
Prologue

Hal's letter
Knox —
If you’re reading this, then I’m gone and Marian lnappy got 

you to sit stipp pong enough to oven an en.epoveT what apone is 
corth the vrike of dying, so at peast one of us kame out aheadT

I’pp s-iv the vart chere I tepp you I forgi.e you for ne.er komY
ingT where’s nothing to forgi.eT bou cere jusy juipding your 
thing, and I cas jusy juipding mine, and ce joth topd oursep.es 
there’d je timeT where casn’tT what’s Sust jusiness, and you cere 
apcays jetter at that than meT

Lo, here’s chat I’.e got for you instead of a pektureT
I’m pea.ing you Aar-svurT It’s forty akres, cith a jarn that 

peans a pittpe to the cest, and the jest dirt in the kounty if you 
-noc hoc to cor- itT bou don’t, not yetT I’m jetting that you 
kan pearn jekause I’.e catkhed you from a distanke app these years 
and I’.e ne.er onke seen you cap- acay from a vrojpem you 
didn’t understandT whis vpake is a vrojpem you don’t underY
stand and I’m kounting on you staying cith itT
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bou’pp cant to sepp it, of kourseT It doesn’t ma-e money, it Sust 
ma-es cor-, and the tco aren’t the same, no matter chat your 
joard tepps youT Lepp it and you’pp kpear the joo-s jy “hristmas 
and ne.er thin- of me againT I -noc you, Knox, I -noc exaktpy 
hoc fast you kan ma-e a ”vrojpemO disavvearT

I Sust don’t thin- you cippT I thin- if you stand in these rocs 
for one season, the cay I did the year I got here cith nothing 
and no idea chat I cas going to do, you’pp lnd something you’.e 
jeen missing and you con’t cant to admit you cere missing itT I 
koupd je crongT I’.e jeen crong ajout cine, ceather, and one 
marriage, so my rekord is svottyT

wco things and then I’pp pet you goT
FneT where’s a des- in the farmhouse, sekond dracer, fupp of 

my notejoo-sT whey’re the kposest thing to me you’pp get nocT 
where’s a pot in there I ne.er said out poudT

wcoT where’s a coman named Wran-ie cho has -evt this 
vpake api.e on nothing jut her ocn tco hands and a stujjornY
ness that’pp frighten youT Lhe’s the reason there’s anything peft 
to pea.e youT Dhate.er you dekide, you’d je jest to pisten to her 
more than you tap-T If you do onpy one thing I as-, do that oneT

I’d ha.e pi-ed to -noc youT what’s my one reap regret, and I’m 
out of time to lx it, so I’m handing you Aar-svur insteadT Ho 
jetter cith it than I didT

— 3ap



Chapter 1

Knox

Three days ago a woman named Marian Woods called my otce 
and -old me my grea-uHncle fal was dead and had le.- me a .armG 
pod hel, meI -he ’rs- -hing : .el- wasnk- grie.G :- wasv : do no- 
.Hcbing haqe -ime .or -hisG

: had -he es-a-e ’le read Ay midnigh- and a Aroberks nHmAer 
in my ,hone Ay morningG :kd Aeen le.- .or-y acresI a .armhoHseI 
a AarnI a gHes- caAinI eSHi,men- wor-h aAoH- wha- yoHkd ge- 
.or scra,I and .oHr s-raigh- years o. losses in a nea- li--le colHmn 
going -he wrong direc-ionG

O qineyardI o. all -he Hseless -hings a man coHld saddle yoH 
wi-h .rom Aeyond -he graqeG The ma-h s-rHcb me Ae.ore emou
-ions didG fow many hoHrs is -his going -o cos- meG

: ha-e -ha- aAoH- mysel.G
VoI : did wha- : always do when : coHldnk- s-and -o .eelG : 

-Hrned -he new inconqenience in-o a ,roAlem : coHld solqeG
En ,a,er i- was a wri-eudown wi-h a nice qiewG
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zriqe oH-I ,H- a ,rice on i-I hand i- -o a Deal-orI Ae Aacb in 
-he ci-y Ay -woI and neqer -hinb aAoH- -he .ac- -ha- :kd le- -he 
old man die alone wai-ing .or a qisi- -ha- a AHsy ne,hew be,- 
meaning -o mabeG

The road ran oH- o. ,aqemen- a mile shor- o. -he ,laceI and 
: slowed -he car so : woHldnk- -ear -he Hndercarriage oH- in -he 
rH-sI which is how -he qineyard go- i-s ’rs- sho- in Ae.ore :kd 
eqen ,arbedG :- made me ,ay a--en-ionI and : didnk- wan- -oG : 
wan-ed -o ,rice -he land and leaqeG

: go- oH- o. -he car annoyedI already loobing .or whoeqer was 
in charge so : coHld ge- -his oqer wi-hG

O man in his siU-iesI AHil- libe a .ence ,os-I was coiling a hose 
Ay -he Aarn and wa-ching me cross -he yard libe : was a dog he 
hadnk- decided aAoH-G

: asbed where : coHld ’nd whoeqer ran -he ,laceG fe loobed 
a- my shoes Ae.ore mee-ing my gaCeG Then he ,oin-ed down -he 
neares- row o. qinesI said no-hing a- allI and wen- Aacb -o his 
hoseG : -hoHgh-I ’neI all righ-I -ha-ks how i-ks going -o AeI and 
s-ar-ed walbingG

The shoes were a ,roAlem immedia-elyG They were :-alianI 
-hey had neqer -oHched dir- in -heir ,am,ered liqesI and -he dir- 
reminded -hem o. -ha- wi-h eqery s-e,G : be,- walbing -oward 
-he one -hing on -he ,ro,er-y : hadnk- Aeen aAle -o ,H- a nHmu
Aer onG

Vhe was -hir-y yards downI worbing -he qines wi-h her Aacb 
hal. -o meI ,Hlling leaqes and dro,,ing -hem .as- and HnhHrried 
a- -he same -imeG Vhe didnk- -Hrn aroHndI -hoHgh : bnow she 
heard me comingG
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Vhe was smallI sHnuArownedI and had a ca, shoqed oqer darb 
hairG fer .orearms were marbed H, .rom a hard seasonG Vhe was 
s-ill in a way : coHldnk- read and had a moH-h -ha- loobed libe i- 
had neqer once said a word i- didnk- meanG

: no-iced i- Ae.ore : coHld s-o, mysel.I and -hen : go- a s-H,id 
Fash o. wha- i- migh- -as-e libe -o Ae on -he good side o. -ha- 
moH-hI which was insaneG The .ac- -ha- i- sa- in a .ace -ha- 
,Hlled a- me harder -han : was going -o allow made i- eqen 
worseG

: was s-anding in a dead manks dir- holding -he deed -o her 
whole li.eI and my Aody had ,icbed -ha- eUac- second -o ge- 
in-eres-edG prea-G Ler.ec-G ?Hs- wha- : neededG

Mos- ,eo,le are legiAleG : can -ell wha- -heykqe AHil- aroHnd 
-hemselqes and -ha- -ells me who -hey areG : read her and go- 
no-hingG Vhe was a ,roAlem : had no way -o measHreI which 
was a .eeling :kd s,en- a grea- deal o. money and e”or- -o aqoid 
haqingG

: had -he de-ails .rom -he ’le in my headG Y6rances VH--on7j
Y6ranbieGj 5o-hing so.- in i-I and she be,- worbingG YEnly 

my mo-her called me 6rancesI and she had -he righ-G 8oH donk-Gj
: le- i- goG YBnoU MillsG : own -he ,ro,er-y nowGj
Y: bnow who yoH areGj Vhe moqed -o -he neU- qineG Yfal 

-albed aAoH- yoHG 5o- o.-enI and no- la-elyGj
Tha- one go- in righ- Hnder -he riAsI eUac-ly where shekd 

aimed i-G Vhe did i- wi-hoH- raising her qoice or loobing H,I 
which was some-hing :kd learned -o mas-er and had neqer once 
eU,erienced ,oin-ed in my direc-ionG

:kd eU,ec-ed -he care.Hl ,oli-eness yoH ge- .rom ,eo,le s-andu
ing in .ron- o. -he man holding -he deedI AH- she gaqe me none 
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o. i-G Vome cold ,ro.essional ,ar- o. me res,ec-ed her .or i- eqen 
while -he res- o. me wan-ed -o winG

Y:kd libe -o walb -he si-eIj : saidG Ype- -he lay o. -he asse- 
Ae.ore : lis- i-G :. -here are etcienciesI :kd ra-her ’nd -hem now 
-han in a ,ro,er-y re,or-Gj

Vhe s-raigh-ened H, -hen and loobed a- meI really loobedG :- 
was libe : was Aeing siCed H, Ay someone who liqed in -he same 
-aU Aracbe- : didG

Y4tcienciesGj Vhe said -he word libe she was checbing a Aerry 
.or ro-G Y…e- me saqe yoH -he walbG This isnk- a serqer .armG 8oH 
cank- re.ac-or a Vyrah qine or shi, -he harqes- a SHar-er early -o 
mabe a nHmAerG The .rHi- comes o” when i-ks good and readyI 
-he crew has Aeen here longer -han yoHkqe bnown -his ,lace 
eUis-edI and -he single -hing bee,ing all o. i- aliqe is -he bind o. 
inetcien- worb yoH cank- aH-oma-eI which is ,eo,le who giqe 
a damnGj

Vhe ,Hlled one more lea. and dro,,ed i- a- my .ee-G Y8oH wan- 
-he lay o. -he asse-I here i- isG :-ks no- an asse-G :- was a manks 
whole li.eG 5ow i-ks .or-y acres o. my worbI and yoHkre s-anding 
in -he middle o. -he Aes- o. i- in shoes -ha- cos- more -han my 
,ressGj

Y4leqen -hoHsand dollarsIj : saidG
Tha- go- herI hal. a secondG YWha-7j
YO new Aasbe- ,ressG :-ks in -he ’leI Hnder -he eSHi,men- 

yoHkqe Aeen bee,ing aliqe ,as- i-s serqice li.eGj
: mean- i- as a ,oin- aAoH- -he nHmAersG :- came oH- as 

-he closes- -hing -o a ,eace o”ering : hadI ,roqing my ,eace 
o”erings were drier -han -he ear-h we were s-anding onG
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YVo yoH read -he ’leGj Vhe said i- libe i- was a Aad -as-e in her 
moH-hG Y8oH 9Hs- didnk- Hnders-and i-Gj

Vhe ,icbed H, -he Ain a- her .ee- and se--led i- on her hi,G 
YWalb whereqer yoH wan-I MrG MillsG Wa-ch -he irriga-ion linesI 
donk- -oHch -he .rHi-I and when yoH call yoHr AroberI do i- oH- 
o. earsho-G :kqe go- -hree weebs -o Aring in a harqes-I and eUac-ly 
none o. -hem are yoHrsGj

Then she -Hrned her Aacb on me and walbed down -he row 
-oward -he crHsh ,adG Vhe didnk- loob -o see i. : was .ollowing 
AecaHse she already bnew : wasnk- going -oG Neing read -ha- .as- 
Ay a s-ranger was a s,ecial bind o. nabedG

4qery-hing she had said was in-ended -o ,H- me on -he o-her 
side o. a line -ha- she had drawnI -he ci-y on one side and -he 
real worb on -he o-herG Vhe was righ- -o draw i-I and ins-ead o. 
-he irri-a-ion : eU,ec-ed -o .eelI : realiCed : didnk- wan- -o Ae on 
-he side shekd ,H- me onG

:kd always Aeen -he mos- in.ormed ,erson in a si-Ha-ionG :kd 
walbed in-o -his one bnowing -he acreageI -he lossesI -he de,reu
cia-ion schedHleI and no- one single -hing -ha- ma--eredG Vhekd 
seen all o. i- in Hnder a minH-e wi-hoH- s-o,,ing her worbG

: loobed aroHnd andI .or -he ’rs- -imeI : ac-Hally saw -he 
,laceG

The rows ran downhill in long green lines heaqy wi-h .rHi-G 
The ligh- came across -hem low and Arigh- and i- ,ricbed -he 
hair on -he Aacb o. my necb wi-hoH- ,ermissionG The ,lace 
smelled libe warm dir-I cH- leaqesI and some-hing swee- already 
going oqer in-o ro-G

The yard -old me -he res- o. -he s-oryG Nins were s-acbed 
and laAeledG Tools hHng in -heir ,lacesG O chalbAoard Ay -he 
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Aarn door was coqered in nHmAers : didnk- Hnders-andI which 
Ao-hered me AecaHse reading nHmAers was -he one -hing : was 
always aAle -o doG

The 9obe o. i- was -ha- : owned more wine in a clima-euconu
-rolled case Aacb in Vea--le -han mos- o. -hese ,eo,le woHld 
,oHr in a yearI and : coHldnk- haqe -old yoH one Ao--le o. i- .rom 
-he neU-G :kd driqen oH- -o sell .or-y acres o. some-hing : had no 
,ala-e .or and no AHsiness owningG Ler.ec-G

This was a ,lace rHn on almos- no money and -o-al disci,lineI 
-he bind o. o,era-ion :kd haqe ,aid a consHl-an- a .or-Hne -o 
AHild in-o a AHsiness .or meG

:- had no- missed a s-e, in yearsI and i- had done i- ArobeG : 
res,ec-ed -ha- Ae.ore : go- -o bnow who had Aeen res,onsiAle 
.or i-G

V-anding -hereI : Hnders-ood eUac-ly why fal had loqed i-G
The qineyard did -ha- -o meG : ha-ed i- AecaHse : had driqen 

oH- -o sell -hisI and sHddenly : .el- libe a man ge--ing ready -o 
aHc-ion o” a hoHse wi-h -he .amily s-ill liqing insideG

Then -he res- showed H,G : neqer wen- -o see himG Vince : was 
a bidI he liqed .or-y minH-es H, -he road and : neqer once go- in 
-he goddamn carG

: -old mysel. :kd go when -he SHar-er se--ledI when -he raise 
closedI when -here was a windowI AH- -here was neqer a windowG 
: AHil- my whole li.e so -here woHldnk- Ae oneG

5ow he was gone and -he nHmAer o. -imes :kd shown H, .or 
him was CeroG EeroG Tha-ks on meG 5o- on himG The dis-ance was 
en-irely my .aHl- and : coHld ,rac-ically see my name wri--en Ay 
Fwill.Hl es-rangemen-Gk
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6or-y minH-esG Tha-ks all i- wasG 6or-y minH-es .rom my conu
do in Vea--leI on roads :kd neqer once -Hrned on-oI ,as- horse 
’elds and handule--ered signs and -as-ing rooms in old AarnsG

fal had Aeen down -hese roads hHndreds o. -imes while : sa- 
on -he -hir-yu’rs- Foor o. a glass AHilding rHnning a com,any 
:kd AHil- .rom scra-chI -oo AHsy -o come see -he only ,erson le.- 
on -ha- side o. my .amilyG Neing AHsy was -he mos- res,ec-aAle 
way -o no- show H, .or loqed onesI and :kd made an ar- o. i-G

VoI : s-ood -here in my rHined shoesI in -he middle o. a 
worbing qineyard : a,,aren-ly owned and ,re,ared -o sellI and 
Aeen -oldI correc-lyI -ha- : had no idea wha- : was loobing a-G

The moqe here was oAqioHsG : coHld ge- in -he carI call -he 
AroberI le- -he marbe- handle a ,roAlem : had no AHsiness hanu
dling mysel.I and Ae Aacb in -he ci-y Ay -wo libe :kd ,lannedG : 
coHld le- a dead manks qineyard Aecome a line i-em in someone 
elseks li.eG

:kd made a careerI an en-ire .or-HneI oH- o. seeing -he ra-ional 
moqe and -abing i- Ae.ore -he o-her ,eo,le had ’nished haqing 
-heir .eelings aAoH- i-G

: s-ood in -he row a while longer ins-eadI and wa-ched 
6ranbie in -he dis-ance agains- -he ligh-I -he Ain on her hi,I -he 
dHs- coming H, Aehind her Aoo-sG My .ee- woHldnk- moqeG

Os : walbed Aacb -o -he car : -old mysel. i- was diligenceI 
learning more aAoH- -he ,laceG 4qen -henI some hones- ,ar- o. 
me way in -he Aacb bnew -ha- was a lieG

: bnew i- was going -o Ae a ,roAlemI and : go- in -he car and 
called no oneG :kd neqer in my li.e Aeen more annoyed a- mysel. 
.or some-hing : so -horoHghly coHld no- eU,lainG



Chapter 2

Frankie

A week after I buried the only person who had ever stayed in 
my life for long enough to mean something, I was on my knees 
in the crush pad performing CPR on a dying press, because the 
fruit didn’t give a single solitary damn about grief.

“Come on, you gorgeous antique.” I had my whole arm in it 
up to the elbow. “You give me this harvest and I will oil you like 
a Roman emperor. You quit on me now and I swear to God I 
will sell you for scrap and dance.”

It shuddered, caught, and dropped into its grinding wheeze, 
which is the closest that machine and I ever got to love. It was 
-fty years old and held together with prayer and a part I maT
chined myself because a new basket press runs eleven thousand 
dollars and I had, on a good day, about forty to my name.

She grief I felt didn’t care about money or time either. It 
let me get elbow deep into a press, let me move forward, then 
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grabbed my ankle like a horror movie villain I thought I’d esT
caped.

She funeral and the private goodbyes didn’t set it o—, but a 
smell did. Eow stupidly frustrating. It struck right there, with 
the wasps on the fruit bins, because Eal used to stand right 
where I was kneeling, saying nothing, Vust watching me work, 
which I understood even at twentyTnine was the closest that 
man came to saying he loved you.

Ee hired me when I was full of theory and hadn’t yet lost a 
night’s sleep to a frost. Ee gave me his forty acres and said show 
me. I did, for four years.

Shen he got sick and I showed him from a folding chair in a 
room at Cedar Court that smelled like the peppermints he kept 
in a dish. Mvery Uunday for three years, I brought photos of the 
rows, because he couldn’t walk them. I gave him the weather 
report like gossip.

Shat’s how real families work, at least the ones beyond blood. 
You show up, and you keep showing up, and one day it turns 
out showing up was the weight under the words you didn’t say.

She last time I saw him with his eyes open, he told me the 
Uyrah coming out of the barrels was going to surprise me this 
year. I never had the chance to bring him a bottle.

I kept waiting, because I wanted to watch his face. …ow it 
would come out in Bctober and I’d get to drink his surprise 
alone. She bottle I didn’t bring would haunt me for the rest of 
my life.

She week since had been a blur of the practical, which is the 
only mercy grief gives you 2 a list long enough to hide behind. 
I called the people who needed calling.
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I kept the crew paid out of an account that couldn’t cover 
it. It had run on empty for years, and I’d kept the lights on the 
only way anyone keeps a dying farm alive 2 borrowed against 
it, season after season, until the bank held a note with a balloon 
coming due ne3t Bctober and a number on it I couldn’t see my 
way to covering. I made the payments I could and lay awake over 
the ones I couldn’t. I could run Narkspur in my sleep. Bwning 
it was the one thing I’d never once been able to a—ord. I didn’t 
sleep so much as lie down and wait to be allowed to get up again. 
And in the cracks, when there was nothing left to do with my 
hands, the anger came. Knder the grief there was always angerF 
they came as a set and were focused at the disease, at the distance, 
and at a God who let it all happen.

Utarting e3actly a week ago, the anger also came at a man in 
Ueattle I’d never met who was about to inherit the last thing I 
had left of Eal without earning a single inch of it.

Oac had come into this barn with his hat in his hands, which 
was the -rst sign of bad news. Oac would wear that hat in the 
shower. Eowever, he took it o—, indoors, and told me Eal was 
gone.

Shen, before I’d even made any sense of it, he told me the rest. 
She place didn’t go to me. It went to a greatTnephew. Uome tech 
guy in Ueattle named Wno3 Oills, forty minutes up the road. 
A man who, in the entire time Eal was dying, had never once 
gotten in his car and driven out to see the man whose blood was 
in this dirt.

…ot once. I’d have known. I knew every car that came up that 
gravel, and his never did.
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I’d carried the bank’s envelope out to the crush pad that 
morning meaning to open it, and hadn’t. Hhen I heard the 
tires on the gravel I folded it in half and pushed it into my back 
pocket without deciding to. Hhatever the number was, it was 
mine to carry. It was the one thing left on this property that was 
still only mine, and I was not going to let another man see it 
before I did.

I heard the car that I didn’t know come up my gravel, too 
fast, then it stopped in the wrong place. Ee came down the row 
toward me in a suit that cost more than my truck and a pair of 
Italian shoes that had clearly never met dirt.

She -rst thought I had was, oh, come B….
I hated Wno3 Oills as a concept for a solid week before I ever 

saw his face. Ee was taking what I earned, after all. Shen I saw 
his face, and God is not without a sense of humor, because it 
was a good one.

Ee was tall, dark, and put together like a problem. Ee had a 
Vaw you could set a level against. I felt a hot little Volt of unwelT
come warmth low in my belly. It wasn’t what I wanted to feel 
about the man who’d come to sell my life.

I hated that even more than I hated him.
I didn’t turn around. I kept pulling leaves like he wasn’t 

worth the interruption, which took actingF every animal part of 
me had already looked at him and did not like how interested it 
was.

“4rances Uutton5”
I didn’t even look up, Vust told him to call me 4rankie.
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Ee told me his name like I didn’t know it. Wno3 Oills. I own 
the property now. Present tense, easy, a man reading a number 
o— a page, and I wanted to put him through the destemmer.

Uo I used the only thing I had to work with, which was the 
truth. I told him Eal talked about him. …ot often, not lately.

I wanted him to be a cardboard villain I could hate cleanly, 
a suit with a checkbook where a heart goes. Shat would have 
been so much easier to despise while my whole chest was one 
big open wound.

Instead, he stood there taking the hit like he knew he had 
it coming, and that wasn’t what the enemy was supposed to 
do. Ee kept, infuriatingly, being a person, and I didn’t have 
the room that week to hold one more complicated thing, so I 
decided, right there, to pretend I hadn’t seen it.

Ee tried to treat the vineyard like a business and I’d cut him 
o— and shoved him back over the line to villain until he Ainched 
again and proved he’d read more than the acreage and the losses. 
Shat detail shifted the line between us again.

A man who noticed the right number was a dangerous kind 
of man to have on your land. I ended the conversation by reT
minding him he didn’t understand what was in the -le while 
telling myself no -le could capture a place. Shen I stormed away.

Oac was waiting for me near the crush pad, pretending to 
check a hose, which was his version of hovering.

“Hell5” he said.
“Ee’s going to sell it.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Oac.” I set the bin down harder than it deserved. “Ee said 

the word eBciencies to me. In Eal’s rows. A week after.” Oy 
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voice started to tremble and I shut it down. “Ee’s going to sell 
it. Ee’ll feel a little bad about it on the drive home, and that’s 
the whole story.”

Oac looked down the row to where the man was still standT
ing in his ruined shoes, not leaving, and something crossed his 
weathered face that I chose to ignore. I’d already met my quota 
of complicated men for one morning.

I didn’t bother to watch Wno3. I’d already read him perfectly. 
Ee was going to stand in that row a while, thrown o—, because 
nobody had told him no in a long time.

Shen he was going to get in his car and let a realtor and a 
spreadsheet do the actual killing so he’d never have to feel it. 
Oen like that didn’t keep things they couldn’t use as pro-t or 
leverage.

Ly spring there’d be a sign at the road and some NNC turning 
Llock C into a wedding venue with a photo wall.

I got back to the crush pad before I let my hands shake. I put 
them Aat on the cold steel and I breathed.

I looked out over her, the whole of the vineyard, with the 
leaning barn and the handTpainted sign, the vines standing there 
in their patient green rows not knowing a single thing had 
changed, three weeks from the best fruit they’d given in years. 
Another surprise Eal would never taste.

I loved this. …ot the way a normal person loved a Vob. I loved 
the land romantically and against all odds. Uomehow, I’d never 
e3plained it to Eal.

She four a.m. cold, the wasps, the ache in my hands by noon, 
the smell of the fruit going over. Put me in a good row with a 
sharp pair of shears and I’d forget to be anything but happy.
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It wasn’t an asset. It was the one thing I ever had that made 
me glad to be alive at four in the morning.

I’d spent my whole life learning that nothing stayed. …ot the 
towns, not the people who promised, not the roof you lived 
under and were dumb enough to call yours. Shen one gru— old 
man with dirt under his nails gave me forty acres and a show me, 
and without either of us ever saying the word, he stayed.

Ee was the -rst thing in my life that I ever counted on. I’d 
built four years on that bedrock, and it turned out to be a man. 
Oen died, and now his land was going to belong to a stranger 
who’d have to type Narkspur into a map app to -nd his own 
inheritance.

“4ine,” I said, out loud, to the vines, to Eal, the dying press, 
and to the beautiful infuriating stranger still standing in my 
rows and couldn’t hear me. Oy voice came out steadier than I 
was, which was the one genuinely useful thing that had hapT
pened.

“Shen you’re going to have to look me in the eye when you 
do it.”

I hated, with everything I had left, that a stupid animal part of 
me had already decided I wouldn’t entirely mind him looking.



Chapter 3

Knox

I’d told the whole world my entire adult life that I take the 
rational move faster than a lawyer. Instead, I’d lain awake in my 
condo, which suddenly felt like a hotel I’d forgotten I’d checked 
into. At some point around three in the morning, I’d ordered a 
pair of boots that could handle dirt with next-day delivery.

I had not let myself ask the obvious question about my pur-
chase, even though it was in my head. That was the Hrst sign of 
trouble.

The truth I wasn’t admitting was dumber and simpler than 
boots. I didn’t want the last connection I had to Oal ending 
with a phone call to a realtor. That’s the whole reason I drove 
forty minutes at seven in the morning to sit in that kitchen and 
get ambushed.

Vne decent instinct, about a decade too late, dressed up as 
proper process so I wouldn’t have to call it what it was.
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The lawyer, Earian Boods, had called and said she needed to 
walk us through the will, this morning, at the property, both of 
us. Foth of us. I didn’t love the sound of that either, and I was 
about to Hnd out why.

Srankie had the kitchen ready like she was preparing for a 
Hring squad and folding her own blindfold. There was a ledger 
open on the table, a real one, hand-kept. “he’d put it out on 
purpose, and made sure I knew it. It was a dare, look at what 
you inherited, city boy. Sine, I looked.

I’ll admit the kitchen threw me a little, because it wasn’t a 
farmhouse kitchen. It was hers. Eugs were on hooks and farm 
catalogs sat on the sill next to a half-dead plant she’d clearly 
decided to keep alive out of spite.

“he’d been living here for the three years since Oal got sick, 
quietly making a cold house into a home she didn’t own. I 
noticed it, hated that I did, and shoved it somewhere in the back 
of my mind to deal with never.

”Es. “utton.N
”Er. Eills. Uice shoes.N
”They were on the way.N I sat down at what was technically 

my own table without being asked, and read her ledger upside 
down. I got the whole story in about nine seconds thanks to 
muscle memory and practice.

Then something happened that I didn’t plan.
The numbers weren’t a story about a woman running a place 

into the ground. They were the opposite. Rvery line was a per-
son spending nothing on herself and everything on the dirt, 
holding a dying operation together with her hands and refusing 
to let it show.
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It was, in cold professional terms, some of the most disci-
plined out-of-money I’d ever seen.

”The losses aren’t incompetence,N I said, to Earian, which 
was a coward’s compliment. ”The place is run tight. This is 
underinvestment. “omebody stopped putting money in years 
ago and it’s been eating itself to stay alive ever since.N

”Ois name was Oal,N Srankie said, hard. The money went to 
a room at Kedar Kourt where it should have gone, and here I 
sat in Oal’s kitchen running forensics on his last three years of 
getting old while I was too busy to drive out to visit.

I shut up and let her have the point. “he’d earned it. I’d earned 
the silence, and a good deal worse.

Then Earian opened a folder thick enough to prop a door 
and told me, in an even, unhurried voice, that I did not own the 
vineyard. Uot outright.

Oal hadn’t left it to me, he’d left it in trust, for one year. I 
could not sell it, list it, subdivide it, borrow against it, or do one 
single useful thing with it for a full year from the day he died. 
Title stayed with the estate. Bith her, the lawyer, as trustee.

”2eHne the year,N I said, and I kept my voice steady, despite 
the pressure that started climbing the back of my throat. It felt 
like the animal-sense certainty that I had been outplayed and the 
trap was already shut.

Earian cleared her throat. ”It’s in trust for a full year from 
the day he died. If you meet the conditions, the title goes to you 
cleanly and you can do whatever you’d like with it.N

That took the air out of the room. To get the vineyard, I 
had to actually run the place, keep the crew paid, bring in this 
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harvest, and put real money into stopping the bleed. I also had 
to be here, physically, personally, in the dirt. Rvery day, for a year.

A man like me did not get his calendar taken away by a 
vineyard. Ey calendar ran my life. Its whole ?ob was to leave 
nothing, so no one had a clean run at me, and now a dead man 
had reached up and wiped twelve months of it blank.

There was no number I could write, no call I could make, and 
no clause I could crack to get it back. Uo. Uo. I do not have time 
for this. I do not have a fucking year.

Cnder the no, was the quieter, worse fact that some part of 
me had already heard the sentence and gone strangely still, like 
something Hnally caught me. I was suddenly tired.

I read the page as fast as I’d read the ledger, and I felt my own 
face reveal a half-second slip. Srankie watched me catch it. “he 
loved it. I’d have loved it too, in her chair.

”And who decides whether I’ve stewarded itYN I asked. 
”That’s not a number. “omebody has to ?udge it.N

”Two somebodies.N Earian almost smiled. ”Es. “utton and 
myself have the Hnal ruling.N

I turned and looked at the woman who’d told me yesterday 
she’d feed me to the destemmer, and understood everything a 
half-second before the lawyer said it.

”And if I fail,N I said. ”If I sell the fruit short or let the crew 
go or manage it from a distance and wait it out. It doesn’t come 
to me. Bho gets itYN

Earian looked at Srankie. ”“he does.N
The kitchen went dead quiet. “omewhere out in the barn a 

radio was playing something with too much bass. The refriger-
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ator kicked on, and I sat there and did the actual math, the kind 
that left the money out of it.

The person who decided whether I kept this vineyard was the 
same person who inherited it if I lost it. “he had every reason in 
the world to want me to fail, and a year to make sure I did.

Any other week of my life I’d have admired it. It was a beauti-
ful piece of work, the kind of clean, cornered structure I’d have 
built myself if I ever needed to force a man’s hand, and Oal had 
built it against me with a legal pad, a failing body, and a better 
read on my character than I’d ever had on it.

Oe’d made my ?udge and my enemy the same woman, and 
dared me to earn her anyway.

”That’s a con=ict of interest,N I said.
”That’s your uncle,N Srankie said. ”Oe didn’t build you a fair 

Hght. Oe built you a real one.N
Oal did this on purpose. Rvery line of it. Bhile dying, he’d 

built a machine out of his own will designed for me, the nephew 
who turned everything into a number, sold it, and never looked 
back.

Oe knew I’d come to price it and run. Oe knew it well enough 
to make running impossible without losing, and losing means 
handing the thing he loved to the one person who’d earned it.

The old son of a bitch had read me from forty minutes away, 
for years, cleaner than the people I pay a fortune to read me. And 
he’d done it while I couldn’t spare a single afternoon to drive 
out and sit at his bed and let him.

I didn’t know whether to be furious at him or come apart, so I 
did neither, while both of them happened anyway, underneath, 
where nobody at the table could see.
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That hit me hard, quietly, in front of the two women who 
did not need to see it. Oe’d known me well enough to build 
the perfect trap and I’d never once given him the chance to be 
known back.

Oe’d loved me enough to Hght me from the grave. I’d been 
too busy to answer a phone.

This one, too, was fully my fault, and now the dead man had 
made me sign for it in installments, a year of them. It was one 
long overdue visit I was Hnally going to make whether I wanted 
to or not.

Srankie closed the ledger. “he looked at me, and for once 
there wasn’t a knife in it, ?ust a look, tired, honest, and unbear-
ably fair.

”Belcome to …arkspur, Er. Eills. >ou’ve got a year to prove 
you’re not what you look like. And I’ve got a year to hope you 
are, or hope you aren’t, and I genuinely couldn’t tell you right 
now which one I’m rooting for.N

I looked back at her and, for the Hrst time since Earian 
Boods said the word dead into my phone, I didn’t have a single 
thing ready to say.

The terrible truth, the one I wasn’t going to give either of 
them, was that some part of me way in the back, the same part 
that hadn’t let me leave the row yesterday, had already stopped 
Hghting the year. It heard you have to be here and felt something 
I had no business feeling while losing a year of the life I’d built.

It had felt like being let o? the hook of my own life, and I 
hated that it felt good.



Chapter 4

Knox

Frankie left the house at four, and I stayed, because I couldn’t 
come up with a good reason to go.

She’d shown me the desk on her way out. Second drawer, ex-
actly where the letter said. “The notebooks are in there. They’re 
yours to read. I’m not going to sit here and watch you do it.” 
Then she took her truck down the road to a neighbor’s and left 
me alone in the house.

I told myself I was staying to understand what I’d inherited 
before I decided anything, which was true, but was only half the 
reason. I honestly didn’t want to get in the car. So, Knox, what 
is that really about?

The house was hers. She’d moved in when Hal went to 
Cedar Court to keep it lived-in, and it was her life all over. 
Her boots by the door, a barn jacket on a chair, a wall calendar 
in her handwriting, pick dates and frost warnings and a little 
skull-and-crossbones on some date in October.
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I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what that was about.
She’d also left his things right where Hal had left them. His 

canvas coat was on the hook, gone soft at the cuBs. His reading 
glasses were folded on the sill over the sink, where he’d prob-
ably have stood watching the grapes out the window while he 
brewed the coBee.

She’d just built her life on top of his and hadn’t moved any-
thing of his out of the way to do it. Wetter than I would have, 
I’m sure.

I own a condo worth more than this entire county and there 
is not one thing in it that would tell someone a damn thing 
about me. I noticed that while standing in her kitchen, and I 
hated it. She had her life laid out while I folded mine, labelled 
it, and slid some parts into folders I never had to look at. At the 
very back was the fucking man named Adrian.

This was back at the start, when Evan and I were young and 
stupid enough to try to build a company on a handshake. Ue 
both were naive enough to think that if we brought in the right 
people, we didn’t need to micromanage them. Ue clearly didn’t 
know shit.

Evan wanted to bring in Adrian because he was Evan’s friend. 
I objected because Adrian didn’t pass my bullshit detector. I let 
Evan talk me out of it, because I trusted Evan, not Adrian. I took 
his trust of Adrian over my own gut, even though my gut was 
screaming. I called it paranoia.

Adrian built the client relationship that we were building the 
company around. A big one, and it would have given us real 
credibility. He did it well and the client was a key part of us 
closing a big round of money.
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Then one day, Adrian left and took the client with him. I 
wanted to go after him, take him down, and get the client back. 
He’d fucked us, and I didn’t want to let him get away with it.

Wut the lawyers, charging us a fucking fortune, told us it was 
all clean. He hadn’t violated any agreement, he just left, started 
his own company, and the client loved him enough to follow 
him.

All clean and legal, but in doing it, he cratered a funding 
round that damn near killed the company in its earliest days.

I still felt it in my gut eighteen years later. There was nothing 
I could do. …othing. I was a man who zxed shit, and there was 
no zx. …o lever, no clause, no call.

I didn’t come out of it a better judge of people. Instead, I 
built systems and processes that couldn’t betray me. I turned 
the company into a well-oiled and well-protected machine that 
couldn’t turn on me, and it worked beautifully.

Wut all that cold machinery left me alone, because I couldn’t 
call systems and machines when I needed to talk about how 
my great-uncle died. I’d protected myself so well that a man 
like Adrian could never take me down again, and somewhere 
in there I’d turned into a man that someone like Hal, couldn’t 
reach either. The damn walls kept everyone out entirely.

After Adrian I made a 6uiet decision, the kind you don’t 
notice you’re making, that I was never going to need a person 
that much again. Eighteen years later I was standing in a dead 
man’s kitchen, in a house somebody had kept warm on pur-
pose, looking at the bill for it.

I opened the drawer with the notebooks and found do:ens of 
them. They were held together in bunches with rubber bands 
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by year, showing decades of them. They had cheap cardboard 
covers that were furred from being opened out in the weather.

I took the top one and sat down in his chair and started 
reading, and Hal started to become a real person to me about 
two decades too late.

They weren’t a diary, he wasn’t like that. They were about the 
work and the vineyard, day by day, written into the page so hard 
that it left indents under the pencil marks. Bud break Block A, 
four days early. Rain coming, can smell it. Ordered barrels, too 
expensive, ordered them anyway.

He put in the weather, yields, what broke, and what it cost to 
zx it. It was forty years of him paying close attention to his land 
and his work and folded into it, the details of the rest of his life.

I picked up a more recent one and started reading8 March. 
Knees are shot. Told Frankie it was the cold. She didn’t believe me, 
brought me a stool for the pruning and didn’t say a word about 
why. Good hand, that one. Better than I was at her age, and I was 
pretty good.

I read it over twice. He’d put her name in his notebook years 
before she was ever on my radar. The later the notebook, the 
worse the years became, the shorter the entries, and the more 
often her name showed up. One more reminder that I’d really 
fucked this one up.

There was a whole section in there about a single block of 
Syrah, old vines he’d babied through a bad decade, and he wrote 
about it with love like a cherished pet. Syrah’s going to be some-
thing this year. If it comes in like I think, that’s the one that finally 
tells them what she can do.
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Wy she, he meant Frankie. He’d been nursing along a wine he 
knew he wouldn’t live to drink, betting that three years later, it 
would say something about Frankie. She could run this place 
into the black in zve years if she had two nickels and somebody 
who’d get out of her way. Trouble is I’m the one in her way, and 
I can’t aBord to go.

She’d been straight with me across that kitchen table. She’d 
watched all this in slow motion for years, the money going to 
keep him alive and the vineyard going 6uietly under, with her 
hands tied the whole time. She’d loved him too much to leave.

I sat there in the dark and read his love for the place, and his 
unspoken love for Frankie. Forty years of it, in pencil, and I fell 
into my normal habit of comparing.

I’d built something a thousand times the si:e of this place, but 
I’d never written anything down that I’d want a stranger to znd 
after I was gone. Hal ran forty acres 6uietly into the ground and 
left behind a record of a life so full it was more than I could get 
my head around.

I ran an empire, and the real parts of my life would zt on an 
index card. That felt like shit.

Then I looked for myself in the notebooks.
It took a while. It was near the back of a notebook two 

years old, along with the weather8 Thought about calling the boy 
again. Didn’t. A man that busy doesn’t need his old great-uncle 
reminding him there’s a place out here he’s never seen. He’ll come 
when he comes.

There wasn’t any anger in it, and that’s what broke me. If he’d 
been bitter, I’d have known how to handle it. Wut Hal wasn’t 
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angry. He’d just let me oB the hook years before I ever showed 
up and gone on writing about the rain.

I’d held a grudge about Adrian and turned it into a whole 
fortress to keep shit out of my life. Then I came here eight days 
after Hal stopped being able to know it. It sat in my gut and 
burned.

He spent the last part of his life half-hoping I’d come up 
to see him, and every time I didn’t, he didn’t get angry. He 
gave me a reasonable excuse. Nike my not coming was a fucking 
scheduling con@ict and not a choice I made, over and over again. 
I’d made the bullshit decision to treat the last family I had on 
that side as something I’d get to once I had a clear spot in my 
calendar.

He’d given me the kindest possible version of my own failure, 
right there in his notebooks, and I did not deserve a word of it. 
I couldn’t pay him back for that kindness. He forgave a debt I 
hadn’t even had the decency to remember I’d created.

I sat there with his worn notebook in my hands, and some-
thing came up in me that I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I 
was glad there was no one there to see it because it was not 
very pulled together and it made me feel like shit. I didn’t care. 
It started behind my eyes and in my chest, and it pretty much 
overwhelmed me.

I sat in his chair until it was black outside.
Every analysis that I had done said the right move hadn’t 

changed8 list it in spring, take the write-down, and get back to 
the company that actually needed me. A vineyard I inherited by 
accident is not a reason to blow up my business.
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I went through the numbers again out of pure habit and it 
all came out the same way they did that morning. For what may 
have been the zrst time in my adult life, the analysis didn’t move 
me at all.

I wasn’t going to sleep in Hal’s bed and I wasn’t going to sleep 
in Frankie’s house, that was clear.

There was a guest cabin across the yard with one room, a bed, 
a desk, and a window looking out at the vineyard. I carried my 
bag down there and I took the two-year-old notebook with me, 
the one he’d mentioned me in, though I couldn’t say why. I set 
it on the desk where I’d see it zrst thing in the morning.

The cabin was smaller than the closet in my condo, but I 
hadn’t been in a room that felt like it meant something to me 
like this one did in years. It was so 6uiet, all I could hear was the 
noise of the wind and the dry sound of the vines moving. I really 
didn’t know what to do with my feelings, and that threw me oB 
more than I’d admit.

I stood there in that cabin, in the middle of a piece of land 
I now owned, or would, but hadn’t done anything to earn. I 
understood, against every analysis I had done, that I was staying.



Chapter 5

Frankie

Four days of having a billionaire in my guest cabin, and I’d 
learned four things about Knox Mills. I resented every one of 
them.

One, he got up before I did. I wanted to say that was physi-
cally impossible. Two, he’d swapped his whole Seattle wardrobe 
overnight for work clothes that still somehow looked ironed, 
like there was a concierge line at Carhartt nobody had told me 
about.

Three, he asked questions. Real ones, with follow-ups, which 
is the single most annoying thing a man you’ve decided to hate 
can do to you.

And four, he wrote everything down in a notebook. Hal’s 
exact habit, in his grandnephew’s hands, and every time I caught 
him at it something moved in my chest that I didn’t plan to 
discuss with anyone, including myself.
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He’d cornered me at the crush pad that “rst morning, before 
I’d “nished my co”ee, which was a war crime.

DI’d like to help,? he said.
I didn’t look up from the destemmer I was cleaning. DYo you 

know what this isJ?
DNo.?
DYo you know what any of it isJ?
DNo. That’s why I’d like to help. I learn fast,? he said simply, 

no charm, like he was reading a number o” a screen. DI’ve read 
the trust. I have to run this place for a year or I lose it to you, 
and I don’t like losing things. Vou’d rather it didn’t die on your 
watch. They might be di”erent goals, but they point the same 
way for now.?

It was a humiliatingly good argument. I hated that it was 
coming from a man whose boots still had the creases from the 
box.

DFine,? I said, because the other option was admitting out 
loud that I couldn’t do it alone, and I would sooner eat the 
destemmer. DBut we do it my way. Vou don’t touch a vine, a 
tank, or a barrel unless I say so. Vou lift what I point at. And 
you save the questions for after because if you narrate at me, I 
will end you. Mac will help me hide the body. 2unie will bake a 
cake for the wake.?

DUnderstood.? He didn’t smile. DThat the usual orientation, 
or do I rate special treatmentJ?

DSpecial treatment. Vou’re welcome.?
He looked down and wrote in the notebook.
DVou’re writing that down.?
DEverything.?
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So, that was the deal, struck over a destemmer, between the 
two least trusting people in the Paci“c Northwest going at it like 
a hostage exchange.

He stayed out of my way during crush. He didn’t touch the 
fruit unless I said to. He did what I told him, when I told him, 
no arguing in the moment. In exchange, I showed him what 
Larkspur actually needed to stop dying. The real version, not 
the one I dressed up for the bank.

Marian was right about one damn thing. If this man was 
going to decide the fate of the place I’d bled for, I’d rather he 
did it knowing exactly what he was killing.

I told myself it was strategy. It was also, honestly, that I needed 
the hands.

So, we worked for four days on the vineyard, running on 
co”ee and adrenaline. I fell in time with the noise of crush, the 
destemmer’s rattle, the pump’s slow thud, and 2unie singing 
o”-key in the tasting room she was scrubbing down.

Knox learned fast, like he’d said. He hauled and sorted, asked 
his questions and wrote the answers down, and never once asked 
the same thing twice.

By the third day, Yiego had stopped watching him like he’d 
steal the forklift. By the fourth, Mac let him carry a full bin 
without hovering, which from Mac was basically adoption pa-
pers.

The worst part was that he was good company. He didn’t 
need to “ll a silence. He worked, he listened, and he didn’t 
pretend to be anything he wasn’t. It was the most attractive 
thing a person could be for me, and he did it by accident, doing 
my dead mentor’s work like he’d been born to it.
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Every night he walked back to the cabin. Every morning he 
was already out there before me. Somewhere in those four days, 
the space he took up in my day started feeling like a habit, which 
scared me a hell of a lot more than the occupation had.

On the fourth night, somewhere around nine o’clock, I end-
ed up with his arm six inches from mine, both of us swearing at 
the press.

The press picked that night for its most dramatic collapse 
yet. Mid-pressing, a full basket of the “rst white of the season 
loaded, and the ratchet fro4e solid with a groan like the whole 
machine was giving up on life.

If it sei4ed with the cake half-pressed I’d lose the batch, and I 
couldn’t a”ord that. So, I climbed halfway into a “fty-year-old 
machine and threatened its life.

DListen to me, you rusted antique,? I told it, up to my elbow 
in its guts. DVou quit on me tonight, in front of him, of all 
people, and I will sell you to a scrapyard for parts and salt the 
ground where you stood.?

Behind me, Knox made a small sound that he turned into a 
cough about half a second too late. At least he had the sense not 
to laugh out loud.

DIt’s the pawl,? I said, mostly to myself, elbow-deep. DThe 
spring’s gone. I have to hold the ratchet o” while I reset it or 
it’ll kick back and take my hand with it. So I need you to5?

DTell me where.?
I showed him. He put his hands on the long lever where I 

wanted them, and I felt him take the weight. He held the whole 
furious tension of the ratchet o” my “ngers while I worked the 
pawl back into its seat.
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His forearms were right next to mine. I discovered I had 
opinions about his forearms. Those could wait for later. Or 
never.

We stayed like that a minute longer than was necessary. His 
arms bracketed mine, the heat of him brushed my shoulder, 
both of us breathed the sharp smell of the grapes while cursing 
a machine that had chosen the worst possible night to die.

DThis thing belongs in a land“ll,? he said through his teeth, 
taking the strain.

DIt belongs to me, and I can’t a”ord the land“ll or a new one, 
so hold the damn lever.?

DI am.?
I hated the lack of rush in my body. This was a repair, com-

pleted, then done, but the closeness of him snuck up on me. His 
dry answers and his willingness to get dirty chipped away at it, 
until every accidental touch felt too close to intimate. I felt it 
show up and I told it to leave, but it didn’t. Part of me was glad 
it didn’t.

DHold it,? I said. DYo not let it slip.?
DI won’t.?
Knox held the dying press open with nothing but will and 

good shoulders while I reset the spring by feel. When the pawl 
“nally caught and bit, the whole thing shuddered and the pres-
sure came o”. I turned to tell him he could let go.

Except he was right there.
Closer than I’d thought, because I’d been watching my hands 

and not the six inches between us that had quietly become three. 
His face was inches from mine, 6ushed from holding the lever, 
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a streak of purple along his 7aw where he’d wiped sweat with the 
back of his wrist.

He smelled like crushed grapes, clean sweat, and something 
else that was 7ust him. It bu44ed along my nerves as strong as 
wine. I hated it.

He was looking at my mouth. So, I looked at his, which was 
a mistake. I hadn’t let myself look at his lips and now they were 
three inches away and slightly open and I couldn’t make myself 
look anywhere else.

Neither of us was breathing right. The barn was dead quiet, 
even the press was holding still. I felt him tighten the leash on his 
control. Heat was coming o” his chest, and he was close enough 
that half an inch would have put me against it.

His hand had come o” the lever and it hovered at my waist. It 
was close enough that I could feel the presence of it through my 
shirt, and every part of me wanted to lean that half inch toward 
him before I could vote on the matter.

His “ngers curled, barely, like they were doing it uncon-
sciously. His eyes dropped from mine to my mouth again and 
stayed there.

I knew exactly what I wanted, and it wasn’t only a kiss. I 
wanted his mouth and his weight and those ruined hands where 
they had no business being, wanted it low and sudden and with 
none of the four years of careful I’d built around myself.

My whole body had gone tight and traitorous, leaning on 
that half inch like it had already voted without me.

I watched him want it. I watched the change in his face get 
overruled by the part of him that was being careful, and I knew 
that if I closed the last of that distance, he wouldn’t stop me.
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But he’d given me the choice, and there was a half-second in 
there where the smart move and what I wanted stopped being 
the same thing. I’d never trusted myself in a half-second like that 
and my body was winning.

He pulled back “rst.
Barely, a beat too late to pretend it hadn’t happened, and a 

beat too early for me to “nd out what I’d have done if he hadn’t. 
He stepped back, put a respectable amount of air between us, 
and said, in a voice that was almost level, DThe press is “xed.?

DThe press is temporarily lied to,? I said, because if I didn’t 
make a 7oke I’d say what I was feeling out loud. DIt’ll die again 
by Thursday.?

DThen I’ll hold it again on Thursday.?
That was the problem with Knox. I understood it all for the 

“rst time, standing there in my barn with my heart going like a 
rabbit. He “xed problems, reliably, and kept showing up for the 
ugly, unglamorous, breaking parts of a vineyard he came here to 
sell.

I could armor up against the part of him that wanted to take 
Larkspur from me, but I had no defense at all against him if, 
Dod help us both, he came to love it as much as I did. That one 
I hadn’t planned for.

Hal, you menace, I thought. You didn’t leave me a dare. You 
left me a door to something, and you knew I never learned how to 
keep one shut.

DDo to bed, Mr. Mills,? I said.
He looked at me one more second. Then he did the smartest 

thing he’d done since arriving, he left. I heard the cabin door 
close across the yard a minute later.
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I didn’t move for a while. My hands were still keeping busy 
with the press. I could still feel the heat where his hand had 
almost been. That was somehow worse than if he’d 7ust touched 
me and gotten it over with.

I’d kept this place and myself shut down tight for the last four 
years, and this guy had walked into my barn and had, without 
laying a single “nger on me, gotten to me anyway.

I stood there and thought about the new problem he’d cre-
ated, and that one was going to be a whole lot harder to “x. 
Underneath the thinking, the part of me I’d have denied under 
oath was 7ust standing in the dark wanting him to cross the yard 
again and “nish the thing neither of us had started.


