But the Valentine’s Day party, with all of my employees looking on, would really be the start of us as a couple, in my mind. That was when things would be official.

      And as much as I didn’t want to put any pressure on the budding relationship, there was a part of me that wished I could predict just how things would turn out for us. Was there even the slightest possibility that one day he and I might be as happy as one of these couples? That we might travel places together, the three of us together, as a family?

      I didn’t want to get ahead of myself. But the more I thought of it, the more my heart ached with yearning. That was what I wanted.

      Of course, that was no surprise. Like Leslie had said before, I had always eventually wanted to have a steady relationship. I wanted to be a wife, and I wanted to be a mom. I was focused on my career, too, but at the end of the day, I knew that no matter how many changes I made here at the winery, no matter how much I left my stamp on the place, this was only part of my life’s work. An important part, sure.

      But part of why the winery was so important, part of why I wanted it to flourish, was because one day in the future, I wanted to hand it down to my own child, the way my grandfather had handed it down to my mother, and the way that my mother had eventually handed it down to me.

      After the tour was over, I headed back inside. But I paused outside Hayden’s office. I didn’t want to disturb him, but at the same time, I knew that he had a tendency to work straight through the day without a single break. A couple of minutes wouldn’t kill him. I didn’t want him to work himself too hard, even though I appreciated the effort he was putting in.

      And besides, it wasn’t like I was just stopping in for a personal chat. I was genuinely curious to know what he had found out so far. He had hinted that there was something. Now that he knew where to look, maybe I could help him out a little. I knew he was on a time crunch, and I just wanted to make sure that we could get everything done before the IRS turned up.

      So I knocked on the door and went inside. Hayden looked up at me and smiled. “Hey, how was your morning?” he asked. He sounded a bit preoccupied, but no more than I would have expected. He focused on me as I sat across from him.

      “It was good,” I told him. “Sorry I keep interrupting you, I was just curious how things were going. You said you might have figured out the problem. Have you?”

      “Yeah,” Hayden sighed. He shuffled his papers together. “You’re not going to want to hear this.”

      “Try me,” I said, already steeling myself for what he was going to say.

      “I think Tim is the one cooking the books,” Hayden said.

      I stared at him for a long moment. My first thought was to demand to see his evidence. Tim? Seriously? “He’s been with the company since my grandfather started it,” I said faintly. Of course, Tim would have had access to the books. He was one of the lead CPAs, among the other tasks that he did for the winery. But at the same time, I just couldn’t believe it. Tim? Really?

      Well, no. It wasn’t that I couldn’t believe it. It was hard to believe, that was for sure. But if Hayden believed that it was Tim, then there must be a compelling reason for him to have reached that conclusion. In that moment, I realized just how much I already trusted Hayden.

      Could I seriously trust him more than I trusted Tim? But then again, it wasn’t like Hayden had a stake in the company. It wasn’t like he was trying to cover his own ass. And I could never believe that Charlie had hired Hayden just to cover his tracks. I trusted Charlie more than anyone else. So, if Hayden believed that Tim was the one doing it then I believed it too.

      I shook my head, though. “There’s got to be an explanation,” I told Hayden. “Something that you missed. Tim is our lead CPA, maybe he’s been doing something with the books to help us tax-wise. You know, something that you don’t understand. I’m sure he’s not just taking the money.”

      Hayden stared at me for a moment, and I worried that I’d insulted him. I knew that he was just doing his best to piece together the information based on what he knew. But was it really possible that Tim had been maliciously laundering money for years now? It couldn’t be.

      

      Hayden shrugged expansively. “Look, I’m only telling you what I’ve seen so far. Because you asked. I’m not saying that he for sure is doing something wrong. But I will need some more information on him, if you can help me with that.”

      I stared at him for a long moment. He was dead serious. I still couldn’t believe that Tim could possibly have been fudging the numbers on us. But honestly, I was sure enough of it that I figured if I helped Hayden gather the information that he wanted, it would clear Tim’s name easily enough. Then we could focus on whatever the real problem was. Or clarify the records. Or do whatever it was that needed to be done.

      “All right,” I said to Hayden. “What sort of information do you need?”
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      The more I looked into Timothy Bradshaw’s background, coupled with what I already knew about the company’s books, the more certain I was that he was bad news. In fact, after Mallory told me he had been with the company ever since her grandfather started it, I went back and looked through some of the older company logs, even the ones that the IRS would no longer require when they audited. Sure enough, it looked like things had been a problem for a lot longer than anyone had realized.

      Now, I just had to figure out how to tell Mallory.

      She hadn’t been happy the previous day, when I had first told her I suspected Tim. But she had cooperated with helping me dig up some of the information that the company had on him. I had used that to look up other details on the man as well, and now I was pretty sure I had all the evidence I needed.

      He definitely hadn’t been doing what Mallory had hinted at—helping them out with taxes in a way that I just didn’t recognize. I grinned a little, just remembering her attempt at a flimsy excuse for the man. Mallory hadn’t meant to insult me, I knew. She was just grasping for straws, trying to hang on to her belief that everyone in the company was loyal to her and her family.

      I honestly admired the fact that she had that conviction. It showed a lot about how they did business around here. Some might think it was naïve, but personally, I thought that if you showed people that you trusted them, they were more likely to want to do a good job for you.

      But you did occasionally get the assholes who took advantage of it. At this point, I was pretty sure that Tim was one of those guys.

      Sighing, I stared down at the notes I’d made on the file I’d created. It would be up to Mallory to decide how she wanted to handle things. Mallory and Charlie, maybe, although the older man was out for the day.

      I wondered if maybe I should hold off and wait until the next day, hoping Charlie would be back. But at the end of the day, Mallory was the head of the company, and I knew that she was curious to know the results as soon as possible. And with the IRS audit looming, the sooner this was solved, the better.

      Besides, I trusted Mallory to handle things fairly. She wasn’t likely to fly off the handle or get too emotional. She would listen to the facts. I was sure of it. And she deserved to know just what Tim had been up to for all these years. It was her company.

      Still, it took me most of the afternoon to steel myself before heading over to her office, and it wasn’t just because I was trying to make sure I had all the evidence I could possibly come up with.

      Mallory looked surprisingly subdued when I walked into her office. But then again, she had to know exactly what I was doing there. I gently set the file down on her desk. “I have the guy,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      Sighing, she flipped the cover of the file open, then nodded and closed it again. “Tim,” she said flatly. I nodded, and she shook her head. “I just can’t believe he’s been taking advantage of me like this,” she said. “I mean, I’m sure you’re right, you’ve compiled all the evidence. But I never would have suspected him.” She was quiet for a long moment. I thought about saying something, but I knew she needed to come to grips with this herself.

      Finally, she looked up at me. “Honestly, being in business sucks sometimes when you’re a woman,” she said. “He would never have done this to my grandfather.”

      I cleared my throat. “Actually, uh, I’m sorry to tell you this, and I haven’t looked at things all the way back to the start of the business, but there’s a very clear pattern here, one that he’s worked out over a long time. He has started to skim off more and more lately, which I think is what finally tipped Charlie off to it. The guy got cocky. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t been doing this to some degree all along.”

      Mallory stared at me and then gave a short, bitter laugh. “I probably shouldn’t feel relieved to hear that,” she said. “I can’t believe that Gramps got taken advantage of.” She pressed her fingers against her closed eyelids. “Well, thank you for the work you did. I want you to come back when Charlie’s here so we can go through the details, tie up any loose ends and get everything straightened out. And maybe talk about how to keep this from happening in the future.”

      She looked timid as she said it, suddenly not so much the confident boss that she’d always been. At first, I thought it had something to do with my news about Tim. She must be gutted to find out this guy that her family had trusted for so long had been stabbing them in the back for years now.

      But then, I wondered if there wasn’t something more to it than that. Now that I had figured out where the problem was and who was behind it, my work here at the winery was basically done. Which meant that she and I were back to wondering if we would ever see one another again.

      Of course, there was still that Valentine’s Day party that she had asked me to go to. But would she rescind that invitation now that I was no longer an employee? Maybe it was just for people who worked there.

      “I’ll be around for a little while longer,” I assured her. “Remember, it’s a flat fee for the project, and I’m seeing this through to the end.”

      Mallory’s face cleared. But before she could say anything else, her phone started ringing. “Hold on,” she told me, answering the phone with a crisp hello. Her face turned ashen as she listened to whoever was on the other end. When she hung up, the look she gave me was haunted.

      She shook her head a little as though she needed to clear it, then got to her feet, grabbing her stuff. “I’m sorry, I have to go,” she said.

      “What is it?” I asked immediately.

      “It’s just, it’s my—my mom,” Mallory said, her voice sounding choked.

      I knew better than to ask if everything was all right. I didn’t know the whole situation there, but she had mentioned something before about her mom being sick. “Let me drive you,” I told her.

      “I don’t know,” Mallory said. “I could be there for a while,” she trailed off.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “You’re in no state to drive,” I told her bluntly. “And besides, I’m finished with everything I can do here today. Next step is to talk to you and Charlie about it in more detail. But I can’t do that if both of you are gone.” The attempt at levity was lost on her, but I couldn’t blame her for that.

      As she shrugged into her coat, I caught her shoulders. I peered into her eyes, waiting until she was looking at me before continuing. “Let me drive you,” I told her quietly. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      Mallory paused, staring at me, and I could tell that she was battling within herself. She usually was so calm and collected, the epitome of a boss. Here she was, showing me this weaker side of her. I could tell she was struggling, that she didn’t want to fall to pieces. And oh how I wished there was some way for me to tell her it was okay. But we didn’t know one another well enough just yet, and I had no idea what her mother was dealing with.

      Finally, Mallory nodded, and that was something at least. “All right,” she said.

      I led her out to the parking lot, barely pausing to grab my own coat from my office. When we got to the hospital, I pulled up to the front doors. “Head inside, I’ll go park and catch up with you inside,” I told her.

      Mallory nodded, barely looking at me as she jumped out. I wasn’t sure that she would really want me to stay, but on the other hand, if the worst happened, God forbid, I didn’t want her going through it alone.

      When I got into the waiting room, Mallory had already disappeared. But I settled in to wait, pulling out my phone. The first thing I did was text Ace. At the hospital, somethings up with Mallory’s mom—can you watch Booger for me this afternoon?

      He immediately responded that he could, and I felt relief wash through me. I was really going to have to find a way to pay him back soon for all this babysitting time. I knew that I’d been asking a lot of him lately. But he loved to spend time with his nephew, and soon, I would be finished with my work at the winery and free to spend most of my time with Booker again, just like normal.

      I felt my heart pang at the thought of that. Soon, I’d be done with my work at the winery. What would that mean for me and Mallory? But now wasn’t the time to be worrying about that. I just needed to let things take their course. We’d managed to find the time outside of work to see one another a couple of times now, and that meant we would still keep seeing one another outside of work if that’s what we wanted.

      Scrolling through various things on my phone, I was getting more and more bored. I tried not to think about what it meant for Mallory to still be back there somewhere behind the closed doors at the end of the waiting room. Surely that was a good sign, wasn’t it? Surely it meant that her mother wasn’t in surgery or anything like that.

      I hoped so, anyway.

      When Mallory finally came out late that evening, she looked exhausted, but she wasn’t crying. She did look surprised to still see me sitting there. “I came out to check and see if you were still here,” she said. “But I didn’t think you would be.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t leave while you were still here,” I told her softly. “How is she?”

      “She’s going to be all right,” Mallory said, glancing away from me. “I’ll fill you in on the details later, okay?” There was something in her expression that bothered me, but I couldn’t figure out what to say. It was almost as though she didn’t want me there.

      A couple of days ago, when I had driven her home and she had asked me to go to the Valentine’s Day party with her, I’d started to think that maybe we were really dating, that maybe we were going to figure out a way to make things work between us. Now, I didn’t know what had changed, but between the impending closure of my contract at the winery and this, it was like there was more space between us than ever.

      It was a space I didn’t know how to close. I wanted to reach for her, but I was afraid that if I did, she would only take a step back. Was it that she didn’t want me to see her worried about her mother? But that didn’t make any sense. It would only be normal for her to be worried about her mom. Normal for her to want to lean on me a little bit, too. I was just here to help, I hoped she could see that.

      “You should probably get home,” Mallory was saying. She paused, “I’m not sure if I’ll be at work tomorrow, but I’ll keep you posted. No sense in you showing up if I’m not there.”

      “Right,” I said, swallowing hard. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      “I will,” Mallory said, but she sounded distant as she turned to head back through the metal doors.

      Standing there, I watched her leave, wanting to go after her. But what could I say? I had the distinct feeling that I had done something wrong, but I just didn’t know what. And unless I knew what it was, there was no hope of fixing it.

      Mallory disappeared, leaving me there alone. After a moment, I sighed and headed for the doors on the opposite end of the waiting room, then out into the bitter winter night.
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      Mom was struggling to sit up when I walked back into her room. “Where were you?” she asked suspiciously. “You said you were going to get ice. You were gone a lot longer than it should have taken just to get ice.” She frowned at the cup that I handed her. “I don’t want ice anyway. You know what I want? A big cheeseburger. But I guess they won’t let me have that here.”

      “You know that even if they let you have that, you’d get sick,” I sighed. It was the same thing every time. Rush to the hospital because Mom had some sort of scare. Another round of treatments, another round of tests. She was always okay in the end. And she always hated the fact that she was in here. The first couple times, I had relented, bringing her the food she actually wanted. But then I’d found out firsthand just how nauseous her medications made her. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. No matter how much she complained about the ice.

      Mom knew the drill by now anyway. She might have complained about the ice, but she put a few chips in her mouth and crunched them audibly. I knew she was probably hungry, another side effect of her medication, apparently. But she wouldn’t actually want to eat anything for another couple hours at least. Not until she’d gotten some rest and the queasiness had gone down.

      “So, where were you?” Mom pressed. “Did you manage to finally find yourself a hot nurse to flirt with? There’s got to be some around here somewhere.”

      I shook my head. “No, Mom,” I said. I wasn’t sure that I was ready to tell her about Hayden just yet. About the fact that he cared enough to drive me to the hospital, no questions asked. About the fact that he had waited out there for hours and hours until I’d finally gone to check.

      Somehow, I still couldn’t believe that he had waited all that time. Actually, he looked like he planned to sit out there the whole night until I insisted that he leave. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him there. I liked the thought of having him out there, a strong and silent support if I needed him.

      But the more I thought of him out there, the more I just wanted to fold myself into his arms and cry. Because even though Mom was going to be all right, this time, I knew she wouldn’t be all right forever. This disease was slowly starting to win. One of these times, it would be the last trip to the hospital. I was starting to worry that it would happen all too soon.

      I didn’t think Hayden would have minded if I had cried. In fact, he seemed like he was just waiting for it to happen. That he was ready with a hug whenever I needed it. But I wasn’t ready for him to see that just yet. He shouldn’t have to comfort me when we barely even knew one another. And I definitely wasn’t ready to talk about all this with him just yet. It was enough that he knew Mom was sick. Enough for me to know that he was there if I needed him.

      “Well, if you weren’t flirting, did you at least talk to the nurses about letting me out of here?” Mom asked. “It’s time for me to either go home or go to Jesus. And honestly, at this point, I don’t really care which.”

      I tried not to grimace at the flippant way she said it. I knew she realized how much it would hurt me when her time was eventually up. I knew that she was scared, and I knew that joking was her way of dealing with things. But at the same time, I hated to hear her talk like that.

      “They’re not ready to release you just yet,” I told Mom, already preparing for another onslaught of frustrated griping. Before she could start, I tried to change the subject. “You know, this afternoon, right before I got the call from the hospital, I was talking to the guy we hired to look through the books.”

      Mom looked like she still wanted to argue about something, anything really. But for the moment, she played along with my change of subject. “And?” she asked. “Did he figure it out?”

      “I haven’t reviewed all of the evidence yet, but apparently he believes that Tim, the CPA, has been up to no good,” I said. “Can you believe that? Hayden says that he’s been skimming profit off for years now. Maybe even clear back to when Gramps was there. He said he thinks the only reason Tim got caught now is that he’s been taking more and more lately, making it more obvious when Charlie was going through the books.”

      Mom shook her head. “You know, your grandfather never liked that old ass,” she said. “Neither did I for that matter.”

      “Really?” I asked in surprise, wondering how I could not have known that for all these years. I mean, sure, I didn’t have particularly strong feelings about Tim one way or the other. I’d never gotten to know him that well, but I’d always respected him. He had worked for the company forever. But now that I thought about it, I realized he had always held himself apart from the rest. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised when Hayden brought me his findings.

      But it made me wonder what else I might have been missing at the company. What else had been going wrong right under my nose? I couldn’t think about that right now. Especially not since Mom was back to griping.

      “I’d better be out of here before the Valentine’s Day party on Friday,” she said, and there was a threat in her voice like she thought she could make the universe sit up and listen. I didn’t think it worked that way, but then again, by all estimates, Mom shouldn’t have made it this long. If she wanted to go to that party, I was damned sure she would be there.

      How much of that was wishful thinking, I couldn’t really say. A Valentine’s Day party without her there seemed hard to imagine. She always made an appearance, at least. Though in recent years, she’d stayed out of most of the festivities and left early, claiming that it wasn’t fun now that she wasn’t allowed to drink.

      “Do you have a date this year?” Mom asked suddenly, peering at me.

      I hadn’t been sure if I wanted to tell her about Hayden just yet. And I probably should have checked with him before promising Mom she could meet him. But on the other hand, I had already met Booker. And Ace, come to think of it. I knew Hayden’s whole family already. That had to count for something.

      I didn’t want him to feel like I was putting too much pressure on us, but on the other hand, I really did want Mom to meet him and Booker. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure how many more chances we would have for that.

      But no, I didn’t want to think like that. I refused.

      Smiling at Mom, I plowed ahead. “Actually, I do have a date,” I told her. “Remember that guy that I went on the date with, the one that I told you was so terrible?” I asked her. “I ended up giving him a second chance.”

      Mom stared at me for a moment, and I could tell she didn’t believe me. What would she think when she met Hayden? Oh, I knew that Booker would charm her. And Hayden probably would as well. But would she think Hayden was too good for me? Or would she not like the fact that he already had a kid out of wedlock?

      But one way or another, I had committed to it now. As long as Mom was still breathing, she was going to be there at that Valentine’s Day party. One way or the other. And now that she knew I was going to be there with someone, she wasn’t going to stop until she figured out just who that someone was. The only way out now would be if Hayden didn’t show up at all.

      And I supposed that was always a possibility, but I didn’t think it was a very likely one. Hayden had shown me that he cared about me. And he had genuinely seemed excited at the prospect of going to the party with me. Unless I had offended him by kicking him out of the hospital. I really hoped I hadn’t.

      We were going to have to have a talk, the two of us. I needed to apologize for not explaining things better. And for the fact that he was going to have to meet my mother come Friday night, come hell or high water.

      But for now, I smiled at Mom. “If you don’t believe me, just see for yourself,” I told her. “Friday night. He’ll be there.”

      “All right,” Mom said, and for the first time ever, I saw her smile there in the hospital.
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      Ace scooped more mashed potatoes onto Booker’s plate as he glanced over at me. “So, if you weren’t at work today, does that mean your job for the winery is officially done?” he finally asked.

      I’d been expecting the question all night since I first called him and told him I’d be able to pick Booker up after school that day. He had asked if we wanted to come over for dinner, citing that he had already bought enough food for at least two. And reminding me that it had been a while since he and I had hung out since I’d been so busy working lately. I’d been happy to accept. I wasn’t sure I still had food in the house anyway.

      “I’m not quite done, but things are wrapping up,” I told Ace. “I figured out what was happening and who did it, anyway. There’s a bit more that needs doing just to get the books all back in order, but it should be done soon enough.”

      “And then what, another two months of unemployment?” Ace joked.

      I snorted and shrugged. “Don’t know,” I said because honestly, I never did. I didn’t need to start worrying about it yet, that was for sure. “Anyway, I think I’ll be back at the winery again tomorrow, but today there was no point in going since Mallory wasn’t there. I need to talk to her and Charlie about what comes next.”

      That was what she had said, after all. Personally, I’d been sure that there was more work I could do. She didn’t need to be there for me to fix the books up, after all. But if she didn’t want me there, she didn’t want me there. And it was nice to take the unexpected day off and get a few things done anyway.

      I wanted to call her just to check in, but with the way we had left things the night before, I wasn’t sure if she really wanted to hear from me. She probably had enough on her plate right now anyway, without me bothering her. I just hoped that everything was okay. But she would let me know if she needed anything. I trusted that, at least.

      “Where was Mallory?” Ace asked, curiously.

      “Her mom is in the hospital at the moment,” I said, glancing over at Booker. But it wasn’t like I could traumatize him with the details. I didn’t know the details, and neither of us knew Mallory’s mom.

      Booker, being the kid that he was, cocked his head to the side. “Do you think I should draw her a ‘feel better’ card?” he asked. “We did that at school when Suzy’s daddy fell down the stairs and broke his leg.”

      “You know,” I said, smiling at him, “I think that’s a really nice idea.”

      Booker beamed at me, and I knew he was already thinking up the design in his head as he continued munching on his chicken nuggets and potatoes. Ace gave me a questioning look, but when I just shrugged, he didn’t ask any further questions, instead turning the topic to his own day at work, which had included a couple of his crazier clients.

      After dinner, the three of us headed into the living room to play some video games. It wasn’t long before Booker was tuckered out on the couch. Ace covered him with a blanket, and we kept playing for a little while longer, trying our best to keep the noise down, even though Booker slept like the dead most times. Nights like these, it felt just like it used to between my brother and I.

      I smiled down at Booker, though. My life had changed a lot ever since I had found him out on my doorstep. But I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

      My phone started buzzing on the coffee table, and I paused the game immediately when I saw Mallory’s name flash on the screen. “Gotta take this,” I muttered to Ace, swiping my phone and heading into the other room before answering.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Mallory said, sounding tired and a little nervous. “Any chance you’re at home, and I could come over? I know it’s a lot to ask, but I don’t really want to be alone tonight.”

      “Of course,” I told her. “I’m at Ace’s right now, but I’ll meet you there.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to drag you away from a night with your brother,” Mallory said, sounding conflicted.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Honestly, we’re winding down anyway. And he’s kicking my ass at video games at the moment, so it’s probably better that I take the quick defeat.”

      “All right, if you’re sure,” Mallory said, but I could tell how relieved she was to hear me say that I’d meet her. I wanted to ask, but there were some things that you just didn’t talk about over the phone.

      “See you soon,” I promised her. I hung up and headed back into the living room.

      Ace raised an eyebrow at me. “Super-secret?” he asked.

      “It was Mallory,” I told him. “She wants to see me.” I looked over at Booker where he was sleeping on the couch. There was a part of me that definitely didn’t want to disturb him when he was sleeping so deeply. But at the same time, I had promised Mallory that I would be there when she showed up. She needed me.

      Ace seemed to read the dilemma on my face. “Go ahead,” he said. “I can watch Booger for the night and get him off to school in the morning, just like usual. You’ve got all his stuff in the car, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But are you sure? You’ve been watching him a lot lately. I don’t want to take advantage or overstep.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ace said. “Once you’re done with this winery business, you can hire a babysitter and take me out for a few drinks or something. No sweat.”

      “Thanks,” I told him. “I really appreciate it.”

      I got home a little bit before Mallory and waited impatiently to see her headlights through the front window. I couldn’t help feeling nervous, and I just wanted to see her to know she was okay. To know that whatever happened with her mother, it wasn’t that bad.

      Opening the door when she knocked, she immediately stepped forward into the comfort of my arms. “Hey,” she breathed against my shirt.

      “You all right?” I asked her, laying my cheek on top of her head.

      Mallory nodded wordlessly, her arms tightening around me. “I might cry,” she warned me, and I fought the urge to laugh. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face or out of my voice, though.

      “I think that’s allowed,” I told her. I led her inside, keeping my arms wrapped around her, and kicked the door shut behind us before maneuvering her over to the couch.

      “She’s going to be okay,” Mallory finally said. “At least for now. She has cancer. She’s had it for a while, and every time it seems like it’s going to go into remission, it seems like it just gets worse. She had a little scare, she’s basically doing fine now, but things aren’t looking so good. I just don’t know how much longer it’s going to be able to go on.”

      I could hear the tears in her voice, and I rubbed her back soothingly. “That must be really difficult,” I said quietly. “I can only imagine what you must be going through. And with everything with the business right now, too.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” Mallory said, drawing in a shaky breath as she finally pulled back. She brushed her hair back. There weren’t any tears staining her cheeks just yet, but I could see them standing there in her eyes. “It’s just been a lot to deal with.”

      “I’m glad she’s going to be okay at least for now,” I said. “Is she still in the hospital?”

      “Yeah,” Mallory said. She gave a short laugh and dabbed at her eyes. “She told me to get the hell out of there, though. Told me she was going to go crazy if she woke up to me staring at her again.”

      I laughed. I could only imagine how much personality Mallory’s mom must have, given how much her daughter had.

      “Do you know when she’s going to be released?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Mallory said. “I tried to catch her doctor this afternoon before he left for the day. She really wants to get out of there. But the nurse said not all of her tests have come back yet, so they still want to keep her there for observation.”

      She paused, frowning. “Actually, there’s something else I need to tell you about that.”

      “What is it?” I asked immediately, trying not to feel too worried despite the fact that she was obviously unsure about telling me.

      She stared down at her hands. “So, my mom usually comes to the Valentine’s Day party at the winery,” she said. “You know, it used to be her company. And actually, her father, my grandfather, was the one who started the party as a yearly tradition. She kept it alive in his memory. So, she’s hoping to be there tomorrow.”

      She shook her head. “The thing is, I almost feel like I shouldn’t be telling you this because as of today, it didn’t sound like the doctors really wanted to discharge her. They want to keep her for observation through the weekend. But there’s definitely a chance that she’ll put her foot down and get discharged, or else, I don’t know, sneak out of the hospital just to go to the party. I wouldn’t put it past her. Anyway, there’s a possibility that she might be there and you might have to meet her.”

      “Oh,” I said, surprised that was all it was. Mallory had made it sound like she was about to tell me that the world was ending or something. “That’s okay,” I said. “I look forward to meeting her. If you still want me to come, that is.”

      “I do!” Mallory said, all too quickly. She blushed. “I really do,” she said in a calmer tone of voice. “But the thing is, Mom was asking me if I had a date this year. She really wants me to get married and settle down and have kids,” she winced. “Not that there’s any pressure or anything. And I mean, I’d say that it’s just since she got sick, that she’s worried she won’t be around to see me settled into a family or whatever. But no, she was like this before.” She shook her head, looking mildly exasperated, and I couldn’t keep from grinning.

      “All right,” I said. “So, if she asks, I should tell her what my intentions are?”

      “Oh, she isn’t going to ask,” Mallory said, looking embarrassed. “I already kind of told her that you were going to be there as my date. Sorry. I know we hadn’t really talked about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, pulling her back into my arms. “Honestly, I was more worried that with everything else you have going on right now, you might not want me to be there, let alone to be there as your date.”

      “With everything I have going on right now, I could really use a party,” Mallory said. She squirmed against me. “Does that sound really selfish? Here Mom is, stuck in the hospital and possibly, you know, and I’m just hoping for a party so I can forget all about it.”

      “That’s not selfish,” I said, tightening my arms around her again. “Or if it is selfish, it’s understandably selfish.”

      Mallory smiled, and I kissed her hair.

      “Like I said before, if there’s anything that I can do to help, just let me know,” I told her, my voice soft.

      “You’re helping so much by just being there for me,” Mallory said quietly. “You don’t even know.”

      For a while, we sat there in silence, just soaking in one another’s presence and receiving comfort from our warm bodies pressed together. Finally, Mallory shifted. “Is Booker here?” she asked, as though the question had just occurred to her.

      “Nah, he’s spending the night at Ace’s again,” I told her.

      Mallory winced. “I’m sorry. You could have brought him back here, you didn’t have to banish him. I mean, not banish him. But you know.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t leave him there because you were coming over,” I promised her. “He was tuckered out and sleeping on the couch before you called. Easier to just let him sleep there for the night. I had all his school gear in the car, so Ace’ll drive him over there in the morning. It’s on his way to the gym anyway.”

      Mallory hummed an agreement. “Do you mind if I stay the night?” she asked shyly after a beat or two.

      I lightly stroked her hair back, my fingertips lingering on her cheek. “Put it this way, I’m not letting you leave tonight,” I told her. “We won’t take it any further than you want, but I don’t want you on your own tonight.”

      Mallory nodded slowly and then leaned in to kiss me.
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      I’d spent the whole day at the hospital. Mom, of course, wasn’t happy that she was still stuck there. She had cussed out half the hospital staff by the time breakfast rounds were over. Not to their faces, of course. She was frustrated, but she would never be quite that rude. But since I was there in the room with her for the day, I caught the brunt of it.

      “I know they don’t like me eating my cheeseburgers, but would it really be so hard for them to make a decent egg scramble?” Mom griped as she lifted a spoonful of eggs before letting them slop back down onto her tray. The eggs were greyish around the edges and probably not seasoned at all. It was always roughly the same, although some of the meals were admittedly mildly better than others.

      But that wasn’t saying much.

      “Here,” Mom said, reaching over to grab her purse. “I want you to go to the vending machine and get me something. Anything. Hell, I’d eat toaster pastries right now if you could scrounge some up. I’d eat potato chips for breakfast.”

      “Mom, you know that’s not going to make you feel any better,” I reminded her gently. “But I’ll go and see what I can find.”

      Mom rolled her eyes, and I made a quick escape. Of course, by the time I returned, she was frustrated with something else. “The damned remote control won’t work,” she told me as she smacked it down against the side table. “The batteries must be dead.”

      I refrained from pointing out that if she continued to abuse it like that, mashing the buttons and every once in a while, giving it a good whack on the side table, then the whole remote was going to be dead in no time. Instead, I took the remote and aimed it at the TV. “What did you want to watch?” I asked, already flicking through the channels.

      “No, put it back!” Mom said. “I wanted to watch that, I just wanted the volume turned up. Can’t hear the damned thing, and I’m not going to sit here and read subtitles all morning. If I wanted to read, I’d have you get me a book.”

      And so on, throughout the course of the morning.

      But the worst was when she found out that she might not be discharged in time to go to the party. Then, she got really quiet. As quiet as I’d ever seen her. And she’d just sat there staring down at her hands. I expected her to make some quip about how she must already be dead because this was hell. Or to start talking about how close she was to death’s door.

      Instead, she just sighed quietly, a slight quiver to her lower lip. “I always go to the Valentine’s Day party,” she said, in an almost inaudible voice. “That’s where I met your father, even.”

      There was nothing I could say to that, so I just reached out and grabbed her hand, squeezing it gently. We sat like that for most of the afternoon, each of us lost in our separate thoughts. I refused to believe that she wouldn’t be able to attend the party. As long as I kept believing that she would be there, that she would get to meet Hayden and Booker, then it would happen. Right?

      It was a long day, and by the time Mom told me to get out of there, I felt like I had been through the wringer. I was exhausted, but the last thing I wanted was to go home to my empty place and fall into bed alone. Suddenly, I felt like it was time for those tears that I had refused to let fall the day before when Hayden had driven me to the hospital.

      Could I call him now? Could I ask him if I could come over? I just wanted to be held. I wanted someone to tell me that everything was going to be okay.

      I felt like between the company and everything with Mom, not to mention the budding relationship with Hayden, I had stretched myself too thin lately. I had been worrying about everyone except myself. And suddenly, I realized that I had nothing left to give.

      Calling Hayden, he agreed that I could come over when I asked. And when I got there, he was altogether too nice to me. I didn’t cry the way I’d thought I might. But somehow, I still felt infinitely better than when I’d first arrived. For the first time, it felt like maybe I had done something right. Maybe I was strong enough to get through this.

      Maybe Mom was strong enough to get through this, too.

      I moaned as Hayden opened his mouth to me, letting me slide my tongue against his. He was being careful, letting me set the pace. I needed that right now, I realized. I needed to feel like I was in control.

      Where last time, I had enjoyed teasing him, this time, I wanted something different. I stood abruptly, catching his hand and leading him upstairs to his bedroom. We both stripped down silently before stepping over to the bed. Hayden ran a hand down my side, making me tremble before he lay me gently down on the sheets.

      Slowly, he kissed down the length of my body, leaving no spot untouched, and I felt safe. I felt cared for. Where last time and the time before, things had felt so reckless and out of control, this felt comforting and warm. I sighed softly as he licked at the velvet folds between my legs, my knees falling open even wider to accommodate him.

      He nibbled and sucked at my sensitive skin until I was arching against the hands that held my hips in place. Then, he moved his way back up my body, staring deep into my eyes as he slid into me inch by inch, until he was fully inside of me.

      I clung to him, needing this more than words could describe. And he seemed to understand that. Gone were the frantic thrusts of our previous encounters. This time, he slid carefully out of my body, until just his very tip was left inside, teasing the nerves at my entrance, before he pressed back into me, a slow build that made heat prickle throughout my body.

      He kissed me as he worked into me, swallowing my moans, his lips burning against mine, only adding to the heat that was flourishing in the pit of my belly.

      His movements started to pick up speed; his hands, where they stroked my body, became firmer in their ministrations, until it was like I could feel him everywhere, inside and outside of me, until all that I could think about was him, the way his body fit against mine, the way he kissed me and touched me, and fucked me.

      I turned my head to the side, gasping for breath and crying out his name as with one final thrust, we both came undone. I held tightly to him, my eyes squeezed shut as emotion rocked through me. Wave after wave of pleasure, warmth, desire, and safety—until I was utterly helpless to even move.

      Eventually, I became aware of Hayden’s hands lightly stroking down my body, as he nestled into the hollow between my ear and my shoulder. He kissed me gently, and I sighed contentedly. This was just what I needed. The comfort, the intimacy. Maybe I hadn’t needed to cry at all. Maybe I just needed to know that I wasn’t alone.

      “You all right?” Hayden asked quietly.

      I nodded. And it really was the truth. It had been a long day, but I knew now that I would make it through.

      We lay there for a long while, until finally, I turned towards Hayden, propping myself up on one elbow. “You’re not thinking about leaving, are you?” he joked.

      I grinned and shook my head. “Nah,” I said quietly. “And hey, we took off all our clothing in here this time, so you don’t have to go collect it either.”

      Hayden laughed and stretched wide. “Yeah, good thing. I don’t think I can move. You got me good.”

      I smirked. “You were the one doing all the work,” I pointed out.

      “Didn’t feel like work,” Hayden said easily, wrapping his arms around me.

      I rested my head against his chest. “Thanks,” I said quietly. “I really needed this.”

      Hayden was quiet for a minute. Then: “I’m glad you felt like you could come here when you needed someone,” he said.

      “Me too,” I told him. There was so much more I wanted to say, about how I liked him, about how new all of this was to me, about how I still wasn’t sure just what this was. I wanted to apologize again for turning away from him at the hospital and telling him to leave.

      But somehow, I knew that we were already on the same page. I could have said all of those things, sure, but I didn’t need to. Hayden already knew them. He felt exactly the same way. That comforted me.

      “So, should I be coming back to work tomorrow?” Hayden asked. “I’m sorry, I know you probably don’t want to think about that right now, but I wanted to know if I should be setting an alarm. I wouldn’t want you to possibly be late again.” I knew that he was joking, but I couldn’t quite muster mirth in response.

      Instead, I sighed. “I’m going to have to do at least a partial day,” I told him. “I have some meetings to attend.”

      “Couldn’t you move them? Or delegate someone else to go in your place?” Hayden asked.

      “Probably,” I said. “But Mom would have a fit if she knew. She wouldn’t want me to put the business on hold because of her. Anyway, she’s in stable condition, and the doctors know to call me if anything changes. I’m not too worried.” I paused. “Today was good. Long, but good.”

      Again, I held off admitting that I wasn’t sure if she would actually be able to go to the party. If I just believed that she would be discharged in time, then maybe it would actually happen.

      I shifted against Hayden, not ready to go to sleep just yet. There was one more thing that I wanted to ask him before tomorrow. “Is Booker coming to the party tomorrow?” It might not seem like a very important thing, but I wanted to know if he would be there. Both so that I could prepare myself for his eventual meeting with my mom. And also so I could make sure there were things at the party that would keep him entertained.

      Hayden stirred, apparently already halfway asleep. He nodded, yawning a little. “Yeah, he wouldn’t miss it,” he said. “That is, as long as it’s still okay with you?”

      “I want him there,” I said, grinning up at Hayden. “I want both of you there.”

      “Good,” Hayden said. “Am I supposed to bring anything with me?”

      “Just yourself and Booker,” I said, shaking my head. “The company foots the bill for this one. It’s our one big social expense of the year.”

      “Nice,” Hayden said, around another yawn.

      I laughed. “Good night,” I said quietly.

      Hayden’s arms tightened around me for a moment, and he lightly kissed my forehead. “Good night,” he echoed. He was sound asleep within minutes, and I wasn’t far behind him.

      Safe, contented, and warm. Not a trace of the recklessness from before. And as much as it scared me, I had to admit I kind of liked it.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up on Friday morning, Mallory was already awake, her head pillowed on my chest and her fingers tracing idle patterns across my skin. I shifted so that I could see what time it was. Almost time for the alarm to go off. I remembered the last time we had woken up together when Mallory had all but bolted out of bed so she could get to work on time.

      But this morning, she did the exact opposite, snuggling closer to me with a smile when she saw that I was awake. “Good morning,” she said softly, her hand dipping lower beneath the sheets.

      I groaned, my cock already hard. But I regretfully pulled her hand away before she could really get me going. “We don’t have time for that if you are going to drive home and still get to work on time,” I sighed. In my head, I was already imagining a day off in our future, lazing together in bed all day, fucking again and again until we were utterly spent and fully content.

      Unfortunately, today was a workday. And given that Mallory had already missed the previous day of work, having spent it at the hospital with her mom, I knew she was probably even more likely to be a stickler for getting there on time, so she could figure out what she had missed and get caught up on everything that she would have done the previous day.

      I could only imagine how much she must work herself during the busier seasons at the winery.

      Mallory insistently put her hand back where it had been, though. “You can drive me,” she said, her voice breathy with lust. “We’ll go in together. That’ll save time.”

      I tried not to laugh. So that was how it was. Then again, we were going to show up at the party together that night, so the cat would be out of the bag soon enough. And anyway, I wasn’t really an employee of the winery anymore, not now that I had managed to figure out who had been cooking the books. I still had a few loose ends to tie up, but there was nothing that this relationship might compromise.

      So, I let her do what she wanted with me. Afterwards, we showered together, and I couldn’t get over how adorable Mallory looked with that soft, relaxed smile on her face.

      But at the winery, it was all business. Even with stopping by her house for a change of clothes, we were still the first ones there, so there was no one to notice that we had arrived together. “I’m thinking that you and I and Charlie should have that meeting this morning,” Mallory told me as we walked down the hall towards the offices. “I’ve read through the report you gave me, so it’s really just about making sure Charlie’s on the same page. We’ll have to terminate Tim’s employment immediately, of course,” she paused. “But I don’t want to take any further action against him, I don’t think. He’s been a part of this company for ages now.”

      I frowned. “Aren’t you worried that he’s just going to do the same thing to another company?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Even assuming that he could get hired to another company in spite of his age and the fact that I won’t be giving him a recommendation, I think he’ll have learned his lesson,” she said firmly. “I don’t want to destroy the man’s life.” She grinned over at me. “Even though apparently neither my grandfather nor my mother ever liked the guy very much.”

      I chuckled. So that was the way she wanted to do things. I respected it actually. It would have been easy to destroy Tim based on the evidence that we had. To make him pay back every cent that he had stolen from the company, and likely utterly ruin his life. But Mallory had chosen to take the high road.

      “Anyway, I’m thinking that we’ll have our meeting, you, Charlie and I, and then we can call Tim in and get the dirty work over with,” Mallory said. “Do you have anything else that you need to do today?”

      “I’m almost finished updating the books to show the accurate information,” I told Mallory. “But when did you even have a chance to read the report I gave you?” As far as I knew, I had put it on her desk and then we had rushed off to the hospital.

      Mallory shrugged. “I threw it in my purse before we went to the hospital,” she said. “I figured it wasn’t the kind of information that I should just leave lying around. And then once I was at the hospital, well, it wasn’t like there was anything better to do.”

      I shook my head. “And you talk to me about overworking,” I teased.

      Mallory just laughed as she disappeared into her office.

      Things went exactly as Mallory had planned. And honestly, it went the way most of these meetings went. My employers didn’t always want me to sit in on them, considering them to be private company business, but I’d been to plenty.

      Still, there was something different about watching Mallory be the one in charge of the meeting. She was cool and confident, and I couldn’t deny the little thrill I got in knowing that I was one of the few people that she let get through that tough external mask of hers.

      I could see the look of disbelief on Tim’s face, then the look of frustration that he shot me as Mallory went over the evidence. He thought that he had gotten away with everything and would never be caught. He should have known better.

      “You’re lucky Mallory is only firing you,” Charlie said, frowning at Tim. “I still can’t believe that you were the one behind all of this.”

      Tim sneered at him but didn’t respond. I could tell right then that he didn’t have any respect for Mallory, her family, or any of the other people he had been working with. And suddenly, I realized why Mallory wanted to fire him, instead of going to all the trouble of taking him to court. This was the kind of guy who would never learn his lesson. So why should Mallory bother wasting her time taking him to court?

      Like she had said, it was pretty unlikely that he would get hired by another wine company. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t branch out and work for a different company, but he had worked here for many years, and it would be pretty telling to a new employee that he didn’t have any work references to list.

      Tim eventually got up and walked out, and Mallory sighed, shaking her head and deflating a little. She put on a brave little smile as she looked over at Charlie, though. “Well, that’s done,” she said. She looked over at me. “What’s the status on the books now?”

      “Got everything pretty much straightened out,” I told her. “You shouldn’t have any trouble with the IRS.”

      I could see the relief on Mallory’s face. “That’s such great news,” she said.

      Charlie coughed lightly, and I had a feeling from the expression on his face that he could tell something was going on between the two of us. “I have a meeting this afternoon that I need to prepare for,” he said to Mallory. Then, he turned to me. “Let me know if you need any help with the rest of the books.”

      “Thanks,” I told him, unable to keep the grin off my face.

      As he left, Mallory raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s the grin for?” she asked.

      “He knows,” I told her, gesturing back and forth between the two of us.

      Mallory looked surprised and then rueful. “Well, he’s known me my whole damned life,” she said, shrugging. She grinned. “I guess I never should have thought that I could hide anything from anyone around here.”

      “Good thing we don’t have to anymore,” I said, shrugging. “I guess technically I’m not really an employee anymore.” I paused and grinned wickedly at her, stepping closer and putting a hand on her hip. “Meaning I guess that I can’t get in trouble for anything I do, huh?”

      Mallory laughed and took a step back, but I could tell from how dark her eyes had gone that she was contemplating letting me make those advances right here in the conference room. Or at least behind the locked door of her office. But then, she sighed. “There’s a lot that I have to get ready for the party tonight,” she said. “No distractions.”

      I smirked but obediently took a step back. “No distractions, then,” I promised her, glancing at my watch. “I guess it’s about time for me to go pick Booker up from school, anyway. But I’ll see you later. Let me know if you need me to pick up anything on the way to the party, or if you need any help early with the set-up.”

      “Think I’ve got it all covered but sounds like a plan,” Mallory said. She waited until I had my hand on the door leading out of the conference room before she cleared her throat. “You know,” she said, but then she trailed off.

      I turned back to her, raising an eyebrow and waiting for her to continue.

      “It wouldn’t have been a problem, even if anyone had known that we were dating while you were one of my employees,” Mallory said, carefully not looking at me. Yet again, I was struck by how different she was around me. How much she had let her guard down.

      She glanced up at me and gave a little shrug. “We’re both consenting adults,” she said. “And it’s not like there’s anything in either of our contracts or the company policy that says that we can’t date coworkers. And technically speaking, we were dating before you ever started here. So, it’s a non-issue anyway.”

      I grinned at her. “Sounds like you’ve thought about this a lot,” I teased, watching as she blushed.

      “Oh, get out of here,” Mallory said, looking amused in spite of her embarrassment.

      “See you later,” I promised her.

      “Yeah, yeah. See you later,” she echoed.

      I drove over to Booker’s school to pick him up and then brought him back home so he could take a break, then we could get changed into something a little nicer for the party. I wasn’t sure if everyone would be dressed up, but I had a feeling Mallory would appreciate it if I tried to look a little nicer than usual.

      “We’re going to a party, we’re going to a party,” Booker said, in a sing-song voice. I grinned, trying not to be alarmed when he told me how many sugary treats and pieces of candy he’d had at school that day during their class Valentine’s Day party.

      “Remember, you have to be on your best behavior tonight,” I told Booker.

      “I know,” Booker chirped. “Do you think Mallory will let me drive the golf cart again?”

      I laughed. “Probably not tonight,” I told him. “It’s going to be dark before we get there. And cold. But maybe we can go back some other time soon, during the day.”

      “Okay,” Booker said, not sounding disappointed in the slightest.

      When we got to the party a little while later, it was already in full swing. But of course, that made sense since most people were just trickling in as they finished up their work for the day, rather than driving over from home. I also speculated that many probably showed up to the party early anyway, since the pruning work was done and it was a slower time of year for the winery.

      It was easy to spot Mallory in the pretty silver dress she had changed into. “Hey,” I said, slipping an arm around her as I came up close. I wasn’t sure if that was too forward, but she had said that we could be ‘together’ at the party. Besides, no one was really looking our direction at the moment anyway. If she didn’t want me to touch her, she could easily step away from me, and no one would even notice.

      But she craned her neck so she could look up at me with a smile on her face, and she relaxed into my touch. “Hey,” she said. Then, she grinned down at Booker. “And hello to you, too.”

      “Hi Mallory,” Booker said, all smiles. “Happy Valentine’s Day!”

      “Happy Valentine’s Day,” Mallory said, laughing. “I’m so glad you guys could make it.” She paused, “Booker, there’s actually some kids that I want you to meet. I think you’re going to have a ton of fun with them. They’re over here playing some games. Come on.” She led Booker over towards a group, and I smiled as I watched her introduce him to each of them. Then, she came back over to me. “They’re the kids of some of the other employees,” she said.

      “Cool,” I said, not worried. Booker was already chatting excitedly with a couple of the boys. I was always surprised to see how easy it was for him to get to know other kids. The boy had charisma practically coming out of his ears.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Mallory asked me.

      “Sounds great,” I said, settling in to enjoy the party.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      The Valentine’s Day party was great, as always, but there was something missing. Mom.

      I kept catching myself feeling guilty for having fun while she was stuck in the hospital. Maybe I should make a special trip over there tonight? I wanted her to meet Hayden. And Booker. But on the other hand, I didn’t want to make her feel even worse about not being able to make it to the party.

      “All right, what’s up?” Hayden finally asked, and I realized that I’d sighed out loud.

      I pasted on a fake smile, but I could tell that Hayden wasn’t buying it. I shrugged, glancing away towards the rest of the party and taking a sip of my wine. “It’s just weird, not seeing Mom here,” I told him. “She’s always here. At least for part of it.”

      Hayden rubbed my lower back sympathetically, and even though his touch couldn’t fix things, it definitely relaxed me a little. “Why don’t we head over there?” he suggested.

      “What?” I asked, surprised to hear him echo my earlier thoughts. I wouldn’t have thought that he would volunteer to come with me, but that was definitely what it sounded like.

      Hayden shrugged. “If she can’t come to the party, maybe we should bring the party to her,” he said. “You and me and Booker. Maybe Charlie, too? And whoever else you think she’d like to see.”

      “I don’t know if the hospital would let us do that,” I said.

      Hayden grinned. “Come on, there’s way too much food here for all of us,” he said. “I bet if we bring some of these treats over there, they’ll at least let us have a little time with her. We might as well try.”

      I ducked my head, surprised to feel tears in my eyes. Hayden couldn’t possibly know how much it meant to me to hear him suggest something like that. And suddenly, in that moment, I knew that I loved him.

      Wait, loved him? Did I really know him well enough to love him? But then again, who was to say how long you needed to know someone before you could love them? Anyway, now wasn’t the time for me to figure out any of that. Hayden was still staring at me expectantly.

      I allowed a slow smile to spread across my face. He looked so earnest. Like he really did want to be part of this. “All right,” I said, holding up my hands. “You’ve convinced me.”

      Hayden beamed at me. “Why don’t you go around and invite whoever you want to come with us, and I’ll put together some trays of treats?” he suggested.

      “That’s perfect,” I said.

      And so a little while later, we arrived at the hospital, party and all. At first, the nurses didn’t want to let us all troop into Mom’s room, even though I had kept it below the visitation limit and promised we wouldn’t be in there long. But finally, they relented when I explained why this was so important to me.

      I went in first, while everyone else waited quietly in the hallway. If Mom was sleeping, I didn’t want to surprise her.

      But when I got in there, she was awake, sitting up in bed with her arms folded across her chest as she looked out the window. Her gaze whipped around when she heard me enter, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Don’t you have a party to host?”

      I could hear the bitterness in her voice, but I knew not to let it get to me. She wasn’t mad at me. She was mad at the illness and the fact that she couldn’t be there at her favorite party of the year.

      “There are a couple people here who wanted to see you,” I said quietly.

      Mom made a face. “You didn’t need to drag everyone here to pity me,” she said.

      “I didn’t,” I said. “Actually, this wasn’t my idea at all.” I took a deep breath. “Hayden, the guy that I’m dating, wanted to meet you. And he was the one who suggested that if you couldn’t come to the party, we should bring the party to you,” I paused. “If you want everyone to leave, we will. But we packed a tray full of those spinach puffs you love, just for you.”

      Mom stared at me for a moment like she didn’t know what to say. She’d always been so proud, and this stay in the hospital had to be just about killing her. She didn’t want everyone from the winery to remember her like this. But at the same time, Charlie and some of the other people out in the hall had been her friends for her whole life. And then there were those spinach puffs when she’d been barely surviving on a terrible diet of nothing but hospital food.

      I saw her lips twitch with the hint of amusement. “Fine,” she finally said, making a grand, sweeping gesture towards the door. “Let everyone in. But only because you brought the spinach puffs.”

      Laughing, I went to the door, poking my head out. “Everyone, you can come in now,” I said.

      It was all so worth it, just to see Mom’s eyes light up when she saw everyone. I realized then just how much her self-imposed isolation was killing her. That, more than the cancer, was what had made the light disappear from her eyes. I vowed to push her a little more. I knew she could be ornery at times, but I also knew that her friends wanted to be there for her, if she would only let them.

      “Mom, this is Hayden, and his son Booker,” I said.

      Mom’s eyes swept critically over the two of them, and then she smiled. “It’s good to meet you,” she said. Then, she leaned towards Hayden. “I hear all this was your idea. So I guess you must be pretty all right. Even if you couldn’t handle the first date.”

      Hayden laughed and put an arm around my shoulders. “You sure did raise a firecracker,” he joked, and everyone laughed.

      We didn’t stay for long, but it was long enough for everyone to chat with Mom, and I could tell that she loved the attention. Finally, it was time to clear everyone out and let her get some rest. I gave Mom a hug, telling her I’d see her tomorrow, looking up just in time to catch the eye roll.

      “You know, I do just fine when you’re not here,” Mom said. But then she caught my arm. “If you happen to find any more of those spinach puffs left after the party, though, I wouldn’t mind another supply of those.”

      I laughed. “I’ll see what I can do,” I promised her.

      “It was nice meeting you,” she said to Hayden. She glanced at Booker. “I still don’t know how I feel about a kid who tells me I can call him ‘Booger’, but I’m happy the two of you are part of my daughter’s life.”

      I giggled at Hayden’s mortified expression. We said our goodbyes and headed out to Hayden’s car. He caught me after Booker climbed in the car and lightly kissed my cheek, holding me close for a moment. “Thanks for being my valentine,” he said.

      Grinning, I said, “Thank you. This was the perfect idea.”

      “I’m glad it all worked out,” Hayden said. He lingered there for a moment, brushing his fingers lightly along my cheekbone. “I’d ask you to come back to my place, but with Booker there…it just—” he trailed off.

      “I get it,” I said seriously. Booker was still young and impressionable, and Hayden wasn’t quite ready to cross that bridge just yet. Still, it felt like we had made so much progress in our relationship in the past couple of days. It was enough to make my head spin.

      Maybe a night apart was a good thing anyway. It would give me time to sort out how I felt about Hayden.

      Love?

      I stood up on my tiptoes so I could kiss him before I headed towards the company van that I had driven over in. Charlie was waiting there for me, tactfully looking away from us.

      “Maybe I can take you out on another date sometime,” Hayden asked teasingly.

      I laughed. “Maybe,” I agreed. “Call me.”

      “I will,” Hayden promised, giving me one last quick kiss. “See you soon.”

      “See you soon,” I agreed, trying not to think about how head over heels I was for him.
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          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      After promising Booker that we would try to go back to the winery in the daytime ‘sometime soon,’ I shouldn’t have been surprised that the first question out of his mouth on Saturday morning was, “Can we go drive the golf cart today?”

      I grinned ruefully and shook my head. “Not today, Booger,” I said. “The weather’s not good. And anyway, there’s probably a ton of cleaning up that needs to happen today at the winery after last night. We’d be in everyone’s way.”

      Booker pouted for a moment. “Okay,” he finally sighed. “Do we get to see Mallory again soon, though? I like her. She’s fun, and she tells good jokes.”

      That made me smile. I still was a little worried that Booker might get too attached to Mallory. Who knew where our relationship would end up? But the more time I spent with Mallory, the more I was sure that I wanted to be with her. I liked the way she handled herself at the winery, I liked watching her with her mother the night before, and I liked spending time alone with her, just the two of us. Or the three of us—me, Mallory and Booker.

      “I have a feeling we’re going to see Mallory soon,” I told Booker, smiling at him. I still wasn’t ready to have a conversation with him about the idea that Mallory might become a big part of my life, and his by extension. I didn’t want to get too ahead of myself, but I liked the thought of spending more time together.

      And I thought it was pretty telling that Mallory had introduced us to her mom the night before. It would have been easy, since her mom couldn’t come to the Valentine’s Day party, to just put off that introduction. But I could tell how important it was to her when she introduced us. I couldn’t help but feel that she was all in as well.

      I liked that.

      And I liked the smile that Booker gave me when I told him that we would probably see more of Mallory. “Do you think we can bring her to the zoo sometime?” he asked.

      I blinked, surprised by the suggestion. It was such a family thing to do. But I shrugged. “I bet we could ask her,” I told Booker.

      “Cool,” Booker said. “Can we go skating today?”

      “Sure thing,” I said. “Why don’t I call Uncle Ace and see if he can meet us over there? But I want you to finish all your chores first.”

      Booker nodded enthusiastically. “Okay! I’m going to start with the sock sorting in the laundry room,” he said, racing off to do just that. I grinned after him.

      For so long, it had been just the two of us, just Booker and I. But the more I thought about outings with Mallory and all the other ways she might fit into our lives, the more it felt right.

      I thought about inviting her to skate with us that afternoon but finally decided against it. Last night had been the three of us, and I wanted our next date to be just Mallory and me. Maybe I’d take her out to dinner again. Or maybe something cheesy—like bowling.

      That thought stopped me in my tracks. I had never really been the dating type before. I mean, dinner, sure. Or drinks. But even that was rare for me. Before I had Booker, I used to just pick women up at bars or wherever, usually when I was out with Ace, and take them home. Even if it wasn’t just a one-night thing and we met up again, we dispensed with the ‘date’ part of the night and just skipped straight to the end of it, either at my place or hers.

      Maybe the real difference here was maturity. I wasn’t in my twenties anymore, and I wanted something more. I knew what it was like to have a family—with Booker. I was settled. I didn’t need flings.

      But I knew that wasn’t the whole of it. There was just something about Mallory that made me want to be with her, really be with her. Something that made me want to give her everything she deserved. She wasn’t the kind of woman that you just took home once and never called again. She wasn’t the kind of woman that I had been looking for before. She was different. She and I could be good for each other, I had the feeling. She could help me give Booker a more balanced life. She made me want to focus on my work in a way that I never had before, to show up on time and everything. And I knew that I helped her to relax and let loose a little.

      Things could be good. I had feelings for her, I realized. I didn’t want to never see her again once I stopped working at the winery. So somehow, I needed to figure out a way to tell her just what she meant to me.

      Without scaring her off.

      Just because I was comfortable with having a family now, it didn’t mean I had always been. Before I had Booker, I had been one of the most commitment-shy people I knew. But things changed once you had a kid.

      Still, I knew that Mallory and I might not be on the same page. Especially since in all honesty, we didn’t really know one another very well just yet. This was still so very new. In fact, there was a part of me that was sure I couldn’t possibly feel as deeply for her as I thought I did. Except for one thing—I was sure I really did feel that way.

      I was falling for her, and I didn’t want to think about spending the rest of my life without her in it. It was that simple.

      That afternoon we met Ace at the ice rink. “How was the party?” Ace asked as we watched Booker go through some of his normal warm-up skating drills.

      “It was really fun, actually,” I said, smiling. “Booker had a good time meeting kids of some of the other employees of the winery, and I don’t know, it was kind of nice seeing Mallory around her employees when she wasn’t actively working. And I guess now that the books are all straightened out—even though most of them didn’t know there was an issue in the first place—it just feels like everyone at the winery has breathed a collective sigh of relief. Or maybe she breathed one big enough for all of them.”

      “Yeah. That’s probably about it. Good,” Ace said. He glanced over at me before tactfully asking. “So, now that you’re done working for the winery, are you going to keep seeing Mallory?”

      “I think so,” I told him. I shrugged, “I think she and I are on the same page, but I guess we’ll find out.”

      “What page is that?” Ace asked.

      “Well, she’s met Booker,” I said slowly, trying to decide just how much to tell him. Would he think I was crazy if I admitted that I had feelings for her already? He was the one who had tried to set me up with Mallory in the first place. But once I had started at the winery, he had cautioned me not to start dating her. He didn’t think it would be very professional, and he was worried that if I wasn’t able to sort out the problem with the books, then our relationship would suffer from Mallory’s frustration.

      But now, there was no more worry about any of that. The books were fixed, and I didn’t work for the winery anymore.

      “Actually,” I added, “we met her Mom last night, too.”

      “She came to the party?” Ace asked in surprise. “I thought you said she was in the hospital.”

      “She is,” I confirmed. “The doctors wouldn’t let her out to go to the party, and it was apparently a really big deal for her. And for Mallory, too. So I suggested that we bring the party to her. Some of the other folks at the winery, plus Mallory of course, and Booker and I, headed over to the hospital with some of the treats from the party. Mallory’s mom loved it, you could tell. And so did Mallory.”

      Ace gave a low whistle. “Holy cow. You’re falling for her,” he said.

      I chuckled. I should have known I couldn’t keep anything like this from him. My brother knew me better than anyone else on this planet. I grinned at him. “That obvious?” I joked.

      He shook his head. “Wow,” he said. “I never thought I’d see the day, honestly.” He paused. “Have you talked to her about it? Just to make sure that the two of you really are on the same page? I mean, meeting her mom is a pretty big deal, but I don’t want you to get burned if it turns out that she’s not, I don’t know.”

      “We haven’t talked about it,” I sighed. “There’s part of me that wonders if I really do care about her like that or if it’s just that she’s the first person that I’ve really given a chance. You know, that first date went so poorly. If I hadn’t gone to work for the winery, I never would have gotten to this point with Mallory. We never would have seen one another again. So there’s a part of me that wonders if maybe the only reason things are going so well for us is that I let things happen. Because I gave them a chance.”

      “That’s fair,” Ace said. He paused, looking thoughtful. “But on the other hand, and you know I don’t believe in fate or anything, but maybe there’s something more to it than that. I mean, what are the chances, really, that I would set you up on a date with someone, only to have you find out the very next day that you’re actually supposed to start working for her? And not only did that first date go horribly, but she didn’t want to hire you either. But there was something that just kept drawing the two of you back together. Some sort of charisma or connection or attraction. I don’t know.”

      I snorted, grinning over at him. “Sounds like a load of hippie-dippy bullshit if you ask me,” I said, even though I liked the idea of it. I didn’t want to say that Mallory and I were meant to be together, not any more than Ace did. But hadn’t I felt, so many times, that there was no way I could keep my hands off of her? Maybe he was right, and there was some sort of attraction that drew us together. I wasn’t sure what to call it, but it was definitely there, as far as I was concerned.

      “What about Booker?” Ace asked suddenly, turning to face me.

      “What about him?” I asked, surprised to hear him ask that in such a protective voice.

      “What have you told him about you and Mallory?” Ace clarified. “I think it’s great that you want her to be involved in your lives, but at the end of the day, you have to remember that if you’re dating someone, she’s going to be in Booker’s life just as much as she’s in yours.”

      “I know,” I said, trying not to feel defensive. I knew that Ace was just trying to help, but did he really think I would forget about how much Booker’s life could be affected by this? “I told him that I thought we’d be seeing Mallory a lot more, but that’s it,” I continued. “I didn’t like the thought of him getting too attached to her before I knew where this relationship was going, but it seems like things are moving forward and that we’re on the same page.”

      “I hate to say it, but it sounds like you probably need to check on that with Mallory before you go any further,” Ace said. “Like you said, having Booker get attached to her just to find out that things aren’t going to work out between you two could really hurt him. He’s still young, and I’m not sure he would understand.”

      I nodded slowly. I knew that I needed to talk to Mallory. I just had to figure out when. And how to say what I was feeling. I just hoped she was feeling the same way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      On Sunday morning, Mom was finally discharged from the hospital, and I was tasked with bringing her home and getting her settled back in. On the one hand, it was nice to finally get her out of the hospital. I hated the smell of antiseptic, and I hated the worry that dogged me while we were there. Even though Mom’s condition had stabilized since she had first been admitted, I couldn’t help remembering just why we were there at the hospital with every breath that I took.

      And Mom, of course, didn’t sugarcoat the truth. Nor did she really have any hope that she was going to beat her illness. I had hoped that maybe seeing everyone from the winery might lift her spirits for a bit, make her start thinking about living her life for just a little while longer.

      But instead, she seemed more withdrawn and gloomy than ever. She kept hinting at the fact that she was there in the hospital because she was dying. She kept implying that it would be better to go sooner rather than later.

      And that was hard for me to deal with. What exactly was I supposed to say when she made these crazy comments? Like, “You know, I kind of liked that Hayden fellow. It’s a shame I won’t be here to really get to know him.”

      Things like that made me want to pull my hair out. She was practically giving up. I knew she was in pain and that she was frustrated by all the things that she couldn’t do anymore. But at the end of the day, she was still alive now, and she had to know how much I would miss her when she was gone.

      “Well, are you going to help me with this?” Mom asked snippily when the orderly brought her a wheelchair. It was one of Mom’s least favorite things about the hospital. They insisted on discharging her in a wheelchair each time. At least by now, she was used to it, and even though she didn’t hesitate to make her displeasure known, she no longer fought it as hard.

      Although to be honest, some days I missed the fight. I missed hearing her really fight for anything at all, and really show some passion. I missed hearing her care about anything. These days, it seemed like she was just a husk of the woman she had once been. Sometimes I caught myself wondering if it really would be better if death came more quickly for her. And that made me feel terrible.

      It was just so hard to stay positive and upbeat when Mom was like this.

      “You’re moving this thing slower than the heartbeat of a dying man,” Mom complained as I wheeled her down the hallway. “Can’t you make it go a little faster? I want to get out of here.”

      I pursed my lips, choosing not to remind her that pushing an occupied wheelchair down the hall still took a fair bit of effort on my part, no matter how much weight she had lost since she had first gotten sick. But I tried to pick up the pace a little. After all, I wanted to get out of there, too.

      Things were no better when we got home, though. Mom sat heavily on the couch, absently flicking on the TV for some background noise like she normally did. “I guess you got everything cleaned up from the party by now,” she said, apropos to nothing.

      I nodded. “Yeah, we had a cleaning crew go through,” I told her. “Work as usual on Monday.”

      Mom shook her head. “My favorite party of the year and I missed it,” she said. “Can you believe the universe didn’t even let me have that? The only highlight left in my year.”

      “At least you got to see everyone,” I reminded her. I knew she wasn’t saying that she didn’t appreciate our gesture. I knew she had really enjoyed having everyone there. Even more than I expected her to. And not just because we had brought her those spinach puffs.

      But at the same time, her dismissal of our attempts to bring the party to her sort of hurt me. All day Saturday, and all morning long, she kept mentioning how gutted she was that she hadn’t been able to actually go to the party at the winery. And I knew that she was upset, but we had done everything that we could to make her feel like she really had been part of it, even if she hadn’t been able to be there.

      Besides, it wasn’t like she had been very social since she had gotten sick. If we had told her in advance that we were going to try to bring the party to her, she probably would have told us not to bother. That she didn’t want anyone to see her like that. That she didn’t need us all sitting around pitying her. That she didn’t want to see us celebrating while she was dying or something morbid like that.

      “Well?” Mom asked, sounding irked by the fact that I was still there.

      “Do you want me to make you something to eat?” I asked, clinging to my patience as best as I could.

      Mom scoffed. “You know those car rides always make me feel sick,” she said. “The last thing I want right now is to eat,” she paused. “I can’t believe you’ve cleaned up everything from the party and all you could scavenge for me were some measly spinach puffs. Didn’t you cater enough food this year?”

      I counted to ten in my head. “The employees all took home some of the leftovers like we do every year,” I told Mom. “I tried to get you more spinach puffs, but they were all eaten. The caterers said they would make you a special batch.”

      “Well, I don’t need their pity,” Mom snapped. “Oh, look at the sick woman, make her some spinach puffs because it’ll probably be her last meal on this earth. You know what? I hope that my last meal does come soon. But it’s not going to be any damned pity puffs.”

      “Mom, don’t talk like that,” I said, even though I knew that my saying it would only make her angrier. “You know they aren’t doing it out of pity. They’re thankful that you’ve been a loyal customer for years now. We don’t get a ton of stuff catered for the winery, but they’re still really glad that every time we do need caterers, we use them.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mom said, rolling her eyes. It sounded like she didn’t believe it. Or again, like she just didn’t care about anything. “And don’t tell me how to talk. I may be dying, but I’m still your mother.”

      I stopped just short of telling her that she wasn’t dying. That wasn’t a fight that I wanted to have right now. “Well, if you don’t want me to cook you anything, why don’t we get you changed into some clean clothes?” I asked.

      “Not like there’s anyone here to see me,” Mom said, frowning petulantly.

      “Fine, then,” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “You just sit there and listen to the TV or whatever you want to do. I’m going to read my book.” I sat down in an armchair and pulled my book out of my bag.

      Mom heaved a heavy sigh. “Not even going to ask me if I would like a book as well?” she asked. “Bet you think my old shaky hands couldn’t handle it, don’t you?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “I just didn’t want to play twenty questions to figure out what you wanted to do. But if you want a book, I’ll get you one. Which one do you want?”

      “I don’t want a book, I just think it would be nice for you to be a little more considerate and at least ask me,” Mom grumped. “I’d like a cup of tea, or is that too much to ask as well?”

      “I’ll get you a cup of tea,” I said, putting my book aside and heading into the kitchen. It at least gave me a couple minutes of respite, but even that wasn’t enough.

      The rest of the afternoon went much the same way. By the end of it, I felt worn out and exhausted. And disheartened. Mom really didn’t believe that she was ever going to get any better, and honestly, I was starting to lose my faith in a miracle as well.

      I tried to be compassionate. I had to wonder if I would act the same way, if I were in her shoes. I wanted to think I wouldn’t be as ornery as she was. That I would realize how much my comments were hurting the people around me and try to bite my tongue. But on the other hand, I knew Mom hadn’t always been this way. And not only that, but I knew that I carried some of the best, but also some of the worst of her in me. She was the reason I was so strong-willed and determined. But she was also the reason I sometimes lacked self-confidence and was the reason that my determination sometimes came off as stubbornness.

      Maybe I would be just the same as her, one day. The thought was chilling.

      Finally, it was time for Mom to get ready for bed. “You didn’t have to stay with me all day,” she grumbled as I helped her upstairs.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” I said.

      “And what, now you’re going to spend the night in the guest room so you can check on me first thing in the morning?” she continued. She turned to face me at the top of the landing. “You know, every night, I pray to the big guy that tonight will be the night that I don’t wake up again.”

      I tried not to let my emotions show on my face, knowing that it would only galvanize her to say even worse. She didn’t really want to die, I reminded myself. She just wanted an escape from the pain, and more than that, she didn’t want anyone to pity her. Aggressively showing how okay she was with the fact that she was dying made it hard to pity her.

      Or something. One of the doctors had explained it all to me once when she’d found me in tears out in the hallway of the hospital. I could feel those same tears threatening now.

      “I’m going to go home for the night,” I told Mom in a soft voice. “I need to get changed and stuff. But I’ll be back tomorrow.” I stopped short of saying that I’d be back to check on her, but I knew she knew what I was really saying. Thankfully, she just rolled her eyes and let me get her to bed.

      As I walked out of her house, I immediately called Hayden. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Can I come over?” I asked, trying not to cry.

      But I could tell that Hayden heard the tears in my voice when he immediately responded, “Of course.” His tone was soothing, and I nearly started sobbing right there. Instead, I took a deep breath.

      “I’ll see you soon,” I told him, then hung up before he could say anything that might make me come undone. I got in my car and brushed away the tears so I could drive over there.

      Maybe I shouldn’t force my tears on Hayden like this. He had enough on his plate with Booker, and even though I was sure that I loved him, I knew just how big a step that was to take in the short time we had known one another. I shouldn’t burden him like this.

      But on the other hand, the last thing I wanted right now was to go home alone. The last thing that I wanted was to spend the rest of the night crying into a pillow and worrying about Mom. Besides, if Hayden didn’t want me there, I trusted him to say no to me. He had been able to tell that I was upset, so he knew what he was getting himself into. So a little while later, I pulled up in his driveway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I could tell that Mallory was upset when she called me. I wanted to ask just what was going on, but I knew it probably wasn’t anything she wanted to discuss over the phone. I found myself hoping it was something to do with her mom, rather than something to do with the winery. Maybe the IRS had already started their auditing process or something, or there was another problem with the books that I hadn’t noticed? But then I felt horrible for thinking that. Either way, it would be devastating to her.

      When she showed up, I could tell she was trying to hold herself together. She gave me a wan smile when I met her at the front door. “Hey,” she said in a subdued voice.

      I immediately pulled her into my arms. “What happened?” I asked her.

      She sighed and leaned against me. “Nothing,” she said. “Not really. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, don’t be sorry,” I chided.

      “Mom got released from the hospital,” Mallory explained.

      I frowned, unable to help my confusion. “Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked.

      “It would be,” Mallory said, “except that they still don’t know how to treat her. They’re not upping her chances of survival, and she just takes that as more and more of a sign that she should, I don’t know, just die, I guess.”

      “Oh Mallory,” I sighed.

      “Yeah,” she said, pulling away and scrubbing at her face. “It’s just been a long day.”

      “Why don’t you come in?” I suggested. “Booker’s here, but he’s in bed already, probably sound asleep by now.” Mallory nodded and followed me inside. “Do you want something to drink?” I asked her. “I’ve got water, juice, or some wine from the vineyard. Charlie gave me a bottle.”

      “I probably shouldn’t, but wine would be great,” Mallory said. “It’s been a long day.”

      I nodded and went to fetch the bottle and a couple of glasses. Then, I came back and sat near Mallory on the couch. She moved closer to me, cuddling towards my warmth. I lightly rubbed her shoulder, letting her take her time.

      There was a part of me that wished she would just let go of her control for a moment. I could tell how hard she was trying to keep her composure. And that keeping it together was practically killing her. But I didn’t want to pressure her either. If she wanted to talk, she would talk. If she wanted to cry, she would cry. But I had to let her take things at her own pace and just quietly make sure she knew that I was there for her.

      “It’s just hard to see her like this,” Mallory finally sighed, looking up at me. “She’s my mom. And I’m there for her. But it’s hard to be there for her when she doesn’t really want me to be. You know? I mean, it’s not that she doesn’t want me to be there for her. That’s a bad choice of words. But she’s always been so independent. She’s always been able to handle everything on her own. She doesn’t like the fact that she can’t do that anymore. I think that’s what scares her the most.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, rubbing her back and feeling the tension slowly drain out of her. “I bet she’s glad that you’re there, though, even if she doesn’t know how to show it. I saw the way she was at the party the other night. You’re the center of her world.”

      “I just wish she would act like that more,” Mallory said, shaking her head. “Instead, every conversation that we have seems to be about my lack of boyfriend or whatever else. You know, she actually tried to tell me that if I would just get a boyfriend, maybe I could quit bothering her all the time.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at that. When Mallory raised an eyebrow at me, I shrugged. “She’s just looking out for you,” I said. “It’s not that she doesn’t want you there, she just wants to see you have someone else in your life before you lose her. That’s honestly pretty sweet of her.”

      “I guess,” Mallory sighed. “I just feel like it puts even more pressure on me, though. Because we’re already past when the doctors first told us that she was likely to die.” She paused. “And on the other hand, I feel like the only thing that’s still keeping Mom alive is the fact that she doesn’t know when I’ll settle down and start a family. So I have this worry in the back of my mind that as soon as she knows that I’m serious about someone, she’s going to just give up and that’ll be the end of it.”

      She stared down at her hands. I blinked in surprise. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? That she was afraid to have a steady relationship because she thought her mom would take it as a sign that she was no longer needed here and let herself die?

      I thought about that for a moment. It made sense, with the way that Mallory acted, I realized. I could tell there was an underlying worry there, every time she let herself get close to me. And beyond that, I could tell just how hard she tried to keep herself cool and unemotional, from our first date to our first meeting at the office. Maybe it wasn’t that she hadn’t been interested in me from the very start. Maybe it was just that those wall she had built were there to protect her from losing the things that she cared about most.

      My heart ached for her, and I tried to think of what to say in response to that. “Your mom is a fighter,” I finally said. “Just like you. She’s strong, and she’s not going to just lay down and die, no matter what the doctors might have told her. And sure, she might be hoping to stay alive long enough to see you settle down with someone, but I think there’s a lot more that she wants to see from you than that. She wants to see what you do with the winery, and she wants to see you grow into an even more incredible woman, and honestly, I get the feeling she really wants to see you give her some grandchildren. I don’t think that you just being in a relationship is going to be enough for her.”

      For the first time that night, Mallory managed a small smile. “You’re probably right,” she said. “Mom would never be satisfied just knowing that I was in a relationship with someone. She wants a big wedding, grandchildren and everything else. She expects the whole world.” She shook her head, but she was still grinning. Finally, she sighed. “I’m scared,” she said frankly. “I don’t like the idea of losing her. But at the same time, I’m not sure how much longer this can go on. And the scary thing is, if I do have kids and everything, I’m afraid that I’ll be just the same.”

      I shook my head. “You’ll be a great mom,” I told her. “And I’m not just saying that. I’ve seen you with Booker.” I immediately felt embarrassed at having said it like that. I didn’t want her to think I was already thinking of her as being motherly towards Booker. I knew that I liked her, but I didn’t want to stress her out with yet another thing right now.

      That is to say, like I had told Ace, I wanted to have a conversation with Mallory at some point soon. But not right this second, not when she was so upset about her day. That wouldn’t be fair.

      Still, I had said the words, and I meant them. She was good with Booker, and I couldn’t imagine her being a terrible mother. I couldn’t imagine her causing her future children this kind of stress. But maybe I didn’t know the whole story.

      Mallory paused, and I could tell that she was thinking that over. Finally, she just shook her head. “Thanks,” she said quietly. “I guess I just don’t know because I’m too close to the situation to really tell what’s what.” She glanced over at me. “You would never put Booker under this kind of strain, would you? Whether he’s really your son or not?”

      I froze, staring at her. “What do you mean?” I asked carefully. I didn’t want to show my emotions just yet, because I didn’t want to influence the way that she responded. But what did she mean with a comment like that, whether Booker was my son or not? He was my son. He would always be my son.

      “I just mean, my mom and I are so alike,” Mallory said. “And it’s more than just nurture. In my genes, I’m just like her. So I just mean, I know you said that you’ve never had a paternity test done to see if Booker is really your son, but if you ever got sick, you’d never treat him like this, would you?”

      I felt my blood start to boil. “Whether I get the paternity test done or not, Booker is my son,” I said in a clipped tone.

      “I mean, I get that he’s your son. But you know he might not be biologically yours. Meaning, he doesn’t have all the same, you know, personality traits or anything,” Mallory said. “Like, I understand what my mom is going through because I can put myself in that same situation. And I think part of why she doesn’t sugarcoat things is that she knows I understand. She wants me to put myself in her shoes and understand what she’s going through, so I know, I don’t know, not to react with pity or whatever. But if Booker isn’t yours and doesn’t think the same way that you do, then maybe it’s easier. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I stared at her as though she had grown two heads. There was a part of me wondering how I could have judged her so wrong. Hell, I had just said that she was great with Booker. But now, it seemed like she didn’t understand us at all. She thought that Booker wasn’t going to grow up to be like me because he might not be my flesh and blood.

      And what’s more, she probably was like all the rest of them who thought that I was crazy for even considering raising Booker as though he might be my son, when I didn’t have any proof. She would never understand the bond that I had with him, but worse than that, she would always think of him as less than my true son, until I provided proof that he really was mine.

      I didn’t need that proof. I never had. And I resented that she seemed to think I might need that, in order to know how to treat a kid well.

      There was another part of me that was worried about how the future would go with her. Say that we stayed together. What if we had kids, kids that we knew were hers and mine? Would she treat them differently? Would she think they were better than Booker, or more entitled to her time, or more entitled to our resources?

      I thought of that day out at the winery, when she had let Booker drive all over in the golf cart. What if that continued until she and I had other kids, kids that were really hers? What if eventually, when it was time for someone to take over the winery, she passed over Booker, regardless of what he wanted or how well he might run the place because Booker wasn’t her own flesh and blood and thus couldn’t possibly run the winery the way that she would?

      I knew from the get-go that she was strong-willed and that she liked things to be done her way, on her time. But I’d thought that she had been relaxing a little, that she was willing to work with others. Maybe that had just been wishful thinking.

      I was getting ahead of myself, I knew. Mallory and I hadn’t talked at all about the future, about our feelings for one another, about the possibility of eventually having children. But at the same time, I felt as though I had been doused with cold water. Here I had been trying to comfort her. But at the end of the day, I was reminded of the fact that we were fundamentally different people.

      It was something that I had known since that first date. When she had walked out. It was something that I had known since that first day of work at the winery. When she had asked me to leave. She had shown me time and again that she wasn’t going to commit to this, that we were too different to compromise or to be at all compatible.

      What had I been thinking? How had I managed to overlook things so long and think that I might be falling for her? We could never build a future together, and there was too much at risk in my life, with Booker, to set aside all of these conflicts in our worldview and just ‘try’ to get along with one another.

      Things were only going to end up in a bad place in the end. And I didn’t want Booker to get attached to her if that was the case.

      So I took a deep breath. I had wanted to comfort her. To help her calm down. But the longer she sat here pretending like she and her mom had some bond that I could never possibly have with Booker, it was only going to make me more frustrated and upset.

      “I think you should leave,” I heard myself say quietly.

      Mallory stared at me for a moment. I don’t know what I expected. That she would argue with me? Try to prove her point about Booker not really being mine? Or start crying? But finally, she just gave me a curt nod. “Fine,” she said briskly, getting up and walking towards the door. A minute later, I heard her car start up and back out of the driveway. Then, she was gone.

      I sighed, rubbing at my eyes. If I had needed any clearer sign that she wasn’t invested in this, there it was. She couldn’t even stick around to argue her side when I asked her to leave.

      But the house seemed especially empty with her gone, and I found myself wishing that instead of telling her to go, I had tried to explain my side a little better.

      It was too late for that now, though.

      I went to bed alone, feeling unsatisfied. But it was hard to sleep, with her words still ringing in my head. What if Booker wasn’t mine? I knew it wouldn’t change anything; I would still care about him as though he was my son, until the day I died. But at the same time, was there a reason I had waited all these years to get a paternity test?

      What if there was a reason? I had used Booker as an excuse to clean up my life, but the truth was, I had been losing interest in clubbing and everything else even before he came along. Maybe he was just a convenient excuse. That didn’t mean that I cared about him any less. But maybe there was a part of me that was afraid it would turn out that he wasn’t mine and I would have to give him over to his real father.

      Booker deserved to be with his real family. And I hated to think that I might not be it. He was the best thing that I had going in my life, after all.

      I swallowed hard and rolled over, trying not to think about that. I wished that I could curse Mallory for bringing up the fact that he might not be my son, for making me second-guess it all over again. I knew that she hadn’t done it on purpose, though. And more than anything, I wished that I could curl my body around hers now, to help me forget about the guilty feeling in my gut that had always wondered if Booker really was mine.

      But she wasn’t here. I had told her to leave. At the end of the day, that might have been for the best. But that didn’t make me feel any better about things.
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          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      I looked up when Charlie tapped on my office door. I tried not to grimace. It was nothing against Charlie himself, I just didn’t really want to talk to anyone that morning. I had tried to sequester myself in my office, claiming that I was really busy. But of course, Charlie came to find me. Trouble was, he knew me better than nearly anyone else, and he knew that I normally didn’t hide away in my office. If anyone was going to find out what was wrong, he was the one.

      So as much as I didn’t really want to see him, I knew that I at least had to pretend like everything was all right. I was just busy. That was all. Maybe if I pretended long enough, it would be true.

      The real truth was that I’d had a mostly sleepless night. I had gone over to Hayden’s to calm myself down, not to make myself feel worse about things. The real truth was that I did think he was sort of crazy for never getting a paternity test done to determine if Booker really was his. But that was up to him, and I knew that it didn’t make any difference in the way that he treated his son.

      I didn’t know why I had brought that up at all. It just seemed like half the trouble that Mom and I had in our relationship was that we were so damned similar. I wondered if maybe it was somehow easier for Hayden if Booker wasn’t really his biological son. But of course, I knew, when I really thought about it, that all the differences in the world couldn’t change how things really were between two people.

      I mean, hell, Hayden and I were different, and we were somehow close. But Leslie and I were pretty similar in a lot of ways, and we were also close. That had nothing to do with it.

      Gosh, things were so mixed up in my mind. I wished that I could talk to Hayden about it. Explain that I hadn’t meant to offend him and that I’d just been trying to rationalize why things were so difficult with Mom. I shouldn’t have just walked out of there like that. When he told me to leave, I should have tried to explain to him what I really meant. Or at least, what I thought I meant. Or at least, the reasoning behind what I had said. Or something.

      I didn’t even know anymore. All I knew was that I had said something unforgivable to Hayden and that in that moment, I had seen his expression totally close off, like he wanted nothing more to do with me. And he might as well not. Booker was his whole world, and I had as much as said that Hayden had no right to act like a father to him because Booker might not actually even be his, regardless of how many hours he had put into parenting.

      Basically, I had said that I didn’t believe Hayden when he said he knew that Booker was his son. I had basically said that I didn’t trust him or his gut instinct.

      And in doing so, I had lost him. There was no coming back from that. He wouldn’t want anything to do with me now.

      There was a part of me that was just glad I hadn’t fucked things up with him before he had managed to solve the problem with the books. But there was a larger part of me—one that took up nearly all of my concentration—that just kept reminding me that either way, I had fucked things up for good.

      I was having a difficult time working that morning, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone about anything.

      Still, I invited Charlie into my office like there was nothing wrong. “What’s up?” I asked him, really hoping that we didn’t have another situation on our hands. Especially not one that would involve asking Hayden to come back.

      But Charlie smiled at me. “I just wanted to say how glad I am that we finally found out what was wrong with the books,” he said. “I was just going over the work that Hayden did, and everything figures fine. It’s a relief to know that everything’s going to be all right when the IRS turns up for the audit.”

      I hummed in response, trying to think of some way to respond. But my thoughts were all tangled up around Hayden, and it was difficult to come up with the words.

      Charlie grinned. “You seem a little distracted,” he said, and I remembered that he had been there at the party on Friday night. He knew that there was something going on between Hayden and me. There would have been no hiding it. And at the time, I hadn’t thought that it was anything worth hiding.

      Now, I kind of wished that I hadn’t been so obvious about things. I had opened myself up for questions that I didn’t want to answer.

      Hayden and I probably weren’t together anymore. Whatever sort of run we’d been on, it was over now. And probably for the best. We just didn’t communicate the way that we needed to. I was too wrapped up in other things, and Hayden knew that he didn’t have to put up with me.

      Sure enough, Charlie raised an eyebrow at me. “So you and Hayden seem to have hit it off in the end, huh?” he asked.

      I sighed. Time for the truth. “We did,” I admitted. “I didn’t think I was going to like him, I was mostly just trying to be nice to him and treat him like I would any other employee. But I liked him.”

      “Past tense?” Charlie asked in surprise. “Just ‘liked’?”

      “I like him,” I amended grudgingly. “But it doesn’t matter. I think I ruined things with him. I said something I shouldn’t have.”

      Charlie frowned. “Have you tried talking to him about it?” he asked. Before I could answer, he held up a hand. “I know you know this, but relationships are all about work. You know, my wife and I have said a number of stupid things to one another, things that we shouldn’t have, over the years, but at the end of the day, we have always managed to work through things and come out stronger on the other side.”

      I shook my head despondently. “I don’t think he wants to hear from me,” I said. “It was about Booker. And the fact that Hayden has never had a paternity test done.” I paused. “Honestly, I basically implied that Booker wasn’t his and that I didn’t trust Hayden. That’s not the kind of thing you can build a relationship on.”

      Charlie frowned, and I could tell that he was thinking that through, putting himself in Hayden’s shoes. Finally, he shrugged. “Do you like him?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, glancing away towards the window. Outside, the vineyard looked chilly and cold. It fit my emotions almost too well.

      Charlie shrugged. “Then you owe it to yourself to talk to him,” he said. He paused. “To put it honestly, I was surprised to see Hayden come back to work here after you were so dismissive of him that first day. I know the way that he works. He’s a good guy, but he tends to do work on his own terms. The fact that he was willing to come back says a lot.”

      “I still don’t know if there’s any way to fix things,” I sighed.

      “Maybe there isn’t,” Charlie said. “I’m not saying that there is. But I didn’t know if there was any way to fix the books either, and Hayden made pretty quick work of that. Maybe it’s your turn to fix things now.”

      I finally smiled at him, just a little bit. “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “I’ll try calling him, at least.”

      “That’s good,” Charlie said, nodding at me. “Because I think he’d be just the kind of guy that you would want to replace me with.”

      I stared at him for a moment, barely able to process his words. “Replace you?” I finally managed. “Charlie, I’m not going to replace you! What happened with the books, what Tim did—none of that was your fault. I’m just glad that you realized there was something going on so that we could fix things before he took any more and before the IRS found it.” I shook my head. “Replace you. I could never do that.”

      Charlie looked vaguely amused. “I know you would never fire me,” he said. “And I appreciate that. But that’s not what I’m saying.” He paused. “I’ve decided that it’s time for me to retire. I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but I haven’t been able to find anyone that I could suggest for you to replace me with. And I would never leave the winery in a lurch. But, I’m getting towards the end of my days, and I guess seeing your mother in the hospital only brought home to me, more than anything, the fact that there are certain things that I’d like to do with the time I have left. Things that I can’t do if I’m here.”

      I stared at him, dumbfounded. Of course, I knew Charlie was getting up there in his years. He had been with this business since Gramps had been running the show. But it was crazy to think of the winery without him. Still, what could I say? I wanted him to go out and do the things that he wanted to do.

      Could I replace him with Hayden, though?

      Hayden would be the perfect fit, I knew. He knew what he was doing when it came to the numbers. He had made amazingly quick work of figuring out just what was going wrong with the books. And I trusted him. He would keep things running just as smoothly as Charlie ever had, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him ever skimming money off the top or anything like that.

      But it was doubtful that he would take the position even if I offered it to him. He liked spending his time with Booker. And he and I just didn’t work the same way. I didn’t think that things would work out very well between us, even if we hadn’t had that disagreement the night before.

      Slowly, I shook my head. “He would never agree to it,” I told Charlie. “You know he didn’t even want to be here in the first place.”

      “I know that you somehow got him to come back,” Charlie said. “And I know that from the very first day when I showed him around this place, he was eager to learn as much as he could about the business. He cares about this place, Mallory. More than Tim ever did. More than you can expect most people to. And you know that’s what this place needs.”

      I thought about that for a moment, and I knew that he was right. But that didn’t mean that I could get Hayden to come back. I didn’t know if I could even get him to listen to my apologies.

      Unless I did exactly what I had done the first time I had driven him out. I nodded at Charlie. “I’ll see what I can do. Don’t hold your breath, though.”

      Charlie smiled as he walked out. I immediately called Ace.

      “I need a favor,” I told him. “I may have screwed up things with Hayden. I’d like to apologize. And to offer him a position here at the winery. A permanent, non-freelance one. Can you help me?”

      I heard Ace chuckle on the other end of the line. “What do you need me to do?” he asked.
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      With Booker off to school on Monday, there was nothing that I could do but sit around thinking about Mallory. Sure, I tried to distract myself with various projects. But there wasn’t that much that I really needed to do around the house at the moment, and all I could think about was the way we had left things the night before.

      The way that I had left things since I was the one who told her to leave. And sure, I had expected that she would argue. That she would somehow reply and we’d end up talking things over. I don’t really know what I’d been expecting. She had already explained herself, I just hadn’t been listening. And she had been upset already, that was why she had come over in the first place. Even though I’d known that, I still hadn’t been listening. Not the way I should have been, anyway.

      I felt terrible. Like I had screwed up the best thing I had going right now. I mean, Booker would always win out 100% in terms of my heart. He was my son, whether Mallory believed it or not.

      

      But the more I thought about it, the more sure I was that Mallory hadn’t been questioning that. She just was feeling lost, herself. She was upset, and she was scared, and I hadn’t helped with any of that. She didn’t think of Booker as less than her potential future kids, or our potential future kids. She wasn’t really thinking at all, and the thinking that she was doing was just that Booker was different. Not entirely like her. And that meant safety to her, not something wrong. That meant that Booker might never be the same stubborn and anal person that she could be. Whatever quirks he might have of his own.

      That was the reason Mallory and I hit it off so well, after all. I was sure of it. The reason that she and I had been drawn together again and again was that we were so different. Part of why we got along was that she was so focused and I was so relaxed, and we complemented each other.

      Either way, whether that was the way she thought or not, I should never have yelled at her or told her to get out or anything else. She hadn’t really been thinking clearly. She had been close to tears when she had called me, and I could only imagine what her day had been like. But I wasn’t sure how to call her and explain myself to her. I knew that it wasn’t fair to tell her that I’d had to deal with so many people who thought I was crazy for taking Booker in, that I just couldn’t deal with another.

      I wasn’t sure how to tell her that in voicing her worries that Booker might not actually be my kid, she was voicing my own worries as well, the worries I had pushed far back in the depths of my mind where I didn’t have to think about them.

      Because I was terrified that one day, Booker’s real dad would come along with some proof that he was Booker’s dad. And I would lose my kid. No matter how much time I had put into raising him.

      I didn’t think that was really likely to happen. I wanted to believe that Booker was truly mine. And in my heart of hearts, I did. There were too many things in that letter from his mom that I had found to be too close to the truth. But it was something I had always feared—that I had taken in this kid, poured my heart and soul into him, only for him to turn out to be someone else’s all along.

      I got to Ace’s before I really realized that was where I was headed. I glanced at my watch. Nearly two in the afternoon. He was probably at the gym by now. Working with his clients. He didn’t have time to hear about my crisis of conscience.

      Not the least of which because he was one of the people who had been pushing, from the time that Booker ended up on my doorstep, for me to get a paternity test. Just to make sure that everything was right for the kid.

      I didn’t know whose side Ace would be on. He had tried to set me up with Mallory in the first place. I wondered, not for the first time, if he had actually seen something there, if he had really thought we would have chemistry. Or was it just that she was a woman and I was a man, and we both were single, and therefore we would work out well together, at least for a night?

      I wondered what he’d really been thinking. But it was too late to ask him that now.

      Was he here? The longer I stared at the house without seeing movement of any kind, the more my heart sunk. I suppose I could always go over to the gym and have him put me through my paces. I had never really been a gym rat, but maybe a little exertion would do me some good. But on the other hand, I didn’t have my workout clothes with me. And Mallory was one of his clients, I knew. There was a chance that I might run into her there. Maybe not a very high chance, given that she was probably still at work. But if she came over on a late lunch break or if she left work early because she was thinking about last night as well, then things could get weird.

      I finally decided to get out of the car and try the front door. If Ace was there, he would answer. And if not, then I would assume he was at the gym and either head over there or else head back home. It was a simple enough decision to make.

      When I knocked on the door, Ace answered right away. He smirked, not looking surprised at all to see me. “Come in,” he said. I paused for a moment on the doorstep, wondering what he knew. Or what he thought he knew, I supposed. I hadn’t seen him recently enough for him to really know anything about what was going on with me. Had I?

      But then again, this was Ace. He was my brother, and even though I had never seriously dated anyone in the past, he knew me better than anyone else. He had to know exactly how I would act around someone like Mallory.

      I winced, just thinking about it.

      He smiled easily at me. “How’s it going?” he asked. I sighed, and that was all the answer that he needed. His grin broadened. “It’s Mallory, isn’t it?”

      “How did you know?” I asked suspiciously. I remembered that he had been the one to set us up. That Mallory was one of his clients. Had she gone in there this morning and said something to him already?

      On the one hand, I found that hard to believe. But on the other hand, I knew that I probably deserved to have her bad-mouthing me to my brother. I hadn’t exactly been fair, the night before, with the way that I had kicked her out. And anyway, I was here to talk to Ace about the previous night. Maybe Mallory had thought he was a good choice to talk things over with. After all, she had to realize that Ace knew me as well as anyone.

      That theory assumed that she was interested in me, though. And the answer to that, I just didn’t know. There was that conversation that I still needed to have, back in the forefront of my mind again. But I couldn’t do anything about that now.

      Ace shrugged broadly, though. “Well, you came in here claiming that you were falling in love with her,” he reminded me. “I figured it was only a matter of time before you actually had that heart-to-heart with her and figured out if you were both on the same page or not.”

      I sighed. “I guess we’re not on the same page,” I said, even though I knew that the disagreement that Mallory and I had the previous night had nothing to do with anything Ace was thinking.

      Ace frowned. “She doesn’t like you?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “We never talked about that. But you should have heard her last night.” I trailed off, trying to think of how to phrase it. I remembered all those times that Ace had told me that he thought I should get a paternity test. At the time, I’d sort of thought that it was just because he didn’t want to lose his wingman and thought that the best way to ensure he didn’t was to prove that Booker wasn’t mine.

      But suddenly, I wondered if that was the case. Ace had only ever treated Booker like he was my biological son. Like Booker was his nephew. I had to think that paternity test or not, nothing would change between the two of them. And Ace had to realize that nothing would change between Booker and me, either.

      Maybe there was another reason for all of it. Maybe a paternity test wasn’t just meant to prove to me that I was Booker’s father. Maybe there was another reason as well—to prove to Booker when he got old enough to start asking the real questions, that he really was part of my family. That no matter how different he and I were, he was mine. Body and soul.

      Not only that, but I knew that Mallory was fair in the way that she did business. She had proven that, irrevocably, with the way that she had handled the Tim situation. That man had worked for the winery for longer than I had been alive, practically, and at the end of the day, she had believed me over him when it came to my findings regarding the books.

      I had to think that regardless of where our relationship was heading, if we had more children or not—if Booker showed her that he wanted to take over the winery, maybe the place would one day be his. Even if our other kids proved to want the place as well, Mallory would find a way to sort things out so that everyone got what they wanted in the end.

      I trusted her to do that. I had to.

      I took a deep breath. “She thinks I’m crazy because I’ve never had a paternity test to prove that Booker is mine,” I said slowly. “And I overreacted and told her to leave, even though I knew that she was just upset. And even though I knew that it didn’t mean that she thought any less of Booker.”

      Ace raised an eyebrow at me, and I could tell that he was waiting for me to go on. I shook my head. “That’s it,” I finally said. “I screwed things up. I should call her.”

      “Probably,” Ace said. He shrugged. “I’ve never seen you interested in anyone the way that you are in her. And I know that you love Booker and that you’re sure he’s yours but is it really so bad that someone wants you to prove that he is just as wonderful as you are?”

      I snorted. “You know that most people don’t mean it that way,” I reminded him.

      “Is Mallory most people?” Ace asked, and I had to grin as I shook my head.

      “Guess not,” I admitted.

      Ace looked at his watch suddenly. “Shit, sorry,” he said.

      “You’ve got to be at the gym?” I surmised.

      “Yeah, something like that,” Ace said, and I was immediately suspicious.

      “Do you have a date or something?” I asked, glancing at my own watch. It still seemed early for a date or anything like that, but with Ace, who knew.

      Ace grinned at me. “Something like that,” he said again, just as mysteriously. “We can talk about it later. When, you know, there are details to talk about it. You may owe me a beer first, though.”

      I snorted. “Owe you a beer?” I asked. “Because you’re getting laid and I’m not, because you set me up with someone that you should have known I would screw things up with?”

      Ace shook his head. “Come on, you haven’t screwed things up that badly,” he said. “I’m sure of it. Just give her a call or whatever. I’m sure you guys can fix things.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. And sure enough, when I tried to call Mallory as I walked out of there, there was no answer. I sighed, standing for a moment on the sidewalk, staring down at my car, trying to think about what I wanted to do.

      If I drove over to the winery right now, how would that look? I mean, chances were, she wasn’t avoiding me at all, and it wasn’t that she was actively trying not to answer my call or talk to me. She was probably in a meeting or otherwise busy. That was all.

      Was I just trying to tell myself that, though?

      What would happen if I drove over to the winery right now? Would she be happy to see me? Or would she turn things back around to the way that I had been the night before? Where I had asked her to leave my home, maybe she would turn the tables and ask me to leave now. She wouldn’t want me to cause a scene in front of all of her employees and any guests who happened to be there. And I couldn’t screw any of that up for her.

      What about her house? Could I go over there and see if she was home? But it was the middle of the afternoon. She was bound to be at the winery. And if she wasn’t, it was probably my fault.

      Or she would be over at her mom’s house, or back at the hospital with her. And then, I would feel even more terrible about the way I had handled the night before. But at the same time, making up for that now would probably go a long way in terms of fixing what I had done the night before.

      I hoped so, anyway.

      Because what if I had lost her for good? What if no matter how I apologized, Mallory didn’t want to see me again? I hadn’t exactly proven myself as a reliable guy the night before. Quite the opposite, in fact. She had come to me in a time of need, and I had told her to leave. Sure, I had my reasons for it. But at the end of the day, those reasons didn’t seem to be enough to explain away my actions.

      Because at the end of the day, I loved Mallory. And I hadn’t treated her like that.

      So I debated and debated, trying to figure out where I should go to try to meet her. But I couldn’t figure out where she was most likely to be, and the more I thought about it, the more I knew that I couldn’t just go after her. Mallory would never appreciate that. I had to be patient, let her come back to me. If that was even what she wanted to do.

      But it might really be that she was out of my life for good. I felt sick at the very thought of it.

      So I was shocked when I pulled up at my house, only to see Mallory there waiting for me. “I tried calling,” I said immediately as I walked up to her. Then I shook my head, knowing that wasn’t the most important thing. “I’m really sorry about last night.”

      Mallory looked surprised. “You’re sorry?” she asked.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets, trying not to look like Booker when he was being scolded. “I know that you needed me last night, and I pushed you away and told you to leave,” I explained. “And no matter how upset I was, I never should have done that. Or I at least should have told you why it hurt me to hear you say all that about getting a paternity test.”

      “I know it hurt,” Mallory broke in. She shook her head. “I don’t know why you’re the one apologizing. I should be apologizing. I am apologizing.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry that I questioned whether you were Booker’s father. Because of course you are. You’re the one who raised him. I only meant that if Booker was different than you, then maybe things would be easier over time because a lot of the fights that Mom and I have are because we’re so damned similar. But anyway, it doesn’t matter why I said that. It was none of my business and I never should have said it. You were right to tell me to leave.”

      “No,” I said firmly, shaking my head. I dared to slowly reach out to her. “After everything else that you went through yesterday, I was just being mean to you, and that wasn’t fair.”

      Mallory stepped closer, looking relieved. I closed my arms around her, and she stood against me. “I do still think that you should get the paternity test done at some point,” she said quietly. “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up the way I did last night, but I do think it would give you some, I don’t know. Closure. Booker’s bound to start asking at some point.”

      I was quiet for a long moment. I knew that she was right. And suddenly, I wanted to tell her why I’d always put it off. “I think I’ve always been afraid that I would find out that he wasn’t mine and then I would have to give him away to someone else,” I admitted.

      Mallory was quiet, thinking that over. “Even if he’s not your biological son,” she slowly said, “you know that no one will ever be able to take Booker away from you.” She paused. “For one thing, I doubt Booker would let them.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “That kid loves you more than any child I’ve ever seen. I think it’s safe to say that you’re stuck with him for life.”

      I laughed. I still wasn’t so sure about doing the paternity test, but right then and there, with Mallory in my arms, I definitely felt one step closer to trying. She grounded me. And helped me realize that I wasn’t going to lose my sense of family, no matter what the outcome of some silly paternity test was.

      I remembered how I had thought before that maybe we were good for each other. That I helped her relax and she helped me stick to a schedule and such. But it was so much more than that, I realized now. And I had to smile.

      “I wouldn’t have thought that you would be here,” I said quietly, because I had to say it.

      Mallory looked up at me in surprise. “Why not?” she asked. And then, uncertainly, “Do you want me to leave again?”

      “Of course not,” I said immediately, pulling her body flush against mine again. I was sure that she had other things that she needed to do today. But I didn’t want her to leave. That was the last thing I wanted, in fact. Still, “This whole time, I’ve been thinking that the third time’s a charm. You walked out of our first date, and you kicked me out of your office the second time. So I was afraid that this time, you were going to decide that clearly we weren’t compatible.”

      Mallory giggled. “You were the one who asked me to leave this time,” she reminded me. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s still that the third time’s a charm.” She paused, though, and as she stared up at me, I could see a seriousness in her eyes that belied her flippant tone. “I want to fix things,” she said. “I don’t want to abandon this relationship just because things don’t always go my way. Or your way.”

      “So we’re really in a relationship, then?” I asked, smirking down at her. But Mallory didn’t laugh. Instead, she bit her lip and looked off to the side, looking shy—more than I had ever seen her. What a change from that proud businesswoman that I saw around the winery. I liked to see her like this. She looked vulnerable in a way.

      In a way that made me want to hold on to her and never let her go.

      Mallory seemed to be having similar thoughts. Finally, she spoke. “We’re not always going to agree,” she said, as though I’d had any delusions that we might. “But at the end of the day, Hayden, I’m starting to realize that I’m falling for you.”

      I stared down at her in shock. Then, I gave her a rueful smile. While I had been agonizing over whether or not to tell Mallory that I was falling for her, while I had been trying to think up the perfect moment to say it, she had apparently come to the same conclusion. But unlike me, she was no-nonsense until the very end. She made it sound so simple.

      And I had to smile at that.

      She was still staring up at me, an expectant look in her eyes. I hooked a fingertip underneath her chin and tilted her face up towards mine so that I could kiss her. It was soft and sweet. Then, I pulled away and breathed the words against her lips, “I falling for you too.”

      We kissed again and again, there in the driveway, until we were breathless. I was aching in my jeans, and she was doing nothing to help that, pressing her body up against mine, moving her hips in such a way that I got some pressure there but not nearly the stimulation that I craved.

      Still, I wouldn’t have traded it for the world. I only realized then how sure I had been that I was going to lose her, either because of last night or because she just didn’t feel the same way about me as I felt about her. And that was not to say that I couldn’t still lose her. It was entirely possible that she and I wouldn’t make it long-term. There were so many differences there.

      But maybe it was worth trying. She certainly seemed to think so, and I did as well.

      I cupped her cheeks in my hands, gentling the kiss even more. As I pulled away, she chased me with her mouth, her eyelids slowly fluttering open. A soft smile broke out on her face.

      “Do you want to come inside?” I asked her.

      She didn’t respond with words. But then again, we were beyond the point where we needed words.
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      I knew that I shouldn’t let my infatuation with Hayden interfere with my work around the vineyard. I knew that I shouldn’t leave after having that conversation with Charlie. Not that there was all that much I needed to do that afternoon anyway. But with the way that I had been sequestered in my office all morning, and the way that I was leaving in the middle of the afternoon, everyone at the winery was bound to know that something was up.

      And seeing Hayden and I together at the party on Friday night, I knew they would all be thinking the same thing, just like Charlie had been that morning. It was only too easy to put two and two together and realize that Hayden and I must have had a fight.

      Of course, it could be something else. They could think it had something to do with Mom. Or maybe that I was sick. But either way, it made me feel a little embarrassed.

      But when I had called Ace, he recommended that I show up at his brother’s house sooner, rather than later. He told me that he’d make sure Hayden got there soon. So off I went. I had an apology to make.

      I hadn’t expected Hayden to try to beat me to the apology, though. And when I listened to him, I was amazed to realize that he was probably right to apologize. I had come over there in need of comfort the night before, and he had turned me away. But at the same time, that was all my fault. I could never blame him for that.

      It was almost amusing how we both seemed to think that the other person was in the right, even after the apologies had been said. Maybe that was the foundation of a strong relationship—the ability to see the other person’s point of view to the point where you could never really be mad at them.

      I knew that Hayden had never meant to push me away like that. I could tell that he cared about me, and I knew that he probably would have been gutted to hear that I’d spent most of the night crying. And at the same time, I could tell that he was coming around when he admitted that the reason he had never gotten a paternity test was that he was afraid Booker wasn’t really his and would be taken away to live with his real dad.

      That admission made my heart ache for him. I knew just how much Hayden cared about his son. His son—regardless of blood. There was no taking Booker away from him. But hearing Hayden say that was the source of his fear made me even more certain that he should get a paternity test done. And put those fears aside once and for all. He might be able to keep from focusing on it most of the time, but at the end of the day, his worry must be eating at him.

      Still, I didn’t want to talk about that just yet, not while the wounds from last night were still so fresh. Instead, I leaned into his arms and admitted that I loved him.

      The words slipped out more easily than I’d expected. I hadn’t planned to say them just yet. But there was something in Hayden’s eyes that told me that he wasn’t just afraid he would lose Booker, he was afraid that he would lose me. And that resonated deep within my soul.

      And anyway, where was the harm in saying that I loved him when Hayden had said those words right back to me?

      Now, as he led me into the house, I could see every bit of that love in his heated gaze.

      He caught my hands, leading me backwards up the stairs, but where normally, things would be heated the whole way there—clothes left in a heap in the front hall—this time, he was patient. There was a certain tension in the air, not unpleasant. One that practically hummed with the energy surging between us.

      In the bedroom, I slowly started stripping off my clothes, watching as Hayden’s hungry gaze roamed across each inch of skin that was revealed. There was something about the way that he looked at me that made me shudder with desire. It reminded me of something my mom had said at a wedding one time, “If he ever looks like that, you’ll know you found a keeper.”

      Hayden was looking at me like that all right. He kept his eyes trained on me as he let his clothes fall to the floor as well. Then, he reached for my hand and led me over to the bed.

      He spread me out on the sheets, crawling between my legs and smoothing his hands across my skin. There was a certain awe to the way he stared at me, like he could barely believe we were here. That he was somehow lucky enough to get to touch me like this.

      And me, I felt the same way about him. That love that I had felt before in whispers crashed down on me now, the roar of my heart thudding in my ears as my fingers trailed down along his chest. He kissed me until I was breathless, my hips rocking up to meet his, my body begging for stimulation in my most sensitive of areas.

      He took his time, though, kissing first along my jawline and then my neck, sucking a mark into the skin just below my earlobe and then soothing it with soft laves of his tongue. His lips trailed south, leaving kisses in their wake. I was a trembling and needy mess before he had even reached my breasts.

      He lingered there for a moment, his tongue flicking out to tease my nipples as his hands stroked firmly down my curves to finally rest on my hips, keeping them from their restless shifting. I nearly sobbed with how badly I needed more; Hayden smirked as though he wasn’t just as turned on as I was.

      But I could tell from the way his cock nudged against my thigh, from the way it bobbed with each pulse of lust that shot through Hayden’s body, that he was just as ready as I was for something more.

      If only I could get him to move faster.

      But Hayden seemed intent on taking his sweet time, on getting to know my body like no one ever had before. His dark gaze never left mine as he explored his way across my soft skin, leaving no part untouched. His caresses were maddening, nearly what I needed but promising just so much more. It wasn’t long before his grip on my hip was doing no good, unable to keep me from my desperate squirming beneath him.

      And that made Hayden smirk at me as though I had given him some great prize.

      “Please,” I begged.

      Hayden’s grin widened. “Only because you asked nicely,” he teased, sliding his hand down across my abdomen, to the sensitive folds between my legs. I mewled as he toyed with my clit, watching as my expression shifted to one of near-ecstasy.

      I was breathing hard already, able to feel the slickness between my legs practically dripping out of me as I waited for him to push inside of me.

      Some women craved sweetness like this, I knew, but the tenderness was almost too much for me to handle. I had never had a guy take his time like this before. Not that the sex I had was always quick and frantic, but normally, it seemed like there was a script to be followed and that he was just doing his best to press all the right buttons.

      Not so here. Hayden made this love-making seem like a work of art. Like he was really invested in getting me off as good as he possibly could. When he finally entered me, it was a long, slow drag that let me feel every inch of his length and girth.

      He rocked his hips forward in a steady movement that only emphasized the press of his dick inside of me. He shifted until he found the angle that gave me the most pleasure, still watching my face closely for each reaction. But it was hard for me to keep my gaze on him in response; my eyes kept slipping shut as the pleasure within me grew hotter and hotter.

      He started to speed up his thrusts, still nailing that special spot in my core that made me want to scream out his name. I bit my lip to hold back my cries and moans, at least until Hayden caught my lower lip with his thumb, gently prying it free.

      “Come on, I want to hear you,” he groaned, pressing his forehead against my shoulder as he picked up the pace yet again.

      And how could I resist that? I gasped and then called out his name, shaking as I came closer and closer to the edge. I wrapped my arms around Hayden, keeping him close to me, my fingertips digging into his ass, wordlessly begging him for more and faster fucking.

      We came in unison, and even when I could barely breathe, there was no way of stopping the noises that I was making as he gave a couple of final jerks before falling against me, his breathing ragged. Stars glittered behind my closed eyelids as I tried to catch my breath, to recover, to come back into myself.

      Trembling as he pulled out of me, Hayden—ever observant—noticed, smoothing a hand gently down my side, a soft smile on his face.

      I nuzzled his chest, curling my whole body towards his. That tension from before seemed to still be thrumming there between us, but now it was deep within my bones and blood, making me drowsy, sated and full of love.

      Hayden kissed my forehead, keeping his arms wrapped around me.

      “So, there’s something that I need to talk to you about,” I finally managed to say. But I couldn’t look up at Hayden, my nervousness suddenly overwhelming, and I tried to keep things casual, my fingers still tracing aimless patterns across his chest.

      “What’s that?” Hayden asked, and I could tell that in spite of my nonchalant tone, he had picked up on some deeper undertone, and was instantly on edge.

      I tried to think of things from his perspective for a moment. What did he think that I wanted to talk to him about? And more importantly, if I told him that I wanted him to take a real position at the winery, would he even consider it? I knew that it wasn’t his idea of the best kind of job in the world, but maybe for me, he would take it. At least until I found someone else who could replace Charlie.

      And otherwise, what if I told him I was already in love with him? Was it possible that he would reciprocate? I could barely imagine it, to be honest. Not because I thought that I didn’t deserve to be loved, curves and all. No matter how many times Mom reminded me that there was someone out there for everyone. It had never been a matter of confidence for me.

      No, it was something much deeper than that. I wanted to know that someone like Hayden was going to be there for me. That I wasn’t just wasting my time. I wanted to know that he cared for me before I could let myself fall head over heels for him.

      It was why this thing with Hayden was so strange and unexpected. To be perfectly honest, I had never imagined that I could fall for someone this quickly or irrationally. It just wasn’t who I was. But on the other hand, I knew there was no question about it when it came to Hayden. I was head over heels for him.

      I only hoped that he felt the same way about me.

      Well, time to find that out. I took a deep breath, my fingers finally stilling against his chest as I peeked up at him through my eyelashes. “I know it’s probably too soon to say this,” I slowly said, “but Hayden, I love you.”

      Those were all the words that I could get out, and they seemed so stupid. But from the way that Hayden smiled, I could tell he was happy to hear them and made me feel he loved me too.

      So even though I didn’t think he would go for the other part of it, even though I was sure that he would think I was out of my mind, I mustered up the courage to say the rest of it. “Charlie is going to be leaving the winery, and I would really like for you to step into his job.”

      There was dead silence in the room, and I could barely look up to see his reaction. I knew that the job wasn’t the kind that he wanted. Not least of which because he wouldn’t want me as a boss long-term. But as much as I knew that our work styles clashed, the fact remained that I wanted him as an employee. I just couldn’t help it.

      He was good for me. And I wanted nothing more than to be good for him in the same way.

      Hayden was silent for what seemed like forever. But he didn’t pull away from me, and that, at least, seemed like a good sign. Finally, he sighed. “Are you sure that that’s such a good idea?”

      “No,” I said quite frankly. “In fact, it’s probably a terrible idea. But I want you there all the same.”

      Hayden considered to chew things over in his head for a moment. “I’ll think about it,” he finally said.

      Slowly, I smiled up at him. “That’s all I’m asking,” I told him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      I knocked on Mallory’s office door and poked my head inside. I couldn’t help but grin as I saw the look of concentration on her face. There were a couple of errant strands of hair sticking out from her ponytail, and I could tell it must have been a busy morning if I had caught her absently running her fingers back through it.

      Things were picking up around the vineyard like I couldn’t believe, now that the weather was starting to turn warmer. And I was just glad to be part of it all. Technically, I had taken over Charlie’s job handling the company’s finances, but Mallory let me get involved in so much more than that. She really wanted to share this place with me, and I loved that.

      She wanted to share it with Booker, too, and that was almost better.

      Mallory finally clicked her keyboard a couple of last times and looked up at me. “Hey,” she said. “What’s up?”

      I held up the bag holding our lunch. “I grabbed us some food. You ready for a lunch break?”

      Mallory groaned. “Oh God, you’re a life-saver,” she said. “I’m starving.”

      I grinned and moved further into the office, sitting down across from her and pulling out the goods. “Busy morning?” I asked.

      Mallory nodded emphatically as she took a bite of her fried rice. “Like you wouldn’t believe,” she said. “I can’t believe you’ve managed to secure us so much new business in the last couple months.”

      I tried not to flush with pride, but I couldn’t help the broadening of my grin as I shrugged at her. “Well, you guys bottle up some pretty good wine,” I said. “Makes it an easy sell.”

      “By the way,” Mallory said, grabbing an envelope and handing it to me. “This came in the mail yesterday, I think. I forget to check it when I got home last night, but I grabbed it this morning on my way in.”

      I stared at the thick manila envelope, instantly recognizing the address on the return label. I glanced up at Mallory and saw that she was grinning encouragingly at me. Slowly, I flipped the envelope over and sliced it open. My eyes scanned the first couple lines of text and then drifted over the rest of the page almost sightlessly.

      The paternity test.

      Slowly, I grinned at Mallory. “Well?” she asked.

      “He’s mine,” I said, unable to keep the fierce enthusiasm from my voice.

      “He always was,” Mallory said, laughing. “But how awesome is it that he really is your biological son.” She paused. “Have I ever told you what an awesome father I think you are?”

      I laughed and took another bite of my food, but I kept looking back down at the test results in my hand. Mallory had finally convinced me that it was time to know for sure whether Booker was mine. Between the medical records and the young boy’s questions, there were certain things that this test could prove that my gut instinct just never could.

      But in the end, it wasn’t like this was any surprise. Booker was mine. Like Mallory had said, he always had been.

      “So about tonight,” Mallory said a little while later.

      “We’re still going over to your mom’s?” I asked.

      Mallory nodded. “I’m still not really sure what the plan is since she has been maddeningly cryptic about it. But I have a feeling it has something to do with Booker’s birthday being right around the corner.”

      I laughed. “I’ll bet it does,” I said. “She spoils that boy rotten.”

      Mallory laughed as well. “Yeah, it’s a wonder after the way she brought me up,” she said, shaking her head. “Not that I ever really needed more, but there definitely weren’t any state-of-the-art toys when I was a kid,” she paused. “If it bothers you, I’ll try and tell her to cut back.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve always wanted Booker to have everything that he wants. Within reason, of course,” I told her. “And besides, he’s still a good kid. It’s not like he acts like a brat, no matter how spoiled he gets.”

      Mallory looked relieved, and I knew she had probably dreaded the thought of trying to stand up to her mother about that. Her mother was definitely a powerful force to be reckoned with. But she was sweet to Booker, and she treated me almost like a son, even though I was just Mallory’s boyfriend.

      Something that I was hoping to change at some point. I already knew that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Mallory. But I wasn’t quite ready to propose yet. I wanted to find the perfect ring, first. And then find the perfect time to pop the question. My gut told me that it wasn’t time yet.

      And my gut, I thought as I glanced again at the paternity test results, seemed to know what was what.

      “How’s your mom doing anyway?” I asked Mallory.

      “Still getting stronger every day,” Mallory said, nodding at me. “I went with her to her doctor’s appointment this morning, and he said that the cancer is still fully in remission. They’re not sure how it happened, and of course, there’s always the chance that it could come back, or come back worse. But for right now, it sounds like she’s going to be around for a good long time ahead of us.”

      I smiled, knowing just how much that must mean to Mallory. Heck, it meant a lot to me, too. I was starting to like the old woman. And I’d hated hearing her talk of how she might die at any minute. That was laid to rest—for now at least.

      “Anyway, I know we both drove in this morning since I had to be here so early, but I was thinking that maybe you could drive us straight to Booker’s school to pick him up, and then straight over to Mom’s house,” Mallory continued. “Then we can carpool again tomorrow morning.”

      I wrinkled my nose playfully. “Are you saying that you need me to be here by 9 a.m.?” I asked her, even though I had been arriving pretty early lately anyway.

      Mallory giggled. “Actually,” she said, her eyes twinkling, “I was thinking that maybe you could keep me in bed a while longer instead. I could use an excuse to play hooky for an hour or two. Lord knows I’ve been putting in more than enough overtime lately.”

      “Now that,” I said, “sounds like a fantastic plan.” I glanced over my shoulder towards the door, already contemplating how much we could get away with in here today. It wouldn’t be the first time we had had sex in the office.

      But this time, Mallory shook her head, grinning at me. “Unfortunately, I have a meeting in ten minutes that I have to attend,” she said. But she winked at me. “Soon.”

      “Soon,” I echoed in what was practically a growl. I smiled wickedly at her and cleaned up the trash that remained from our lunch. “I’ll get out of your hair,” I told her. “But come and get me whenever you’re ready to leave later.”

      I gave her a quick peck on the cheek and headed back to my office, body still thrumming with excitement as I contemplated how lucky I was to have a son I loved, a job that made me happy, and a girlfriend who was the best woman in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Mallory

        

      

    

    
      I scrubbed the last of the dishes while I listened to Hayden move around upstairs as he attempted to get Booker into bed. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing just how amped up Booker was. It would probably take Hayden a bit to get him to even lie down. But the boy could be forgiven—it was Christmas Eve, after all, and he was just excited. I couldn’t blame him.

      Honestly, I was pretty excited about my own surprise for Hayden that night. But I knew if I kept thinking about that, I would get too nervous and not do things the way that I wanted to. So for now, I focused on the dishes, drying them off and putting them away in the cabinets. For a moment, I rested my hand on my abdomen, thinking again about the surprise. I grinned to myself and headed into the living room just as Hayden was coming down the stairs.

      “Done,” he said, brushing imaginary dust off his hands.

      I laughed. “You can’t tell me that he’s asleep already,” I said.

      “Well, no. That’s doubtful,” Hayden said. “But he’s in bed, at least, with his cartoon book to read for a little while. I told him lights out in half an hour.”

      “Should we wait before we start to, you know?” I asked.

      Hayden shook his head. “Nah,” he said. “I told him that if he so much as peeps one eye down the stairs, Santa would be taking everything back to the North Pole with him.”

      I laughed. “All right,” I said, heading for the closet and starting to bring out the gifts that Hayden and I had carefully wrapped and labeled while Booker was in school. Hayden, meanwhile, got to work on assembling the bike that ‘Santa’ had brought for Booker. I smiled, remembering Mom’s face when she had seen it. She had been the one to pick it out, wanting to get something nice for Booker in addition to the huge pile of smaller gifts that she got him.

      She spoiled that kid rotten. But then again, every kid needed a few great gifts from Santa to keep the magic of Christmas alive.

      I finished up with the presents just about the time Hayden had the bike ready to go, standing next to the tree. “There’s one more gift for you,” I said, grabbing it out of the back of the closet where I had stashed it, not wanting Hayden to come across it early and ruin the surprise.

      Hayden raised an eyebrow at me. “Should I open it now or save it for tomorrow?” he joked.

      “Open it now,” I told him. “We’ll want to use it tonight.”

      Hayden snorted. “Lingerie?” he asked. “This better not be a man-thong or something like that.”

      I smirked at him. “Just open it,” I said.

      Hayden slowly pulled open the box to reveal a little stocking for our new baby. He stared down at it for a moment, reading the handwritten note in the box. Congrats, Daddy!

      “Is this what I think it is?” he asked.

      I nodded, unable to keep the grin from my face as my hand again came down to caress my abdomen. Somewhere in there, a little peanut was growing. A younger sibling for Booker. And our first child together.

      Hayden sucked in a breath and then wrapped his arms around me in a huge hug. He kissed the side of my hair, but he didn’t seem capable of forming words just yet. “I love you,” he finally managed.

      “I love you, too,” I hummed, pleased with his reaction. Of course, we had talked about having kids before, so I knew that he wanted them. But it was a relief seeing just how excited he really was. “Booker will be the best big brother,” I added.

      Hayden laughed. “I almost want to run upstairs and tell him the good news right now,” he said.

      “What’s stopping you?” I challenged. “You know there’s no way he’s asleep yet.”

      “Well, I have a present that I wanted to give you tonight as well,” Hayden said, and for a moment, he looked almost nervous. I wondered what he could possibly be nervous about at this stage in our relationship. I had moved in with him and Booker months and months ago now, and things had been amazing ever since.

      Well really, things had been amazing ever since that first date that Ace had set us up on. I just hadn’t known it yet.

      For now, Hayden reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. Then, he got down on one knee. “I’m sorry this took so long, but I wanted to find the perfect ring. And I’ve been waiting for the perfect place to do this. But then, I realized that the perfect place is right here. In our home. With you next to me and our son upstairs in his bed,” he said. “Mallory, will you marry me?”

      He popped open the box to reveal a dazzling ring that was every bit as perfect as he’d said it would be. But to be honest, he could have proposed with a ring made out of gum wrappers for all I cared right then.

      The love of my life had just asked me to marry him.

      Of course, I said yes.
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