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About the Book
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Nothing goes to your head as fast as a taste of love.

Margot Noble needs some relief from the stress of running her family winery. Enter Luke: sexy, charming, and best of all in the too-small world of Napa, a stranger, promising to be the perfect one-night stand she’ll never have to see again. That is, until Luke walks in the next morning as their newest hire. And with the attraction still bubbling between them, Margot is finding it a challenge to keep things purely professional.

Luke Williams had it all, but when burnout causes him to quit his high-salary tech job in Silicon Valley and move back to Napa, he doesn’t want to tell the world – or his mom, who loves bragging about her successful son – why he’s now working at a winery. The only thing Luke knows for certain is that he wants more with his smart and sexy new boss. But even if they can find a way to be together that wouldn’t be an ethical nightmare, would such a successful woman really want a tech-world dropout?




To Kimberly Chin.

For your friendship, support,
and the many glasses of wine.
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MARGOT NOBLE BIT HER lip so she wouldn’t scream.

“I know that Uncle Stan never had parties here,” she said to her brother, as calmly as she could. “But I’m suggesting that we do something different this year. Shake it up a little. It’s the twenty-fifth anniversary of Noble Family Vineyards, and I think it’s worthy of celebration. A party for our wine club members and other guests seems like a perfect way to do it.”

By the look on Elliot’s face it was like she’d suggested turning the vineyard into a corn maze.

“This sounds like a huge amount of hassle, Margot,” Elliot said. “You want to have this party here? Why would we do something like that?”

She’d known Elliot would hate this idea.

“First, like I said, it’s the anniversary—I know we’ve never really celebrated it, but it seems like a great year to do it. Second, a number of our wine club members and other visitors to the winery have asked why we don’t have parties here, especially since we have such a great space, so I think people would be excited to come. Third, it’s excellent marketing for us and our wines—it’ll sell wine, give us some great publicity, get people here who haven’t been to the tasting room before, and keep them coming back. And it’ll add members to our wine club.” She hoped. “And fourth, it might earn us some money—we’ll charge a fee for the party, and parties like this tend to sell a bunch of wine anyway, so it’ll be a win-win.”

Elliot’s face closed up. She knew what he was thinking. She kept using “we” and “our,” like the first person plural encompassed her, too. But she knew he thought of the winery as his, and his alone. He’d been the one who had worked here for ten years, not her. Well, they’d owned the winery together since their uncle had died and left it to the two of them, almost three years ago. It felt like Elliot would never get used to that.

“Stan didn’t want to have parties,” Elliot said. “He didn’t want us to become one of those wineries where people would go just to get drunk and make scenes. That’s not who Noble is.”

Margot made herself take a deep breath.

“It’s not going to be that kind of party,” she said. “Just a time for people to come, see what we’ve done here, taste the wines, bring their friends along, celebrate with us. It will give us a publicity boost, it’ll sell some wine, it’ll drive more visits to the winery, all good things.”

Do you remember what a shaky financial situation this place was in when I came on board? she wanted to—but did not—say. Do you see how much better we’re doing now, with all of the changes I’ve instituted? Can you, just once, not argue with me about my ideas? Maybe even trust me?

Instead she took another deep breath. “Plus, it’s a great opportunity to do some of that landscaping I’ve been wanting to do.”

They had a lot of outdoor space at the winery, but it was kind of bare. The lawn between the winery building and the barn needed work, and she wanted to add more flowers, herbs, and greenery to the grounds. Maybe even a little garden. She’d mentioned all of this to Elliot before, but he’d mostly ignored her.

“Seems like you’ve made up your mind to do this, whether I like it or not,” he said. “When will this party be?”

She wasn’t going to let herself react to that.

“I wanted to talk to you about it before I decided that.” Well, she also wanted to talk to other people in the area first, see when other wineries had scheduled their parties, check to see when she could get the landscaping done, and catering, and all of those details that Elliot wouldn’t care about.

“Okay,” he said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

That sounded irritable, but she wouldn’t take the bait. She looked down at her notepad.

“That’s it on my agenda. Anything else we need to go over?”

She’d pulled her brother into an impromptu Sunday-night meeting to go over winery business. She’d been out of town for the past week, and Elliot had been in charge of the winery, so they needed to catch each other up. She already knew a lot of what had been going on at the winery in her absence; she handled all of the social media, so she’d seen all of the posts and tags over the past week, all of them good, thankfully. She’d been down in San Francisco and the East Bay, visiting restaurants and wine stores. Some of her visits had been to sell them on the Noble Family Vineyards wines; some had been to schmooze with people at the places that already sold their wines, so they’d sell more of them. Her trip had been very successful—not that Elliot had congratulated her on that.

She shook her head at herself. That was unfair. Elliot just didn’t think about things like that. That’s what she was here for. She took care of the business side of things; he handled the wine side.

He stood up.

“I don’t have anything.” He stopped, right when he got to her office door. “Oh, wait. I hired someone on Friday. For the tasting room job. I told him to come in tomorrow at ten. William something. Isn’t the other new person starting tomorrow, too?”

Margot stared at her brother.

“You hired someone? Without me here?”

He had the grace to at least look ashamed.

“I know, I’m sorry. But he came by on Friday and I interviewed him on the spot. I liked him a lot, and I think you will, too.”

Margot knew she shouldn’t have left her brother in charge at the winery for a whole week.

“You keep saying we’re short-staffed,” Elliot said, “and I know you wanted to get someone in before summer. And I need plenty of time to train staff on our wines, so when I found a good person, I thought we should hire him right away.”

Margot took a deep breath. Just as she’d told herself she’d been unfair to Elliot, this happened.

“I wish you’d waited,” she said. “I’m the one who works closely with the tasting room staff, not you. We aren’t in that much of a rush.”

They were short-staffed and they did need to get someone hired and trained up quickly. But the wrong person would make her life more difficult, not his.

Elliot let out a huff.

“I have his résumé somewhere,” Elliot said. “I can call him, tell him it’s not final, that he has to interview with you tomorrow.”

Margot sighed. That would just make them look unprofessional.

“No, that’s okay. I’ll deal with it.”

Elliot nodded on his way out the door. He’d probably known she would say that.

“Okay. See you tomorrow.”

Margot looked around at her office after her brother walked out. She had mail to open and file, messages to listen to, and all sorts of notes from the past few days that she needed to put into a spreadsheet. She’d planned to do all of that tonight. But her irritation was high, like it often was after dealing with her brother. She needed to get out of here, vent, see a friendly face. She’d deal with all of this in the morning.

She drove home, to her little house in Napa, and fumed the whole way. She’d known—of course she’d known—that her brother wouldn’t be excited about having a party (for the public!) at the winery. But somehow, she’d still hoped that he’d tell her it was a good idea, that it would be good for the winery; compliment her on her initiative; say something about how proud he was that they’d brought this winery back from the brink together. Of course he hadn’t.

Noble Family Vineyards had been tiny for the first fifteen or so years; a winery that barely anyone had ever heard of, except for a few connoisseurs. Uncle Stan had bought more land and increased production about ten years before, soon after he’d hired Elliot as his assistant. She’d spent the past three years trying to make his—and Elliot’s—hard work succeed. And now they were almost there. That’s why she’d wanted to have a party in the first place.

All she could do now was to make this party as great as possible. She parked in her driveway and, without even going inside her house, walked the few blocks to the Barrel.

“Hey,” she said when she sat down at the bar.

“Hey yourself,” her friend Sydney said from behind the bar. “Welcome back. I thought you’d be working late tonight.” Sydney owned the restaurant and was often either at the bar or at the front door on a busy night.

“I should still be working, but I had to leave the winery so I didn’t yell at my brother, and I thought I’d come yell here instead.”

Sydney grinned. She knew all about Margot’s brother.

“What did he do this time?” Sydney picked up a glass, poured some wine into it, and set it down in front of Margot.

Margot hadn’t purposely rented a house within walking distance of the Barrel, but it was definitely an advantage. Especially since Sydney rarely let her pay for her drinks.

“He hired someone for the tasting room while I was gone. And you know my brother has a one-track mind when it comes to hiring—all he cares about is whether they can talk intelligently about wine in the way he wants them to. Yes, of course, people have to be passionate about wine and be able to represent our winery correctly. I care about that, too! But the tasting room jobs are customer service at their core; it’s also important for tasting room staff to be engaging, not to bore people about wine, not to be condescending. But Elliot doesn’t care about any of that. He didn’t want me to expand our tasting room in the first place, even though it’s been successful! And do you know who’s going to have to deal with the fallout if this William or whoever Elliot hired sucks?”

Sydney pushed a jar of breadsticks in front of her.

“You?” she asked.

“Me!” Margot said. She took a sip of wine and picked up a breadstick. “I need people who can sell wine, not just talk about it! Make people want to stay longer, join our wine club, all of that! What good will it do us if we have to get rid of whoever this is in the midst of the busy season, or if they quit and leave us in the lurch, or . . .”

Margot stopped herself, and looked at Sydney. Then they both burst out laughing.

“I’m doing it again, aren’t I?” Margot said.

Sydney nodded.

“You’re absolutely doing it again. I wasn’t going to say it, though.”

Not two weeks before, Margot had been sitting right here at the bar, and had told Sydney she was going to work on not letting the little things get to her, especially the little things about working with her brother. And now here she was, doing it again.

“You could have said it.” She waved a breadstick at Sydney. “You’re probably the only person who could, actually. Okay, you’re right—no more work talk out of me tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll tell you about my trip and what a success it was, but tonight, I’m just going to sit at the bar and keep you company and eat all of the snacks that chef of yours wants to send over to me.”

Just then, a plate of arancini landed in front of Margot, and she grinned, first at the waiter, then at Sydney.

“See? A sign.”

Sydney laughed.

“A sign indeed. And yes, definitely, no talking about work, but did anyone tell you about the local drama over the weekend while you were gone?”

Margot’s eyes widened as she picked up one of the cheese-filled fritters.

“No. This sounds juicy. Tell me.”

“Well . . .” Sydney looked over Margot’s shoulder. Margot saw her friend’s professional smile flash on.

“Welcome to the Barrel. Would you like to sit at the bar?”

She left Margot to go serve the couple who had just walked in, but that didn’t bother Margot. That’s what they did, these nights that she came in when Syd was behind the bar. They had snatches of gossip and catching up and laughter, whenever Sydney could spare time from serving people and putting out fires elsewhere in the restaurant.

Margot pulled her phone out as she sipped her wine and snacked. She should deal with some of these emails that had come in over the weekend, and get responses ready to go out on Monday morning. This was especially important since she’d have to spend her Monday—and much of the upcoming week—training two new staff members. If only her brother had checked with her schedule and . . . no. No, she wasn’t going to do that now, remember?

This was fine. It would be fine. She would just deal with these emails tonight and then this new person tomorrow and she would figure it all out. She hoped.

Sydney came back to take the drink order from someone who had just sat down next to Margot, and then poured more wine in Margot’s glass.

“You know what you need?” Sydney said. “You need a vacation.”

“I was just out of town for a week.”

Sydney shook her head.

“That wasn’t a vacation, you were working the whole time. You need a real sit on the beach, go out to dinner without it being a work dinner, wander around a city for fun, no checking your work emails at seven p.m. on Sunday night kind of vacation.”

“That sounds incredible,” Margot said. “But I don’t have time—or the mental energy—to actually plan a vacation. I just want to be on vacation, without having to deal with any of the decisions that go into that. What I need is someone else to plan it for me.”

“You would never let anyone else plan a vacation for you,” Sydney said. “Well, other than me, and I don’t have time for that, either.”

Margot thought about that.

“Maybe if they knew me well enough? If I trusted them enough?”

They looked at each other and laughed.

“Right,” Sydney said. “Never mind.”

Someone called Sydney’s name at the door, and she came out from behind the bar. Margot slid her phone into her jacket pocket and went to the bathroom. When she came out of the stall, she looked at herself in the mirror. Well, even though she was exhausted, at least her hair looked good today. That’s probably why she’d managed to keep her cool with her brother—she had special powers on good-hair days, she was almost positive. She touched up her lipstick and walked out of the bathroom.

On the way back to the bar, she poked her head into the kitchen to say hi to Charlie, the chef at the Barrel.

“Loved the arancini, Charlie,” Margot said.

“Thanks, Margot. And welcome back,” Charlie said.

Sydney stopped Margot outside of the kitchen.

“How much do you love me?” she asked.

Margot looked at her sideways. This meant either something very good or very bad.

“Very much. Why are you asking me this, here, right now?”

Sydney grinned at her. That grin meant it was very bad.

“Oh no. Don’t do this to me again,” Margot said.

Sydney’s grin got bigger.

“Oh yes. You didn’t even glance at him when he sat down, but that guy sitting next to you is adorable. And because you love me, you’ll take advantage of this.”

Sydney had been trying this for months now. Margot never took the bait.

“Are you going to just keep this up until I give in someday?”

She looked over at the bar and saw the guy Sydney was talking about. He was adorable, Sydney was right. Black, warm brown skin, a slightly scruffy beard, kind of dorky looking, but in a good way. However.

“Oh good Lord, my answer is definitely no. What is he, like twenty-six? Twenty-seven? Way too young for me! I’ll be thirty-five in a few months, Syd!”

Sydney rolled her eyes.

“Who cares how old he is? I’m just telling you to talk to the man, not have babies with him. You need some stress relief! Come on, it’ll be fun. If you do it, I’ll give you free wine.”

Margot laughed.

“You always give me free wine.”

“Okay, fine, I’ll give you free food,” Sydney said.

Margot just looked at her.

“Fine, fine,” Sydney said. “If you say hi to him—just hi, that’s all you have to do—I’ll let you pay for your wine.”

Oh wow. Sydney had never tried that one before.

Margot shook her head and walked back to her seat.

“Nice try,” she said over her shoulder.

As Margot shimmied up onto her barstool, she glanced at the guy next to her. He stared down at the menu with a small frown on his face. He let out a sigh and looked up at the bar; she could tell his mind wasn’t on the menu.

There was no reason for her to wonder where this man’s mind actually was, or what was bothering him, or why he was here at the Barrel tonight. He was far too young for her.

He pulled off his hoodie, seemingly for no other reason than to show off his biceps, right there next to Margot. But hey, they were very good biceps; if he wanted to show them off, Margot wouldn’t stop him.

Sydney caught her eye and grinned. She’d definitely seen Margot checking this guy out. Margot couldn’t help but grin back. Okay, fine, after the day she’d had, it was a nice break to ogle the guy sitting on the barstool next to her—she’d admit it.

Might as well make Sydney’s day. Plus, maybe if she did it, just this once, Sydney would get off her back.

“Hi,” she said as she picked up her wineglass. “I’m Margot.”

He turned to her, with a quick smile.

“Hi, Margot. I’m Luke.”

“HI, LUKE,” THE WOMAN sitting next to him said.

He’d noticed her right when he’d walked into the restaurant: She’d laughed at something the bartender had said, and her laugh had carried all the way to the front door. It was a deep, throaty, warm laugh, and it had made him look at her right away, and had made him particularly pleased that the seat next to her was empty. He’d eavesdropped a little on her conversation with the bartender after he’d sat down, but after she’d left to go to the bathroom, he’d gone back to staring down at the menu and wondering if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.

It was a relief to turn to her, to have someone else to talk to, to get out of his own head, if only for a few minutes.

“Are you new in town, or just visiting?” Margot asked him.

He tried to figure out how to answer that.

“Neither,” he said. “I grew up here, and I just moved back, but only for a little while. Three months, max. Probably less.” That was probably way more information than she’d wanted. “But how could you tell? That I’m not a local, I mean.”

“Oh.” She swirled the wine in her glass and grinned at him. “Your clothes.”

He frowned at her and looked down at himself.

“What’s wrong with my clothes?”

She laughed that throaty laugh again.

“Nothing is wrong with your clothes. They’re just tourist clothes.” She looked him up and down. “Your jeans are too clean—and expensive, your shoes are way too expensive, your T-shirt is perfectly fine but probably too new. And if I was a betting woman, I’d bet that hoodie over the back of your seat has the name of a tech company on it.”

Damn. She’d pegged him well. He silently picked up his hoodie and turned it around so she could see the logo of his former company.

This time, they both laughed.

“I’m so used to wearing this that I forgot what was on it,” he said. “I quit this job, a few weeks ago.”

Why had he even told her that? He knew what she’d say. Why would you do something like that? It was so prestigious! You were making so much money! And you didn’t have a new job waiting for you? Never quit a job without another job! He’d said it all to himself, and it all made him feel like shit. He didn’t want to hear it from this attractive woman drinking wine next to him. He didn’t want to talk about that job, and whether he should have quit, and whether it meant he’d failed, and what the hell he was going to do now.

“You obviously need a new favorite hoodie,” she said, instead of asking him any of the questions he was dreading. He looked up at her and smiled.

“I think you’re right,” he said. “But wait, does all of that mean you thought I was a tourist? As someone who grew up here, I’m appalled.”

She grinned at that.

“Actually, no, I didn’t quite think you were a tourist, because tourists are usually gone by this time Sunday night, at least at this time of year. And second, even if they are still here, tourists are rarely up in the valley by themselves. A single man? Sitting at the bar at the Barrel on a Sunday night? I was sure there was a story there.”

She was definitely right about that.

“Are you the Napa Valley answer to Sherlock Holmes?” he asked her. “I’m scared of what else you’ve managed to figure out about me.”

She grinned over her wineglass at him.

“No need to be afraid. I’m just observant, that’s all.”

He glanced down at the menu again.

“Okay, so I’m presuming that you are a local, which hopefully means you can tell me what on this menu I should order. I’ve had a long day and I’m starving.”

He’d finished moving into his new apartment, after two days of helping his best friend Avery move into her new, post-breakup apartment. He’d planned to just get pizza for dinner, but instead he’d obeyed his sudden impulse to go to the place right down the street. He was glad he had.

“I am a local,” she said. “And I’ve had almost everything on this menu. Any food restrictions?”

Margot leaned a little closer to him and looked at his menu. God, she smelled good. And did she realize that the way she was sitting gave him a fantastic view of her cleavage in that snug dress she had on? He had no idea if she was doing that on purpose or not, but no matter what, he appreciated it. He forced himself not to stare.

“Shellfish allergy, that’s all. Not like, one that would kill me, but it’s generally unpleasant.”

She looked up at him. She was still leaning in toward him, so he did the same.

“So not the shrimp cocktail, but the rest of the appetizers should work, and I love them all. The deviled eggs with bacon on them are amazing. If you’re hungry, the burger here is excellent, as are the fries. The roast chicken is great, but it takes a while.”

He looked around for the bartender, who came right over to him.

“Hi,” he said. “Can I get the cheeseburger, medium rare, with the fries? And the deviled eggs and charcuterie plate to start?”

The bartender nodded at him, a smile in her eyes.

“Anything else to drink?”

He looked down at his whiskey, which was halfway gone.

“Not yet, but I’ll definitely want another.”

She looked over at Margot.

“Anything for you?” the bartender asked.

Margot grinned at her.

“I will also have the burger and fries, please. Thank you.”

When the bartender walked away, Margot looked at Luke and shrugged.

“I hadn’t intended on having the burger tonight, but I knew once you’d ordered it there was no way I could sit here next to you without wanting one of my own.”

Why was he suddenly so pleased that she intended to sit here and have dinner with him? That’s not what he’d come out for tonight; he’d just wanted to sit somewhere and drink a little too much and eat something halfway decent. But now he was suddenly having dinner with Margot, and he was very glad about it. Flirting with a strange woman at a bar who didn’t ask anything of him—and who looked just as good for the soul as the whiskey in front of him—was exactly what he needed right now.

“So, Margot,” he said as he picked up his drink, “what do you do?”

She lifted her hand in the air and swatted his question away.

“Oh no, please, let’s not talk about work. It’s Sunday night, no one should talk about work on a Sunday night, don’t you agree?”

A strange woman at a bar who not only didn’t quiz him about why he’d quit his job, but didn’t want to have the normal bar conversations. Even better.

“I agree, absolutely,” he said. “Okay, then, tell me something more interesting.” He stopped and thought. “When’s the best time you ever had to get a tow truck?”

She laughed loudly this time. Her laugh was less throaty, more explosive. He was glad that he’d made her laugh like that.

“That’s a much better question,” she said. “And I have a good story about that, actually.”

His appetizers landed in front of him, and he smiled at the server.

“Thanks,” he said. He pushed the plates over so they were in between the two of them. “Please. Feel free.”

She reached down and picked up a piece of prosciutto.

“If you insist,” she said.

“I also insist that you tell me your story,” he said.

She took a sip of wine and grinned at him.

“Well,” she said. “I was in graduate school, and two friends of mine and I were in a rented pickup truck, driving through Death Valley.”

He looked up from the charcuterie plate to her.

“Oh, this is going to be good,” he said.

Her grin got wider.

“It absolutely is.”

He listened to her story and tried to figure out more about her. If she hadn’t said she was a local, he wouldn’t have pegged her as being from here. Partly, yes, because she was Black—when he’d gone to high school here, he’d been one of the only Black people in his class. But also, just in the same way she’d been able to tell he wasn’t local from his clothes, he wouldn’t have guessed that she was local because of hers. She looked too . . . stylish to live and work in the valley. Not that people around here dressed badly—it was just that they dressed for work, and work was at wineries or on farms or at hotels or spas, and each of those jobs had their own kind of uniform, official or unofficial.

None of those uniforms were the snug, sleeveless black dress Margot wore—a dress that showed all of her curves—or the armful of bracelets that jangled every time she gestured, which was frequently, nor the leather jacket slung over the back of her barstool.

But more than the clothes, it was the attitude. Margot walked, talked, even sat, like she was in charge. Like she commanded all of those around her to do her bidding, and they did it, no questions asked.

He was already very glad she’d introduced herself to him.

“And that’s when we decided to stand by the side of the road and see if we could hitchhike back to town,” she said.

He laughed out loud.

“What? Hitchhike? Forgive me if I’m wrong on this one—we only met ten minutes ago, but you don’t strike me as much of a hitchhiker,” he said.

She laughed, too.

“You’re correct about that—it’s the only time I’ve done it.”

He turned his whole body to face her, to make it easier to watch her.

“So you were successful, then?”

She opened her eyes wide and gave him a sly smile.

“We were indeed. You see . . .” She leaned in closer to him and lowered her voice. That, of course, made him lean in closer to her. “We made my friend Julian be the one to flag down a car. He was the only white guy of the three of us, you see.”

Luke burst out laughing, and she joined him. She seemed very amused with herself, and—he thought—with him, for appreciating her story. He liked the way her eyes shined at him.

She’d given him another bit of information, he realized—she’d said this had been when she was in graduate school. Business school, it must have been. She must be an executive, somewhere here in Napa; high up at a hotel, or a big wine conglomerate, or something like that. She probably wasn’t from here at all, but had come here for this job, and despite all of what she’d said to him about the way people dressed in Napa Valley, she still dressed however she wanted to.

He liked that about her.

Especially since he really liked the way she looked in that dress.

“Okay, but where does the tow truck come in?” he asked her.

She picked up her glass of wine. The light reflected off the red liquid and onto her face.

“I was getting to that,” she said. “We had to get our truck unstuck, didn’t we? When we got to town, we called for a tow truck.” She grinned again, that slow, wide grin that made him smile back at her, even though he didn’t know the joke. “And when that tow truck got stuck, we had to call a second, more powerful tow truck that could get both our rental truck and the original tow truck out.” She shook her head. “I have absolutely no memory of how much all of that cost us but I’m certain it was very expensive.”

Luke moved to the side to allow the server to clear their plates. He hadn’t even realized they’d finished the charcuterie plate while they’d been talking.

“What did you do once you got your truck back?” he asked.

She laughed.

“We did the only thing we could do, after sunset, in a hotel in a tiny town in Death Valley. We got very drunk.”

Speaking of. That had been his general intention when he’d walked into this bar, which was why he’d ordered whiskey instead of beer. That’s why he’d come here, after this week, before the week to come. But Margot had done a good job of distracting him from all of that.

“Sometimes—not all the time, but sometimes,” he said, “that is the best course of action.”

She looked at him, and smiled slowly.

“Indeed,” she said.
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