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Chapter 1

Early June  
Portland, Oregon

“Hey, if you want to believe in fairy- tale endings, go for it.” Brynna 
Philips paused to wave goodbye to a cluster of her third- grade stu-
dents as they walked across the grassy lawn in front of the school. 
“All I’m saying is it’s not for me.” She forced a smile for the sake 
of her two younger colleagues.

The three teachers were visiting on the sunny front steps of the 
grade school while saying last- day- of- school goodbyes to their stu-
dents. Tasha and Gwen seemed determined to convince Brynna to 
join their summer escapades of finding Mr. Right. But Brynna was 
not having it. Tasha elbowed her. “Seriously? You’ve completely 
given up on men and dating?”

“That’s right. But I wish you two the best of luck.” Brynna 
watched as little Taylor Thompson raced toward her from her 
mother’s parked car. Bouncing precariously in Taylor’s hands was 
a potted plant.

“I have something for you, Mrs. Philips!” Taylor yelled happily. 
Then, just a few feet away, she tripped— falling forward onto the 
plant.

“Oh, Taylor!” Brynna rushed over to help her. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, but I ruined your flowers,” Taylor sobbed.
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“No, no, they’re not ruined.” Brynna helped the girl to her feet, 
trying to repair the bruised and broken flowering plant. “It’ll be 
beautiful, Taylor.” She smoothed the girl’s mussed hair. “This 
was very thoughtful.”

“I asked Mommy to get pink flowers.” Taylor frowned down 
at the bruised blossoms.

“Thank you. I’m sure I’ll enjoy more pink blooms throughout 
the whole long summer.”

“I wish school wasn’t over.” Taylor hugged Brynna tightly. “I 
don’t see why we need a summer break. I’m gonna miss you so 
much!”

“I’ll miss you too. But I hope you get in lots of reading.” Brynna 
patted Taylor’s head. “You’ve become such a good reader. I want 
you to go to the public library a lot. Just like I used to do when I 
was your age.”

Taylor nodded, jumping at the sound of her mom’s car horn as 
she called out for Taylor to hurry up. “I gotta go, Mrs. Philips.”

Brynna thanked her again for the plant, then waved as Taylor 
jogged off.

“Bittersweet, isn’t it?” Tasha said quietly. “The last day of 
school.”

“Not for me.” Gwen laughed. “I’d like to be doing the Snoopy 
happy dance right now.”

“Save it,” Tasha warned. “Here comes Sergeant Bart.”
“And here I go.” Gwen winked as she made her exit.
Brynna grimaced, wishing that teachers didn’t treat Jan Barton 

like the plague. It wasn’t easy being vice principal. And, other than 
being a little bit brusque sometimes, Jan did a good job.

Jan greeted them as she glanced across the school grounds. 
“Looks like the place is nearly cleared out.”

“Speaking of clearing out, I better go attack my room. Our 
last- day party got a little messy.” Tasha’s smile looked nervous. “I 
know you say no food in the classroom, Jan, but Jessie’s mother 
sneaked in cupcakes and punch. What could I say?”
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Jan grimly shook her head. “Well, the janitor will probably 
complain about ants again.”

“Sorry.” Tasha took off.
“So, what were you girls gossiping about?” Jan asked Brynna.
“Oh, nothing. They were just telling me their summer plans.”
“Anything special?”
Brynna chuckled. “They think this will be their summer of love. 

They’ve joined a dating app. They actually wanted me to join it too.”
“And?”
“No thanks.” Brynna firmly shook her head.
“How long have you been divorced now?” Jan asked.
“It’s been a few years.”
Jan studied her more closely. “I used to worry about being alone. 

But over the years, I’ve gotten used to it.”
Brynna knew Jan was single but not much more than that. “I’m 

getting used to being alone too. Although I considered getting a 
cat until I found out my condo’s homeowner’s association forbids 
pets. So maybe I’ll take up gardening.”

“Gardening?” Jan frowned at the broken plant in Brynna’s 
hands. “Is that a sample of your green thumb?”

“Well, this one took a little tumble.”
“How do you garden in a condo?”
“I have a little terrace. I thought I’d use planters. Get lots of 

pretty- colored flowers. Maybe some veggies. Put a little bistro table 
and chair out there. String some lights.”

“That sounds nice.” Jan didn’t look convinced.
“What about you? Any summer plans?”
“As a matter of fact, I’ve got a little plan.” Jan’s lips curled into 

what seemed a genuine smile, one somewhat out of character for 
the stalwart vice principal.

“A plan?” Brynna’s curiosity piqued.
“Take a look at that.” Jan pointed to the parking lot across the 

street where an old- fashioned red- and- white trailer was parked 
behind a shiny red SUV.
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“You mean that car and trailer?” Brynna frowned. “Won’t the 
owner get a ticket for parking there?”

“Nope. And for the record, it belongs to me!”
“Really?” Brynna cringed with embarrassment. “Uh, is it for 

camping? Is that what you call an RV?”
“Yep. It’s a super lightweight camp trailer.” Jan’s voice grew 

enthused. “As you can see, it’s a vintage style, but brand- new. State 
of the art too. It’s compact but with all the modern conveniences 
and comforts.” Jan actually chuckled. “Can you tell I’ve studied 
the brochure backward and forward?”

“You do sound like an expert.”
“I sort of am.” Jan let out a dreamy sigh that sounded so out 

of character, Brynna couldn’t help but stare at the older woman. 
“The best part is that this trailer is so lightweight I can actually 
tow it behind my Yukon.”

“Your Yukon? Didn’t you drive a Corolla before?”
Jan smiled yet again. “I did but I traded it in for something 

bigger. Doesn’t it look handsome in front of that sweet trailer? 
Quite a pair if I do say so.”

“Oh, yeah . . . nice.” Brynna nodded like this all made perfect 
sense, but the truth was, she’d never had the slightest interest in 
that sort of thing. In fact, she’d never even been camping. Her 
ex- husband, Dirk, used to talk like they would try it someday . . . 
but someday never came. And now it was too late. Still, it was 
amusing to see Jan going on like this about it. So happy. So unlike 
her. It was kind of sweet.

“That particular trailer’s been nicknamed ‘the single girl’s get-
away.’ I first saw it at the big RV show at the state fairgrounds 
during spring break. I knew it was meant for me. Well, except 
their show model was pink instead of red.” Jan wrinkled her nose. 
“Pink’s not really my cup of tea. But I was sold on the idea so I 
went ahead and ordered mine in red. Isn’t it a cutie pie?”

“Yeah . . .” Brynna couldn’t help but smile at Jan’s unexpected 
gushing. But to mask her amusement— and not risk offending 
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Jan— Brynna kept staring across the street, studying the trailer 
closely. “So you can actually do that yourself? I mean, you know 
how to pull that trailer behind your car? And you go camping and 
everything? By yourself?”

“You bet.” Jan firmly nodded. “But I have to go back to the 
dealership to have some things checked. Then I’ll be ready to rock 
and roll. I can’t wait.”

“Well, that’s very cool, Jan. I’m happy for you.”
“Yep, I plan to head out for some serious camping. I have it 

all mapped out with campsite reservations and everything. I’ll 
start out along the Oregon coastline and then head down to the 
Redwoods, and eventually I’ll stay in Yosemite National Park.”

Brynna looked down at the pot in her hands, then propped up a 
broken flower stem only to watch it fall again. “You’ll really camp all 
by yourself? Out there with wild animals and bugs and everything?”

“Absolutely.” Jan shook a warning finger at a boy sliding down 
the front steps banister, then turned back to Brynna. “Why not?”

“Well, I admire you for that. That’s really brave.”
Jan grinned as she pulled a faded Dodgers ball cap over her 

short, graying hair. “Braver than teaching a bunch of whiny fifth- 
grade girls PE all year long? Hopefully our budget will cover a real 
PE teacher next year so I can get back to my real job.”

Brynna laughed. “Yeah, I sometimes overhear the girls’ com-
plaints. They make it sound like they’ve been through boot camp.” 
She wouldn’t go into the details with Jan, but she had given the 
disrespectful girls more than a couple of stern warnings. Not that 
it ever helped.

“They hate the circuit- training unit and endurance test, but 
I rather like it.” Jan turned to go back inside the school with a 
gleeful cackle, as if torturing fifth-grade girls made up for the ad-
ditional work placed on her.

Brynna chuckled to herself as she followed Jan into the building. 
Well, if anyone could get students to toe the line, it was Sergeant 
Bart. Not that Brynna approved of that moniker for her colleague. 
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Of course, no one said it to Jan’s face. Not only was the six- foot- 
tall woman a force to be reckoned with but as second in command, 
she wielded a lot of power. Most of the staff shied away from 
unnecessary encounters, and even Principal Parker backed down 
around her. But Jan seemed to appreciate the distance. She didn’t 
appear to need friends.

Yet, for some reason Jan treated Brynna a little better. Prob-
ably because Brynna had always tried to be respectful. Not that it 
was easy. Especially if Jan was in a bullying mode. But to be fair, 
her victims usually asked for it. Like earlier in the week when Mr. 
Reynolds punished Ty Lampton for stealing Drake Stein’s basket-
ball shoes. As it turned out, Jan had been spot- on. Ty had been 
innocent. Drake had staged the whole crime himself to get Ty into 
trouble. And Mr. Reynolds still hadn’t heard the end of it.

As Brynna returned to her empty classroom, she cringed to 
imagine Jan camping out there in the wilderness— all by herself— in 
that flimsy little trailer. It seemed a little crazy, not to mention 
scary. What if some wild animal or, even worse, some crazy person 
decided to attack in the middle of the night? Out in the middle of 
nowhere? Then again, if anyone could fend off an assailant, it was 
probably Jan. And more power to her for it! As she tossed old pa-
pers into the trash, Brynna actually longed for that sort of courage.

She used to think of herself as fairly strong and gutsy. She’d 
survived the loss of her parents in college. Yet she’d continued 
with her schooling, getting her degree and a good job afterward. 
She’d even supported Dirk while he finished his master’s degree. 
She might be slight of stature, but she’d always considered herself 
a confident woman.

But after being beaten down by Dirk’s betrayal three years ago, 
she hadn’t quite been herself since. Sure, Dirk had moved on and 
remarried, but Brynna sometimes felt stuck. Maybe she just needed 
to accept that she’d never be that same strong, gutsy person again 
and that this was a different era for her. But that didn’t mean she 
had to roll over and die— did it?
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Chapter 2

Sonoma County, California

Leroy Sorrentino slowly stood, letting the clumped soil in his hand 
trickle through his fingers down to the vineyard floor. “Needs loos-
ening for better drainage.” He gazed out over the rolling vineyard 
hills in an effort to avoid his daughter’s eyes. “You want to be a 
vintner so badly, Gina. Well, then, grab a rake and get to work.”

Gina tapped his chest. “Listen to me, Dad. I’m trying to tell—”
“I did listen to you. Doesn’t mean I have to agree with you.”
“It’s my life. If I want to quit college, it’s my choice. Not yours.”
He locked eyes with her, wishing he could make his impetuous 

daughter see reason. After only two years of college, she was de-
termined to never go back. Nothing he said seemed to get through. 
Now they were having a stare down on the north hill of the family 
vineyard. Still, he couldn’t help but feel amused to look into her 
stubborn, blue eyes. Despite the fact that both her parents had 
dark brown eyes, Gina’s were a deep ocean blue, and far more 
intense than usual today.

“I know it’s your life . . . and your choice,” he said more gently. 
“And I understand and appreciate your love of the vineyard. But if 
you really want to help out here, you should stay in school. Finish 
your business degree and—”
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“We’ve been over this,” she snapped. “I know kids with busi-
ness degrees who can’t even get a job at Starbucks, Dad. I grew 
up here. I understand the industry. I know how to do this. I don’t 
need college.”

Leroy wanted to tell her she was too young to know what she 
didn’t need. But he knew just where that would get him. The grape 
didn’t fall far from the vine where he and his youngest daughter 
were concerned. He leaned down to pat his dog’s head. Babe was 
a faithful old yellow lab, who still loved to chase her ball now and 
then. Other than slowing down in her old age, she never gave her 
owner a bit of grief.

“Come on, Dad.” Gina’s pleading voice brought him back to 
the moment. “Just listen to me. Give me a chance.”

“I was giving you a chance—a chance to get more education.” 
He scowled at her. At twenty, she wasn’t even old enough to legally 
taste wine— and yet she thought she could run a vineyard? Why 
couldn’t she see the value of a college degree? And besides all that, 
where’d she get the idea he was too old to run this place on his 
own? Good grief, he wasn’t quite fifty.

“Well, you know Sophie’s expecting again,” she continued, 
“and she’s already got enough going on with Lucy and Addison. 
How’s she going to manage the office and keep books with three 
little rug rats underfoot?”

“I already put out word that I’m hiring for—”
“Don’t you get it, Dad? I’m here. I can help.”
“Gina, I’ve told you before about how I had to give up school 

to run the vineyard when my father got sick—”
“I know, I know . . . you’ve told me your tale of woe before . . . 

and you were even younger than I am. That’s just my point. You’ve 
done just fine without college. I will too.”

He removed his straw cowboy hat, then ran his fingers through 
his shaggy hair. He knew he was overdue for a haircut, but time 
was precious right now. Besides, he liked it long.

“How about this?” Gina placed her hand on his arm, peering 
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appealingly up at him— just like she’d been doing since she was 
old enough to manipulate him. “Let me take one year off from 
school. And during that year, let me take on more responsibilities 
here. Just see how it goes.”

He considered this as he picked up Babe’s ball and gave it a good 
chuck down the road to the house, watching as the elderly dog took 
off after it with surprising speed. The truth was, he really could 
use more help around here. Not only in the office but out in the 
fields as well. The section that got scorched by last fall’s wildfire 
was in dire need. In fact, he should be working on it right now. Of 
course, he’d already arranged for seasonal workers. They would 
show up as soon as school was out. But he’d never find anyone as 
trustworthy and dedicated as Gina. She loved the vineyard. Still, 
he hated to see her give up her education and get trapped into the 
family business.

“What do you think? Couldn’t you at least give me a chance? 
Let me take on more managerial tasks? Let me show you what I 
can do?”

He rubbed his chin, trying to think. “How about this—I’ll give 
you this summer to prove yourself. But you need to understand the 
bar’s going to be set high. I’ll treat you like a real employee. You 
won’t be running to the lake with your friends when it’s hot. You 
can’t take off for a concert weekend or shopping trip whenever 
you please.”

She pursed her lips. “I can live with that.”
He frowned. “You sure? You’re still a kid. Don’t you want to 

enjoy it?”
“You were a kid, too, when you took over for your dad.”
“Yeah, but times were different then.”
She crossed her arms. “Different how?”
“Well, computers . . . technology . . . we didn’t have all that to 

deal with. We still did everything the old- fashioned way.”
“Which is exactly why you need me. I know computers. And I 

can do things like social networking. I can build and maintain a 
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website for us. Do you know we’re one of the only vineyards in 
the county— maybe the world— without a website?”

“So I hear.” He shrugged. “But our uniqueness is that we’re 
still just an old- world winery. We don’t host big fancy weddings 
or tasting parties. We don’t have a B and B or—”

“But maybe we should, Dad.”
He groaned. “You sound like your aunt.”
“Well, maybe Aunt Sherry’s right. Damico’s is only half the 

size of our vineyard, but they seem to be doing better than us.”
He frowned. His brother- in- law’s socially driven business plan 

might be fine for them, but it wasn’t what Leroy wanted for Sor-
rentino’s.

“Even Grandma’s been bragging about how many events they 
have scheduled for this summer. She says we’re missing out.”

“I guess that’s my choice.” He leaned down to pat Babe’s head. 
“Good girl.”

“Even if it’s the wrong choice?” She scowled at him as he stood.
He scowled back. “If you’re so impressed with how they’re 

running Damico’s, why not go work for them?”
“I’d rather go to school than work for Aunt Sherry,” she pro-

tested. “You know she drives me nuts. And my spoiled cousins 
are even worse.”

He concealed his amusement. His baby sister drove him nuts 
too. But she was family. Still, he was thankful that his mother 
had chosen to live with Sherry instead of him. His mother left 
primarily because she hadn’t gotten along with Leroy’s late wife, 
Marcie. Ironic considering she had set him up with Marcie in the 
first place. But that was all water under the bridge now.

“So, tell me, Gina. What’s your general philosophy for running 
a vineyard? If  we’re going to partner like you’re suggesting, it 
might be important to make sure we’re like- minded. You know I 
don’t want to do things like Damico’s— or most of the vineyards 
around here— so what do you think?” He studied her closely. Did 
she know this was a test?
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“Well, I think our vineyard has room for improvement.” Her 
expression was slightly defiant, her chin stubbornly tilted upward.

“Such as?” He grew defensive. Was she criticizing him?
“Naturally, I’m not talking about what you manage, Dad. That 

probably doesn’t need improvement.”
He softened. “So what kind of improvements would you bring 

to the table?”
“Well, among other things, I think we should have on- site tast-

ings. We’d offer flights and case discounts to visitors. That would 
introduce new vintages, as well as help with sales.”

He couldn’t help but feel impressed. Gina was doing her home-
work. “Maybe so. But to have tastings, you’d need a special room,” 
he pointed out.

“What about the barn? We don’t use it for much of anything 
besides storage. And most of the stuff in there is just old junk from 
the family. Anything of value could be moved up to the loft, and 
the rest could be used to furnish a tasting room. I mean, it would 
be rustic, but that would be pretty cool.”

“And you honestly think you could manage to organize all 
that?”

“Can I?” Her eyes lit up. “You mean, you’ll let me?”
“I’ll still expect your help in the vineyard.”
“And can I design us a website? And promote tasting parties 

on it?”
Already he was regretting this whole thing, but she was so en-

thused, how could he say no? “Just remember, I get final approval. 
That means the right to reject anything that doesn’t seem right to 
me. And don’t forget that we’re an old- world–style vineyard. You 
need to respect that. It’s something that sets us apart.”

“Believe me, I know. I’ve heard the story . . . my great- great- 
great- grandfather established Sorrentino’s back in eighteen—”

“Okay, okay.” He held up his hands to stop the lecture. “I get 
that you get it.”

“And that’s something we should celebrate. I was looking at 
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the winery origin plaque in the barrel room. Do you realize this 
summer is the 140th anniversary of our vineyard? That’s a pretty 
big deal.”

“I guess so.” He shrugged. “But not as big as our hundredth 
anniversary. I was a boy at the time. But my dad and grandpa 
threw a big party. I’m glad we did since Grandpa passed away 
the next year.”

“Can’t we do something like that too?”
“Huh?” He frowned. Did she think he was going to die?
“I mean have a big celebration?”
“I don’t know, Gina.” He slowly shook his head. “Everything 

you’re talking about takes money. After the fire damage to the 
south hill . . . well, we’re already scraping by as is.”

“I know. That’s exactly why I want to work for you. And why 
we need to do these things. This vineyard is a commercial venture. 
And it takes money to make money. We need to make the winery 
a profitable one.”

“And you’ve only had two years of college?” He tried not to 
look overly impressed.

She chuckled. “Yeah, well, don’t forget that I grew up in this 
biz. And I’ve been doing a lot of research lately.”

He smiled. Maybe his daughter was sharper than he gave her 
credit for. “Okay then. You can go ahead and check into these 
things. Just keep me apprised of what you’re doing and, more 
importantly, how much it’s going to cost.”

She threw her arms around him. “You won’t be sorry, Dad.”
But as he and Babe went one way and Gina the other, he wasn’t 

so sure. He hated letting her think she was getting out of college so 
easily. But this summer would be a learning experience— probably 
for both of them. If it fell apart, maybe Gina would be convinced 
to return to school, after all. And if things got really bad, he could 
always consider his brother- in- law’s offer to buy out Sorrentino’s. 
Tony Damico had tried to talk him into selling after last fall’s fire, 
but Leroy had refused.
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As he walked between the grapevines, with Babe patiently fol-
lowing, he breathed in the sweet fragrance of blossoms. The morn-
ing sun warmed his shoulders, and he could hear birds chirping 
in the giant oak tree next to the barn. He couldn’t imagine ever 
wanting to give up on what so many folks— especially the ones 
who didn’t understand the actual work involved— imagined to be 
a dream life. Oh, sure, there were ups and downs, but sometimes, 
like this time of year, it did seem pretty dreamy.

Although, to be honest, being a vintner hadn’t been his dream. 
Because he was the only son of an only son, his family had as-
sumed it should be. Though for whatever reason— probably from 
watching LA Law as a kid— he’d dreamed of becoming a lawyer. 
But in Leroy’s second year of college, his father had gotten ill. 
Naturally, Leroy came home to help.

The plan had been to take over until his dad got back on his feet. 
But that never happened. The Hodgkin’s disease, linked to Agent 
Orange exposure in Vietnam, was relentless. After three long years 
of battling, his father lost the war. By that time Leroy’s younger 
sister, Sherry, was old enough to start college. To help cover her 
tuition expenses, Leroy continued to run the vineyard. And his 
mother, determined to make sure he stuck around, encouraged 
him to marry his good friend Marcie Edwards.

Had he settled? Both in life and in marriage? He sometimes 
wondered. But he’d loved Marcie. And he’d been thrilled at the 
arrival of each of their three daughters. And when Marcie passed 
away from cancer nine years ago, his grief had been distracted by 
the demands of single parenting three daughters— as well as hav-
ing a vineyard to run. But now the girls were grown. Sophie, his 
firstborn, had married young and was expecting her third child in 
August. Luna, his middle child, was in law school. And Gina, the 
baby and light of his life, seemed determined to replace him as 
vintner of Sorrentino’s. He chuckled at the thought. Babe, hearing 
him laugh, wagged her tail and dropped her ball at his feet again. 
He gave it a good throw, down toward the barn this time.
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As he walked to the barn, trying to ignore the sight of the 
peeling paint, he didn’t think too many would conclude that he’d 
“settled.” Sure, he’d had his disappointments, but all in all, it 
hadn’t been a bad life. Good grief, despite Gina’s insinuations he 
was ready for the rocking chair or worse, he was in pretty good 
shape. And not unhappy. Over the years, he’d grown to appreci-
ate the blessings of running the family vineyard. Nothing was 
better than being up with the sun, breathing fresh air, working 
the land, growing healthy vines, harvesting the grapes, and going 
to bed tired.

Oh, sure, he probably still wondered at times . . . had he missed 
out on something? Was there something more? And sometimes, 
like after a long hard day of working the vineyard, he wondered 
if Gina could be right about him aging. Because he did feel old. 
Or was he simply lonely?
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