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Spring in Buttercup is beautiful, but after a long Texas summer, there’s nothing better than the first blue norther sweeping across the sun-bleached pastures, sending fallen sycamore leaves skittering across the blacktop and making the pecan-laden trees along Dewberry Creek bend and sway with the wind.

The first big cold front was one of the most anticipated events in Buttercup. After months of heat, everyone in town was anxiously awaiting the first real taste of fall. For those of us who farm for a living, it was both a bonus and a relief to finally have Mother Nature watering the fields for a change.

A cool breeze swept in just as I finished picking a few boxes of eggplants and peppers to take to Red Oak Winery later that afternoon. I’d promised to contribute some of the veggies (and my limited sous-chef skills) to the Farm to Table Harvest Dinner the new winery was putting on tomorrow evening. My fall tomatoes hadn’t started producing yet, but I’d sundried enough earlier in the summer to bring a few jars packed in oil, along with several tubs of chèvre from Hot Lips, Gidget, and the rest of the goats. The winery was hosting its grand opening. Bunny and Jim Baumwald, the owners, were hoping to woo potential wine club members. This year’s vintage featured grapes from plantings in the high plains of West Texas, but the owners’ plan was to use the money they raised at the dinner to plant more acres of Tempranillo grapes. I was happy to help. Not only were Bunny and Jim lovely people working hard to create something beautiful—something I loved to support— but they’d asked me to be a supplier of chèvre to their tasting room, as they were trying to source everything locally.

I had just escorted my rescue poodle, Chuck, (who had found a fresh cow patty near the barn to roll in while I was picking peppers) to the bathroom when the first thunder rumbled in the distance. A gust of wind rattled the branches against the house. By the time I’d rinsed the second round of shampoo off my sad-eyed apricot farm poodle, the sun had disappeared behind the clouds and the windchimes were jangling.

I glanced out the lace-curtained window to see a line of thunderheads moving in from the north. Bath complete and poodle somewhat better smelling, I poured myself a glass of fresh mint iced tea and settled in on one of the front porch rockers to enjoy the show.

The temperature had dropped twenty degrees since I’d headed inside a few minutes earlier. The baked-dirt smell of summer had been replaced by the scent of rain on dry earth as the first fat droplets hit the dusty ground.

Lightning crackled against the blue-gray clouds, followed by a rumbling boom that rolled over the fields. As if on cue, the few fat drops of rain turned into a torrent. I scootched my rocker away from the edge of the porch as the heavens opened up, rat-a-tatting against the farmhouse’s metal roof. We could use all the rain we could get. Just as long as it didn’t involve hail.

Chuck nosed through the screen door to pad over and jump up into my lap. The cats, Smoky and Lucky, had hidden themselves under my bed at the first hint of rain, but Chuck would brave anything if it meant sitting in a lap.

“You’re chilly, buddy, aren’t you?” I hugged his damp body. He reached up and licked my cheek, and I hugged him again. “This is what happens when you roll in cow pies!”

He gave me another lick, and as thunder rolled again, I thanked my lucky stars I’d quit my big-city reporter job and moved to the farm that had once belonged to my grandmother. It wasn’t an easy life in some ways—there wasn’t much money to spare on shopping sprees—but moments like this, when I could sit holding Chuck as the wind gusted through the windchimes, tiny droplets cool and fresh on my bare arms, made all the sacrifice worth it.

Chuck had just let out a deep, contented sigh when I caught a flash of something small and white out in the pasture. I lost sight of it behind a tuft of grass for a moment, but then the wind flattened it and I spotted it again. It was small, about the size of a chicken. I’d read the weather report earlier and made sure all the chickens were in the coop. Had one of the hens gotten out?

I set Chuck down, much to his dismay, and slipped on the boots I kept by the door. The little white body was moving away from the house, so I didn’t take the time to run inside and grab a raincoat.

The rain hit me like a wave as I ran across my small yard to the white kissing gate. Chuck barked from the porch as I pushed through the gate and hurried into the pasture, where the little creature I’d spotted was still retreating. I wiped rain from my eyes and slicked my hair back as I approached the small white body. Now that I got closer, I could identify two enormous black ears, a tiny tail, and a smattering of black spots. It wasn’t a chicken.

It was a little dog.

“Here, pup!” I called. The little dog’s giant black ears swiveled toward me first; then she turned the rest of her body and trotted toward me before tossing herself on her back onto the wet grass at my feet. As Chuck continued to bark from the front porch, I scooped up the little wet dog, who looked to be still a puppy, cradling her to me as I turned and ran back to the house. She was shivering in my arms, and I was glad for both of us when we returned to the relative dryness of the porch.

Once out of the rain, the puppy, still trembling a little, began wriggling, trying to get out of my arms and greet Chuck. Chuck, on the other hand, was growling, as if the puppy were somehow a threat to the natural order of the farm.

“Did you sneak through someone’s fence?” I asked as I took the little girl inside—it was a she—and bundled her in a dry towel. She had on a grubby white collar with some reddish-brown stains, but no tag. “We’ll have to get Tobias to check you for a chip,” I told her as I rubbed her fur dry. My boyfriend was the local vet, which came in handy when you were running a small farm and tended to collect strays. This dog was a little bony, but otherwise healthy, and from the number of kisses she lavished on my cheeks, it was obvious she’d been well loved by somebody.

As Chuck continued to protest, I filled a bowl with kibble and set it down on the floor for the little dog. When I released her from the towel, she bounded over to the food dish and began wolfing down the kibble. I scooped up Chuck as she ate, hugging him tight and reassuring him that she wasn’t a threat to the farmhouse and that he was still my number one dog.

The rain was still coming down and I was trying to figure out what to do about the new arrival when my phone rang; it was Quinn.

“Are you getting rain over there?”

“Yes, thank goodness,” I said. “How about at Green Haven?”

“Peter just texted me and told me we’re already at half an inch,” she said. My dear friend Quinn had recently moved in with her boyfriend, Peter, at Green Haven, a gorgeous organic farm on the outskirts of Buttercup. I had been worried about how the relationship would do once Quinn joined Peter in the little hobbitesque home he’d constructed on the premises, but so far, they seemed to be doing great.

“Just as long as we don’t get hail,” I said.

“So true,” Quinn said. “I’m happy for the rain, but I hope it clears up before the harvest dinner at Red Oak Winery.”

“You guys are going, right?”

“Of course! Peter made a few batches of peach goat milk ice cream this afternoon,” she said. “I hear they asked you to supply cheese to the tasting room, too!”

“They have,” I said. “I love how they’re spreading it out among the community.”

“I’m getting up early to bake a ton of baguettes to bring,” she said. “I’ve been practicing for a month; if it works out, I’m hoping the Blue Onion can be their supplier.”

“How are you going to manage it all?”

“I’ll just hire more help, I suppose,” she said. “And maybe invest in another oven or two.”

As she spoke, the little puppy finished eating and came to investigate Chuck, who was firmly in my lap. Chuck growled, then snapped, but the puppy wasn’t deterred.

“What’s up with Chuck?” Quinn asked.

“I found a cute little black and white puppy just a few minutes ago, and Chuck isn’t thrilled.”

“No tag?”

“No tag,” I confirmed. “I’ll ask Tobias to scan her for a chip.”

“She must have been half-drowned,” Quinn said. “I’ll ask around and see if anyone’s missing a puppy.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“I hear Alfie and Molly are going to be there tomorrow night, by the way.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. My friends’ marriage had been going through a rough patch lately, and last I’d talked to Molly, she was still up in the air about things. I was glad to hear they’d be making a public appearance. “You and Peter still going strong?”

“He’s so amazing,” she gushed. “He keeps telling me if he ever meets my ex, he’s going to thank him for setting such a low bar, but Peter really is an incredible human being.”

“The bar Jed set was so low it was subterranean, if you ask me,” I told her. Quinn’s ex had been both verbally and physically abusive. He was currently behind bars for domestic violence; he’d come after us at the farmhouse a while back, kicking my poor poodle into a wall. I still winced thinking about it.

My friend still bore the scars of her time with Jed Stadtler, both physically and emotionally, but she had been coming into her own more and more lately… and her new relationship seemed to be accelerating her healing process. “Peter is pretty amazing,” I agreed. “And you both seem very happy; I’m so glad you found each other.”

“Me too,” she said. “Now if we can just get Flora and Gus back on track.”

“Oh, no.” All of Buttercup had been rooting for Flora Kocurek and Gus Holz, both in their fifties and never married, to tie the knot a month or two ago. Then Flora had started getting cold feet and called the impending nuptials off, only to change her mind shortly afterward. I thought things had been resolved, but evidently not. “Again?” I asked.

“Oh, shoot. I’ve got another call coming in… can I call you back?”

“Of course,” I said as another crack of thunder sounded overhead and the puppy skittered over to curl up under my chair.

Who are you? I wondered as I reached down to pet the puppy’s enormous, silky ears. A twinge of misgiving shot through me as my eyes lingered on the reddish-brown stain on her collar.

And where is your owner?
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The storm had largely blown through by the time I settled the puppy into the bathroom (in case Chuck got too frisky) and headed over to Red Oak Winery. The sun was dipping toward the horizon, and the contrast of the fresh-washed, golden-hued world against the receding blue-gray clouds was magical; everything looked gilded as I pulled out of the farm’s driveway.

It was a short trip over to the winery, on the outskirts of Buttercup, and I opened the truck’s windows to let the cool air rush through the cab. As I turned at the wrought iron sign the owners had recently put up, I felt I had been transported to Italy. The hills were lined with rows of fledgling grapevines, and if I squinted hard enough, the long stone farmhouse that housed the tasting room could be a villa in Tuscany. All too soon, I was pulling into the parking lot of Red Oak Winery, where long tents were going up to cover the outdoor kitchen and dining areas.

“Lucy! I’m so glad you made it out!” It was Teena Marburger, a young local woman who had been hired to handle the winery’s marketing and community relations. “Did you get any rain?”

“Never enough,” I said, “but I’ll take what I can get. The place looks amazing; the weather cooled off just in time for the dinner!”

“Thank goodness,” she said. “And the storm came the day before, not during the middle of dinner. Thank goodness we hadn’t put the tents up yet when it came through. That would have been a disaster!”

“It would have. Where do you want the veggies and cheese?” I walked around my truck and opened the tailgate.

“We’ve got temporary fridges set up in that tent over there,” she said, pointing to the far side of the site. “I’ll give you a hand if you need it.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She unloaded a box of fresh peppers and eggplants from the back of the truck. I took out the cooler with the chèvre and the box of sundried tomatoes, and together we walked over toward the kitchen tent.

“The place looks great.” I admired the long rows of tables overlooking the vineyard and the strings of lights that zig-zagged overhead. When the sun went down, it would be magical. “What time do you need me tomorrow?”

“Noon would be ideal, but if you could get here by two, that would be great, too,” she said as we lugged the cooler and boxes across the parking lot. “We’re having 250 people. Isn’t that crazy?”

“It is,” I said. “It’ll go a long way toward helping fund the new vineyards.”

“Well, partly, anyway,” she said. “There are some big investors, too… and a few of them are going to be here. I’m kind of nervous about making sure they get enough TLC.”

“Well, it looks like it’ll be a smashing success.” I cast an eye over the honey-colored limestone farmhouse, the gorgeous herb gardens bursting with thyme, sage, and rosemary even after a tough summer, and the bucolic vista of slightly rolling hills dotted with pastures and vineyards. “With a backdrop like this, how can you not be enchanted?”

“I just hope the gamble pays off,” Teena said in a voice that set off my spidey senses.

I turned to her. “Are you worried?”

“I saw some of the bills recently, for the renovation and the new vineyard. They’re… well, they’re pretty big. I just hope we can get the wine club up and running fast enough to cover everything. That’s a big part of what this is, you know. Getting people to sign up for the club!”

“There are pairings with each of the courses, right?”

“Of course,” she said. “The winemaker’s handling that.”

“Who’s the winemaker?”

“Dominique DuJardin. They imported him from Burgundy for some reason,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Turns out he doesn’t like Spanish grapes, but guess what grows well in Texas?” She sighed, then apologized. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you all of this. It’s just… it’s been a lot.”

“Sounds like it. And sounds like a lot of pressure.”

“It is,” she agreed. “If we don’t make the wine club numbers, I don’t know how we’re going to pay the bills.”

“Is the wine good?”

“That’s the thing,” she said in a low voice. “This is the big debut. I haven’t had a chance to sample any, and DuJardin won’t let anyone near it.”

“Wow. Lots of pressure on opening night.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Some days I’m glad to be a paid employee instead of an entrepreneur, you know?”

I laughed as we entered the kitchen tent, which was bustling with people setting up tables and shuttling food in and out of coolers. “I miss the days of being a paid employee myself sometimes.”

She helped me stow the veggies and chèvre, then looked down at her phone. “I’ve got to answer this, I’m so sorry… thank you so much for participating. I’ll see you tomorrow!”

“Looking forward to it,” I said as she hurried off toward the farmhouse.

Before heading back to the truck, I decided to take a few minutes to walk around the grounds. I’d seen pictures of the renovation and expansion of the stone farmhouse into a tasting room, but I hadn’t had a chance to see it in person.

Whoever they’d hired to draw up the plans was talented. The heavy wood beams and honey-colored limestone gave the building a rustic appeal that would be equally at home in Texas and Tuscany, and the long, flagstone-laid covered porch captured the prevailing breezes beautifully and provided a sweeping view of the nascent vineyards unfurling below. And there were a lot of vineyards to look at. I knew the owners had acres of land dedicated to grapes in the High Plains, several hours northeast of Buttercup, but I had no idea they’d already invested so much into the land here in town.

As I rounded the corner of the farmhouse and stooped to stroke the gray-green leaves of a lavender plant, a voice came from somewhere nearby.

“No. That was part of the terms of the contract.”

“I have a lot of dough invested in this place,” came the other voice. “You’re sure you’re going to go through with what we agreed on? And that the product you made is good?”

“You don’t trust me? Do you have six winemaker awards? Did you attend wine school in Bourgogne? I think not.”

“But… would it hurt to at least let us try a sip or two?”

“My answer is final. You can fire me if you like. But I run the program my way, or I leave Texas and go home, work for the winery in Beaune that calls me every week, begging for me to return.”

“Okay. Okay. But if it doesn’t happen the way you’re promising, we’re going to have a problem.”
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There was a scoffing noise. “I make the beautiful wine. The numbers? That is for you to do. They drink, they fall in love. That is my job. Although with these tempranillo grapes… the, how do you say… raw material? It is too aggressive, not refined, not like the pinot noir, the chardonnay. They make my life more difficult with these grapes.”

“But you can do it, right?”

“Does the sun rise and the rooster crow?”

“All right, then. As long as you’re sure.”

“Of course, I am sure. Now, I have work to do. Au revoir.”

I bent down and pretended to sniff a lavender plant as a red-faced man in jeans, a white button-down and a pair of expensive cowboy boots rounded the corner of the farmhouse. I recognized him as Perry Smith, son of one of the prominent local ranching families and president of the East Texas Bank. He and his recent bride, Brittany, were frequent subjects of Around Town, the society page of the Buttercup Zephyr.

“Pretty property, isn’t it?” he asked as I straightened up and smiled at him.

“It really is!”

“Hard to believe we’re in Buttercup.” He shook his head and stuck out a meaty hand. “Good to see you, Lucy. How’s the farmin’ business?”

“Going strong.” My mortgage was with Buttercup Bank, but Perry knew all his potential customers by name.

“Glad to hear it,” he said. “Of course, if you need a refi…”

“I know where to go,” I said, grinning. “What brings you out here today?”

“Checkin’ up on my investment, I suppose,” Perry said with a proud grin.

“You own the winery? I thought it was Bunny and Jim’s!”

“It is, at least for the most part. They’re doin’ the hard work of runnin’ the place. I’m just the mortgage broker,” he said. “I don’t have the creativity to do all this, but it’s fun being a part of it! My wife is gonna love this. She’s from Houston and lookin’ to add a little class to our country bumpkin town.”

“It is pretty classy,” I agreed. “I heard there’s even a French winemaker!”

He gave me a wry grin. “There’s always a fly in the ointment, ain’t there? Temperamental as hell, from what I’ve heard… if you’ll pardon my French. But as long as the wine’s good, who cares?” He tipped an imaginary hat to me. “Well, I’d best be gettin’ on. You comin’ to the big dinner tomorrow night?”

“I’ll be here helping,” I said. “And hoping for leftovers.”

“I heard you donated some of Dewberry Farm’s produce for the dinner. Much obliged.”

“Since Red Oak offered to carry my chèvre in the tasting room, it was the least I could do,” I told him.

“That’s the Buttercup spirit,” he said, nodding. “We help each other out.”

“That’s what I’d like to think,” I said.

“Well, then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it,” I said as he sauntered off toward the parking lot.
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I stopped by the Blue Onion to pick up some fresh bread on the way home. My friend Quinn, a green bandana tied up around her head to control her red curls, was busy making pumpkin muffins, and a delightful, spicy aroma filled the kitchen as I walked in.

“Smells like fall in here,” I said.

“That blue norther got me in the mood,” she said.

“Those look amazing.” I admired the pecan streusel topping. My mouth watered. “Can I buy one?”

“You’re kidding me, right?” She rolled her eyes as she handed me one. “On the house.”

“Mmm,” I answered, my mouth already full of spicy, moist pumpkin muffin. I swallowed and said, “I need the recipe for these, for sure.”

“That streusel topping is amazing, isn’t it?”

“Mmm,” I said again, taking another bite.

“I just put some tea on. Want some?”

“Yes, please,” I said through a mouthful of muffin.

She poured two cups and we sat down at the little butcherblock table at the end of the kitchen. Quinn peeled the wrapper off her own muffin as she sat down. “Ready for the Red Oak dinner tomorrow night?” she asked before taking a bite of pumpkin goodness.

“I dropped off the eggplant and tomatoes a few minutes ago,” I told her. “The place looks great, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” she said. “I just hope they can pull it off.”

“What do you mean?”

“They spent a ton on the place,” she said. “It’s a big gamble. This isn’t typical Texas wine country… are the winery folks going to come out this way?”

“It’s a beautiful location,” I said. “If the wine’s good, then why not?”

“You’re right,” she agreed. “Anyway, I was going to help them prep, but Peter insisted on getting us two plates tomorrow instead. He’s so romantic!” She grinned.

I couldn’t help grinning back. “You deserve it, for sure.”

“Thanks. Oh! Speaking of romance,” she continued, “Flora and Gus will be sitting with us, and their wedding is back on for next weekend. We did a last review of the cake plan this afternoon. Three enormous tiers, with tons of decorative icing. I talked them into a raspberry filling and white chocolate buttercream icing…it’s going to be fabulous.”

“That’s great!” I said. “They patched everything up?”

“Flora said it was just nerves,” Quinn said. “She hasn’t been lucky in love, and it got the better of her for a little bit, but I think they’ll be fine.”

“I hope so,” I said. “Have you seen the dress yet?” Since meeting Gus, Flora Kocurek, had been experimenting with fashion… with some rather striking, if not necessarily flattering, results. Flora was the daughter of one of Buttercup’s late grande dames, who had also been a very controlling mother, and now Flora is finally spreading her wings.

“She said she wanted to look like Cinderella,” Quinn said. “So we’ll see.”

“I can’t wait,” I said. “And I’m so glad for her. She deserves to be happy. And so do you,” I added, lifting my tea to her.

“I am,” Quinn said with a satisfied smile. “How about you and Tobias?”

“Oh, we’re fine,” I said. To be honest, we were kind of in a holding pattern. I wanted to stay with him, but wasn’t sure how I felt about moving in… or marriage. We’d been gingerly discussing the topic, but with no resolution. I didn’t want to get into it with Quinn right now, though. Instead, I pivoted. “That dog I found this morning is adorable… her ears are just enormous. I think she’s just a puppy… maybe part chihuahua, part terrier?”

“Have you scanned her for a chip?”

“Not yet,” I said. “She’s super cute,” I said. “And friendly.” I showed Quinn a picture I’d snapped on my phone.

“Look at those ears!” she said. “Chihuahua face, for sure. Rat terrier? I wonder where those ears came from?”

“I don’t know, but Chuck is not thrilled.”

She laughed. “I bet not. How about the cats?”

“Curious, but wary,” I said. “I’m going to put the word out, see if anyone is missing a puppy, but keep me posted if you hear anything.”

“Of course.” She took another bite of muffin, followed by a swig of tea. “I’ve got to finish up here and head home. Need some bread?”

“How did you know?” I told her, smiling.

“Say ‘hi’ to Chuck for me.” She got up and handed me a loaf. “And let’s schedule a doggie playdate soon!”

“I may end up with two dogs to bring, unless I find the little one’s owner!”

“The more the merrier,” she said. “I’ll keep an ear out!”
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The sun was dropping in the sky by the time I got back to Dewberry Farm. I put the bread in the kitchen, checked on the dogs—Chuck was still guarding the bathroom door, and inside, the new arrival had used the puppy pad I put down—and then headed out to milk the cows and goats.

I walked up to the barn, expecting to see Blossom and the goats waiting for their evening treat.

Nobody was there.

“Blossom! Hot Lips! Gidget!” I called, letting myself through the gate and scanning the fence line.

Not a sign of any of them.

I called Tobias as I walked the fence line. He picked up just as I got to a felled post. My stomach sank.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Blossom and the rest of the girls are gone.”
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“What do you mean, gone?”

“Somebody knocked over a fence post. They must have hopped over the barbed wire and hit the road.” I knelt and studied the barbs; one of them was sticky with blood. “At least one of them got hurt.”

“I’ll be right over,” he said as I stood up and scanned the darkening horizon, looking for any sign of my girls. “We’ll find them.”

“I hope so.” My stomach churned. It wasn’t because I’d just signed on to provide chèvre to Red Oak Winery on an ongoing basis after the dinner. I missed my girls.

“I’m on my way,” he promised. As I hung up, I spotted movement over by my pepper patch.

“Gidget?” I called.

A caprine head popped up, and I grabbed a halter from the hook on the gate and raced over to the long lines of peppers. Gidget, who was busy munching a pepper, didn’t fight me as I looped the halter over her head. Once she was secure, I surveyed my vegetable patch.

Every pepper plant had been pulled out of the ground, along with most of the eggplants and tomatoes. The only thing half standing were the pumpkins and cucumbers, probably because the leaves were too prickly to be tasty.

My stomach turned over. All that work. All those vegetables I was planning to sell at the market. Gone. “What did you do?” I stroked her nose as she chewed. She nuzzled me and bent to grab another pepper. “And where are your friends?”

She chewed placidly, and after a few tugs, followed me toward the barn, where I closed her up as I went in search of her compatriots. As the sky darkened further, I headed back to what remained of my veggie patch, looking for tracks. I soon found them; they went past the peach orchard, which thankfully was past harvest time, and down to the almost-dry creek.

As I texted Tobias to let him know Gidget was in the barn and I was tracking the rest of the hooligans along the creek, I fought to quell rising panic. With my fall crops gone, what was I going to sell at the market? I had soap and candles, and a little bit of honey, but without veggies… and without Blossom and the goats providing milk for cheese… I’d have to find another way to make ends meet.

“Hot Lips! Blossom!” I called as I tramped down the cracked earth of the dried-up creek, trying not to think of the coyotes I’d heard howling last night. “Here, girls!”

Nothing. It was darker under the tree cover and starting to get chilly. I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight, just in case any of the tracks led away from the creek.

I’d gone about half a mile before I came across a felled pecan barricading the creek bed. I studied the ground; sure enough, the tracks veered off, toward the right. I shone the flashlight into the pasture; there was no fence here, so the grass was long and ungrazed. I waded through the high grass, following the bent stalks, still calling. The track led right up to an adorable white farmhouse. When I got there, I immediately knew why they’d made a beeline for the house. Two big pots of what used to be geraniums lay upended on the front porch; I could see a few stray velvety petals.

Geraniums were Blossom’s favorite.

I climbed the porch steps and went to knock on the front door, hoping someone could tell me how long ago the geraniums had been marauded. To my surprise, it was open.

“Hello?” I called. No answer.

A car was in the driveway—a small red Mini, unusual for this part of the world. “Is anyone home?” I called again, and goosebumps prickled my arms. I peered into the house; the lights were on, and I could see the dining room to the left, with a doorway into what appeared to be a kitchen beyond. And there was something on the floor… something that looked like a leg.

“Oh, no,” I breathed. “I’m coming in!” I yelled and pushed the door open

It was a short walk from the front door to the kitchen.

There, on the polished wood floor just a few feet from an empty dog bowl, a woman lay, a bloodstain coloring her blue dress rusty brown.
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I picked up the phone and called Tobias, hands shaking.

“Did you find them?”

“No,” I said. “I found a woman. I don’t know her, but… She’s dead, I think.”

“What? Where?”

“I don’t know. I followed the creek toward town, about a half a mile I think, then followed the track left. It’s a farmhouse I don’t recognize. It’s white, with blue trim.”

“I don’t know it. Can you pin your location?”

“Oh. I didn’t think of that.” My eyes strayed to the woman on the floor, then darted away. “Hang on; I’ll put you on speaker.” I flipped to a map app, figured out how to drop a pin, then zoomed out. “It seems to be on Brandywine Road.”

“Can you send me your location?”

“I think so.” After another moment, I managed to send him the pin.

“Call the sheriff’s office,” he said. “Tell them you’re on Brandywine Road and describe the house.”

“Okay,” I said.

“I’m on my way,” he told me, then, “How recent is it? Is whoever did it still there?”

“I don’t know.” I squatted and touched her forearm. “She’s cold. And there’s only one car here.”

“Whoever did it is probably long gone, then,” he said. “That’s a relief. Call the police; I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Thanks.” I hung up and dialed 911, then looked down at the bowl on the floor. No dog had greeted me when I walked in, and the front door had been open. Had the puppy I’d scooped up in the pasture come from here?

I told the dispatcher what I’d found and gave her a description of the house. “It’s on Brandywine Road, but I don’t know the number. I can send someone the map location, though.”

“Hang on a moment and let me get you a number,” said the woman on the line.

A moment later, I typed the number she gave me into my phone and sent the pin.

“We’re sending someone out,” she reassured me. “Sit tight, okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

“You’re sure she’s gone?”

“She’s cold,” I told her.

“I’ll call out the paramedics just in case.”

“Thanks.” I hung up a moment later. I still hadn’t found Blossom and the rest of the girls, but I didn’t want to leave until someone had arrived and secured the scene… because it was pretty clear it was a scene. A crime scene, that is.

I looked down at the woman lying on the floor. Her hand was flung out, as if reaching to catch something, the blue cuff of her dress tight against her pale arm. I studied the woman’s face; she was pretty, with almond-shaped eyes and eyebrows that appeared to be still recovering from a trip to an overly aggressive waxing salon. Her hair was a pretty auburn bob, now splayed around her pale, freckled face.

I didn’t recognize her at all.

Next, I swept my eyes over the kitchen. It looked familiar, somehow. The room was decorated sparely, in a modern farmhouse style, with white walls, marble counters, and dark cabinetry that frankly would have looked more at home in Austin than Buttercup. I spotted a “Welcome” binder on a shelf near the door, and it clicked. I had seen this kitchen before… on a short-term rental listing I’d checked out when listing the cottage on my own property. The woman on the floor was most likely a visitor to Buttercup, not a resident.

But who was she?

And why had someone killed her?

As I waited for someone official—or Tobias—to arrive, I busied myself with the puzzle of the woman on the floor. A few papers lay on the floor between the table and the window, as if someone had knocked them off accidentally. Using my T-shirt to prevent leaving fingerprints—just in case—I picked the papers up and laid them on the table.

The first page said: “Confidential Sales Forecast.” Whatever someone was selling was evidently quite profitable… and popular. The page predicted sales of 7500 units, with a net profit of $30 per unit, in October, rising by 15% a month. The 7500 number was circled, with the note “Where does this number come from?” scrawled next to it. I kind of wanted to know, too. After some finger math, the promised profit was estimated at $225,000 in the first month. Which was a lot more than I made selling tomatoes. Not that I had any tomatoes left to sell, I reminded myself with a twinge of anxiety.

The next page was titled: “Return on Investment.” A $1,000,000 investment was forecasted to make 20% annually. But someone had written the word “REALISTIC?” next to it, followed by, “HOW MANY PRESALES?”

The last sheet was blank but for a few handwritten notes, including: “NEED COMPS” and “EXPENSE AUDIT.” There was a phone number, too, starting with 830. Out of curiosity, I snapped photos of all three papers. I looked around for a cell phone or laptop, but there were no electronics in sight. Then I glanced back down at the dog bowl on the floor. On the counter above it was a bag of Purina puppy chow and a short red leash.

But no other sign of a dog.

I was about to investigate the rest of the house when I heard tires on the driveway. I headed to the front porch, relieved to see Tobias pulling up. I hurried outside as he opened the truck door, breathing a sigh of relief as he pulled me into his arms.

“Are you okay?” he asked into my hair.

“Better now,” I told him. “And better than that poor woman inside.”

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “She must be from out of town.”

“And no sign of Blossom and the rest of the girls?”

I shook my head. “I kind of got sidetracked when I found the body.”

“Where is she?”

“In the kitchen,” I said. “The door was open, and I saw her lying on the floor.”

“Let’s go take a look.” We walked into the little farmhouse.

She was, of course, right where we left her. “I found these papers on the floor,” I told Tobias. “I picked them up with the hem of my T-shirt in case there are fingerprints; they looked like they got knocked off the table.”

“Any sign of the dog?” He pointed to the Puppy Chow on the counter.

“No,” I said, “but a little chihuahua mix showed up on my doorstep earlier with no tag. I’m wondering if she might have gone through the open door after her owner…” I glanced down at the body. “You know.”

“And no idea who she is?”

“It’s a short-term rental, so she’s from out of town. I recognize the kitchen from a listing I saw online, and also there’s that.” I pointed to the “Welcome” binder.

“I wonder what she was doing in Buttercup?” he mused.

I pointed to the pages on the table. “Something investment related, I’m guessing.”

He looked down at the pages. “No company name?”

“Nope.”

“Hmm. I guess we’ll know more when they investigate. Speaking of which…” As he spoke, a siren had sounded somewhere nearby. Within minutes, the quiet farmhouse was bustling as Deputy Shames arrived along with a host of paramedics.

We met them outside, in the gathering dusk.

“I hear you found a body,” the deputy said.

“She’s inside,” I told her. “I was out looking for my livestock, and the trail led by the front porch.” I pointed to the upended geraniums. “The door was open and I saw her inside.”

“Anyone you know?”

I shook my head. “I think she’s from out of town. I’m happy to answer any questions, but I have to find Blossom and the goats before they get too far.”

“I understand, but I’ll want to talk with you as soon as possible.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll come by as soon as I’ve found everyone. And can you let me know who she is when you find out?”

“Once we’ve notified next of kin, I’ll be happy to. You’re sure she’s gone?”

“She’s gone,” I confirmed. “Thanks for coming out so fast.”

“Just doing my job,” she said. She followed the paramedics into the little house as Tobias and I turned, phone flashlights on, and continued following the tracks of my escaped livestock.
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It was almost eleven by the time we gave up and headed home empty-handed. We’d lost the tracks at the road, and although we’d driven up and down it several times, there was no sign of where they went.

“I don’t want to stop looking.” I squinted at the narrow swath lit by the headlights. We’d turned back toward Dewberry Farm, but I still had the urge to keep searching.

“We’ve been out for hours,” Tobias said. “I’ll put the word out and I’m sure we’ll find them tomorrow. Everyone in town will be on the lookout. Odds are good you’ll be getting phone calls about more geraniums by breakfast.”

“Blossom does like geraniums, doesn’t she?”

“She does,” Tobias agreed with a tired smile. Blossom, formerly Harriet Houdini at one of the big local ranches, had a penchant for escaping through fences… and for red geraniums. A few years back, she’d managed to get to the Town Square, denuding all the planters as well as the bedding plants in front of the Red & White Grocery before I could get to her. It had been a while since she’d gone out for a walk about town, and I’d thought maybe she’d settled down, but evidently I was wrong.

“What if we don’t find them? What if they get hit by a car? What if someone steals them?”

“Shh.” Tobias reached over to touch my shoulder as he parked in the driveway. “Animals get loose all the time, and everyone in town helps them get home. I’m sure they’ll be back before you know it. Now, why don’t you show me the little dog you found earlier?”

“She’s in the bathroom,” I said.

Chuck hadn’t moved, of course; he was still stretched out right in front of the bathroom door. “It’s a change from hanging out in front of the fridge,” Tobias commented as I gently moved Chuck aside so I could open the bathroom door.

The little dog leapt up at the sight of us, her enormous ears crinkling down behind her head as she bounded over and put her paws on my calf.

“Come here, little one.” I scooped her up and gave her a quick hug before handing her to Tobias.

“She’s a cutie, isn’t she?” he asked as she attempted to lick his nose. “Can I see your teeth?” He gently pulled her gums back. “You’re just a puppy, aren’t you? Still have some baby teeth!”

“The dead woman had Puppy Chow on the counter,” I told him. “And look at her collar.” I pointed to the reddish-brown smudge. “I hate to say it, but I think that might be blood.”

“We should probably take it off and keep it for the police, just in case.” He unsnapped it. “I’d say she’s about six months old.”

“Chihuahua mix?”

“Absolutely. Maybe part dachshund, part rat terrier… but one hundred percent adorable. Aren’t you?” he asked the little dog in a gentle voice. “What happened, sweetheart?”

She licked him in response, looking up at him from big brown eyes.

“At least she doesn’t seem any worse for wear,” I said.

Chuck huffed from the floor below.

“Oh, Chuck. Don’t you worry; we haven’t forgotten about you,” Tobias reassured him. He handed the puppy to me and squatted down to scratch behind the poodle’s floppy ears. “Nobody will replace you. And you might be surprised how nice it is to have a friend.”

Chuck gave a warbling noise and rolled onto his back for belly rubs. As Tobias obliged him, the puppy squirmed in my arms. I squatted down next to Tobias as she wormed out of my grasp and sniffed Chuck’s tummy, then licked his muzzle. He flipped over quickly, looking wary, and sniffed at her before huffing and retreating behind Tobias’s legs. The puppy was undaunted and simply followed him.

“Is this going okay, do you think?” I asked Tobias.

“So far,” he said. Chuck sat down, and the puppy curled up next to him, looking up at the bigger dog with adoring brown eyes. To my surprise, Chuck not just tolerated this, but actually sniffed at one of her enormous black ears before looking back up at me. He looked confused, but not upset. “Maybe having them get used to each other with a door between them all day was a good idea.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“It might be good for Chuck to have someone around to keep him busy,” Tobias mused. “He could use the exercise.”

The puppy reached up and began licking Chuck’s muzzle. Chuck moved his head away, but didn’t seem upset; a moment later, he stood up and walked toward me, leaning up against my leg. The puppy followed, dropping into play position and capering around Tobias and me while Chuck looked back and forth between the puppy and me, not sure what to do.

“We should probably give them dinner,” I suggested. “Too bad we didn’t grab the Puppy Chow.”

“She’ll survive regular dog food for one night,” Tobias said. “We should feed them separately, though, so they don’t get food defensive.”

“I’ll get Chuck if you take care of the little one.”

“She needs a name,” Tobias pointed out.

“First we should find out if she has a home,” I reminded him.

“You’re probably right,” he said, grinning. “We’ll scan her for a chip. But she sure is cute.”

“Almost cute enough to help me forget about the goats and Blossom,” I said. “But not quite.”
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I woke up before dawn after a restless sleep, filled with upsetting dreams of runaway cows and goats climbing beanstalks. Usually, when you wake up, you’re relieved the nightmare’s over, but in this case, reality was just as bad.

Blossom and the girls were still gone. I’d found a dead woman the day before. And my vegetables were still all ruined.

I checked my phone to see if any messages had come in, but there was nothing. Then I sat up and looked for Chuck, who had left his normal spot at my feet.

Last night, I’d found Chuck’s old crate in the barn and tucked the puppy into it with a blanket. At some point in the night, Chuck had abandoned the bed and curled up on the rag rug beside the crate. I opened the crate and hurried everyone to the door, where both dogs took care of their business in the yard, then trotted in together to look at me expectantly. The cats, for their part, seemed utterly unconcerned, simply winding themselves around my legs and meowing for an early breakfast.

Maybe Tobias wasn’t wrong; maybe a puppy would be good for Chuck.

I fed everyone an early breakfast, making sure to keep the dogs away from each other, then made a pot of coffee. Tobias had stayed over and was still sleeping; I brought him a mug and sat down on the bed next to him, cradling my own coffee.

“Hey.” He reached for me as his eyes fluttered open. “Any word on Blossom and the goats?”

“No,” I said. “But Chuck and the new puppy seem to be getting along.” The puppy trotted in and over to Tobias, attempting to jump on the bed. Chuck was right behind her, watching with interest.

“Well, that’s some good news.”

“I guess. I still have no cow, one goat, and one row of squash in the garden. I should check on Gidget, come to think of it. She’s probably lonely.”

“I’m sure we’ll find her buddies soon enough.” Tobias reached for the coffee and sat up. “We need to stop by the sheriff’s office, too. Make sure they’re looking for the missing animals and see what they know about the woman we found yesterday.”

“I’m supposed to give a statement, aren’t I?”

“You are indeed. But first… coffee.”
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Any hope I’d had that Hot Lips and the rest of the gang would be lured back by their sister was quashed when I went out into the yard. I could hear Gidget bleating plaintively from the barn the moment I opened the front door; unfortunately, she was still alone.

I fed and milked her in the barn, then walked over to the rows of former vegetables. It could have been worse, I told myself. I might miss some of the profits from late summer vegetables, but we were in the planting window for cool-season crops; I would just put them in a little earlier than usual.

But first, I needed to fix my fence… and find my missing girls. Who needed to be milked. And had no one to milk them.

I was racked with worry as I refilled my coffee. “How’s Gidget?” Tobias walked into the kitchen smelling of toothpaste and soap.

I sighed. “Lonely. What do we do?”

“Let’s call all the folks we know and ask them to keep an eye out,” he suggested. “Then we’ll go down to the sheriff’s office, put in a report, and answer any questions they have.”

“I’m supposed to go over to the winery at two to help with dinner prep,” I reminded him.

“Then we’ll just have to get everything taken care of before three,” he said encouragingly. “Let’s sit on the porch and start calling while we have a second cup of coffee. And then I’ll make you French toast; I saw that loaf of bread you picked up.”

“That would be amazing,” I said. “If you think we have time.”

“It’ll only be a few minutes. Now, let’s start calling.”
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Unfortunately, although half of Buttercup was now on the lookout for my missing band of hoofed garden marauders, no one we talked to had seen them. It was ten o’clock by the time I finished Tobias’s amazing French toast, washed the dishes, and headed out to the truck to go to town.

“I’ve got a few cases to check on at the clinic; want to wait to go to the sheriff until I’m done?”

“Go take care of the clinic,” I told him. “I’ve got this. I’ll take the puppy for a chip scan later when I get a chance, so she doesn’t have to spend too much time in a kennel.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” I gave him a big hug, enjoying the feeling of his reassuring arms around me. “Thanks for being there.”

“Always,” he said into my hair, then gave me a quick kiss on the forehead. “See you later today?”

“Of course,” I told him, and a moment later, we parted ways.

It was a short drive to the sheriff’s office. I crossed my fingers that Sheriff Rooster Kocurek wasn’t on duty as I walked in the front door and said “hi” to Opal, who had womanned the front desk for years.

“How are you doin’, Miz Lucy?” she asked, her mascaraed eyes filled with compassion. “Heard you had one heck of a day yesterday. Any sign of your loose livestock?”

“You know?”

“Deputy Shames told me straightaway,” she advised me. “I’ve got everyone on the force lookin’ for those girls. That Blossom is a firecracker, isn’t she?”

“I should probably stake out the geraniums in front of the courthouse,” I said. “Remember that?”

“How could I forget?” She grinned as she adjusted her bedazzled reading glasses, and then her eyes softened. “Heard you were the one who found that poor woman yesterday. Bad business, that.”

“It was pretty horrifying,” I admitted. “Any idea who she is?”

“The woman was from California,” she informed me. “We got in touch with her husband and her parents this morning.” She shook her head. “At least she didn’t have kids, I suppose, but it’s still a bad business.”

“Any idea why she was in Buttercup?”

“She was here on business, apparently, but I don’t know anything more than that.”

“What does Deputy Shames think about what happened?”

“She hasn’t told me squat. At least not yet. But she does want to talk to you. She just popped over to the Blue Onion for a couple of muffins; she should be back any minute. Can I get you a cup of coffee or somethin’ while we wait?”

“No thanks.” I sat down in one of the wooden chairs lining the front wall. “I’ve already had my quota; if I have another, I’ll vibrate right out the front door.”

“I hear that,” she said. “Hear Flora and Gus are goin’ through with the weddin’ after all, by the way.”

“Quinn told me they finalized the details of the wedding cake yesterday. It’s next weekend.”

“Unless Flora gets cold feet again.” She sighed. “Gus might not be on the cover of GQ anytime soon, but Flora’s no supermodel, either. He’s a good man, and she’s acted like a schoolgirl around him ever since they met. I just can’t wrap my head around why she’s so gun-shy.”

“I think she has a hard time believing anyone wants to be with just her.”

“You mean since she was plannin’ to marry that gold digger?” Opal shook her head and grimaced. “I guess if you’re sittin’ on a pile, it’s hard to know if someone wants you or the key to your safe deposit box. Some days I’m glad I’m ordinary folk.”

“Me too,” I said. “Although it must be nice not to have to worry about the mortgage payment every month.”

“I hear that. And at least I get a steady paycheck. Your paycheck just took off and is roamin’ around town, isn’t it?”

“After mowing down the rest of the paycheck.” I informed her about the havoc the goats had wreaked on my late summer vegetables.

“My daddy was a farmer,” Opal told me. “When I got a job with the sheriff’s office, he told me that was the smartest thing I ever did. ‘Grasshoppers can’t eat a steady paycheck,’ he told me. ‘And you get paid if it rains or shines.’”

“To think I gave up a regular job to do this!”

“Lord, have mercy.” Opal shook her head. “Well, Mandy Vargas keeps tellin’ me she’s offered you a reporter job down at the Zephyr, so at least you’ve got an option.”

“If things keep going this way, I may have to take her up on it!” As I considered the prospect of going back into journalism, the door to the sheriff’s office opened and Deputy Shames walked in, a bakery bag in her hand.

“I was just fixin’ to call you, Lucy,” she said, opening the bag to pull out a muffin before handing it to Opal, who oohed and looked like a trick-or-treater who’d just been handed a king-sized Snickers bar. “If I’d known you were here, I would have brought another muffin.”

“I just had four pieces of French toast, so I’m good,” I told her. “I hear you identified the victim.”

She nodded. “Out-of-towner… from California, of course.”

“Why was she here?”

“We’re still workin’ that out,” she said. “Now, why don’t you come back and tell me about how you found her?”

“Happy to,” I said, getting up.

“Need a cup of coffee or somethin’?”

“No, thanks. Opal already offered.”

“Of course she did.” She gave Opal a smile and a nod. “Find your livestock?” she asked as I followed her down the short hallway.

“Not yet,” I told her. “We called everyone we could think of this morning, though, so hopefully someone will spot them.”

“I’ve got everyone keeping an eye out.” She sat down and put her pumpkin muffin on a napkin on her desk. “Now,” she said, eyeing her muffin as she pulled out a notebook. “Let’s go through what happened.”

“You can eat your muffin while we talk, you know,” I told her.

“Are you sure? I hate to be rude.”

“Go for it,” I told her, and she broke off a piece of muffin and ate it before starting our interview.

“Before we get going, can I ask… Do you know if she had a dog with her?”

“I noticed the dog food and bowls, but I didn’t see a dog. Why?”

“A puppy turned up at my house during the storm yesterday,” I told her. “She had a smudge on her collar that could be blood, but no tags.”

Deputy Shames sat up straight; she reminded me of a hunting dog who’d caught the scent of a pheasant. “Do you have the collar with you?”

“I left it on the table at home, but I’ll drop it by,” I advised her.

“Thanks. I’ll see what I can find out about the dog. The people who own the rental live in Houston; I found their info and left them a message, but haven’t heard back. I’ll reach out to the victim’s family and ask about a puppy, too.”

“Thanks,” I said. “It may not be hers, but… I just wanted to check.”

“Of course.” She made a note on her pad. “Now. Let’s start at the beginning.”
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I got home just before one. Deputy Shames had asked all the normal questions, but I really didn’t have anything to add. I left after a half hour and spent another hour driving around town looking for Blossom and the girls. I finally gave up and came home, where I pulled up half a row of dead plants and threw them into the compost pile before hopping into the shower. I knew I’d be sweaty by the time I finished working at the wine dinner, but I figured I should at least start clean.

The little black and white puppy, thankfully, appeared to have gotten over whatever trauma had landed her in my pasture. Every time I saw her, she was attempting to snuggle up to Chuck, who seemed both pleased and overwhelmed by the little dog’s boundless energy and bids for affection.

“What am I going to do with you?” I asked the little dog, who came romping over and threw herself at my feet as I towel-dried my hair. “I’ll take you in tomorrow and see if we can find your owner,” I promised the puppy. “But for now, I have to help make dinner for 250 people.” The puppy cocked her head at me as if trying to make out what I said, and Chuck whined. “I’m sorry, buddy. I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?”

It was still relatively cool out as I stepped onto the front porch and closed the front door behind me. I was thankful; the tents didn’t have air conditioning, and with the ovens and grills going, it was going to be rather warm.

The drive to the winery was relatively short, and I kept scanning the fields on either side for signs of Blossom and the goats. How was it possible that no one in town had seen them? I checked my phone for the fiftieth time that hour and sighed as I turned at the expensive-looking stone and iron gate that led to Red Oak winery, admiring the pots of golden chrysanthemums that Teena had no doubt set at the base of the stone pillars.

The end of the parking lot closest to the outdoor kitchens was already filling up, but I found a space not far from the prep tents. As I walked to the nearest tent opening, I couldn’t help but admire Teena’s handiwork. The front porch of the winery was adorned with gold and rust chrysanthemums, and swags of fall leaves curled elegantly around the cedar columns. The tables in the outdoor tents were covered in crisp white cloths, and centerpieces of candles, sunflowers, marigolds, and more chrysanthemums graced each table.

Even with all the donations from local producers, this event must be costing a fortune.

“Lucy! There you are.” Teena greeted me as I walked into the hubbub of dinner prep.

“The place looks amazing,” I told her.

“Thanks,” she said, smiling. “I just hope it all goes well! You volunteered to do veggie prep, didn’t you?”

“I did!”

“Come on over here and we’ll get you to work.” She led me over to a long table with a cutting board, several large bowls, a scale, and two enormous trays of peppers and eggplant. “The recipe’s here,” she said, pointing to a print-out titled SUMMERY ROASTED VEGETABLE PASTA. “We’ll start the pasta about an hour ahead of time; for now, we’re just prepping the veggies. We wrote down approximate weights of what we’ll need; there’s so much we’ll have to roast the veggies in batches, then combine them all just before serving. If you’ll chop, Ed will get them into the oven.” She nodded toward a handsome young man who was busy washing tomatoes at the outdoor sink.

“Got it.” I reached for a knife and tried not to think about what Blossom, Hot Lips, and the rest of the goats might be getting up to while I tackled the vegetables.

“I’m Lucy Resnick,” I told Ed as he tackled a basket of peppers. “How did you end up helping?” I asked as I grabbed the first eggplant.

“I’m Ed Vasquez.” His dark hair flopped fetchingly over one eye as he grinned at me. “I’ve been helping Peter Swensen out for the last month or two, when I can get away from my job in Austin,” he said. “I just finished culinary school and I’m interested in opening a farm-to-table restaurant in the area.”

“Congratulations!” I sliced an eggplant in half. “Why Buttercup?”

“My family’s here,” he said. “I like to be close. And besides, as you can tell, this area’s ready for some newer restaurants soon. I’m building my skills at La Condesa in Austin and meeting potential investors.”

“I’m impressed.” He couldn’t have been older than 25, and yet he was planning to open his own restaurant.

“I helped plan the menu,” he said. “Teena Marburger reached out and we did it together.”

“That’s great!” I said. “How did you pair the food with the wines?”

“Well, that was more of a guess,” he said. “The winemaker won’t let anyone taste them until opening night, so I had to go based on the type of grape.”

“Is that normal? To be so secretive?”

“I have no idea, to be honest. I just hope I get it right!”

I laughed as I finished the first eggplant. Together, we quickly fell into a familiar, almost meditative rhythm, and before long, the bowls were full of cubed eggplant and pepper halves. The recipe looked delicious, and I could almost imagine the sweetness of roasted vegetables paired with chewy pasta, accented with the zing of capers and the earthy flavor of aged cheese. I wished I’d taken a few minutes to eat a sandwich and calm my grumbling tummy as Ed arranged the eggplant and peppers onto baking sheets, tossing the vegetables with olive oil and salt before sliding the trays into the ovens.

It took about an hour to get everything chopped. As I put the last chunks of eggplant into the tray, I told Ed I was going to take a break and walked out the tent door, almost running into Teena.

“Hi!” she said. “Thanks so much for coming to help! Those veggies looked amazing.”

“Thanks,” I told her. “It looks pretty magical out here. How’s it coming?”

“It’s okay, I think,” she said. “But I have a bad feeling.” She glanced around as if worried that someone might overhear her. “Do you have a minute to talk?”


7




“Sure,” I said.

“I want your read on something, anyway. You’re sensitive; I know you feel your grandmother out at Dewberry Farm.”

“I do,” I admitted.

“Tell me what you think,” she said.

My curiosity was piqued as I followed her past the chrysanthemum-laden tables and several rows of freshly planted grapevines to a small copse of trees.

“It’s here,” she said, and I followed her along a short, rocky path to the remains of a house.

The limestone chimney was still standing, but the rest of the house had caved in around it. The rusted metal roof had bent almost in half, and the wooden walls had buckled, making the house look like a giant had stepped on it. A scraggly bunch of irises marked where someone, probably a woman, had once tried to beautify the place; near it, a small stand of old-fashioned schoolhouse lilies bloomed blood-red under a gap in the trees.

As we got closer to the falling-down house, I could feel goosebumps rise on my arms. There was an unsettling feeling here, a sadness, a sense of danger, that made me want to turn right around and head back to the busyness of the tents.

“What is this place?” I asked quietly, as if afraid to speak too loudly.

“I don’t know,” she said, “but it gives me the willies. I have a bad feeling there’s something dark here. I kept sensing it, and I found this place just a few days ago. The owners don’t know anything about the history; I keep meaning to find out, but the sense of something bad about to happen just keeps growing.”

“I feel it, too,” I said. “And we don’t know anything about it?”

She shook her head. “I just feel like… I don’t know. It doesn’t feel good. I wanted a second opinion.”

“You’re right.” I looked at the crumpled house. “It has a sad feeling. Dark.”

“Right?”

I sighed. “I’ll see what I can dig up on the history of the place, too. Maybe that’ll give us something to go on.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” she said. “But I still can’t shake the feeling that something bad is about to happen.”

I thought of the dead woman I’d found just yesterday not far from my house, and the escape of my girls. Maybe Teena could help me figure out where they had gone. “It’s not been a great few days already, actually.” I told her what I had found the day before… and about my missing livestock.

She was quiet for a moment, as if seeing something I couldn’t.

“Two donkeys,” she said.

“Donkeys?”

She shook her head. “That’s all that’s coming. I’m not even sure what donkeys have do with your goats and Blossom. Maybe they ran off to be with them.” She sighed. “I wish I knew what it meant.”

That was the thing about Teena’s psychic messages. For the most part, they only made sense in retrospect. “No idea where my girls might be? Nothing at all?”

“That’s it,” she reiterated. “If I get anything, I’ll let you know. And it may be that this place is clouding things.” She looked back at the pile of wood and metal roof, her young brow furrowed. “Whatever’s here is really strong.”

I looked back at the ramshackle house as well. Who had built it? And why had it been abandoned? The stone steps leading up to what had been the front door had a low spot in the middle, where thousands of footsteps must have worn away the stone. Whose footsteps?

And what had happened here that made it feel so dark?

“I should probably get back up to the winery.” Teena shook herself as if to dispel the gloom. “Only a couple of hours to go, and there’s still a ton to do. Thanks for coming down and taking a look, though.”

“Of course. The owners don’t know anything about it?”

“They’ve been so busy with the renovation and setting up the wine club, they don’t have the bandwidth.”

“A lot riding on tonight, isn’t there?”

“We’re hoping the wine knocks everyone’s socks off,” she said. “We need to get some revenue going!”

“How are you managing all of this with school, anyway?”

“It’s actually helpful. I get to apply what I learn!”

“It sounds like you’re passionate about it, too.”

“I am,” she said. “This has been a great opportunity. And with my experience at the brewery, they were happy to hire me.”

“How’s the brewery going, anyway?” I asked as we walked back to the winery. She’d worked at a new local brewery a while back before shifting gears and taking a job at the winery.

“Sweetwater? They’re working on getting into grocery stores,” she said, “but the market’s kind of crowded now. They cut back the community stuff, so that’s why I decided to take the opportunity with the winery. Plus, the hours are flexible, so it’s perfect!”

“I’m so glad it’s working out for you,” I told her.

“Besides,” she said in a low voice, “there’s a cute guy here who asked me out for a date.”

This was great news; Teena had had an unrequited crush on Quinn’s boyfriend Peter for years. I was glad to see her moving on to someone (I hoped) closer to her own age.

“What’s his name?”

“Ed,” she said.

“Wait. Is he working in the cooking tent?”

She nodded. “You met him?”

“I did! We were working together this afternoon. He seems lovely.”

“He is,” she said. “He’s smart, he’s cute… and that hair!”

“I totally agree. If I were twenty years younger, I’d be jealous!”

“Oh, you’ve got one of Buttercup’s most eligible bachelors,” Teena said, grinning. “You’re doing just fine.”

I laughed. “Tobias is pretty amazing, isn’t he? Really, though. Ed seems like a go-getter, and nice. You seem like a good match.”

“It’s early days yet,” she said. “But fingers crossed!”
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The rest of the afternoon flew by, and before I knew it, the dining tents were filling up with hungry Buttercupians. Tobias had planned to come for the opening, but texted to let me know that Mary Kraemer’s prize golden retriever was having some difficulty delivering puppies, so he might not be able to make it.

I had finished helping Ed slice mozzarella for caprese salad and was stepping out of the tent for a break when I spotted Flora and Gus milling around by the entrance.

“Hey, you two!” I untied my apron and walked over to where they were sipping a glass of sparkling white wine. I’d been told it was imported from California because Red Oak didn’t have a sparkling option yet.

“Lucy!” Flora’s face lit up. “I didn’t realize you’d be here!”

“I’m helping in the kitchen. You two look amazing!” I gestured toward Flora’s deep blue dress, which sparkled in the evening light. Gus had gussied himself up, too (so to speak), in khakis and a white button-down shirt, his large belt buckle and boots freshly polished.

“Thanks,” she said, blushing. Her hair was up in a tasteful chignon with a few tendrils loose around her face.

“I hear the wedding’s back on?”

“It is, thank heavens,” Gus affirmed.

“Sorry about that, sweetheart,” Flora said, putting a beringed hand on his arm and blushing a little. “It was just nerves.”

“I promise, I’m not like that other guy.” That other guy being a man who had planned to marry Flora for her mother’s money. It was no wonder she was gun-shy.

“I know, I know,” Flora said. “I just hear my mama’s voice in my head sometimes.”

“It’s okay, Honeybunch,” he said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m a patient man.”

“Well, you don’t have to be patient for long,” I said. “Quinn told me you were finishing up the cake plan yesterday; it sounds fabulous!”

“I hope so!” Flora said. “She talked me into something fancy… white chocolate with raspberry filling! I’m hoping to pick a few of Red Oak’s wines for the reception. I tried to get a tasting last week, but they told me they weren’t doing them until the opening. Apparently, they’ve got a lot of reporters coming, and they didn’t want to spoil it.”

I glanced around, looking for the familiar press badges. To my surprise, I saw a familiar face across the tent. “Speaking of reporters, I just spotted one I used to work with. Mind if I go say ‘hi?’”

“Of course not.” Flora reached for Gus’s arm again. “I’m just going to find one of those young people with an appetizer plate.” She searched for one of the white-shirted waitstaff. “See you soon!” she said as they drifted off.

“Georgia!” I called as I crossed the dining tent to a young woman with short black hair and a press badge.

“Lucy! I was hoping I might see you here!” I pulled the young woman, who had been an intern when I was at the Houston Chronicle, into a hug.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“I’m just looking for the owners so I can get a pic and a quick interview,” she said. “Can you help me find them?”

I scanned the tent for Bunny or Jim Baumwald. It didn’t take long for me to spot them; Bunny, as usual, wore tailored linen pants and a silky white blouse, and her husband, Jim, was in khakis and a madras-style shirt. They seemed to be in an intense conversation with the winemaker, who was gesticulating emphatically.

“They’re over there,” I told her. “And that’s the winemaker. I’ll go and introduce you; I haven’t said hello yet, anyway. So,” I said as we wove through the tables, “you’re at the paper full time?”

“I’m the assistant food editor,” she said proudly.

“Good for you! I always knew you were talented.”

“Thanks,” she said with a proud smile on her round face. “And how about you? Are you still loving life as a farmer?”

“It has its ups and downs,” I said, with a fresh twinge of worry over my missing animals, “but it was definitely the right move for me.”

“I’m so glad. You’re such an inspiration!”

I laughed. “Clearly you don’t have access to my bank balance!”

As we approached Bunny, Jim, and the winemaker, I heard Jim’s voice take an ominous tone. Georgia put a hand on my arm and pulled me back, flashing me a look that told me to wait. “If it’s not every bit as good as you say it is, I’ll make sure you never make another bottle of wine again,” Jim hissed.

“Is that a threat?” Dominique hissed, his chin jutting out. “You are lucky I do not tender my resignation immediatement. I never should have come to this country that does not understand wine. And you,” he said, turning to Bunny. “It is all about the money for you, isn’t it? Wine is an art. Wine is not for the big bank account.”

“You know I believe in you,” Bunny said in a pacifying tone, putting a hand on his arm. “But we have spent an inordinate amount on this winery,” she continued. “If we don’t have at least a moderate bank account after this, none of us will have a job.”

“Where is the big investor, anyway?” Dominique asked. “The woman whose name starts with J? The one who wants the big payout.”

“She isn’t here,” Bunny said. “But we have to be careful. If she pulls out…”

“She won’t,” Jim said. “I’m sure of it. Now, let’s go get a drink, Bunny,” he said putting a hand on her elbow and steering her away from the winemaker… and right into Georgia and me.

“Bunny! Jim!” I said, as if surprised to run into them.

“Lucy! Hi!” Bunny said, her face turning friendly. “I hear you’re helping out with the dinner… thank you so much!”

“Of course,” I told her. “Actually, I was just looking for you. This is my friend Georgia, from the Houston Chronicle. She’s doing a piece on the winery and was hoping to meet you.”

“That’s marvelous!” Bunny’s face broke into a warm smile. “I’m Bunny Baumwald, and this is my husband, Jim. We’re so delighted you’re here! Can we get you a glass of bubbly? It’s not ours, unfortunately… we don’t have one in our own cellars yet... But we will be showcasing some of our own spectacular wines during dinner!”

“I’d better get back to the tent,” I said, excusing myself. “Georgia, maybe I’ll find you after dinner?”

“That would be great,” she said.

“You know we’re featuring Lucy’s cheeses,” Bunny told Georgia as the three walked off together.

I watched them go, wondering how much Jim and Bunny had put themselves on the line for Red Oak Winery… and what would happen if things went bust.
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It was about twenty minutes before everyone was scheduled to sit down for dinner. As we busied ourselves in the kitchen plating the first course—a caprese salad with fresh basil—Teena motioned me over to the tent opening. “See those guys?”

I followed her gaze to two middle-aged men strutting around the perimeter of the dining tent, pointing and taking pictures of the renovated farmhouse, the tasting room, the tables… everything. “Who are they?”

“Keith and Dougie Schmidt. They own a rival winery that opened last year right outside of Lagrange. It’s called Big Ass Wines.”

“Big Ass Wines? Wow. Interesting marketing.”

“I know, right?”

“What are they doing here?”

“Competitive research, I guess.” She shrugged. “Bunny said she saw Keith’s name pop up on Dominique’s phone a couple of weeks ago; he rejected the call and tried to hide the phone, but she saw it.”

“Why was Keith Schmidt calling Dominique?”

“That’s what Bunny wanted to know. She asked him about it, of course. Dominique said they were trying to poach him and he turned them down, but she’s been suspicious ever since. And the fact that he won’t let anyone taste the wine is making everyone nervous.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. “Is that normal?”

She shrugged again. “It seems weird to me, but I don’t know this industry enough to say yet. I overheard Bunny and Jim talking about finances the other day, too,” she said in a low voice. “One of the investors is getting cold feet. There’s a ton of pressure on me to get a huge wine club sign-up off this event.”

“Like how many?”

“At least fifty percent,” she said.

“That’s a lot.”

“It’s an impossible task, but I’m trying. I just hope everyone falls in love with the wine!”
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We had just finished plating the caprese salad and were ready to start serving when Bunny walked up to the end of the tent and picked up a microphone.

“I want to thank everyone for coming and welcome you all to the first of what I hope will be many vineyard dinners at Red Oak Winery!” she announced to a smattering of applause. “Jim and I are delighted you’re here, and we’re so thankful to all the community members who’ve made this possible: not only by helping us make this delicious feast, but by providing many of the ingredients! As you know, we are trying to source as much as we can locally. Much of tonight’s dinner has been contributed by local producers, including Green Haven Farm, the Blue Onion Cafe and Bakery, and Dewberry Farm.” Another smattering of applause as we arranged the last bits of basil on the plates. “And now, your first course… farmstead caprese salad with fresh basil and an olive oil dressing, accompanied by our own Vermentino wine.”

“What’s Vermentino?” I whispered to Teena, who was standing beside me.

“It’s a white grape from southern Europe,” she said. “It’s supposed to be tart, like green apples, or lemons.”

She smiled. “Our fabulous winemaker, Dominique DuJardin, hasn’t even let us have a taste yet, so we’ll be experiencing it for the first time along with you.” She looked around the tent as if searching for him, but she didn’t see him; he didn’t step up, either. She then turned her attention back to the assembled company and raised a white wine glass. “Cheers, everyone, and I hope you enjoy!”

As she put the mic back in the stand, Teena gave us the go-ahead, and I joined the rest of the servers ferrying plates out to the white-clothed tables. Once all of the plates had been distributed, one server at each table opened a bottle of Vermentino, which had a gorgeous black label embossed with a coppery red oak, and began filling glasses. There was an excited murmur in the tent as everyone reached for their glasses to take a first sip… and then the small talk faded away.

“What’s wrong?” asked Teena, who was standing beside me at the tent’s opening.

“I don’t know,” I said. But from the puckered lips at the nearest table, I was guessing that Dominique’s first offering was not a smashing success.

“Is it bad?” Teena whispered. “Oh, God… Ed,” she said, turning to the young man who was just a few steps away. He was still holding a bottle in his hand. “Is there anything left in there?”

“A little bit,” he said.

“I need a glass,” she said, and he hurried back and produced a squat water glass. “That’ll do.” He sloshed some yellowish wine into the glass and gave it a sniff.

He wrinkled his nose as he handed it to her. “I hope it tastes better than it smells.”

She didn’t bother to sniff. She just took a big gulp. A split second later, her face took on the same puckered look as everyone in the dining tent. “That’s not just tart. It’s vinegar.” She handed the glass back to him. “Am I wrong?”

He took a careful sip and put the glass down on the nearest table. “You’re not wrong, unfortunately.”

“Is it just a bad bottle or are they all like that?” she asked.

Ed surveyed the crowd, all of whom had put their glasses back down and were picking at their salads. “I’m afraid this particular wine may not be a winner,” he said diplomatically.

“I’m going to kill Dominique,” she growled. “Look how happy Keith and Dougie are. Well, Keith, anyway.” She pointed to a round, shiny-headed man who was leaning back in his seat, a big grin on his face. As she spoke, the other winery owner sat down next to Keith and whispered something into the bigger man’s ear. Keith nodded approvingly and responded, patting him on the back. The two looked very satisfied with themselves.

“Where is Dominique? He’s to blame for this fiasco,” Teena fumed, searching the crowd.

“Hold on there,” Ed said soothingly. “It’s just the first wine. We’ve got more to go. I’m sure the next ones will be better.”

“They’d better be,” she said, “or this is going to be the first and last wine dinner at Red Oak Winery.

I hurried back into the tent to start plating the next course—the summer veggie pasta. Ed informed me it was to be served with a Sangiovese, a juicy red that would go well with the bright pasta. Bunny went ahead and introduced the Sangiovese, which she described as “complex and fruity,” but her voice was strained. It was worse with the Rioja, which had been paired with filet mignon, and her husband Jim went ahead and brusquely stated that port wine would accompany the dessert, which was crème brûlée.

While the food was well received—most of the plates we ferried to the dishwashing tents were empty—the wines were largely untouched throughout the dinner, and the wine club order forms at each seat remained unfilled. I got a sip of the Sangiovese, which was murky and sour, and decided against trying any of the others.

Bunny and Jim soldiered through the rest of the dinner, which was a somber affair since nobody was drinking, but there was no sign of the winemaker. Teena, trying to salvage a bad situation, spent the dinner flitting from table to table, trying to encourage people to sign up for the wine club.

“It’s early days,” she said, trying to convince one of the local businessmen to sign up.

“I’ll be happy to join once you get rolling,” he said, “but I’m not paying $75 a bottle for this.” Teena’s face reddened as he jabbed a finger at the murky glass. “Damn shame, really. This place could be amazing.”

“I’m sorry the wine didn’t meet your expectations,” Teena said, then scurried away to another table.

I went to help the dishwashers, but there was no room for another body, so I took off my apron and left the kitchen tent, walking out into the cool darkness. Most of the diners had already left; only a few clumps of people remained gathered around the end of the dining tent. Bunny and Jim had disappeared right after dinner, and I could only imagine what kind of conversation they must be having. If what Teena had told me about the investors was correct, there was a good chance Red Oak Winery wouldn’t make it through the end of the year. I felt heartsick for them; they’d put their future in the hands of an award-winning French winemaker, and he had ruined their entire business.

One of the bottles stood half-full at the end of one of the tables. I picked it up, looking at the label. It had obviously been painstakingly designed, and I knew from experience that the embossed copper tree was not inexpensive. What surprised me, though, was the adhesive on the glass; instead of being smooth, the back of the bottle was gummy. Were Bunny and Jim recycling bottles to save money? The cork, too, was odd; instead of picking up the Red Oak Winery logo or even letters, it was marked with a stylized DW.

Was it Dominique’s trademark? I wondered. If so, it was no wonder he’d disappeared; he must be dying of embarrassment.

I put down the cork and headed to the old storage barn behind the tents, hoping to find and retrieve the cooler I’d dropped off with the cheese earlier in the week before heading back to Dewberry Farm. The lights were off, and I had to turn on my phone flashlight to locate the pull cord hanging from the bulb next to the door.

It lit the cavernous barn dimly, and I inhaled the scent of gasoline, dust, and old hay as my vision adjusted. I squinted as my eyes swept the shadowy interior, looking for my white cooler. Pallets of unmade wine boxes stood in the corner by the door. A tractor was parked toward the back, and on the side wall hung a variety of gardening tools, from shovels to irrigation hoses and wires.

But something in the back of the barn caught my eye. It looked like a scarecrow; but I didn’t remember seeing scarecrows anywhere in the vineyard.

I turned on my phone flashlight and pointed it toward the hanging figure.

My breath caught in my throat. It wasn’t a scarecrow.

It was the winemaker, Dominique DuJardin.
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Ifroze for a second, then raced to the back of the barn, tripping over a pallet and almost stumbling into the winemaker’s dangling legs.

A noose had been strung up over the rafters, and a metal chair lay on its side below Dominque Dujardin’s still form. I could tell already that I was too late; he was gone.

I turned my flashlight to the ground. The chair was turned sideways… but it was directly below the winemaker’s body, which was weird; I would have expected it to be next to him if he kicked it out from below his feet, not right underneath him. And despite my feet leaving imprints in the soft, dry dirt of the barn floor, there were no indentations from the weight of the chair.

I thought back to what Teena had said earlier. I’d figured during dinner that her sense of foreboding had been a premonition of the disastrous dinner. But did it have something to do with Dominique?

Training my light on the winemaker’s still form again, I noticed his shirt was untucked, and the top button of his shirt had torn loose, leaving a tangle of threads. I scanned the dirt floor with my flashlight again; there was no sign of the button.

After a moment, I backed away from the dead man, training my light on the floor and walking carefully to avoid tripping on the pallet a second time. I had almost gotten to the door when something gleamed in the beam of my phone light. I squatted down and trained the light on it.

There, about twenty feet from where the winemaker hung, was the missing button. Which meant that it had torn off of his shirt long before climbed up on that chair… or before someone strung him up and placed a chair to make it look like suicide.
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Deputy Shames arrived on the scene within minutes. I’d called her before telling anyone else what had happened; I didn’t want anyone else to disturb what I was guessing was a crime scene.

Teena was about ten feet behind the tall deputy, looking stricken. “Lucy? What happened?”

“It’s Dominique,” I told her in a low voice. “He’s dead.”

“What? Did he have a heart attack or something?”

“Not exactly,” I told her as the deputy looked at me expectantly. “Let me show the deputy what I found, and then I’ll fill you in.”

I opened the barn door so that Deputy Shames and I could step inside. Once the door was closed, I led her to the body and told her what I’d found.

“No need to call the paramedics,” she said with a sigh, and radioed to call off EMS and ask for the coroner instead. “What were you doing in here?” she asked when she finished.

“Looking for my cooler,” I told her. “I thought he was a scarecrow at first. It looks like suicide, but I’m not so sure.” I told her about the missing button, and the odd chair placement.

“It’s worth looking into,” she said. “This is some week, isn’t it?”

“It is.” She nodded toward the body of DuJardin. “Not sayin’ this wasn’t self-inflicted, but you know anything about this fellow?”

“Well, he’s… or, he was the winemaker for the winery, but he’s not very good. The tasting tonight was a disaster; his wines were terrible.”

“That’s not good news for the owners, is it?” the deputy commented. “Are the owners here?”

“They are. They disappeared toward the end of dinner.”

“When was the last time you saw this guy?”

“Before the dinner started,” I said. “I overheard an intense conversation with the owners. He refused to let them taste the wines before the dinner, and they weren’t happy about it. Said he’d better perform.”

“Or?”

“Something like he’d never work again. I don’t remember the exact wording.”

“Well, that’s certainly true.” She glanced back up at the dangling body.

“What do I tell people?”

“Just that it wasn’t of natural causes and it’s being investigated,” the deputy said.

“Any more news about the body in the farmhouse by the creek?”

“Not yet,” she said, but let me know if you hear any gossip, okay? And if you think of anything else that might explain what happened to this guy.”

“Of course,” I said.

“I’ll give you a call if I have any more questions. And I’m afraid your cooler will have to wait.”
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Teena grabbed my arm as I stepped out of the barn, trying to peer through the door as I closed it. “What happened?”

“I don’t know, but they’re investigating. Could be suicide, could be something else, but it wasn’t a heart attack.”

“Suicide? What happened?”

“I’m not allowed to say,” I informed her. “But what do you know about his personal life?”

“I can’t believe he’s dead,” she said.

“Your spidey senses suggest a motive?”

“I think the motive is pretty clear,” she said tartly, then put her hand to her mouth as she realized what she’d said. “Oh, gosh. I know the wine was awful, but you don’t think… Bunny and Jim…”

“Do you mean do I think they killed him?”

“I can’t believe I even considered it. It’s a horrible thought!”

“It is.” If Dominique’s wines tanked the Baumwalds’ business and jeopardized their investors… I thought about how I would feel if someone I trusted sabotaged Dewberry Farm. I couldn’t imagine killing anyone, but I would be furious. “Furious” pointed to a crime of passion, though, and (assuming Dominique’s death wasn’t suicide), what had happened in the barn seemed well thought-out. Planned. Premeditated, even.

I could see why Bunny and Jim might want something bad to happen to Dominique DuJardin. But I couldn’t imagine them staging a hanging in their barn… which, let’s be honest, wasn’t great for their nascent hospitality business.

So who else wanted Dominique dead?

One of Red Oak Winery’s investors?

And if so, why do it in the middle of Red Oak Winery’s inaugural dinner?

“Lucy. You there?” Teena touched my shoulder, pulling me out of my reverie.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was just thinking.” I looked back at the dining tents, and the tables now empty of people. “I presume the wine club didn’t have a ton of takers tonight?”

“It was a disaster,” she said, shoulders sagging. “I guess it’s time to look for another job.”

“I’m sorry, Teena. It’s a tough deal.”

“It’s so frustrating… and it doesn’t make any sense. Dominique had lots of experience and a great reputation. How could the wine possibly be that bad?”

“Maybe they were different grapes than he was used to?”

“Maybe,” she said. “But there’s something off about it. Why was he so secretive?”

“Did anyone verify the references on his resume?”

“Oh my gosh. Are you thinking he didn’t have all that experience?”

“It’s possible he fluffed his resume. That would explain why he’s working in Texas, not France.”

“I’ll have to ask Bunny and Jim,” she said. “We should look him up online. That would explain why he didn’t want anyone to taste the wine.”

I nodded. “He was trying to postpone anyone finding out.” Perhaps I’d been wrong about what I’d seen in the barn; would the shame of making bad wine drive a winemaker to commit suicide?

But there was still that button I’d found far from the body.

And the position of the chair.

No. Dominique might have been ashamed of his wines, but I was sure he hadn’t gotten up on that chair and put a noose around his neck.
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“How did the dinner go?” Tobias asked when I called him on my way back to the farm.

“It was a total bust.”

“What?”

“The wines were terrible, nobody signed up for the wine club… and then I found the winemaker hanging in the barn.”

“Wait… Hanging? Like, by a noose?”

“Yup.”

“Good God. The wine was so bad he killed himself? I know the French take their wine seriously, but that seems kind of extreme.”

“I’m not sure that’s how it happened, actually,” I told him.

He paused for a moment, processing, before replying. “You think someone killed him?”

“Maybe.” I told him about the button and the position of the chair.

“That’s valid,” he said. “But it seems like an odd thing to do. Particularly during or after a big dinner, with all those people around.”

“I could be wrong. After that dinner disaster, he certainly had a motive to do himself in.”

“Who showed up at the scene? Rooster?”

“No, thank goodness.” Sheriff Rooster Kocurek was the most incompetent lawman I’d ever encountered. And I’d met quite a few. “Deputy Shames again.”

“Good. Does she think this might have anything to do with the woman you found yesterday?”

“I didn’t think about that. But she was from California, not France.”

“If she’s involved with the wine industry out there, she and Dominique might have met.”

“But she couldn’t be a murderer if she was already dead,” I said, then realized what he was getting at. “You think the same person might have killed both of them?”

“It’s a theory,” he said. “The question is, why?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?” I mused, then said, “By the way, any word on the girls?”

“Nothing yet, but I’m sure we’ll hear something soon. They can’t have just vanished.”

“Unless someone rustled them, like they did the chickens. In which case…”

“If someone rustled them, they would have put them in a trailer, not led them down the creekbed, Lucy,” he pointed out. “I’m sure we’ll find them. You’ve got to be shaken after what happened tonight. Do you want some company tonight? I’d invite you here, but I know you’ve got chores.”

“I only have one goat to milk,” I said sadly. “But yes. Company would be great. Thanks.”

“I’m on my way,” he said.
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Tobias got to Dewberry Farm before I did, and I was relieved to see his truck parked in front of my little yellow farmhouse. He’d headed inside and turned on the lights, giving the little house a warm, cozy glow that made my heart expand.

My welcoming party was large and enthusiastic. Chuck and the puppy both came to the door to greet me, and even the cats wound around my legs as Tobias pulled me into a big hug and kissed the top of my head.

“How was the puppy delivery?”

“Everyone’s healthy. A bit of a prolapsed uterus, and it’ll probably be Goldie’s last litter, but all good. Tell me more about the disaster at the winery. Can I get you anything? A cup of tea? Or maybe something stronger?”

“As long as it’s not Red Oak wine.” I walked into the living room and plopped into the couch, much to the dogs’ delight. Chuck began licking the right side of my face and the new puppy began cleaning my left ear. “Ugh. Thanks, but I don’t need my face washed.” I gently relocated the canine contingent. “Iced tea would be great, actually. There’s a pitcher in the fridge.” I surveyed the two dogs, who were both looking at me with bright brown eyes. “They seem to be getting along, don’t they?”

“They do,” he agreed. “And I actually think Chuck may be enjoying the company.”

“No kitty chasing so far?”

“A little bit,” he said, “but the cats don’t seem overly concerned, and it just looks playful.” He headed to the kitchen, poured two glasses of iced tea, and brought them out to the couch, offering me one as he sat next to me. “Are you thinking of keeping her?”

“I don’t need any more animals to take care of,” I mused. “And we haven’t really looked for her owner yet.”

“She’s awfully sweet,” he pointed out.

“I know, I know,” I said.

“So, tell me about what happened.”

I related everything as he listened intently. “I suggested to Teena that maybe Dominique padded his resume, then realized too late that he’d bitten off more than he could chew.”

“And you don’t think it was suicide?”

“I don’t,” I said. “There’s something fishy about all of it.”

“All right,” he said, taking a sip of tea and putting an arm around me. “Let’s assume your instinct is correct… after all, it usually is. Who would want the winemaker dead?”

“Well, Bunny and Jim can’t have been too happy with him,” I said.

“Noted,” he said. “But like you said earlier, hanging him in the barn of your winery isn’t exactly good for business… unless you’re running ghost tours, anyway.”

“True.”

“Who else?”

“I don’t know anything about his personal life,” I said.

“Who else was at the dinner?” he asked.

“Lots of people. A pair of rival winemakers, Keith and Dougie Schmidt… but if anything, you’d think they’d want to give Dominique a medal.”

“Anyone with a big stake in the winery?”

“Like investors? Good call. Perry Smith was there, and I know he’s put a lot of money into the place.”

“So he’s a possibility. Anyone else?”

“Flora and Gus, of course… the wedding’s back on, by the way.”

“Is it? Good,” he said, smiling, then frowned. “You’re sure Flora isn’t an investor? She’s one of Buttercup’s wealthiest people.”

“I didn’t ask. Do you really think she has it in her to kill someone? And even if she did invest, she’s still got plenty of money, I imagine.”

He shrugged. “Well, at least she may also be able to tell us who else invested.”

“True,” I said. “Like I said, though, I know nothing about Dominique’s personal life. For all I know, he met the love of his life in Buttercup, and she broke it off after she tasted the first glass of wine.”

“Leading him to hang himself in the barn? But you don’t think it’s suicide.”

I took another sip of tea. “The scene in the barn didn’t look right. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it was all too much.”

“I guess we should wait to hear what the deputy decides,” Tobias suggested.

I sighed. “You’re probably right. It just… shook me up. And I’m still worried about Blossom. No word at the clinic?”

He shook his head. “I’m sure we’ll hear something soon, though. Buttercup isn’t that big, and a cow like Blossom and a small herd of goats has got to be rampaging somewhere.”

“Here’s hoping,” I said glumly as the little dog jumped up on the couch and wiggled in between Tobias and me. “Shy little thing, isn’t she?”

Tobias laughed and scratched behind her ears. “She’s a cutie.”

“I keep wondering if she belonged to the woman we found at the farmhouse.”

“I almost forgot that happened. You’ve found two dead bodies in the past 48 hours. No wonder you’re a little freaked out.”

“I am a little freaked out,” I confirmed, thinking of the reddish-brown streak on the little dog’s collar. “We should scan her for a microchip.”

“I forgot about that! We’ll bring her down to the clinic tomorrow and get her checked out,” he promised. “And in the meantime, let’s get you to bed. Sleep helps everything.”

For me, maybe.

But not for Dominique. Or for the woman I’d found lying dead a day earlier.


10




The next morning dawned with another lashing rain, which was very welcome, even if it did mean I’d have to go out to the barn in my raincoat and boots. Not that I’d be there for long; with only one goat, milking time had gotten quite abbreviated.

How were the others doing? I fretted, remembering all my troubles. And what was going on over at Red Oak Winery? I doubted they’d be needing much chèvre for a while, I reflected. And since I had no goats to milk to make it, maybe that was a good thing.

Sort of.

Tobias’s spot was empty beside me as I sat up in bed, disturbing Chuck… and the little black and white puppy, who had snuggled in beside him. Both of them looked up at me before tucking their heads back in.

I was reaching for my phone to take a picture of this adorable and unexpected turn of events when Tobias appeared at the bedroom door in a bathrobe, two mugs of coffee in his hands. “I hope I didn’t wake you,” he said.

“You didn’t,” I replied, then pointed to the two dogs. “Can you believe this?”

“Looks like Chuck’s already adopted her.” He padded around the bed and handed me a warm mug of milky coffee.

“You are a total keeper.” I took a sip of the warm, rich brew. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” He climbed back under the covers next to me as the rain lashed against the window. “Good snuggling weather, isn’t it?”

“I still have to milk Gidget.”

“No you don’t,” he said.

“Is she…”

“She’s fine,” he reassured me. “But I went out and took care of it while the coffee was brewing. Milk’s in the fridge. I collected the eggs, too; we’ve got enough for a big omelet.”

“You really are a keeper, aren’t you?” I reached over and planted a big kiss on his cheek. “I’m worried about the rest of the animals, though. Don’t you think it’s a little weird that we haven’t heard anything about them? Do you think they’re gone for good?”

“It’s a small town,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll hear something soon. Besides, everyone’s going to be more worried about what happened at Red Oak Winery last night… Blossom and the girls on walkabout is small potatoes next to that.”

I reached for my phone again to check for any new messages. “Nothing from Deputy Shames,” I said.

“On the plus side, you’ve acquired a new dog.”

“Only if we can’t figure out whose she is,” I said. “We need to check her for a microchip.”

“We’ll do that today,” he promised. “In fact, let’s make breakfast and head over to the clinic. We’ll find out who this nugget belongs to!”

“Chuck will be devastated.” I reached down to pet the new arrival’s silky head as she nestled into him.

“She may not have a chip,” he said. “And if you’re right and she did belong to the woman you found…”

“Maybe we can take her in,” I said, stroking her enormous ear. “I wonder what her name is?”

“First, breakfast,” Tobias announced, and I moved to get up. “No… you stay here. I’m cooking this morning.”

“Really?”

“After last night, you need a little TLC.”

“What would I do without you?” I asked, feeling loved and comforted.

“I hope we never have to find out,” he grinned, and then disappeared into the kitchen, leaving me to snuggle with the dogs as the rain pounded against the windows.
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We arrived at the vet clinic just before ten. It was closed, so except for Tobias’s technician, Viv, who was checking in on a kitty who was staying the weekend for observation, we were the only ones there.

“I brought you coffee.” Tobias offered her a travel mug he’d borrowed from the farm. “I figured you’d be here. How is Cheddar?” he asked as she tucked an enormous, fluffy orange tabby back into a kennel.

“Looking better this morning,” she said. “You should take a look at her, but I think she may be able to go home tonight.”

“That’s great news. I know the Froehlichs will be thrilled. Thanks for keeping an eye on her.”

“Of course,” she said. “How was the puppy delivery?”

“It went off just fine. Seven pups, all healthy. Probably mom’s last delivery, though.”

“That’s a relief,” she said, then looked at the little crate I had. “Who do you have there?”

“A little chihuahua mix who turned up at Dewberry Farm two days ago,” he said.

I opened the crate, and the little black and white dog popped out, like a cork from a champagne bottle. “We thought we’d scan her for a chip.”

“You don’t need to; I know whose dog this is. Hey, Sophie!”

The little dog perked up and trotted over to Viv, rolling over on her back and exposing her belly for pets.

“Whose is she?” I asked, my heart sinking just a little bit.

“She belongs to a guy from France. Dominique DuJardin, I think his name is,” Viv said. “I just trimmed her nails last week, and we were about to set her up for a spay appointment.”

“Dominique DuJardin? The winemaker at Red Oak Winery?”

She nodded. “That’s the one. He and his girlfriend adopted this little girl about a month ago,” she said as she scooped up the little dog.

I blinked. “Wait… his girlfriend? I didn’t know DuJardin had a girlfriend.” Viv was full of news today.

The young vet tech nodded. “She was supposed to be coming into town a few days ago,” she told us.

I glanced at Tobias. “From France?”

“Actually, California, I think.”

I thought of the body I’d found at the short-term rental house. The woman was from California. Was it possible she was DuJardin’s girlfriend?

“I’m afraid something’s happened to Dominique,” I said. “Do you happen to have the name of his girlfriend?”

“Something’s happened?” The vet tech’s eyes widened as she stroked the little dog’s ears. “Like what? Is he in the hospital?”

“He died,” Tobias said gently.

“Oh. Oh, man.” She blinked. “That’s awful. Was it a stroke… heart attack?”

“We’re not quite sure what happened,” I said, glossing over what we did know, “but we want to make sure this little dog gets taken care of.”

“Of course. Let me check the file, see if he put her name in.”

“I’ll go ahead and scan her, too,” Tobias said, taking her from Viv’s arms as she reached for an iPad. “Let me know what you find out!”

The scan, unfortunately, turned up nothing. But Viv walked in a minute later holding the iPad.

“Look at this!” she said. “I must have put it in the notes. The co-owner’s first name is Jody. Jody Agosti.”

“So Dominique was her boyfriend? The police called California to notify the husband and parents of the woman we found dead.”

“That’s odd.”

“Let’s check with Opal . Her last name doesn’t sound French, anyway,” I said.

“No, it doesn’t,” Tobias agreed. “Sounds Italian, actually. Do you think they’re connected?”

“We’ll check with Opal,” I repeated.

“Opal? Like, at the sheriff’s office?” Viv’s forehead crinkled. “What happened?”

“The opening dinner didn’t go well at Red Oak Winery last night, and I found Dominique… well, hanging in the barn.”

“Hanging? Dominique? That’s horrible,” she breathed, and her hand went to her mouth. “That makes no sense. I can’t imagine him doing something like that. He was so full of life and confidence!”

“Well, his wines weren’t very well received.”

She snorted. “He would have just complained about the American palate. I only met the man once, but I can’t imagine him ever… well, you know. You just never know about people, do you? I’m sad. He was a character, and now… he’s gone.”

He was. And now, more than ever, I was feeling confident that whatever had happened to him, it wasn’t his own doing. As Tobias handed me the little dog, I wrapped my arms around her, welcoming her warm kisses on my chin.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her, giving her a kiss on the black spot on top of her head. “We’ll take care of you till we get this figured out.”
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Quinn called just as Tobias and I got back to the farm.

“Did you hear what happened after the dinner last night?” she asked in a rush.

“At the winery? I’m the one who found him.”

“Oh, God. You just found that woman the other day, and now this?”

“I know. Weird, right?” I opened the door to the truck, and the little dog leapt out and trotted to the front door, where Chuck was on the other side, waiting for her.

“Are you okay?” Quinn asked as I headed up the front walk to the porch and opened the door, smiling at the happy reunion between the two very different-looking canines.

“I think I’m okay,” I said as I watched Chuck wag and sniff at the little girl before coming over to lick my hand in greeting. “It’s been a week, though.”

“It has. I can’t believe Dominique would hang himself. I mean, just based on his ego alone. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but how would he have gotten that noose around his head?”

Well, apparently the manner of death was no longer a secret. “He did seem rather full of himself.”

“I guess he couldn’t take the shame of how bad his wines were.” She sighed. “It’s tragic. Could that really matter enough to make him kill himself?”

“See, you’re wondering about it, too.” I glanced at Tobias, who had followed me into the house, and opened the fridge, pulling out a pitcher of iced tea.

“Wondering what?”

“Wondering about the whole suicide thing.” I filled two glasses with ice, then poured tea, finishing each glass with a sprig from the mint plant I kept on the kitchen windowsill. “It just feels… wrong, somehow.” I took a sip from one glass and handed Tobias, who had followed me into the kitchen, the other glass.

“But if it wasn’t suicide, why go to the trouble of the hanging?” Quinn asked. “It’s got to be a lot of work… you’d have to force someone to be still enough to get the noose over his head. Which is terrifying, isn’t it?”

“It is.” I sat down at the table, watching the two dogs scampering around the kitchen. “And I think it’s because someone wants it to look like suicide. I found a button from his shirt across the barn... to me, that looks like there was a struggle.”

“Hmm. So, if it was homicide, why go to all the trouble to stage a hanging? It makes no sense to do it that way.”

“It does if you don’t want the police looking for a murderer,” I pointed out, thinking of the threat I’d heard Jim Baumgardner level at Dominique before the wine tasting.

“I see,” she said slowly. “But who would want him dead?”

I took another sip of tea, thinking of Bunny and Jim, but not saying their names out loud. “That’s what I’m wondering.”

“I mean, the obvious reason is that he torched the winery with his bad wines, and the owners got angry with him,” Quinn mused, mirroring my own thoughts. “But would you really kill someone for that?”

“If it was a big enough financial hit, I’m sure some people might be tempted.”

“It feels like they were taking a huge risk, not letting anybody taste the wines but him. Bunny and Jim were nervous about it. Peter told them he’s talked with a few winemakers, and he’s never heard of anything like that.”

“There’s something fishy about it.”

“Do you think he knew the wine was bad? And was embarrassed?”

“He must have known. And I can’t think of a more embarrassing way to let your boss know you’ve made bad wine than having 250 people spit it on the ground at the winery’s inaugural dinner. Something isn’t right.”

I glanced out the window at the remains of my vegetables, and then at the empty pasture. “It isn’t,” I agreed, feeling my heart squeeze for the two people I’d found dead… and for my missing animals.

She sighed. “Peter and I were going to head over to Red Oak later on,” she said. “I’ll talk to Bunny and Jim, see if I can find anything out.”

“I need to go over too,” I said. “Pick up my cooler.” As I spoke, another call beeped in. I pulled my phone away from my ear and looked at the number. “It’s Red Oak Winery,” I said.

“Call me later, okay?”

“Of course,” I said, then clicked over to the other call.

“Hello?”

“Lucy? It’s Teena.”

“Hey. What’s up?”

“Can you come over to the winery?”

“I’m about to head over to pick up my cooler,” I said.

“Good,” she said in a low voice.

“What’s up?”

“I found something,” she said, “and I’m not sure what to do about it.”

“What is it?”

“I’ll show you,” she said. “Text me when you’re here, okay?”

“I’ll head over now,” I promised, and hung up.
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Red Oak Winery looked dramatically different today than it had when I arrived for the dinner. The parking lot was empty, and despite the honeyed stone walls and freshly mulched garden beds, the gorgeous buildings had a desolate air. Gone were the dining tents, but chairs stood in stacks, waiting to be picked up. I parked under the shade of a live oak and texted Teena to let her know I was here.

She was already hurrying over to my truck by the time I closed the door behind me.

“Thanks for coming so quickly,” she said.

“What’s up?”

“I’ll show you.” She darted a glance around as if she were afraid someone might be listening.

Intrigued, I followed her to a long, limestone building with only one small window near the end. “What’s this?”

“The aging room they built in the cellar,” she said. “It was always locked before. But I looked today, and the lock on the big garage doors was undone. And there were a bunch of tire marks outside the door.” She pointed to what looked like truck tire tracks in the soft earth. “They’re recent,” she said, pointing to a clump of long-leaved plantains in one of the tracks. “See how the stems are bent, but the leaves are still green?”

“Plus, it rained for the first time in a long time recently,” I added. “That’s the only reason there are tire tracks. Did you go inside?”

“I did.” She glanced around before opening the latch and pulling the gate-style doors open. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

The difference between the sun-bleached, grass-scented outdoors and the cool, musty, wine-scented interior was like stepping through the back of a wardrobe into another world. Teena turned on the lights, illuminating the cavernous space with dim incandescent bulbs. When she shut the door behind her, the impression deepened.

The walls were lined with wine barrels that stretched almost to the end of the long building. “This is a lot of wine,” I said. “Too bad it’s all terrible.”

“That’s the thing,” she said. “I’m not sure it is.”

“What do you mean? Everyone at the tasting thought it was awful.”

“Follow me.” She strode past the wine barrels and boxes of bottled wine toward a door at the end of the dark room. “This is Dominique’s office,” she informed me as she pushed the door open.

The office was a jumble. Corks, equipment with tubes, space-age-looking meters, and glass contraptions I didn’t recognize crowded the top of a big walnut desk, along with a series of what appeared to be spreadsheets with lines of numbers. More wine paraphernalia, including glasses in a variety of shapes and sizes, filled a set of metal shelves along one end of the room, along with several thick, imposing-looking books with the word vin in the title. An official-looking certificate was framed on the wall above the desk, with Dominique’s name below it, in fancy calligraphy.

“What am I looking at?” I took it all in. The contrast between the clean, ordered rows of barrels and bottles in the above-ground cellar and the jumbled assortment of equipment, papers, and books was jarring.

“Well for one,” she said, “this seems to be the office of a guy who was really into winemaking.”

“It does look like kind of an obsession,” I agreed.

“But more importantly,” she said, pointing to a beverage fridge tucked away behind the shelves, “there’s this.” She rounded the desk and opened the fridge, pulling out a green bottle labeled “RO Vermentino, Vintage #1.”

“Red Oak Vermentino?” I guessed.

She nodded.

“That was on the menu the other night, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” she said. “And it was awful.” As she spoke, she reached for a glass from the nearest shelf and pulled the cork out of the bottle.

“What are you doing?”

She poured a little bit of green-gold liquid into the glass and handed it to me. “Try this.”

Reluctantly, I lifted the glass to my lips and sniffed it. It smelled kind of tart, but not off-putting. I wrinkled my nose at her. “You sure?”

“Just take a sip.”

I did. To my surprise, the wine was kind of zingy, with something that tasted almost like the smell of limestone after a spring rain. I’m not much of a wine aficionado, but it was pretty obvious the wine in this glass wasn’t swill. “This is really good,” I said, taking another sip. “Kind of refreshing.”

“Right?” she said.

“Then why did everyone hate it the other night?”

“That’s what I don’t understand,” she said. “This is nothing like what we had the other night.”

I swirled the liquid in the glass and took another sip. Just as good as the first. “Maybe the bottles turned?”

“All of them?” She reached in the fridge and pulled out another bottle. “Sangiovese this time.” She pulled out another glass. I tried it with less hesitation. It smelled like cherries, and tasted kind of like leather and tobacco. It was like being pulled into a warm hug while sitting by the fire in autumn. If farming doesn’t work out, maybe I should look for a job writing ad copy for wine companies.

“It’s delicious,” I said. “I’d buy it. If I could afford it.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“Are the bottles out there like this?”

“Only one way to find out,” she said. As I finished off the Sangiovese, she disappeared back into the cellar portion of the building, returning a moment later with a bottle bearing Red Oak Winery’s embossed logo. She dug through the paraphernalia on the desk until she found a corkscrew, then cut the foil around the neck of the bottle and pulled out the cork with a practiced hand. It looked the same as the cork I’d seen the other night, with the letters DW, which was a little surprising, considering how much money must have gone into the Red Oak labels.

“Bottoms up,” she said.

I swallowed the rest of the Sangiovese from the wine fridge and proffered a now-empty glass. She filled it again, and I couldn’t help noticing that this wine was a brighter color than the last glass.

“You first.” I handed her the glass. She sniffed at it, wrinkling her nose, and sipped. Her lips formed a moue of disgust and she pulled the glass away.

“That good, eh?”

She shrugged. “Now you,” she said, handing the glass to me.

I took a sniff. This glass had none of the cherry aroma of the last one; it was a sour, almost vinegary smell, with a chemical note to it. I took a tiny sip; the acid felt like it was stripping away the top layer of taste buds.

“That’s horrible.” I looked at the label again. “But it’s the same stuff, right?”

“They’re both labeled Sangiovese,” she said.

I was about to recommend we try another bottle when the door to the cellar opened.

It was Bunny, looking stern.

“Teena? Lucy? What are you doing in here?” She cast an eye over the open bottles and the glass in my hand.

Teena flushed. “I’m… it’s not what it looks like,” she gushed. “The wine. It’s different from the wine in the fridge.”

“Why are you in Dominique’s office?” she asked. “No one is permitted in here. And you certainly shouldn’t be sampling the wine, particularly not when you’re working.”

“But there’s something wrong,” she protested.

“Yes. Dominique was a fake,” Bunny said. “He sold us a bill of goods, and now Jim and I have to clean up his mess.” Her eyes swept the room, almost as if she was looking for something, then fastened on Teena. “Now. Please leave this office before I fire you. I probably should fire you right now.” She turned to me. “And what are you doing here?”

“Teena thinks something’s off with the whole dinner episode. The wine in the fridge is amazing. It’s not the same as what’s in the bottles.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Bunny replied, her eyes flat. “Leave. Both of you. I’ll be in touch to let you know what I decide, Ms. Marburger.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” the young woman said, flushing. “I was only trying to help.”

“If I need your help, I’ll be sure to ask,” Bunny said tartly, holding the door open and watching until we’d walked past all the barrels and exited the long limestone building.

I closed the doors behind us, then turned to Teena. “I’ll talk to her later, when she’s in a better mood.”

“She thinks I’m stealing wine,” Teena said, mortified. “Or who knows what else. I was only trying to help!”

“I know,” I said. “She’s probably a mess right now. Her whole business is on the brink of failure. I’m sure she didn’t mean what she said about firing you.”

“If the business fails, I’m out anyway,” she said.

She wasn’t wrong. “What made you decide to go in there, anyway?”

“I just had a feeling,” she told me. “There’s something going on. I just walked in when I saw it was open, and then, when I was in his office and saw those bottles in the fridge, I just felt… curious. So I tried them.”

“Intuition, eh?”

She gave me a sheepish smile. “I’ve learned to listen to it. And I had a bad feeling about the dinner before it started, even though I tried to ignore it. But I still can’t figure out what ‘donkeys’ means, or if it’s just about your missing livestock.”

As she spoke, a familiar young man rounded the edge of the limestone building and hailed us, a smile on his handsome features.

“Ed!” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“I stopped by to check on things, and when I saw your car, I decided to see if I could find you. Have you had lunch yet?”

“No, I haven’t!” she said. “I just had a horrible experience in the aging room, though.”

His brow furrowed. “What happened? Are you okay?”

She told him what we’d discovered and then relayed Bunny’s reaction upon finding us.

“She’s just upset,” he said, waving her concern away. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. But the wine… that’s weird.”

“I know, right?” she said. “Plus, it looks like a truck backed up to the cellar sometime after the rainstorm. But I don’t think we were expecting any deliveries. And there aren’t any new pallets of bottles, or new barrels, or anything in the cellar.”

“Maybe it had something to do with the dinner?” he suggested.

Teena shook her head. “The only thing coming out of the cellar building was the wine. Dominique supervised everyone filling cases and taking them to the walk-in fridge or the dining tent just before the dinner, to make sure the bottles didn’t warm up too much. He was a stickler.”

“Except for the final product,” Ed pointed out. “It was practically vinegar.”

“But the wine in his office was totally different,” Teena told him. “I had Lucy try it so I knew I wasn’t imagining things.”

“It was like night and day,” I said. “I know next to nothing about wine, and even I could tell it was fabulous.”

“I believe you,” Ed said, “but I don’t understand it.”

“I don’t, either. And Bunny wasn’t in the mood to listen to any of it,” Teena said. “I hope she doesn’t fire me.”

“The way things are going, you might be looking for a job soon, anyway. How many orders did you get the other night?”

“Three,” she said. “And at least two of them lost their sense of taste during COVID.”

“What do you two know about Dominique, anyway?” I asked. “I understand he had a girlfriend… did you ever meet her?”

“He said something about seeing someone; said they’d gotten a dog together. That it was complicated, but he thought the dog was a good sign for the future.” If his girlfriend was already married to someone else, I could see how that could be “complicated.” To say the least.

“Did you ever meet her?”

She shook her head. “I just know they met in California. He called her his ‘lady friend.’”

“Huh. Did you ever see their dog?”

“Apparently, it was mainly hers,” she told me.

“And he didn’t say anything about an… accident, or something? Before the dinner?”

She shook her head. “Not a thing. Why? Did something happen?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “This is all so confusing.”

“Teena! Lucy!”

I turned to see Bunny waving at us.

“Can I see you both in my office?” she called.

“Sure,” Teena called back, wringing the hem of her shirt with a thin hand. “Uh oh,” she said in a lower voice. “Think I’m about to get fired?”

“We’ll find out,” I said.
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Ifollowed Teena toward the renovated tasting room barn, where Bunny was waiting for us, then trailed after her as she strode through the tasting room toward a corridor in the back. Her office was in a corner overlooking the rolling vineyard, with a rich dark walnut desk and two claret-colored visitors’ chairs. “After you,” she said, waving us toward the chairs.

“I’m so sorry,” Teena said in a rushed voice. “It wasn’t what it looked like. I swear.”

“What were you doing in there, anyway?” Bunny asked, leaning back and steepling her hands.

“I just… I had a feeling,” she said. “I have intuitions sometimes, and they’re often right.”

“A feeling,” Bunny repeated. “You didn’t have a feeling that the wine was going to be undrinkable?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s usually not that specific.”

Bunny dropped her hands and leaned forward. “I tried the wines in Dominique’s office,” she said. “And you’re right. They are exceptional.”

“Why are they so different from the ones in the bottles, then?” Teena asked.

“I don’t know,” she told me. “I’m as puzzled as you are. But I’m not sure it’s going to matter. I can’t sell any wine right now, because what we served was horrific. If I can’t sell the wine, I can’t keep the business alive.” She looked pale. “And Jim is at the sheriff’s office right now for questioning.”

“What?”

She swallowed hard, looking pale. “Yes,” she said. “I’m afraid they… well, apparently someone heard them arguing before the dinner. And Jim made an idle threat that was very poorly timed.”

I knew exactly what she was talking about. “I’m so sorry,” I told her.

She swallowed and looked at me. “Thanks. And I’m sorry I was… well, a little tart earlier. I have a lot going on, as you can imagine.” She let out a strained laugh. “I was wondering if maybe you two could… well, help me figure out what happened that night.”

“Why us?” I asked.

She looked at me. “I heard you’ve had some luck solving cases before,” she told me. “Also, I know you used to be an investigative reporter. I don’t even know where to start. And you, Teena… you know something’s off, too. I know you want us to succeed.” She swallowed hard, and her voice shook a little bit. “I need help. Everything we have is in this property. And if Jim goes to prison…” Her chilly facade melted, and a tear slid down her cheek. “Sorry,” she said, wiping at her eye. “I just… I don’t know where else to turn.”

“I’m happy to do what I can,” I told her. “But I’m no investigator.”

“I want this place to succeed,” Teena added. “And I don’t believe Jim could do something like… like what happened to Dominique.”

“Thank you. Both of you.” She shook herself a little, then straightened her spine. “Where do we start?”

“First,” I told her, “I need to know everything you can tell me about Dominique. Somebody wanted him out of the picture. Who?”

Her gaze darted away for a moment, and she smiled weakly. “I have no idea. I think that’s why they have Jim at the office right now. We’re the only ones who seem to have a motive.”

“Dominique had a girlfriend from out of town,” I said. “Was he interested in anyone here?”

“He was a flirt, of course,” Bunny said, looking down at her hands. “And some of the young women who worked part-time seemed rather taken with him. He’s French, after all. Or was,” she added, her shoulders drooping. Then she looked up at me. “But I never got the sense that it was any more than just that… flirting.”

“Anyone else he associated with regularly in Buttercup?” I asked.

“He was very secretive,” Bunny said. “That’s why we had the whole fiasco opening night. If we’d had a chance to sample the wine…”

“The wine,” I said. “He had good credentials, apparently. How could he have gotten it so wrong?”

“He complained all the time about the varietals,” she said. “Thought they were too… masculine. Maybe he just couldn’t figure out how to make it work without the typical French grapes?”

“But what about the bottles in his office?” Teena asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging. “An experiment? It was definitely not what we served the other night.” Her phone pinged, and she looked at it and groaned. “Oh, no. The article by that Houston reporter is out. I can’t bear to read it.”

“So don’t,” I said. “It won’t help anything.” I glanced out toward the aging room building. “How did you come to have him work for Red Oak?”

“We were introduced to him by our mortgage banker, actually,” she said. “We heard he had a sterling reputation, and that he was looking to move to the states.”

“Which one?”

“Perry Smith,” she said.

“He was there the night of the dinner, wasn’t he?”

She nodded. “It was absolutely mortifying. I’ll have nightmares about that evening for the rest of my life.”

“Did you talk to him after the dinner?”

She gave a bitter laugh. “He sent an email the next day asking when we were going to be making our payment.” She sighed. “Sometimes I wish we’d lost the bid for the place. One of the other local families wanted the place. Did we do the right thing?”

“I forgot about that,” Teena said. “The Froehlichs wanted to buy it to add their holdings, right?”

Bunny nodded. “They wanted to buy land for their grown kids. Last I heard, though, the kids weren’t really interested in moving back to Buttercup, so I’m not sure how it would have worked out.” She sighed. “Then again, maybe they can buy it for fire sale prices if we go belly up. Mortgage rates are through the roof since we bought the place, so we’ll probably have to sell it at a discount. If it’s not foreclosed on.” She seemed to remember suddenly that we were in the room, and caught herself. “Sorry. It’s been a tough day.”

“How did the Froehlichs respond when they lost the bid?” I asked, wondering if there was any bad blood between the Baumwalds and their neighbors.

“Oh, you know. The typical bit about outsiders coming in and taking everything over from the locals. They actually picketed the place for about a month.”

“I heard about that, now that you mention it. Only I didn’t connect it with the winery.”

“It was a while ago, and it didn’t last long; I mean, the sale had gone through. What were they going to do?” She smiled sadly. “They’ve been badmouthing us ever since; I’m sure they’re thrilled we’re struggling. And I don’t know if they’ll ever talk with the seller’s family again. They told them they felt completely betrayed. Why do you ask, anyway?” she added, narrowing her eyes at me. “What would the Froehlichs being upset about a land sale last year have to do with Dominique dying? If anything, you’d think they’d want to give him a medal for single-handedly ruining the entire winery.”

“I’m not sure,” I said, honestly. I thought of the wine I’d sampled with Teena in Dominique’s office. Had someone sabotaged the bottles in the cellar? If so, someone looking to pick the property up at fire-sale prices could be a suspect.

It still didn’t explain what had happened to Dominique.

“Back to the winemaker and his girlfriend,” I said. “Did you ever meet her?”

“No,” she said flatly.

“I think I found her body a couple of days ago,” I said.

Bunny’s head snapped up. “What? I knew you’d found someone, but…”

“I’m pretty sure it was a woman named Jody Agosti. She and Dominique had a dog together.” I glanced at Teena. “Can you find a picture of her?”

“I can pull up her LinkedIn,” Teena said, typing on her phone with both thumbs. She flashed us the screen of her phone a moment later. “Is this her?”

Pictured was a familiar-looking dark-haired woman, a polite smile on her broad features.

“I know her,” Bunny said. “Jo. She’s with the firm investing in us. She’s dead?”

“I found her earlier this week,” I said, thinking back to the prone form I’d found in the farmhouse the day the goats and Blossom escaped.

“Oh, God. It was homicide, wasn’t it?” Bunny said, eyes averted, as if she couldn’t bear to look at anyone. “I heard something about it on the news, but I had no idea it was Jo.” She shook her head, her face white. “Why?”

“Why kill both the winemaker and one of the investors?” I asked. “That’s what I want to know. They must have both known something important.”

“What, though?” Teena asked.

I thought about it for a moment. “How is the wine bottled?”

Bunny seemed more comfortable now that we were talking about business, and perked up. “It’s a process. We sterilize the bottles, fill them with nitrogen, and then fill them with wine.”

“Do you do that here at the winery?”

She nodded. “I can show you if you like.”

“I’d love to see it. Is there any way to taste the wine in the barrels?”

Bunny nodded. “We use something called a wine thief.”

“Do you have one?”

“What are you thinking?”

“The wine in Dominique’s office had to come from somewhere, and it obviously isn’t the same place as the bottles in the cellar. Have you tasted any of the wine from the barrels?”

“I didn’t get access to the cellar unsupervised until today,” Bunny said. “So let’s go see what we find.”

Together, we hurried back to the cellar building. Again, I found myself focusing on the tire tracks by the door. “Have there been any deliveries to or from the building in the last few days?”

“Not that I know of,” she said. “We got the last shipment of bottles and corks a few weeks ago. Why?”

“These tire tracks are from after the rain. I’m wondering why.”

“Another mystery,” Bunny said as she opened the barn door. “There’s got to be a wine thief in Dominique’s office; let’s go get one. What should we try first?”

“Something that’s close to being done, I imagine,” Teena said. “So whatever’s been in the barrels the longest.”

“All the barrels are from last year’s harvest,” Bunny said as she opened the door to Dominique’s office. She rifled through the paraphernalia on his desk and came up with something that looked like a glass turkey baster with a black rubber bulb. “I just have to sanitize this and we’ll be ready. Grab some glasses, please, Teena?”

Teena snagged two stemless glasses from a shelf and followed Bunny out to the cellar. The older woman was already peering at the barrels, trying to determine which one to access. After a moment, she tapped one. “Vermentino, same vintage as we were serving at the dinner.”

“Okay,” I said. “Now what?”

“Simple. First, we sanitize the equipment.” She walked over to a bucket of sanitizer and dipped it. When it was clean, she walked back to the barrel. “Now we open the bung hole at the top,” she said, easing a stopper out of a small hole at the top of the barrel, which was lying on its side on a wood rack of sorts. “Then we suck up some of the wine and taste it,” she said.

As she filled the tube with greenish-yellow wine, Teena held out the glasses. Bunny filled them both, then pushed the stopper back into the barrel. “Let’s have at it, then,” she said, and Teena offered her the glass in her right hand.

Bunny swirled it, then sipped it, moving it around in her mouth a little before swallowing and letting out a satisfied little sigh. “I knew Dominique was the real deal,” she breathed.

“It’s good?” Teena asked.

“Try it,” Bunny said, offering her the glass. Teena sipped it, and I sipped from the glass in my own hand.

“That’s nothing like what we served the other night,” Teena said.

“Let’s try another,” Bunny suggested. “Sangiovese,” she suggested, walking over to rinse the wine thief again. A moment later, she walked down the row of barrels until she found one marked Sangiovese. “Here we go,” she said. She removed the stopper, then filled the wine thief with ruby liquid and squirted it into our glasses.

“You go first this time,” Bunny said, nodding to Teena. She took a sniff, then sipped.

“This is completely different from what was served,” she said as Bunny took the glass and raised it to her own nose before sipping from it. “It’s a little young,” she said, “but it’s good.” She drained the glass and sighed. “Dominique. What were you playing at?”

“Should we open one of the bottles?”

“We should,” Bunny said, striding down to where the boxes of bottles stood. She rifled through until she found a bottle of Vermentino and one of Sangiovese.

“I’ll get the corkscrew,” Teena volunteered. “White first?”

“I don’t think it matters, but sure,” Bunny said. A moment later, once we’d rinsed the glasses, Teena poured from the Vermentino bottle. As I raised the glass to my nose, I felt my mouth pucker involuntarily. “This smells kind of musty.”

“Like vinegar, you mean,” Bunny said dryly. She took a tiny sip, then walked over to the sink and poured the rest out. “I’ll spare you, Teena. Can you open the Sangiovese?” Teena went to work, and a minute later, Bunny repeated her performance with the red wine.

“These are terrible,” Bunny said, then picked up the cork from the top of a box, where Teena had set it. “What are these corks? These aren’t what we ordered.”

“I don’t know,” Teena said. “Maybe Dominique decided to use something else. You know how he was.”

“No,” Bunny said. “This isn’t our wine. She picked up the bottle and inspected it. “Look. There’s adhesive on the bottle, next to the label.”

I looked; sure enough, there was a line of glue that didn’t match up with the label. I looked at the cork. “JM,” I said, and looked at Bunny. “Not even the right letters. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Someone relabeled bad wine and passed it off as ours,” she said.
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“How? Why”

“I don’t know,” Bunny said, “but someone bought cheap wine, washed off the labels, and put our labels on the bottles.” She shook her head. “No wonder it was so bad. And now the whole business is tanked, even though our wine is excellent.” She looked at me. “Who would do that?”

“Dominique?” I ventured.

“That’s crazy!” she scoffed. “I can’t imagine him doing that. His ego was the size of Jupiter. You saw what he did after everyone panned the wine. He couldn’t bear the embarrassment, so…” She trailed off, her mouth twitching down, and let out a sigh.

“I still don’t think it was suicide,” I said. “But I’m not sure he wasn’t in on whatever happened.”

“The tire tracks by the door,” Teena said. “Maybe that’s from someone delivering the fake wine.”

“And taking our wine?” Bunny asked. “Or did Dominique not bottle any of it?”

“I don’t see any empty barrels,” Teena said, “do you?”

Bunny looked around. “You’re right,” she said, looking stricken. “I’ve been so stupid. I let Dominique handle everything, because he insisted, and I trusted him. Why would he do this?”

“Either someone had something over him,” I suggested, “or he didn’t know.”

“He couldn’t have known,” Bunny said, flushing. “He was… he told me everything. Or I thought he did.”

My spidey senses perked up. What exactly was the relationship between Bunny and Dominique, I wondered? “How did you meet Dominique, anyway?”

“Like I said, we were introduced by Perry,” she said. “He was just so confident, so charming. The way he talked about wines being masculin, and feminin… and with his CV, it was obvious he was an expert.” Her hand moved to play with her necklace, and her eyes looked dreamy.

“Had you met his girlfriend?” I asked, watching her.

She blinked, and the dreamy face was replaced by a frown. “He mentioned he’d been seeing someone in California,” she said, “but he didn’t say it was our investor… and I didn’t think it was serious.”

“Odd, don’t you think? Since you and Dominique were so close?”

Her mouth tightened. “Well, I know she’s gone, but I don’t know what that has to do with anything here,” she said abruptly, putting her glass down rather hard. “It’s bad enough that Jim’s mixed up in Dominique… we don’t need to get tangled up in what happened to that woman, too.” She shifted topics. “Teena, how do we find out where that cork came from?”

“I’ll see what I can find out,” Teena promised, pocketing the cork.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Bunny said, all business now, “I have some things to attend to in the office here. You’ll let yourselves out?”

“Umm… sure,” I said, Teena and I both watching as Bunny strode toward Dominique’s office and shut the door behind her.

“What was that about?” Teena asked in a low voice.

“We’ll talk outside,” I replied.

Once we’d closed the barn doors behind us, Teena turned to me. “Do you think there was something going on with Dominique and Bunny?”

“I was going to ask you that,” I said. “Did you see anything?”

“They were friendly,” she said, “And Dominique flirted with everyone. But it never occurred to me…” She stopped suddenly, and her eyes widened. “I did hear an argument last week, now that I think of it. Jim was angry at Bunny over hiring Dominique. Said she wasn’t using her head, and that he was going to be a problem.”

“A problem?” I asked. “Did he say why?”

“I didn’t hear anything else,” Teena said. “But do you really think he’d intentionally substitute bad wine? I mean, that’s his reputation, his job on the line. Everyone’s job, really.”

“Like I said,” I told her, “he must have had a reason.”

“Or he must not have known.”

“He had to have known,” I objected. “There weren’t any empty barrels, which means he never bottled the wine. He had a reason; we just haven’t figured out what it was yet.”

“If he was the one who organized the whole fake wine thing, though, why would someone kill him?”

“Maybe he had second thoughts,” I suggested. “Did you see him after the beginning of the dinner?”

“No,” Teena said. “Maybe… maybe the police are right, and Jim… well, did something to him. Especially if he thought there was something between Dominique and Bunny.”

“It’s possible,” I said, thinking of the woman I’d found in the farmhouse. Both deaths must be connected, somehow. I could see Jim wanting to kill Dominique, but why Jody? “There’s something more here we’re not seeing.” My glance strayed back to the cellar building. “It’s too bad we can’t get back in there and poke around. Do you know where Dominique lived?”

“He lived in a mobile home on the back of the property,” Teena said. “I’ll show you.”

I followed her past rows of freshly planted grapevines to a silver Airstream in a grove of oak trees. “He said he wanted to be on the property so he could tend to things 24-7,” she said.

Or have Bunny visit him for late-night rendezvous, I thought. No wonder he had his girlfriend stay in a short-term rental… he wouldn’t want the two women to spend time together if he was sleeping with both of them.

A few minutes later, we were standing at the door of the Airstream. I looked back toward the winery; it was hidden by the slope of the vineyards. “Private,” I commented. Perfect for an assignation.

“It is,” she said, looking at the long silver RV. White curtains adorned the small windows, and two plastic lawn chairs sat on an outdoor rug beneath the awning. “What do we do now?”

“I think it’s open,” I said, nodding to the door.

Teena walked over; sure enough, it was ajar.

“Should we?”

“Probably not,” I said, “but we’re here.”

“I’ll go first.” Teena pulled the door open and stepped inside. After a moment’s hesitation, I followed her.

Where Dominique’s office had been a jumble, the inside of the Airstream was neat as a pin. The bed, which was at one end of the narrow space, was neatly made with a white duvet. The shelf above the bed was lined with books on wine, which was no surprise, along with what looked like a couple of journals. The small kitchen was spotless, with little sign of use, and the only sign of life in the small dinette was a vase with wilted yellow wildflowers.

“He was tidy,” Teena said.

“He was,” I said. “Is the Airstream his, or does it belong to the winery?”

“It’s the winery’s,” she said. “He could stay here as part of his compensation. She walked to the bedroom and stood for a moment, then turned to me, her brow wrinkled. “There’s something here we need to find.”

“What?” I asked, before remembering that the information Teena got was never that specific.

“All I know is that it has something to do with a heart,” she said.

I surveyed the small space. “I don’t see any hearts, but whatever it is shouldn’t be too hard to find. It’s tiny in here.”

“It feels weird, disturbing his things,” she said.

I slipped past her into the small bed nook and pulled down one of the leather-bound books. “But I know we need to.”

“I wish I were as sensitive as you are,” I said.

“I guess,” she said. “But it’s frustrating. I never get the answers to the questions I want to ask. I just get these… fragments.”

“But they’re useful fragments,” I pointed out.

“Sometimes,” she mused. “Anyway, let’s see what we can find.”

I opened one of the books. If I was looking for an outpouring of Dominique’s inner thoughts, I was disappointed. All I saw in the journal was a listing of dates and numbers.

“What’s this?” I showed it to Teena.

“Measurements of some kind,” she said. “Probably related to the wine.”

“Not very helpful.” I flipped through the pages, looking for something more, and an envelope fell out, addressed to Dominique at a California address. I looked at the return address; it was from a collections agency in San Diego. I slipped the contents out and blinked; it was a bill for $103,000 from a California hospital. “Sheesh,” I said. “This is a huge bill.”

“What’s it for?” Teena asked.

“I found your heart.”

She blinked at me. “What?”

“It seems Dominique had a heart attack in California a year ago and didn’t have medical insurance.” I read the list of charges. “Bypass surgery. According to this, he’s made two payments of ten thousand each, but he still has a long way to go to get it paid off.”

“He never said!” Teena told me.

“That kind of debt’s a huge burden to bear.” I glanced at her. “I’m wondering if this has something to do with the wine thing.”

“How would tanking the winery have anything to do with medical bills?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” I asked. “What if someone offered to take care of the bills in exchange for ruining the winery?”

“A hundred thousand dollars?” she asked. “Why?”

“Get rid of the competition? Force them to sell the property at a discount?” I shrugged. “A place like this must be worth millions.”

“And if they get the good wine, too, that’s a bonus,” Teena pointed out.

“The stuff in the barrels, you mean,” I said.

“Exactly,” she said. “That could be worth a fortune. Plus, they just planted all the vines… that wasn’t cheap.”

“So someone could pick up a fully renovated and planted vineyard and winery at a fire-sale price,” I said.

“But who? And why kill Dominique?”

“Maybe Jim found out Bunny was seeing Dominique on the side.”

“But that doesn’t explain the girlfriend,” I said. “Dominique’s girlfriend dies. He serves the wrong wine at the dinner. And then he ends up looking like he committed suicide. Who gains from any of this?”

“Well, if Bunny didn’t know Dominique had a girlfriend,” Teena suggested, “maybe she killed them both in a jealous rage?”

“Why make Dominique’s death look like a suicide, then?” I asked.

Teena shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just making suggestions.”

“This makes no sense at all,” I said with a sigh. “Maybe I’m wrong, and none of this is related.”

Teena pursed her lips. “And I still don’t get the wine thing.”

“Unless someone had a personal vendetta,” I said. “Against Bunny and Jim. Or Dominique.”

“But who?”

I sighed. “That’s what we need to find out, I guess.”

[image: ]


Jim was just getting back when Teena and I were parting ways in the parking lot. He got out of his truck, gave us a grim nod, and headed toward the tasting room, looking like he had a bone to pick with someone. Bunny?

“That doesn’t look too friendly,” Teena said as she unlocked her car.

“No. I’d love to be a fly on the wall of wherever he’s going.”

Unfortunately (or fortunately), that was not to be; my phone rang at that moment. It was Opal.

“I got a lead on Blossom and the girls!” she said.

“Where?”

“Flora Kocurek just spotted them in her back forty,” she said.

“I’ll call Tobias and get the trailer.” My heart leapt in my chest.

I had Tobias on the line before I’d backed my truck up. “Flora spotted Blossom and the girls at her place. Can I come get the trailer?”

“It’s behind the clinic,” he said. “If I can finish early, I’ll join you. That’s great news!”

“I just hope they’re still there by the time I make it,” I said, and hit the gas.
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It was almost a half hour before I managed to hook up the trailer and get to Flora’s front gate. I had barely hit the call button before the gates were swinging open, and I was heading up the drive to her 1950s ranch-style brick house.

Flora was on the front stoop, wearing her boots and a chambray shirt dress that ended just above her knees, waiting for me by the time I pulled up to the house, the livestock trailer bumping behind me.

“Are they still back there?” I called through the window.

“They were a bit ago,” she said. “I didn’t know they were yours, or I would have called you directly!”

“No worries,” I said. “Where are they?”

“I’ll come with you.” She hurried over and slid into the passenger seat of the truck. “Go down that road.” She pointed me toward a dirt track heading toward the back of the property.

“How far?”

“About a quarter mile,” she said.

I scanned the grass and clumps of trees as I drove, looking for some sign of my loose livestock.

“There,” she said a moment later. Sure enough, Hot Lips and the girls were reaching up to trim a grove of oaks, munching on the leaves. They looked my way with curiosity as I pulled up.

“Did you bring treats?” Flora asked.

“Of course.” I did a quick headcount as I reached for a bag of oats I’d taken from the clinic. Everyone was there… except Blossom.

“Come on, girls!” I cooed as I got out of the truck, shaking the bag of oats. “I’ve got some yummies!”

I walked around to the back of the trailer, still shaking the bags. “Come on!” I called as I handed the bag to Flora, who had joined me, and opened the back of the trailer, pulling down the ramp. “If I get in with the oats,” I said, “can you close it up once everyone’s in?”

“Of course,” Flora said.

Once the trailer was ready, I walked back to where Hot Lips and the girls were standing, not sure if they should be lured by the oats or continue marauding the local vegetation. “I’ve got oats!” I called in a sing-songy voice. As I reached into the bag and grabbed a handful, Hot Lips took a tentative step forward. “Come on, girls.” I took a step back and brandished the oats. “You love oats!”

They did. Hot Lips took another step closer, and I took another step back. We continued this slow dance until I got to the trailer, at which point Hot Lips refused to take another step. She gave a huff and stamped a foot.

“Now what?” Flora asked.

“I’m going to make an oat trail,” I said after thinking about it for a moment. After pouring some in the back of the trailer, I dropped a handful every few feet, stopping in front of Hot Lips, and stood back. She gave me some serious side eye, then bent her head to munch on the oats; once she’d finished, she took a few steps forward to eat the next mound. Fortunately for me, the other goats fell in behind her. When she paused at the bottom of the ramp, I felt my heart jump up into my throat. “It’s okay, girl,” I cooed. After giving me another sideways glance, she put first one hoof, then another, on the ramp, snuffling toward the trailer. Once she discovered the pile at the back of the trailer, she committed, trotting down the length of the trailer to beat the other girls to the treat. Within moments, all of them were in the trailer, noses to the floor, as Flora and I closed the doors behind them.

“Well, that was easier than I expected,” Flora said as we got back into the truck.

“I was worried there for a moment, but once Hot Lips spotted the oats in the back of the trailer, I knew we were good.” I sighed. “I’m still missing Blossom, though. I hope she’s okay!”

“I’ll keep an eye out for her,” Flora offered. “I’m sure she’ll turn up just fine.”

“Excited about the wedding?” I asked as we turned back toward the house.

“I am, and nervous, too,” she said. “I’ve never lived with a man before. I hope I’m not makin’ a big mistake.”

“Gus is a great guy,” I said, “but I understand. When you’re used to living on your own, it’s weird to think about sharing space.”

“That’s the thing, though,” Flora said. “I spent fifty years living with my mama, makin’ sure she had everythin’ she needed. I’m just now gettin’ the hang of livin’ on my own, and I’m kind of afraid I’ll go right back to worryin’ about someone else all the time, you know?”

“I can see that.” We bumped up the dirt road. I had had some of the same fears myself when Tobias and I had talked about moving in together. I hadn’t lived with a domineering mother for most of my life, granted, but I’d kind of gotten used to following my own lead. Was I ready to make all the little compromises living together involved? “On the other hand, though,” I pointed out, “Gus has lived by himself for fifty years, too. He’s not used to having someone take care of him.”

“I know, I know,” Flora said. “But what if we’re both too set in our ways?”

I shrugged. “You love him, right? And you want to be with him?”

“Oh, yes. He’s my person, that’s for sure. I’ve never had anyone look after me like Gus does.”

“And you look after him, too,” I said.

“Of course! I dragged his butt to the doctor just last week to have a funny mole on his arm checked out.”

“Was it okay?”

“Thank heavens, yes,” she said.

“Well, then. You get married. You live together. And if you have to make adjustments—maybe you build two little houses next to each other—you make adjustments.”

Flora blinked at me. “Two houses?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t have to be two houses. Maybe it’s a big house you design together, and you each have your own section you can go back to when you need time alone. You have the resources; you two can set things up any way you want.”

“Huh,” Flora said. “I never thought about it that way.”

I hadn’t either, actually, until now. What would that look like for Tobias and me? We didn’t have Flora’s resources, but we did love each other and were both willing to compromise.

“I’ll talk to Gus about that,” Flora said. “You’re a smart cookie, Lucy,” she said, with a smile that seemed lighter. “But enough about me,” she said, changing the subject. “I hear you’ve been findin’ dead bodies all over Buttercup again.”

“That seems to be the way things roll for me,” I said. “Did you know either of them?”

“I saw them walkin’ together down by the creek one day,” she said. “The woman from California and the French guy.” She grimaced. “But I kind of got the feelin’ the French wine guy was sweet on Bunny… or at least she was sweet on him.”

“I got that feeling too,” I said. “What made you think that?”

“I saw her comin’ out of his trailer lookin’ mussed up about a week ago,” she told me. “I was there to ask about the dinner; they sent me a special invitation since I invested in the place. Nobody was in the house, so I started pokin’ around.” She shivered. “Saw that old rundown house down behind the winery. That place has all kinds of stories about it.”

“I wondered about that,” I replied. “Teena took me down to it the other day. I was planning to do some research, but it’s been a little busy the last few days.”

“Goats’ll do that to a woman,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

“What do you know about it?”

“Well,” she said. “How about you come in for a glass of iced tea and I’ll tell you about it?”

“You think the goats will be okay?” I asked, looking back at the trailer.

“Unless they’ve figured out how to chew through steel, I think you’ll be just fine,” she said.

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t put it past them, honestly.”
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We got the goats some water and then headed inside to Flora’s linoleumed kitchen for tall glasses of iced tea.

“Thanks.”

She slid a tall glass of tea across her Formica kitchen table to me. I sipped it, thankful for the cool tea and trying not to worry too much about whether Blossom was okay… and why she wasn’t with the goats.

“So,” Flora said, sitting across from me. “The Knox house.”

“Is that what it’s called?”

She nodded. “It’s got a long history. People said that property was cursed for a long time; that’s why nobody bought it before the winery went in.”

“Did Bunny and Jim know about the supposed curse?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “Anyhow,” she said, “the story goes that a young man named Francis Knox came out from Tennesee to Texas to prove up some land. He brought his wife Eleanor and twin girls with him and staked a claim on that land. You saw the irises?”

“I did,” I said.

“Those came from Eleanor’s garden back in Tennessee, or so the story goes. There’s a big patch of ‘em out there, but it’s too shady now for them to bloom.”

Maybe I’d transplant a few to see. “So they made it here and got a house built.”

“They did,” she said, “but the first house burned down almost as soon as they got it up. They survived, but one of the girls had terrible burns. She died soon after,” Flora told me. “There’s a little graveyard near the house, or so they say; I’m not sure where. Anyhow, they were rebuilding the place when their cow got into some poisoned plants, and the mama and the second twin fell sick.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “Did they survive?”

“Eleanor did, but she lost her second daughter. That’s why the place was called Lost Sisters Ranch until just a few years back.”

“That’s horrible,” I said. “Did they have any more children?”

“The story goes she was too heartbroken to try again and disappeared one night to head back east to her family. No proof of it, except one of the horses was gone.”

“Do you think that’s what really happened?”

“Nobody knows,” she said. “Her husband stayed on, but nothing ever came of the land, and he died alone and was buried next to his daughters.” She shook her head. “The land reverted to the state, and it’s been bought and sold for pastureland many times since then, but nobody’s ever built a homestead there since. The legend goes that Eleanor’s haunting the place, looking for her lost babies and warning everyone away. ”

“That’s such a sad story. No wonder the place has such a desolate feel to it.”

“And now we’ve got more death,” she said, shaking her head. “I never should have put a dime into that place. Everyone in town knows that land is bad luck.”

“But everyone seemed so excited for the winery!”

“Well, not everybody, I guess,” Flora said. “But my mama told me that story when I was knee high to a grasshopper, and all my friends knew it, too. I guess it was long enough ago, and there are so many new folks in town, that it just got forgotten. Heck, even I put some money into it.”

“Maybe there’s still a chance to turn things around.” I thought of Bunny and Jim and all the hard work that had gone into making Red Oak Winery happen. “I think the wine is actually really good.”

Flora blinked at me. “Did you not try it that night?”

“I did,” I said, “but it turns out what’s in the barrels is different from what’s in the bottles.”

“How do you know that?”

“Teena and I used something called a wine thief to try it,” I told her. “It was totally different from what they served the night of the dinner.”

“But why?” Flora asked.

“That’s what I want to know, too,” I said. “What do you know about Bunny and Jim?”

“Well, I saw them a few times recently, and they talked a good game, but it felt like they were kinda tense. I figured it was just the stress of starting a business, but maybe there was more to it.” She shook her head. “I still can’t think why on earth they served that awful horse pee when there was good wine in the barrels.”

“I think someone switched out the bottles for substandard wine.”

“Why would they do that?”

“To ruin the winery,” I said.

“Again. Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Do you know if anyone else was interested in that property before Bunny and Jim bought it?”

“The owner told me a few investors out of California were nosin’ around,” she said, “but she wanted someone from the area to have it. She liked the idea of a winery, too. She always wanted to go to France, so she figured it’d be nice to have a vineyard right here in Buttercup.” Flora shook her head. “A winery in Buttercup. My mama never would have thought it was possible. And she was Baptist, too, so she never would have approved.”

“And to think you invested in it,” I said, grinning.

“She’s turnin’ in her grave right now, I’m sure,” Flora said.

“Do you remember who wanted to buy the property, other than the Froehlichs?”

“No,” Flora said. “Why are you so interested in all this, anyway?”

“I want Bunny and Jim to succeed. And I’m the one who found Dominique.”

“That’s right,” she said slowly. “Poor man. I heard he hung himself. Now, I know the wine was bad, but it wasn’t that bad.”

“I’m not sure he’s the one who did it,” I told her.

“You think someone strung him up?”

“I think it’s possible.” I sipped my tea. We sat in silence for a long moment, and then I remembered that Flora was practically on the eve of her wedding. “Enough about sad stories,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on with the wedding!”

“I’m goin’ through with it.” She turned her iced tea glass in circles on the table. “I’m nervous as a cat in a roomful of rockers, though. I just know my mama wouldn’t approve.”

“I think your mama wanted you all to herself,” I said gently.

“You’re probably right,” she said with a weary sigh. “But she was right about my first fellow, wasn’t she?”

“Gus is nothing like him,” I reassured her. “I’ve never seen you happier. I think you should take a chance on love.”

“I still don’t know where we’ll end up once we get hitched,” she confided in me. “But we’re goin’ to South Padre Island for the honeymoon.”

“That sounds magical,” I told her.

“And the bouquet is all pink roses,” she said, warming to the subject. “Gus liked Italian Cream Cake—had it at his nephew’s wedding in Austin a few years back—but I think a bride’s cake should be white with buttercream. Although Quinn did talk me into putting a little raspberry in the filling. And almond in the cake. And some white chocolate and almond in the frosting, too.”

“Sounds amazing,” I told her. “Maybe you could do Italian Cream Cake for the groom’s cake?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Gus insisted on chocolate with strawberries on top.”

“I can’t say I disagree,” I said, grinning. “Is your dress here, or is it being altered?”

“I just got it back yesterday,” she said, flushing pink.

“Can I see?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Come on back,” she said, inviting me down the hallway to one of the bedrooms. There, laid out on a humble quilted bed, was one of the frothiest, sparkliest ivory dresses I’d ever seen.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, touching the white silk flowers that trailed down the skirt. “You’re going to look like Cinderella.”

“You think Gus’ll like it?”

“You’re going to knock his socks off,” I reassured her, and a smile crept across her face. “I’m so glad you’re doing this. You and Gus are a great match.”

“Thank you, Lucy,” she said. “I know it’s probably just jitters, but I do get scared sometimes.”

“It’s a big change,” I told her. “But I meant what I said. I’ve never seen you as happy as you are with Gus.”

“Thanks, Lucy,” she said.

“And now,” I told her, as one of the goats let out a loud bleat from the trailer in the driveway, “I should probably get these girls home.”

“Did you get the fence fixed?”

“Checked every inch of it,” I said. “Now I just have to find Blossom.”

“Still no word of her from the town square?”

“I check every day,” I said, “but nothing yet.”

“She’ll turn up,” Flora said. “She’s got it too good at your place to want to risk it.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said with more enthusiasm than I felt.
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It was good to have the goats back in their pasture, although they didn’t quite know what to do with the small black-and-white dog who was yipping and growling at them through the wire fence. “It’s okay, baby,” I reassured her as Chuck and the goats looked on, bemused. “They live here.”

The puppy, not convinced, continued to growl until I scooped her up and carried her wiggling body back to the farmhouse, Chuck padding along behind us. He had really adjusted amazingly well to the new arrival; in fact, he seemed happier with a buddy around.

“I found the goats!” I told Tobias when he called.

“Are they okay?”

“They’re fine. They were just rampaging Flora’s place,” I told him. “But no sign of Blossom.”

“I’m sure you’ll find her eventually,” he said. “Want me to bring by some barbecue?” he asked. “I’m about to finish up here.”

“I’d love that,” I said.

“See you soon,” he said, hanging up the phone.
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Tobias spent a peaceful night with me; it was always calming having him with me. I’d just milked the goats (who were all still accounted for) and was setting the milk in the refrigerator when Quinn called.

“I hate to ask on such short notice, but one of the kitchen helpers called out sick this morning. Can you come help?”

“Of course,” I said. “When do you need me?”

“As soon as you can get here,” she told me.

“Let me do one or two things and I’ll be over.”

“Thanks,” Quinn replied, sounding relieved.

I hurried to feed Chuck and his new buddy, who was capering around the kitchen like a circus performer. She didn’t seem too worse for wear for having lost her owner, I was grateful to see. Did the puppy have family that were going to claim her? As Chuck wagged and gave one of the puppy’s giant ears a lick, and the cats observed from a safe spot on top of a cabinet (she could get a little rowdy), I found myself hoping there might not be someone to claim her. She brought a lot of joy and life to the house, and Chuck seemed to be thriving with some canine companionship.

Maybe Dewberry Farm would be a two-dog household.

But would it be a two-person household, too?

I still wasn’t sure.
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The Blue Onion smelled heavenly when I arrived, the scents of cinnamon, yeast, and vanilla perfuming the air. Quinn was up to her elbows in dough, with flour dusting her nose.

“What do you need help with first?” I asked, tying a gingham apron around my waist.

“The restaurant opens in two hours, and I haven’t even started the chicken salad. The recipe’s in the binder at the end of the counter, and everything you need is in the fridge.”

“I’m on it.” I flipped through until I found Quinn’s famous chicken salad recipe, which subbed our locally grown Mexican mint marigold for the tarragon. As I pulled a package of chicken breasts out of the fridge to poach, Quinn started rolling out dough, which I knew she would soon cover with a delicious mixture of brown sugar, cinnamon, and pecan. Then she’d roll the dough into long tubes to cut into cinnamon rolls.

“How are things with you and Peter?” I filled a big pot partway with water, then added some lemon juice and bay leaf before adding the chicken breasts.

“They’re good,” she said. “It’s fun living together, even if he does have an issue with my towel folding.”

“Your towel folding?”

“I know, right? Honestly.” She laughed as she put the finishing touches on her dough rectangle and then spread the cinnamon-sugar mixture on top of it. “So I told him he’s now in charge of laundry. Win, win, right?” She grinned at me. “What’s up with you and Tobias?”

“We’re still thinking about moving in,” I told her. “But we haven’t talked about it too much. It’s kind of a big step.”

“It is, but I’m glad I did it. I’ll be curious to see what you two decide,” she told me.

“Yeah, me too.” I put the lid on the chicken and then went digging in the fridge for the mint marigold.

“The goats and Blossom still missing?”

“Just Blossom,” I told her. “I keep hoping she’ll turn up.”

“I’m sure she will,” she said. “I heard some gossip about Red Oak Winery, by the way.”

My ears pricked up. “What did you hear?”

“Apparently one of the local bankers is telling Bunny and Jim he’ll buy them out.”

“Do you know which one?”

She shook her head. “No, but Peter said Jim called him last night, just furious about it. He thinks they were set up by Dominique.”

“How?”

“He thinks Dominique messed with the wine dinner. Bunny told him the wine in the barrels is actually good, but what they served was swill.”

“Teena and I were there yesterday; she’s the one who discovered it. I think the wine they had at the dinner was not Red Oak’s wine.”

“How would they manage that?”

I thought of the tire tracks outside the aging room and Bunny’s theory. “We think someone relabeled some cheap wine and trucked it in just before the dinner.”

“Hold the phone,” Quinn breathed, pausing as she reached for a knife. “Why would anyone do that?”

“That’s the mystery,” I said. “I’m wondering if it has something to do with what happened to Dominique.”

“The winemaker? I met him a few weeks ago, and he’s way too full of himself to be involved with that,” Quinn said. “His ego wouldn’t permit it. If I heard about the wine school in Burgundy one more time I was going to smack him.”

“I was in his RV yesterday,” I told her as I measured out mayonnaise from the jug in the fridge, “and found some really big medical bills.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

I dumped the mayonnaise in the bowl and then retrieved a bundle of celery from the fridge. “They were about a hundred grand. Apparently, he had a heart attack and didn’t have insurance a while back.”

Quinn sliced a future cinnamon roll off the long tube of dough. “So?”

I pulled stalks of celery off and rinsed them under the faucet. “He made two ten-thousand-dollar payments over the last few months. I’m thinking maybe he was under financial duress, and open to being blackmailed or bribed. I mean, why else would he keep absolutely everyone out of the aging room, and not let anyone taste the wine before the opening night?”

“But who benefits from substituting bad wine for good wine?” She continued slicing.

“Red Oak Winery needs to pay its mortgage. If it can’t, it likely goes into foreclosure, and I know they must have spent a fortune on the grounds and the new vines.”

“So someone wanted to drive them out of business,” Quinn suggested. “Why?”

“So they could pick it up for a fraction of what it’s worth, I’m guessing.” I brought the cleaver down on the ends of several stalks of celery as I spoke.

“That sounds far-fetched,” she said. “I mean, how are they going to beat out everyone else?”

“I don’t know. Maybe whoever it is plans on blackmailing the Baumwalds, too, to force them to sell. Or they figure it’ll go into foreclosure, and then they can be first to pick it up. Apparently the Froehlichs were interested in the property originally.”

“Doesn’t the property go to auction if it’s foreclosed on?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m just guessing, here.” The smell of celery wafted up to my nose as I chopped. “I think East Texas Bank holds the mortgage on the property.”

“The county has those records,” she told me. “You can look them up.”

“Really?”

“I think so.”

“I’ll have to look when I get home,” I said. “Anyway, it’s a big mess over there. I’m afraid they’re going to have a hard time making a go of it, and as far as I know, the police have no idea who killed either Dominique or his girlfriend.”

“Do they even know the two people were connected?”

“That would be smart. Let me call Opal and check.” I rinsed my hands and reached for my phone.

Opal picked up on the second ring.

“Hey,” I said. “It’s Lucy. Sorry to bother you, but I’ve got some information on the woman I found dead the other day.”

“The one from California?” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Funny you should call on her. Rooster just arrested Bunny Baumwald for murderin’ her,” she said.
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“Hold the phone,” I breathed.

“What?” Quinn wiped a stray curl from her forehead with the back of her arm.

“Rooster just arrested Bunny for killing the winemaker’s girlfriend, Jody Agosti.”

“Why?” Quinn asked.

“Why?” I repeated to Opal, figuring it was a very good question.

“Apparently she was in love with Dominique and didn’t like finding out there was competition. Rooster got a search warrant today, and they found some journals talking about Dominique and Jody. Rooster figures that’s why Dominique did himself in; he was heartbroken over Jody.”

“When did he find out about her death?”

“I wondered that, too,” she said. “Turns out Jody had a husband of her own. I don’t think he knew about her wine boyfriend.”

“What a mess,” I said. “Did they find a murder weapon?”

Opal was quiet for a moment.

“Off the record. Of course.”

“Well since it’s you… just don’t go tellin’ Mandy at the Zephyr about it, or I’m likely to lose my job. It was in the barn,” she whispered.

“The barn? Where they found Dominique?”

“That’s it.”

“Fingerprints?”

“I’ve already said more than I should,” she informed me. “I’ll bet Bunny would enjoy some company, though, if you’ve got time. I put a few new issues of Southern Living in there for her, but all she does is pace.”

“I’ll be over shortly,” I told her. “Thanks, Opal.”

“Anytime,” she said. “Just… keep it under your hat, okay?”

“Always,” I said before hanging up.

“What did she say?” Quinn asked.

“They think Bunny killed that woman Dominique was seeing. The girlfriend was married to someone else.”

“Wow. Sounds like an Austin swingers’ club.”

“What do you know about Austin swingers’ clubs?” I asked, grinning.

“Absolutely nothing, thank goodness. Are you going to go visit her?”

“As soon as I finish this chicken salad, I’ll pop over there and pop back.”

“I’ll send a few sweets with you,” she said. “Poor Bunny.”

“You don’t think she did it?”

“I watched her rescue a bee from a birdbath two weeks ago, and she told Peter she refused to use anything but have-a-heart traps for the raccoons that keep digging up her vines. So no,” she continued. “I don’t think she’d kill a person.”

“Even if she was jealous?”

“Even if she was jealous,” Quinn said. “And honestly, having met Dominique, I can’t believe anyone in their right mind would commit murder to be with him.”

“If he was seeing both Bunny and Jody, apparently there were at least two women who were pretty excited about him.”

“No accounting for taste, I suppose,” Quinn shrugged. “After all, look at my ex. People in glass houses…”

“You made a better choice this time,” I reassured her. We were both thankful that her abusive ex, Jed, was still behind bars after breaking into my house to get to Quinn… and kicking poor Chuck into a wall in the process. Chuck was okay, thank heavens, but it had been an awful experience.

Quinn smiled. “I guess you can teach an old dog new tricks after all,” she said as she finished arranging the sliced cinnamon dough on a pan and covered it with oiled plastic wrap.
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When the chicken finished poaching and I’d chopped the celery and mint marigold for the chicken salad, I decided to pop over to the jail while the chicken cooled. “I’ll be back in a half hour, tops,” I promised as I pulled off my apron and headed for the door.

“Take all the time you need,” Quinn said. “Bunny is more important than chicken salad. And make sure you take her a few maple twists from the front case; Opal loves those! Grab a cheese kolache for Bunny while you’re at it.”

“You sure? I owe you.”

“You came and helped me in a pinch, Lucy. It’s on the house.” She measured out another chunk of dough.

It was only a short walk across the square to the sheriff’s office, where a huge sycamore tree shaded the entrance to the small frame bungalow Opal (I was almost sure) had decorated with a few gold and rust-colored chrysanthemums, along with a few pumpkins. It wasn’t October yet, but you couldn’t blame any of us for being excited about fall… and cooler weather. The smell of a pumpkin spice candle greeted me as I walked in.

“These are for you.” I handed the bag of maple twists to Opal, who had (optimistically) dressed in a pumpkin-festooned sweater. The air conditioning, I couldn’t help notice, was turned to high.

She peeked into the bag. “Maple twists! My favorite.” She set it next to the phone and got up, reaching in a drawer for a key to the cell.

“I’ve got a cheese kolache for Bunny, too.” I held up the second bag.

“No file or lock-picking tools, I presume?”

I opened the bag so she could take a look.

“I think we’re good. Let’s head back.”

I followed her down a short hall to the holding cell and watched as she unlocked the door. The interior, as usual, was decorated with one of Opal’s homemade quilts and a stack of Southern Living and Better Homes & Gardens magazines. I suspected that the prisoners in Buttercup had nicer accommodations than some of the local hotel guests, despite the bars on the windows.

Bunny sat on the edge of the bed, her face pale and drawn, hugging herself, evidently tired of pacing. She startled when we walked in.

“Lucy. What are you doing here?”

“I brought you a kolache from the Blue Onion.” I offered her the bag, which she took mechanically. “I thought you could use a little pick-me-up… and a bit of company, if you’re up for it.”

She gave a hollow laugh. “Better than sitting here with my own thoughts, for sure.”

“You good?” Opal asked me.

“I’ll knock when I’m ready,” I told her, and she closed the door and headed back to the front desk. Then I turned my attention to Bunny, who had resumed hugging herself, the bag untouched on the bed beside her.

“How are you holding up?”

She gave a bitter laugh. “I’ve had better days. I don’t know what possessed us to start this winery. Nothing’s gone right since we started this whole insane venture.”

“Tell me more.” I sunk into the worn overstuffed chair across from the bed.

“It was Jim’s dream to have a winery in Texas. Stupid me, I went along with it, thinking we could make something amazing. And now, instead…” She swiped at her reddened eyes. “Dominique’s gone. I’m here because they think I killed his girlfriend. Jim won’t talk to me, and after all the money we poured into making Red Oak Winery amazing, no one will touch our wine with a ten-foot pole.”

“I know the wine that was served the night of the dinner wasn’t yours.”

“It wasn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “Those corks? They’re from the cheapest wine you can get at the grocery store: Jelly Moon Wines. Someone bought a ton of it and relabeled it so they could pass it off as our wine.”

“Who?”

“That’s the awful thing. Dominique must have been in on it. And I thought…” Her face crumpled. “Stupid, stupid woman,” she croaked. “I’m embarrassed to say it, but I thought he loved me.” She put her head in her hands and sobbed.

I reached for a Kleenex from the autumn-themed box Opal had thoughtfully placed on the windowsill and handed it to her.

After a long moment and a second Kleenex, she sighed. “I know it sounds terrible. But Jim and I… we hadn’t really been good for years. I thought maybe starting the winery would help… I’d stood in the way of the idea for a long time, and I could tell he was getting resentful. I was hoping maybe building something together would help revive our marriage, but…”

“You met Dominique,” I said softly.

“I did,” she said in a husky voice. “He just made me feel seen. Special. Like my opinion mattered on things. Like I had taste and good judgment. Like I was… pretty.” She blew her nose and reached for another Kleenex. “I had no idea he was seeing Jody until she came to the winery.” She looked up. “You know she works for one of the companies Jim got to invest.”

“I know. Is that how she and Dominique met?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “They’ve known each other for years. And now… Now I think everything Dominique told me was a lie, and he was just using me. And everything with Jim and Red Oak is ruined and Dominique’s dead and the police think I killed his girlfriend.” Tears continued to leak from her eyes, and her voice was hoarse. “I’ve made a hash of it all.”

“Things happen,” I said. It sounded inadequate even to me.

“People died, Lucy.” Her voice was strained. “And they think I killed at least one of them.”

I sat quietly for a moment. “Did you?”

She pulled back, aghast. “Of course not! I was angry at Dominique, but… I loved him. And it wasn’t Jody’s fault Dominique was a lying cheat,” she added bitterly. “I still can’t figure out why he wanted to destroy Red Oak, though. Wasn’t breaking my heart and killing himself enough?”

“But someone killed Jody,” I said quietly. “Do you think it might have been Dominique?”

She shook her head vehemently. “No. He was a liar, but he wasn’t cruel.”

“Do you have any thoughts on who would have wanted her dead?”

“That’s the thing,” she said. “I have no idea. As far as I know, Dominique was the only person in town she knew.”

“How did you find out they were together?” I asked.

“I found them kissing the day she died,” she said bitterly. “I overheard them down the hill, by the old rundown house. They were arguing… I heard raised voices, so I walked down to see what was going on. When I got there…” She looked away.

“What were they arguing about?”

“I heard something about bad decisions, and how her job was at stake, and how he was only thinking of himself.”

“That doesn’t sound very romantic.” But it did suggest she might know something about the scheme someone… Dominique?… had in mind.

“No,” she said. “But then I got closer, and I saw him on his knees, begging her to trust him, and then…” She turned away, looking at the floor. “They kissed.” Her voice was flat. “So then I knew.”

“That must have been really hard,” I said.

“It was.” She swiped at her eyes with her tissue again, then balled it up in her hands. “I know, I shouldn’t have had those feelings for him, not when I was married. He just made me feel… special. Alive.” She looked up at me, and for a moment, she reminded me of a ten-year-old girl, not a woman of fifty-plus years. “You know?”

“I can imagine,” I said gently.

“I feel so horrible. I knew it was wrong, but I just kept doing it… even though I felt so guilty. And now Jim knows, and I’m here, and…” She buried her head in her hands. “It’s all a mess.”
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“I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching out to touch her knee.

She cried for a few moments, shoulders heaving, then took a deep breath. “Anyway,” she continued, lifting her head and giving herself a little shake. “He begged her to think about it, not to say anything to anyone. She said they’d talk about it later that night. I was shattered.”

“What night was this?”

“It was two days before the dinner,” she said. “I remember because the tents were supposed to be delivered; that’s why I was outside in the first place. I spent the rest of the night alone in the bedroom. I told Jim I had a migraine.”

“Did he know about you and Dominique?”

“I don’t know if he did then,” she said. “But I think he knew I was sweet on him.”

“Did you confront Dominique about Jody?”

“I did,” she said. “He told me it was just business… he had to seduce her to get her to invest in the winery. That I was the only one who was really important.”

“And the argument?”

“Just that she didn’t understand his way of working. That he was a genius. I was upset he was going to see her that night, though.”

“Where were they meeting?”

“He didn’t say.” She grimaced. “I followed him,” she told me then, in a whisper. “She was staying at some house out by Dewberry Creek. I had to park on the road and walk down the driveway to see. They were… they were kissing,” she said, tears in her eyes. “And then they went upstairs and I left.” She swiped at her eyes. “He didn’t get back until 3 in the morning.” Her face crumpled again. “I’m such an idiot.”

“How do you know he got back at 3?”

“I waited for him,” she told me. “I sat on the front porch in the dark, rocking and trying not to go crazy.”

“Did you talk to him when he got back?”

She scoffed. “I’ve got some dignity left. I waited till morning. I asked him what they talked about. He said it was just business stuff, calming her down. I didn’t tell him I’d seen him kiss her, but I asked if he slept with her.”

I was silent, waiting for her to continue.

“He said no, but I don’t believe him. I know what I saw. It wasn’t just business. He was using me.”

“Using you how?”

“Using me so he could do his stupid wine thing and I wouldn’t push him to let me taste the wines.”

“But the wines were good,” I said. “We tasted them ourselves. That can’t have been it. Do you think he had anything to do with the bad wine in the bottles?”

“Who else could have?” she said. “He supervised everything. No one was allowed in that aging room without him.”

“Do you remember if there was a delivery to the winery in the last few days? Do you have bills?”

“Jim’s got all of that,” she said. “You’ll have to ask him. I was too upset to bother with bills and deliveries.” She ran a hand through her lank hair. “Do you think maybe he did care for me?” Then she shook her head. “Why do I care? I’m ridiculous.”

“The heart wants what the heart wants,” I told her. “What did Jim know about the two of you?”

“He didn’t. At least I don’t think so. Not until they arrested me for Jody’s murder.”

“What did he say?”

“He looked like he’d been hit by a car. Stunned. And then he threw the pen in his hand so hard it broke.” She crumpled again. “If I ever get out of here, everything will be gone. The marriage, the winery… if we’re even able to sell it and stay out of foreclosure…”

“Are you selling the winery, then?”

She scoffed. “What idiot’s going to spend millions of dollars on a winery in Buttercup? Except for us, that is. I mean, I called the real estate agent yesterday. She was supposed to come out today to give us an estimate, but there’s nothing like Red Oak anywhere, so I’m sure we’re going to get pennies on the dollar. I’m not even sure we’ll be able to cover the note if we sell.” She groaned. “It’s a disaster. And it’s all my fault.”

“It’s not your fault Dominique, or somebody, substituted bad wine for the dinner,” I said. “The question is, who would want to do that?”

“I’ve been asking myself the same thing,” she said. “The only thing I can think of is that someone must have had a grudge against us.”

“Or wanted you to have to sell the property at a fire sale price,” I suggested.

“But who?”

“What about the other winery owners? The Schmidts?”

“Why would they want to buy ours? They already own one.”

“I’ve seen their property,” I told her. “It’s a stubbly former corn field with a corrugated metal barndominium plopped on top of it. Your place looks like it just got relocated from the Tuscan countryside.”

“You have a point,” she said. We were quiet for a moment; I could hear the breeze outside rattling the pecan tree branches.

“What do you know about Dominique’s personal life?” I asked finally, trying to make sense of everything Bunny had told me.

“I know he grew up in Burgundy and came from a long line of winemakers.”

“So he grew up making wine.”

“Wine was in his blood, he told me. In his mother’s milk.” She shook her head. “His family had tended vines and made wine for centuries… it was what he was born to do, he said.”

“Why did he leave France, then?”

“He thought he was the one who was going to inherit the winery, but his family betrayed him.”

“Betrayed?”

She nodded. “His sister was the one his father chose to take over the business. So he could either work under his sister or go and make his fortune on his own.”

“So he chose to go to California?”

“He found a job at a winery in Sonoma and left Beaune, swearing he’d never come back. But the job didn’t pay anything, and it wasn’t a winemaker’s job. It was just working in the cellar and the tasting room.”

“That must have been disappointing.”

“Of course it was… they didn’t see his genius. He didn’t have the control he wanted, so when the opportunity came at Red Oak…” she shrugged.

“How did you find out about each other, anyway? I mean, Buttercup and Sonoma aren’t exactly in the same neighborhood.”

“We were introduced,” she said. “When we bought the place, we had dinner with some of the investors. Perry Smith introduced me to Dominique… he’d met him on a trip to the wine country and knew that he was too talented to be relegated to a job as a cellar worker and tasting room employee. He told me he’d never met someone so knowledgeable, with such a pedigree.”

“So you hired him.”

“Only after we invited him out to the vineyard. He knew just what to do and was confident we’d soon be the premier winery in Texas.” Her eyes misted. “He had such vision… Jim and I just knew if we hired him, we’d have the vineyard of our dreams.” She grimaced. “You know what they say about vineyards though, right?”

“What?”

“If you want to make a small fortune, start with a large fortune.”

I chuckled. “Did he have any other issues in California?” I asked, thinking of the bills I’d seen in the RV.

She blinked at me, a little furrow appearing between her manicured brows. “Like what? I mean, obviously he got entangled with that woman Jody. But other than the low pay and the fact that he wasn’t appreciated…”

“No health issues?”

“Not that he ever mentioned,” she told me.

“Did you know Jody was married?” I asked.

“To Dominique?” she asked, looking aghast.

“Not to Dominique, no. She had a husband,” I said. “Back in California.”

“I had no idea,” she said. “Then again, I didn’t even know about her until last week.” She sat up a little bit straighter. “Do you think maybe Jody’s husband found out about Dominique and killed her?”

“It’s one theory,” I said. And if the jealous husband had killed Jody, maybe he’d decided to do in Dominique, too, and then frame him for Jody’s murder. I needed to find out more about this mysterious husband. “What do you know about Dominique’s death?”

“Just that he… he hanged himself,” she said, and an animal sound ripped from her chest. “I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I know I shouldn’t be so sad, not when I’m married and betrayed Jim the way I did, but… I just can’t believe he’s gone.”

I reached over and rubbed her back as she sobbed, letting the wave of grief pass. Had Jody’s husband come to Buttercup? I found myself wondering. And if he had found out about Jody and Dominique’s relationship, how had that come about? When Bunny’s sobbing had subsided, I said gently, “Let’s do what we can to find out what happened. First, what did you tell the police you were doing when Jody died?”

“Was that the night Dominique went to see her?”

“Most likely,” I said, even though Opal hadn’t given me specifics. “Is that the time they asked about?”

She nodded. “They asked me what I did two days before the opening. I told them I went to bed with a migraine. I couldn’t tell them I’d followed Dominique to Jody’s, could I?”

“Did Jim vouch for you?”

She shook her head, looking rueful. “I don’t know. We haven’t slept in the same room for years. He wasn’t in the living room when I snuck out to the car, and the house was dark when I got back. I assumed he was asleep.”

I thought for a moment. “You know, what doesn’t make sense to me is why Dominique agreed to have bad wine substituted for his own vintage.”

“I’ve wondered that, too,” she admitted.

“I mean, if his girlfriend is an investor, and you two are paying him a good salary and giving him a place to stay… why run the risk of ruining his reputation and losing his job?”

“I wish I had an answer,” Bunny said, looking once again like a lost 10-year-old little girl.
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“What did you find out?” Quinn asked when I got back to the Blue Onion.

“All sorts of things,” I told her as I washed my hands and began to shred the now-cooled chicken breasts.

“So she followed him to Jody’s,” she said. “And we still have no idea why someone substituted cheap bulk wine for the Red Oak’s wine.”

“There’s got to be a financial incentive,” I said. “Someone who wanted the winery to fail.”

“Keith and Dougie Schmidt were there that night. You think it was them?”

“I hadn’t thought about getting rid of competition as a motive. If that were a valid reason for murder, Fredericksburg would be littered with dead vineyard owners.”

“True,” she said as she finished wrapping another pan of cinnamon rolls.

“Although Bunny said she wasn’t sure they’d be able to pay back the mortgage company even if they sold the place. So maybe someone wanted to tank their business so they could scoop it up for a bargain price.”

“But why would Dominique agree to that?”

“We don’t know if he did,” I said. “I’m trying to figure out who delivered those bottles of wine, but Bunny doesn’t know anything. I need to talk to Jim… and find out more about Jody’s husband.”

“Is he a suspect?”

“Jim? No. I can’t think why Jim would want to kill Jody,” I said. “But Jody’s husband? Totally.”

“Only we don’t know who he is.

“We don’t,” I agreed. “Not yet, anyway.”
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Icame home early afternoon with a tub of tarragon chicken salad, a loaf of bread, and a few maple twists for Tobias and me. “How are you two doing?” I asked as Chuck and the black-and-white puppy capered at my feet. “Sofia,” I mused. “That just doesn’t seem like the right name for you, does it?”

I sat down on the floor and got in a few minutes of puppy snuggles as the cats (who weren’t quite sure what to do with the new arrival yet) watched from the windowsill. Then I gave everyone treats and grabbed my laptop, curious to find out more about Jody Agosti… and her husband.

Widower, now.

A quick search for Jody turned up everything I knew so far; she lived in California and worked for an investment company. No mention of a husband until I probed a little deeper and found a site that listed related individuals. One of them was 40, not far from Jody’s age; when I searched his name, I found a social media account on Facebook… one that showed a picture of both him and Jody, with a wedding date of four years ago.

Alfred Agosti was apparently not the breadwinner of the family. His job was listed as being a drummer for the Guy Wires, a cover band out of Los Angeles whose gigs appeared few and far between… their Facebook fan page boasted 97 followers, and the last video—from four months ago—featured a guitar player who wasn’t exactly Stevie Ray Vaughn, to put it politely.

Although most of his photos included him wearing mirrored sunglasses, his profile pic—with Jody, wearing a white veil—showed a clean-cut, dark-haired man with large brown eyes who looked not at all familiar. My gut told me that whoever Alfred Agosti was, he hadn’t been involved with her death.

After a little more searching, I gave up and decided it was time to visit Jim and find out what he knew about the bottle delivery, or at least could point me in the direction of an account that might show it.
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Red Oak Winery felt desolate as I pulled into the parking lot. Other than a truck outside Jim and Bunny’s house, mine was the only vehicle; I guessed they had let their employees go after the disastrous wine dinner.

A warm breeze eddied by me as I climbed the steps to the front door and knocked. Nothing greeted me but the sound of the wind through the red oak trees that had given the winery its name. I was about to knock again when the door opened inward. It was Jim.

His face sagged, and new grooves seemed to have appeared on his forehead overnight; he looked about ten years older than he had just a few days earlier.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m sorry to bother you… and I’m so sorry about Bunny… I’ve just been to see her.”

“She cheated on me,” Jim croaked. I caught a whiff of something that might have been whiskey, and he wobbled a little as he stood in the doorway.

“I know,” I said quietly. “It must have been awful to discover that.”

“What do you want?”

“I don’t want to bother you,” I said, “but I need your help. I think someone relabeled cheap wine as yours and delivered it to be served at the wine dinner. I’m trying to find a paper trail so we can figure out what happened and maybe save the winery… and figure out who might have actually killed Jody.”

He took a deep breath before responding. “Bunny was jealous,” he said. “She was gone that night, you know. I know she left. And she sat on the front porch for hours after she got back. Waiting for him, I guess.”

So he knew she’d left. And came back.

“You really think she killed a woman? If Dominique was off to visit Jody, and Bunny was here when he came back… when would she have done it?”

He hesitated.

“You know what a soft heart she has. I know you’re upset with her… and you have every right to be. But do you think she’s a murderer?”

His shoulders slumped. “I don’t know anything anymore. I thought we were happy. And then… I find out everything was a lie. A big, fat lie.”

“It’s a terrible shock, I know,” I said. “But I’m convinced she’s not a murderer, and that whatever happened to Jody had something to do with the winery. Now, I’m sure the winery is the last thing on your mind right now. But your wife is in jail for something she didn’t do, and the business you put so much of yourself into is at risk. It would be a shame to let whoever sabotaged you get away with it.”

He blinked, and there were tears in his eyes. “I keep thinking about that night, trying to figure out what happened. Why did Dominique betray us? Why did he kill himself?”

“I’m not sure he did,” I said in a reassuring voice. “But that’s what I’m hoping we can find out.” I paused for a moment to let him process my words. “Is there any way you and I can take a look at the accounts together?”

“I guess it can’t hurt,” he sighed. “But count me out. You can look at them, but I don’t want to have anything to do with this whole mess anymore. I just want to drink whiskey and forget everything.”

“You should try the wine in the barrels,” I suggested. “It’s actually good. Did Bunny tell you?”

He shook his head. “She just said it wasn’t the same as what we served. I figured the bottling got messed up.”

I told him about the car tracks by the barn, the sticky label marks, and the corks.

“Wait a moment. Are you telling me we served someone else’s wine in bottles with our labels?”

“Cheap wine,” I said. “The kind they sell on the bottom shelf at convenience stores. The logo on the cork belongs to Jelly Moon Wines.”

“If that’s the case,” he said, suddenly perking up a bit, “we can find out who ordered it. All the wine has to come through distributors, and there aren’t that many big ones. If you know the brand, we should be able to track the order.”

“I remember that some of the wines served were from places other than Red Oak Winery,” I said. “Is it possible that someone combined an order for the prosecco and port with the order for the cheap wine, so it wouldn’t be obvious?”

“Let’s find out,” he said, suddenly much more alert.

I followed him through the house into the office behind the kitchen. The normally pristine countertops were covered in dirty dishes. Piles of unopened mail—including a menacing-looking envelope labeled FINAL NOTICE from East Texas Bank—were stacked haphazardly on the kitchen table.

A laptop sat on an antique walnut desk. He opened it, typed in a password, and clicked on an accounting app.

“Here we are.” He clicked on the business account tab. I couldn’t help but notice the account balance was very negative. “I know it looks bad,” he said. “We were expecting the wine dinner to be the light at the end of the tunnel. Not a train.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Here’s one.” He scanned through the payees until he found an invoice from Lariat Distributors for $5,000. “That’s a big number for fifty bottles of prosecco and fifty bottles of port.”

“Is that how many bottles you ordered?”

“We did,” he said. We budgeted about $20 a bottle.”

I added up the numbers in my head. “That makes around $2,000. So where’s the other $3,000 coming from?”

“Let’s check the invoices,” he said.

I followed him to the kitchen, where he started rifling through the stacks of envelopes. “Look for something from Lariat,” he advised, pushing a stack in my direction.

“Nothing here,” I said, after I went through the second stack. “There is an invoice from Speed Printing, though.” I held up an envelope. “Mind if I open it?”

“Go right ahead.”

I slit open the envelope; inside was a bill for 2,000 wine labels. The contact was Dominique. “Does this seem like a lot of labels?” I asked, handing it to Jim.

“If anything, it’s kind of low,” he said. “We should be bottling a lot more than that. Speaking of which, do you see any invoices for bottles?”

“I haven’t seen anything that looks like that,” I said. “And I didn’t see any bottles in the aging room; is that where they’re kept?”

“I don’t know where else they’d be,” he said. “Maybe we should go look. I’ll get the key,” he offered, disappearing back into the office.

“Did you really not have a key to the aging room before the dinner?” I asked when he returned a moment later, a keyring in his hand.

“That was one of Dominique’s non-negotiables,” he said. “I rue the day we ever met that man. God damn that double-crossing, two-faced, snake-bellied excuse for a man.” His face, now red, was working as he spoke. “Bunny was sweet on him from the start, but I figured she was just starstruck. And when your mortgage broker tells you that hiring a French winemaker would help get your loan approved…”

“What?”

“The broker said the underwriters would look more positively on our mortgage application if we had a seasoned winemaker with a sterling reputation.” He shook his head. “This winery was supposed to be where we spent our golden years together. I had no idea it would curse everything.”

“Who was your mortgage broker?”

“Perry Smith,” he said. “East Texas Bank.”

“He was at the opening dinner, wasn’t he?”

“He was,” Jim said. “He told me it was so bad they were considering calling the loan. We’d been late on a few payments… the renovations took longer than we expected.

“What does calling the loan mean?”

“Foreclosure,” he said, nodding toward the FINAL NOTICE envelope. “I can’t bring myself to open it, but you can. I might as well know when they’re locking us out.”

“You sure about this?” I asked, holding the envelope.

He nodded. “How much worse can it get?”

I opened it. It was a notice of foreclosure; the date for starting proceedings was today.

“How bad?” he asked, staring at the floor.

“They’re starting proceedings today,” I said in a quiet voice.
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Jim seemed to deflate. “Does that mean they’re going to come lock me out today?”

“I think they have to go through some processes,” I said, “but you might want to talk to an attorney.”

“I don’t care anymore,” he said, the anger gone now, his voice bleak. “Let them have it. The place was cursed in the first place… we never should have bought it. We found out what happened to the people who owned that run-down place after we had already signed the contract.”

“Do you mean the original homesteaders, the Knox family’s terrible luck?” I asked.

Jim shook his head. “Sheesh. It’s like it’s cursed. No wonder the land stayed empty for so long.”

“There’s still hope,” I suggested.

He looked up, and his eyes bored into mine. “Is there? My wife is in jail for killing her lover’s married girlfriend. Her lover was our winemaker, who did everything in his power to kill our business. And the bank’s foreclosing on the place tomorrow… After we dumped everything we own into it. How can there possibly be hope?”

I had to admit he had a point. But I wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Let’s take a look at the aging room.”

“For all the good it’ll do,” he said, getting up with a deep sigh and looping the keyring over his thumb. “Let’s go see what we find.”
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The aging room smelled just as it had when Teena and I had visited it the other day. Fresh concrete, oak, and wine. Jim flipped on the lights and we surveyed the rows of barrels.

“Where would the bottles be?” I asked.

“Over by the labeling machine,” he said. “Toward the back left.”

I followed him past the rows of barrels and tanks to a metal contraption in the back corner.

How does it work?”

“You put the bottle in here,” he said, pointing to a cradle, “and the labels here, and then you hit the button and Bob’s your uncle.”

“That seems pretty easy,” I said, then opened a cardboard box on a table next to the labeler. “Here’s what’s left of the labels,” I said. “It looks like most of them are gone.”

Jim prowled around the shadowy space as I riffled through the labels. “I don’t see any unused bottles.”

“I didn’t see any invoices for bottles, either. I’m guessing Dominique didn’t expect to bottle any of his wine.”

“Then why make the wine in the first place?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Something glinted on the concrete floor near the base of the labeling machine. I bent down and picked up a razor blade.

“What would this be for?” I asked.

“Nothing I can think of,” Jim said.

I touched the side of the blade; it was gummy. “This looks like adhesive,” I said.

“Probably how they got the labels off.”

I bent down to peer under the labeling machine. Something that looked like a scrap of Post-It note was wedged under one of the machine’s rubber-clad feet. I tugged it out; it was white, with the letters JE. I held it up to show Jim. “Bunny identified the corks in the bottled wine as Jelly Moon. Someone swapped it out with your labels.”

“Jelly Moon,” he said. “I recognize that swill from the grocery store.”

I looked at him. “Maybe we should go back and see if we can find that invoice. See who ordered the Jelly Moon.”

He glanced over in the direction of Dominique’s office. “I’m wondering if maybe he found it and put it in his office. The mailbox is at the end of the driveway, and it’s not locked. If I were him, I would have snagged it and hidden it away before anyone could ask questions.”

“I’ll follow you.”

He headed straight to the door to Dominique’s office, his mouth a grim line. Dominique’s office was just as messy as it had been the day Teena, Bunny, and I had visited it last. The desk was just as jumbled with corks and books and implements, but there was no sign of mail.

“Let’s check the desk,” Jim suggested.

I watched as he pulled out drawer after drawer…until he reached the top left one.

It was locked.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Jim said. “Where do you think he might have kept the key?”

“Let’s check,” I said. We went through all the other drawers, and then the shelves, but found nothing.

“I guess I’ll just have to get a crowbar,” Jim said. “Shame to ruin a nice desk, but I need to know what’s in there.”

“Let’s check one more thing.” I had noticed what looked like a desktop extender above the top left drawer. I slid it out, then ran my hands under it. “What’s this?” I asked as my fingers encountered something bumpy.

I squatted down and peered up at the bottom of the oak slab. “I think we found it.” I traced the outline of key that had been taped to the unfinished wood. I pried it loose, pulled off the tape, and handed the key to Jim. “Let’s give it a shot,” I said.

It slid in like a hand into a glove, turning easily. He pulled out the drawer; inside was a single manila file folder. “Hmm,” he said as he pulled it out and laid it open on the desk.

The top page was blank, except for a phone number.

“It’s local,” he said; sure enough, the area code was Buttercup’s. I took a picture of it, planning to research it later, and watched as he turned the page over. Behind it was a username and password, hastily scrawled, with the initials ETB.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Again, it’s hard to know,” I said. “I’m guessing it’s the credentials for some kind of website.” I took another picture, and then he flipped to the next page.

“Here it is,” he said in a slow drawl. “That bastard.”

It was an invoice from Lariat Distributors for 150 bottles of Jelly Moon Wines, to be delivered two days before the dinner. “We were in Houston that day for my grandson’s birthday,” he told me. “That must have been why he picked that day to have them delivered; Bunny and I wouldn’t be here to see it.”

“You don’t think Bunny knew?” I asked.

“She may have had the hots for that jerk, but she wasn’t stupid. She was proud of what we’d built. Bunny would never do anything to ruin the winery. At least not intentionally.”

“The question is, who would want to? I mean, Dominique, obviously. But why?”

“That is the ten-thousand dollar question, isn’t it?” he asked. “Along with who killed that woman from California. And why Dominique strung himself up in the barn.”

“I don’t think he did,” I told him. “There was a button missing from his collar, as if he’d been in a struggle.”

“Havin’ a noose around your neck might qualify,” he pointed out.

“Yes, but the button wouldn’t be near the door of the barn. Plus, there were no indentations in the dirt from where the chair would have been. Dominique wasn’t a slight guy, and the dirt floor in there is kind of soft.”

“So you think someone made it look like he killed himself. You don’t think he killed his girlfriend for some reason, then felt bad for ruining the winery and his own reputation?”

“No. I do know he was in financial trouble, though.”

“What do you mean? And doesn’t that just add fuel to the suicide theory fire?”

“He had medical bills, big ones. Did he ever mention them to you?”

“Not a peep,” he said. “For what?”

“Heart surgery. Apparently he didn’t have insurance. I saw a hundred-thousand-dollar hospital bill in his trailer.”

“When were you in his trailer?”

“Teena and I were walking around the day after the dinner. We noticed the door was open, so we peeked inside.”

“Peeked. Uh huh. But what does that have to do with the winery, and him winding up in the barn? I still think suicide is the best explanation. What is it they say? The simplest answer is usually the right one. What do they call it? Occam’s razor?”

“I think we’re supposed to think that,” I said, “and it still leaves a lot of questions. Like why substitute bad wine for good? And why murder Jody? I mean, she didn’t even know anyone in town other than Dominique.”

“Maybe Dominique got mad at her. Maybe she was goin’ to tell my wife he was seein’ her.”

“She was married herself.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t make sense. We’re missing something… something important.” I looked down at the open manila folder. “And I think this phone number and whatever these credentials are for may be the key we need to figure out what that something is.”

He sighed and looked around the office. “You know, I hate sittin’ in this office… I keep thinkin’ about that asshole… pardon my French… bein’ with my wife. Can we get out of here?”

“We can.” I took a quick picture of the invoice showing the bottles of Jelly Moon wine. “Let’s put that back in the drawer and go outside. I’ve got pictures, and we know where to find the originals.”

“Amen,” he said as he snapped the folder shut. He tossed it in the drawer, slammed the drawer shut, and strode out of Dominique’s office, looking a little like he was running from something.

The thought strayed into my mind… was he running from something?

He’d been pretty determined to sell me on the idea that Dominique had killed himself.

Had Jim found out about Bunny and Dominique earlier than Bunny thought, and decided to take matters into his own hands?

Had I been alone in Dominique’s office with a murderer?

I didn’t know. But I was pretty sure he hadn’t killed Jody Agosti.

And I was still no closer to finding out who had.
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The local branch of East Texas Bank was a few blocks off the square. Since Perry had introduced Dominique to the Baumwalds, I figured he was the only person in Buttercup (other than Bunny) who knew anything about Dominique’s life outside of making wine at Red Oak wines.

I parked next to a silver BMW with the license plate DLMKR-1 and then headed for the bank’s front door.

A woman I didn’t recognize gave me a shiny smile as I walked in.

“Can I help you?”

“Hi,” I said. “I’m wondering if Perry Smith is in?”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No,” I said.

“Can I ask what this is about?”

“I’m considering refinancing,” I said. “I heard he was the person to talk to.”

“One of our loan officers can help you,” she suggested.

“No. It needs to be Perry.”

“Right,” she said, the smile dimming a bit. “I’ll let him know you’re here. Name?”

“Lucy Resnick,” I told her.

She picked up the phone, hit a button, and relayed my name and the nature of my business, presumably to the man himself.

“He only has a few minutes,” she said, “but he’ll see you.” She stood up and smoothed her pencil skirt. “Follow me.”

I did, down a short hall to a corner office with a view of a pecan-shaded grassy area landscaped with liriope and Turk’s cap. I recognized him from the tasting; he still exuded that ruddy Good Old Boy confidence.

“Lucy Resnick, right?” He stood up behind his enormous desk and walked around to greet me. “Good to see you.”

I noted his expensive Lucchese boots as he shook my hand and gave me a searching look only partially veiled by his smile.

“Have a seat.” He gestured to the two enormous leather chairs in front of his desk. “Now what can I do you for?” he asked as he settled into his own leather chair.

“I’m thinking about refinancing.” I glanced around his office. The proverbial steer in a bluebonnet field painting adorned one wall; the only other one not covered with windows was littered with photos of Perry posing with other people at golf courses.

“I understand you wanted to talk to me instead of one of the loan officers?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve heard great things about you, but after what happened at Red Oak Winery…”

His eyes narrowed and his jaw twitched, but he leaned back, put his meaty hands behind his balding head. “Sad story, that.”

“I understand you introduced Bunny and Jim to their winemaker. I didn’t realize you were into wine… how did you know him?”

His mouth jerked to the side almost imperceptibly before he spoke. “They were looking for a winemaker who could do what they wanted to do, and I knew Dominique was in the market for something in Texas.”

“He was in California at the time, though, right?”

“He was,” Perry said.

“So how did you meet him?”

“I golf a lot,” he told me, indicating the wall of photos. “One of my golfing buddies knew I was funding a winery, told me he knew an amazing winemaker looking to make a name for himself. Besides,” he said, and I sensed an odd note of defensiveness, “I just recommended him. Jim and Bunny hired him.”

Only to make sure they got the loan, if what Jim told me was correct.

“A golfing buddy?” I asked lightly.

“Weren’t you here about refinancing?” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got an appointment in just a few minutes.”

“Oh, yes. Sorry. Only the wine wasn’t very good… I’m sorry, but that makes me worry.”

His low voice was terse. “Are you looking for winemaker recommendations, or a new mortgage?’

“Well, that’s the thing,” I said. “I know you’re about to foreclose on Red Oak Winery, but it’s almost like the winery failed because they took bad advice from you.”

“Bunny is in jail for murder,” he reminded me. “That has nothing to do with the quality of the wine.”

“But the quality of the wine is why Red Oak didn’t get any orders. And I heard Jody was an investor in the business, too. Did you recommend her to the Baumwalds, too, when you recommended Dominique?”

His face was impassive. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“Jody Agosti. The woman Bunny’s in jail for supposedly murdering. She was an investor in Red Oak Winery, and she also was in bed… so to speak… with Dominique.”

He shrugged and picked a piece of lint off his starched shirt sleeve. “Maybe that’s how Bunny and Jim met her, then. Through Dominique. I really don’t know what any of this has to do with a refinance…”

“What do you do when you foreclose on a property, anyway?”

Perry’s smile was wooden, and I could sense the anger behind his controlled movements as he pushed upright and stood. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to refer you to one of my loan officers after all,” he said. “I really do have to prepare for my next meeting.”

“Of course,” I said. “It’s just… do you remember the name of the person who referred Dominique to you?”

“Have a nice day.” He crossed his office to the door, holding it open. “I’m sure Maggie at the front desk will be able to help you find a loan officer.”

“So you don’t remember the name,” I persisted as I stepped into the hallway.

“I’m sorry, but I have other business. Good day.”

He closed the door firmly behind me. I walked down the hallway to the receptionist’s desk.

“That was fast,” she said brightly. “Did you get what you needed?”

“Not everything, but something.” I stopped and glanced at the bank of business cards displayed at the front desk and plucked Perry’s out. His email address was PSmith@ etb.com.

I froze. The credentials I’d seen were for ETB.

East Texas Bank.

“I’m all good, actually,” I said, still holding the card as I hurried out to the truck.
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As soon as I got back to the farm, I grabbed my computer and pulled up the bank’s website. The two dogs were capering at my feet, and I absentmindedly patted them on the heads as I waited for the site to load. When I got to the login page, I paused; was it a crime to log into another person’s bank account? I didn’t know… but since I didn’t know if what I was doing was actually logging in, and I was trying to solve two murders, I figured the ends in this case justified the means.

I took a deep breath, pulled up the picture I’d taken on my phone, and typed in the first line of letters and numbers for the login name, and the second set for the password. I held my breath as the website considered my entry… and a moment later, I was staring at Dominique’s account dashboard.

There were two accounts. One was a savings account with a paltry $500 in it. But the other, a checking account, had a balance of around $30,000.

Why would he have such a large checking account balance… particularly if he had huge outstanding medical bills?

I clicked on the button that showed the transaction history. The most recent transactions included regular deposits of what appeared to be a paycheck, some outgoing transactions to credit card companies… and, about three weeks ago, a $50,000 deposit. The source of the deposit was an ACH transfer, and the institution it came from was labeled ETB. East Texas Bank.

I scrolled through the accounts further. There were two more deposits of $10,000, and one of $30,000, which coincided with Dominique’s hiring.

Did Red Oak Winery have an account at East Texas Bank in addition to their mortgage?

I clicked on one of what appeared to be the paycheck transactions. Sure enough, it was from Red Oak Winery… but the bank was Horizon, not East Texas Bank.

So who was sending transfers directly to Dominique’s account?

I did a quick search to find out how to locate an account owner’s name based on the account number, but as I suspected, it wasn’t legal. I sent a quick text to one of my old coworkers at the Houston Chronicle to see if she could get around it, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

I took screenshots of everything, then sat and looked at my computer.

Perry hadn’t been at all comfortable with my line of questioning today. And he’d recommended Red Oak Winery to hire Dominique.

As the dogs settled in around my feet and the cats meowed from the windowsill (it was feeding time), I pulled up Perry’s social media.

His primary account appeared to be Facebook, which he seemed to use as a record of his golfing outings, plus likes and comments on posts by folks who were likely his network of business associates. Like the wall of his office, his page was littered with pictures of him in the company of other middle-aged men on golf courses.

I scrolled through, then stopped when I encountered a trio of familiar faces. The first was Perry, of course, but with him were Keith and Dougie Schmidt… the owners of Big Ass Wines. And they weren’t in Texas. They were in California. “Getting out on the links and inking deals… business as usual,” read the caption. There were ten likes, including one by Dominique DuJardin.

Why would he like a picture showing Red Oak Winery’s competitors with their banker?

I checked the date of the post; it was about thirteen months ago, just before Red Oak Winery hired Dominique… and before the first ACH transfer hit Dominique’s account.

What deal was he inking with Keith and Dougie?

I looked up the Facebook page for Big Ass Wines. There was marketing, but not a lot of traction; after all, the winery wasn’t in a good location and the corrugated metal barn could hardly compete with Red Oak’s Tuscanesque atmosphere.

On a whim, I closed my computer and grabbed my keys. I had an instinct… and I wanted to follow up on it.
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There were a few cars outside Red Oak Winery… and I recognized one of them .

It was the silver BMW with the license plate DLMKR-1.

Unless I was very much mistaken, it belonged to Perry Smith.
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Iput on my sunglasses, tucked my hair into a baseball cap I found under the seat, and added a sweatshirt, even though it was 90 degrees out. Then I crossed the parking lot to the building, trying to decide if I should walk in the front door or try something else.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to decide; I was about to put my hand on the door when a familiar voice sounded from somewhere to my right, beyond the hum of the air conditioners.

I walked, trying to look nonchalant, to the corner of the building, standing a few feet away from a big gray air handling unit. The garage doors I’d seen on the side of the building must be open… and Perry and the owners of Big Ass Wines were having a rather strained discussion.

“She knows,” he was saying. “She knows I introduced Dominique to them.”

“So?” a man with a rough voice answered. “How’s she gonna figure the rest out from that?”

“Murder wasn’t part of the deal,” he said. “There’s too much heat.”

“Murder? He killed himself.”

“I mean the woman. The investor.”

“Oh, you mean Dominique’s California girl? Why would we do that?”

“She found out, didn’t she?”

“How would she find out anything? Dominique wouldn’t tell her. If he told her, she’d go squealin’ to Bunny and Jim, and he’d lose everything.”

“They were sleeping together. He must have slipped, told her what we were up to.”

“He couldn’t afford to,” the man said. “He’d do anything for that money. And if anyone found out, he’d be not just broke and single, but probably in jail, too. It’s too bad he couldn’t live with the shame of it. At least we got the wine he made.”

“We haven’t made the deal yet.”

“Oh, but you’re going to,” came the other man’s voice. Keith or Dougie Schmidt, I was guessing. “No auction. We buy it, just like you said.”

“We have to go through foreclosure first.”

“But no auction. The moment you get the title, we make an offer and you accept. Save the bank the hassle of an auction, if anyone asks.”

Perry’s voice was low and urgent. “Things have changed. There’s been a murder, and people are asking questions, like that woman Lucy Resnick in my office this afternoon. I don’t want the exposure. It’s a big property, and it’s got lots of eyes on it right now. A sale might catch the wrong kind of attention.”

The voice that replied was menacing. “You sell it to us at the price we agreed on. That was the deal. You walk away with two million in equity, maybe more. We move in and rebrand the business, sell Dominique’s wine. Nobody’s gonna find out anything.”

“It’s not worth it,” Perry said. “I’m happy taking the loss. And since I’m the one who put up the capital, I make the call.”

“We found you Dominique,” the other voice hissed. “We could get some good press with what we know. If we don’t get the sale, we tell them everything… Say Dominique told us what he was up to before he died. And the sweet thing is? We have nothing to do with it. No financial ties, nothing. All we have to do is go to the press, or the cops, and they’ll haul you in for questioning. Maybe for the murder of that California woman, too.”

“Did you have anything to do with that?” Perry asked, his voice tight.

“We told you. We didn’t touch her.”

Perry scoffed. “So you’re threatening me with press coverage. What will that do?”

“You’ve got a paper trail; we don’t. All we did was introduce you. We didn’t even buy the wine. But you… how are you going to explain the payments you made to Dominique? They’ll find out about those once they subpoena the bank. No. We stick to the plan.”

“I never should have let you talk me into this,” Perry growled. “Easy money, you said. It’s been snakebit from the start.”

“We’re almost to the finish line,” came the response, now soothing, cajoling. “And then everyone walks away happy. Heck… we’ll even give you a free wine subscription.”

“You can take your wine subscription and shove it where the sun don’t shine.” The voice was coming closer now… Perry was walking away. I dashed back to the air conditioning unit and crouched beside it, hoping Perry wouldn’t see me.

Fortunately, he was so caught up in his thoughts—his face was grim, jaw clenched tight as he strode past me—he didn’t notice as I scuttled around the other side of the air conditioner, not emerging until after I’d heard his car squeal out of the parking lot.

Once I was sure he was gone, I stood up, taking a deep breath and reviewing what I’d heard.

Perry had cut a deal with the owners of Big Ass Wines. He encouraged the Baumwalds to hire Dominique to scuttle Red Oak Winery, allowing the bank to foreclose on it, and sell it in a sweetheart deal to the Schmidt brothers.

Now I knew who had profited by ruining Red Oak Winery’s reputation. Thanks to Dominique, the owners of Big Ass Wines stood to buy a fully renovated winery, complete with vineyard and high-quality wine, for pennies on the dollar.

But had one of them killed Jody… and Dominique?

And was I absolutely sure the voices belonged to Keith or Dougie Schmidt?

There was only one way to find out.

I stood up, straightened my shirt, and walked to the front door. I pulled it open and stepped into the cool, concrete-and-wine-scented interior.

A young woman stood behind the concrete and corrugated metal bar. “Hi,” she said. “Can I help you?” Her voice echoed in the cold, industrial interior. Cheap barstools lined the bar, and a smattering of inexpensive metal tables and chairs dotted the stained concrete floor.

“I’d love a tasting.” I walked up to the bar and slid onto an uncomfortable stool. “And do you do tours? I’ve never been to a winery before!”

“I’d be happy to,” she said. “Let me just get you set up with your first glass and then we’ll go back!”

I watched as she walked to a small wine fridge and pulled out a clear glass bottle with a sticker bearing an overfed donkey.

“This is the only white we have. It’s called a Blank,” she said.

“A blank?”

“I can never pronounce it,” she said, showing me the label. Blanc du Bois, it read. “Anyway, it’s supposed to be like Sauvignon Blanc.”

I took a sip. It wasn’t awful, but it wasn’t as good as whatever I’d tried in Red Oak Winery’s aging room. “This is pretty good,” I said, then subtly angled for a tour again. “How do you age it?”

“Let me go back and show you!” she said brightly. I was happy to follow her back through a heavy metal door to the back of the big metal building, which was filled with barrels and vats… and the two men I suspected I’d heard talking to Perry earlier.

They were deep in conversation close to the open garage door, but talking in low enough voices that I couldn’t hear them.

“Are those the owners?” I asked innocently, nodding toward the duo. I recognized them from the wine dinner at Red Oak, but she didn’t know that.

“They are,” she said. “Keith and Dougie. They started Big Ass Wines five years ago.”

“Who’s the winemaker?”

“Keith does it himself,” she said. “Want me to introduce you?”

“No, that’s all right.” It was too late.

“Keith!” she called. “This lady’s asking about the winemaker.”

I smiled, glad I’d kept my hat and sunglasses on and hoping he wouldn’t recognize me. “Hi there. Your white wine is really good!” I held up my glass.

“Thanks,” Keith said in a low voice I recognized immediately. “We’re pretty proud of that one. We like our pinot noir, too.”

“She wanted to know how you age it,” the young woman said.

“That one we do in concrete,” Keith said, pointing to what looked like an enormous gray egg.

“Where do you get all the grapes from?” I asked. “I didn’t see any vines here.”

“We have our own vineyard up in the high plains in West Texas,” he said, “and we buy grapes from select producers, too.”

“They’re talking about expanding soon,” the young woman said.

Keith and the other man, whom I recognized as Dougie, exchanged a glance.

“Isn’t that great?” the young woman asked.

“It is,” I said. “Are you going to buy more property next door?”

“Actually, we’re considering some local properties.” Keith peered at me with new interest. “Are you local? You look familiar.”

I didn’t answer directly. “I just was driving by and decided to stop.”

“You were at Red Oak Winery,” Keith said, narrowing his eyes at me. “For their opening night.”

“I like wine,” I said.

“What’s your name, again?”

“Lucy,” I said reflexively, then resisted the urge to smack myself in the forehead. Really? Two sips of wine and I turn into a total dullard?

“Lucy,” he said in a tone of voice that made me wish I’d picked any other name. After all, Perry had just been here telling them I’d been at the bank asking about them.

There was a jingle at the front: another customer coming through the front door.

“Go ahead,” Keith nodded to the wine server. “We’ll give Lucy a tour.”

“Thanks.” She smiled at me. “Have fun!”

Once she disappeared back into the front part of the shop, Keith looked at me. “So. Tell us why you’re really here.”

“I said, I like wine. I’m curious, though,” I said, unable to resist. “How did you meet Dominique DuJardin?”

The two glanced at each other before Keith continued. “Everyone in this industry knows everyone. We met in California.”

“What I want to know is, why did you recommend a well-known winemaker for a competitor’s business?”

“Just helping out,” Keith said. “We’re a community.”

“Right,” I said. “Community. Anyway, thanks for the wine… I’m going to head home.”

“Before you go,” Keith said in a silky tone as he stepped toward me, “tell us what you’re going to do now.”

I swallowed hard. “Weed my garden. Look for my missing cow.” With all the excitement, I’d almost forgotten she was gone.

“Why don’t you just stay here for a while?” he suggested in a saccharine voice as he moved around behind me, blocking my access to the door. “And oh… can I see your phone?”

“What?”

“Your phone.” He held out a hand.

I backed away, but Keith was standing between me and the door to the tasting room and the other man was blocking my access to the open garage door.

“What are we going to do?” Dougie asked.

“First, you’re going to close the door,” Keith instructed, jerking his head toward the open garage door. His brother did as he was told, rolling the overhead door shut.

“Lock it,” Keith ordered, and he did.

“Now what?” he asked.

“She’s going to drink,” Keith said. “A lot. After she gives us her phone.”

I didn’t do anything.

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” he said in a menacing tone.

I decided I didn’t want to learn what the hard way was. I pulled the phone out of my pocket. Before handing it over, though, I held it up to unlock it and stabbed at the phone icon, scooting away from Keith. I had dialed 9 before he swiped it out of my hand, sending it clattering across the floor.

“What about Tiffany, up in the bar area?” Dougie blinked, nervous.

“She won’t bother us.” He took the glass from my other hand and opened a bottle. He filled it to the brim and handed it over. “Drink up.”

“I don’t like red.”

“I don’t care,” he said. “Drink, and tell us what you know.”

“All right,” I took a sip. “I know you’re competitors with Red Oak.”

“And?”

“I know you had something to do with what happened with Domnique and his girlfriend.” I took a deep breath. “Did you kill Jody Agosti?”
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The two exchanged looks again. It was like they were doing some kind of mind meld.

“No,” Keith said. “Dominique did that.”

“What?” I hadn’t seen that one coming.

“Come on. You know he was the one tanking the winery,” Keith said.

“Keith!” his partner barked.

“We’re taking care of her. Who cares?”

He shook his head, but didn’t say anything else.

“Anyway, his girlfriend’s company invested,” Keith continued. “She got wind of what was going on and confronted him at the rental house, told him she knew what he was up to. Accused him of betraying her, making her lose her job… He tried to explain it to her, but she wasn’t having it.”

“Dominique really killed Jody?” Dougie asked. Evidently, I wasn’t the only one learning things today.

Keith nodded curtly. “He was terribly upset about it when he told me what happened. But he acted honorably, did what he had to do to protect his family,” he said. “There was too much at stake. He was a proud man.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “How was he protecting his family?”

“He had debts to pay,” Keith said, “and a lot of future money on the line.”

I thought of the six-figure medical bills I’d seen in Dominique’s trailer. “What money?”

“Why do you think he was sabotaging the wine dinner?” Keith asked.

“He wanted to ruin the winery so that Perry Smith could foreclose,” I said quietly.

“Exactly. We let the Baumwalds renovate the place, with ETB on the mortgage, then destroy the wine program and send Red Oak into bankruptcy…”

“And you pick up the winery for pennies on the dollar.”

“Along with all of Dominique’s amazing wine, which we relabel as our own, of course.” He looked very satisfied with his cleverness.

“But if Dominique had medical bills, why didn’t he declare bankruptcy?”

“He owns a percentage of his family’s property in France,” Keith said. “They could be forced to liquidate it to pay his creditors.”

“So he takes a payout from the bank, tanks the wine program…” I trailed off.

“A big payout, with an opportunity to own part of the new winery. He pays off his debts with plenty left over,” Keith continued. “We hire him, make him a junior partner, make beautiful wines together, and blame Red Oak’s problem on a faulty bottling machine. Everyone’s happy.”

Except Bunny and Jim. And now, Jody and Dominique. “So why did you kill Dominique?” I asked bluntly, gambling.

“That wasn’t part of the plan,” Dougie said, his jaw tight.

“We had to improvise. Dominique couldn’t go through with the plan, so we did what had to be done,” Keith continued, voice flat. “He felt guilty about Jody, and then to have everyone think he made terrible wine… he was going to confess to everything.”

So he could murder Jody, but not serve bad wine under his own label? I would never understand people.

“So you killed him and made it look like suicide,” I said.

Keith gave a rueful shake of his head. “We couldn’t talk him out of it, so we had no choice. He was going to ruin everything we’d worked so hard to put into motion.”

My stomach turned to ice, but I kept my voice steady.

“So you dragged him into the barn and strung him up to make it look like he hanged himself.”

“He was a mess,” Keith continued. “It was a mercy killing, really.” He paused, then narrowed his eyes at me. “How did you figure out that it wasn’t suicide? The police haven’t said anything about homicide.”

“No dents in the dirt from his bodyweight on the chair,” I told him. “Plus, there was a collar button by the door, too far away for it to have rolled.”

“She’s clever, this one,” Keith told his brother, who looked as if he, too, felt he might be sick, then turned to me. “The police should have thought about hiring you. Now, drink.”

I took another sip of wine.

“More. Finish it,” Keith barked.

I did, my empty stomach roiling. He refilled the glass. “Drink again.”

“I’m going to throw up,” I gasped.

“Crackers,” Keith said to his partner. “Go get some.”

Face stormy, Dougie disappeared into the tasting room.

“Why was Red Oak worth so much to you?” I asked.

“Are you kidding me? Bunny and Jim poured millions from their investors into that property. It’s a goldmine.”

“Won’t the investors be able to get that money back if they go into bankruptcy?”

“They can go after the Baumwalds’ personal assets, but not the real estate. They invested in the business, but the note on the property was held by ETB,” he said with a satisfied grin. “So they’ll lose it all when the business goes bankrupt, which it will. We’ll pick up a ten-million-dollar property, then sell this place and own Red Oak Winery practically scot-free.” He shrugged. “We might even sell it again, once we get the place’s reputation up.”

As Dougie walked back into the aging room with a sleeve of crackers, I said to Keith, “It doesn’t bother you that Bunny’s in jail for a crime she didn’t commit, your winemaker and another woman are dead, and the Baumwalds are financially ruined?”

Keith shrugged. “All’s fair in love and war, right? And business. We have to survive, too.”

“We didn’t have to kill him,” Dougie growled as he ripped open the cracker sleeve and held it out to me. I took a cracker, chewing, my mouth dry despite the wine, hoping it would settle my stomach and wondering how I was going to get out of here. Dougie was still talking, staring at Keith. “I could have talked him around.”

Keith replied with a dismissive wave. “We didn’t have time. If I hadn’t taken action, he would have gone out there and told the Baumwalds everything, and all that work we’d done would be for nothing.”

“We could have kidnapped him. Kept him until after the dinner.”

“He was a loose end, Dougie,” Keith said. “We can’t have loose ends. Too much riding on it.”

“And what about her?” Dougie asked, jerking a head at me.

“Another loose end,” Keith said. “But I’ve got a plan for that.”

“You always have a plan, don’t you?” Dougie replied in a bitter voice.

“Someone has to,” Keith bit back. “If it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t have anything. Not this place, not Red Oak Winery… we’d be still washing dishes and sharing a one-bedroom apartment.”

“How did you get this place, anyway?” I asked, curious… and playing for time. How could I get to the woman in front? Could I convince Keith and his brother to drink and get sloppy enough that I could slip through to the front and let the young woman know I needed help? “And am I really going to be drinking alone?”

“I guess we could have a little,” Keith said. “Dominique made us some wine, just so we could see for ourselves what he was capable of.” He walked over to a barrel, popped the top, and pulled a wine thief from a plastic bucket of what I assumed was sanitizing liquid. “Grab two glasses, Dougie,” he instructed his brother.

Dougie retrieved two stemmed glasses from a shelf by the door.

“This is a little grenache he made for us,” Keith said as he filled the wine thief and then discharged the ruby-red liquid into the glasses. “And some for you, too. Bottoms up, and I’ll refill.”

I emptied my glass despite my roiling stomach; already I could feel the alcohol going to my head.

“Might as well get some of the good stuff.” Keith emptied the wine thief into my glass. “Try it,” he urged, and I did.

It was good. Rich, full. I told him so.

“It’ll be even better after it breathes,” Keith said.

“Anyway,” I said, getting back to the story I was hoping he’d tell me. “You were going to tell me how you got this place.”

He beamed at me. “I saw an opportunity. So I made it happen.”

“He kept an eye on all the foreclosure sales,” Dougie supplied. “This place was one of them. He came and made a bargain basement deal to the guy who owned it.”

Keith shrugged. “I helped him. Without me, he wouldn’t have anything.”

“He got $25,000 for a property worth ten times that,” Dougie said. “He got enough to pay off the rest of the note and lost everything. He might as well have gotten foreclosed on.”

“Maybe,” Keith shrugged. “But if he hadn’t made the deal, I would have shown his wife the pictures of him and a young lady in a motel in South Austin.”

“So you blackmailed him,” I said, keeping an eye on Dougie, who was looking at his brother with an expression between wonder and disgust. I got the impression a lot of this was news to him, too.

“I like to think of it as leverage and persuasion,” Keith corrected me. “Anyway, that’s how I got to know Perry.”

“The banker?”

“He held the note to the property,” he told me. “He congratulated me when he found out the deal I made, was impressed I’d gotten it done. Said he’d be willing to help if I knew of any others.”

“So you’re the one who came up with the Red Oak Winery idea,” I said.

“That was me,” he said proudly. “Soon as I found out what the Baumwalds were doing, I told Perry his bank needed to be on that note, laid out the plan. With the amount of equity they were putting down, it would be a big win for him, so he jumped on it in a heartbeat.”

“And you introduced him to Dominique and had him suggest he work at Red Oak Winery.”

“Oh, that was part of the deal,” Keith said. “He let them know that if they wanted that great interest rate, they had to use a winemaker he trusted. But Dominique was the real deal, so it wasn’t a hard pill to swallow. Besides, the missus was sweet on him.” He grinned.

“And how did you meet Dominique?”

“I’d met him at a wine conference. Knew he was looking to make his mark, do his family proud. Then he let slip that he had some big bills to pay… I saw the opportunity.”

“Sounds like Perry isn’t the only dealmaker in town,” I said, faking another sip of wine and taking a sideways step toward the door.

“Nope. I’m the brains of the family, that’s for sure,” Keith said, puffing his chest out a bit. I glanced at Dougie; he seemed less impressed.

“You never told me about the photos,” he complained.

I was right; Dougie hadn’t known.

Keith blinked; he’d already moved on. “What photos?”

“The blackmail photos,” Dougie said. “You told me the sale was a good deal for everyone.”

“But it was, Dougie,” Keith said, walking over to his brother and putting his arm around him. “He didn’t have to be foreclosed on, he was able to pay off his note… and now we’ll soon have Red Oak Winery.”

“They lost all their equity,” he said. “They lost their business.”

“The guy was cheating on his wife,” Keith said. “He made bad choices. He had to live with the consequences.”

Dougie shook off his brother’s arm and stepped away. “So what do you have on me?”

Keith took another sip of wine and looked at him, amused. “Who was the one who helped me get Dominique over to that noose?” he asked. “You’re in this just as much as I am, brother. Don’t go getting a conscience now. It’s just business.”

“I didn’t want to… I just did what you said. I liked Dominique,” he protested. “And the Baumwalds are good people. Bunny Baumwald shouldn’t be in jail if she didn’t kill that woman.”

“The police will do their job,” I’m sure, Keith said in a voice tinged with condescension.

“They didn’t deserve all this.” Dougie’s voice was tight, anguished. “And we’re the reason for all of it.”

“Don’t go getting soft on me, brother,” Keith said, his voice suddenly harsh. “We weren’t born with a silver spoon in our mouth. We have to take what’s ours; nobody’s gonna give it to us. You know that.”

Dougie opened his mouth as if to respond, then shut it quickly.

Keith nodded. “We need to stick together. Then he turned back to me. “Drink up.”

“What are you going to do with her?”

“You’re on a need-to-know basis,” Keith said, his tone dismissive.

“Well, I’ve decided I need to know,” Dougie announced. “Tell me.”

“All right.” Keith turned to him. “She’s going to drink too much. And she’s going to run off the road on the way home.”
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“Won’t that come back to us? Won’t we be liable?”

Keith thought about that for a moment. “You’re right,” he said. “It can’t be just alcohol. Where are those anxiety pills you take?”

“The Klonopin? You can’t take those with…”

“Now you’re getting the picture,” Keith said. “Drug-alcohol interaction. Not our fault. Problem solved.”

“But she doesn’t have a prescription.” He turned to me. “Do you?”

I shook my head.

“We just put a few of them in a plastic baggie. Make it look like she got them off the street.”

“You do think of everything, don’t you?” I said.

“Go get ‘em,” he ordered Dougie. When his brother hesitated, he added, “Now.”

He disappeared back into the tasting room, leaving me with Keith. My brain was already starting to move more sluggishly. I struggled to focus on the bearded man. How bad would it be once they added Klonopin to the mix?

“What’s it going to be?” I asked, hearing the slur in my words. “Driving off the road? Or just a straight overdose?”

“I’m thinking maybe both, to be sure. I’d look it up, but I don’t want a record on my phone. So we’ll just give you what’s left in the bottle. He just refilled the prescription a few days ago, so there should be plenty.”

“And how are you going to get me in the truck?”

“I’ll figure it out,” he said.

Dougie returned carrying a pill bottle. “Tiffany didn’t see you carrying that, did she?” he asked Dougie in a sharp voice.

“No. She was busy with the guests.”

“Good,” Keith said. “Now, go get a hammer and a baggie and break those up.”

“Please,” Dougie growled.

“We don’t have time for niceties,” Keith spat. “Do it.”

As I watched, Dougie retrieved a hammer from a small tool bag, then pulled a Ziploc from a cabinet and filled it with the pills.

“Leave a few,” Keith instructed. “So she can have them on her.”

He poured the bulk of the pills into the bag and pounded them to a pulp.

As he worked, Keith kept talking. “Where do you live, again?”

“Over by Kramer Road,” I said. “Why?”

“Want to know which direction to point the truck,” he said. “Do you live alone?”

“No,” I said, which technically was true… I lived with two dogs, two cats, a bunch of goats, some chickens, a cow (at least until recently) and sometimes my boyfriend.

“Not married, though,” He pointed to my hand.

“No.”

“Who knows you’ve been poking around?”

“No one, really.” I hoped by lying, maybe I could get out of this alive. “You know, you don’t have to kill me.”

“Oh, but I do,” he said. “Because if I don’t, you’ll go tell everyone about everything and I’ll end up with no winery and a jail sentence.”

“How about you cut me in?” I suggested, trying to sound convincing. “I’ll take ten percent and keep my mouth shut.”

“What guarantee do we have?”

“Won’t I be an accessory after the fact if you give me money for covering it up?”

He thought about it for a moment. “Intriguing. But ten percent is still a lot of money. How are you going to explain that to the IRS, anyway?”

“I’d be an investor,” I said.

“And what else do we get in return for your silence?” he asked as his brother walked up beside him and handed him a half-drunk bottle of Gatorade.

“The pills are over there,” he said. “What do you want me to do with them?”

Keith took a swig of Gatorade and then turned to his brother. “Put them in her glass. How many were there?”

“Around 20,” he said. “I saved three.”

“Perfect.” He took my wine glass from me and handed it to his brother. He took another swig of Gatorade, then twisted the cap back on.

“You don’t have to kill me,” I said. “I’m struggling, too. I’m a small farmer… I’m one crop failure away from bankruptcy myself.”

“Like I said, what would your contribution be?”

“Goat cheese,” I babbled. “Free goat cheese. And mozzarella. And vegetables… all the vegetables could go to the winery, and you could have wine dinners, open a cafe… I could run the cafe! I’ve got lots of experience at the Blue Onion. I know everyone in town. I could help.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Keith said as Dougie walked back over to me with the glass, “but I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline your offer. Now, bottoms up.”

I took the wine glass reluctantly, holding it out in front of me.

“Drink,” he said. “I’ll drink with you.”

“You’re drinking Gatorade,” I pointed out.

“Effing Texas summer. Gotta stay hydrated.” He took the cap off again and mock toasted me. “Bottoms up,” he said, draining the bottle as I took a small sip.

“You can do better than that.” He turned to his brother as I took another sip. “How long does this stuff take to work?”

“Thirty minutes.”

Keith looked at the clock on the wall. “We’ve got time before the winery closes. So you can take it easy,” he said, stretching. “I’ve got something to do up front. Can I trust you to take care of her?”

“What do you think?” his brother replied.

“I knew I could count on you,” Keith said, slapping him on the back before disappearing through the door to the front of the winery.

Dougie watched him go, then turned to check on one of the gauges near the door. I took the opportunity to exchange my wine glass with the one Keith had left on top of an upturned barrel.

“Your brother’s really something,” I said as he turned around.

“Isn’t he, though?”

“Sounds like he got you in deeper than you wanted to be, though.”

“He was wrong about Dominique,” Dougie said, running a hand through his short hair. “But he’s the older brother, always thinks he knows best.”

“He doesn’t, though, does he?”

Dougie’s eyes met mine. “No.”

“You don’t have to kill me,” I said. “No matter what your brother says.”

“Oh, once he’s decided, good luck changing his mind,” Dougie said.

“He’s the boss?”

“He thinks of himself that way, and I guess it makes sense. He raised me, for the most part, so he kind of sees me as his kid.”

“Raised you?”

“We were in foster care,” he told me. “Our parents had… well, they had problems. They gave up custody, and then we spent eight years shuttling from house to house. A lot of them were nice houses, but it just… it never took.”

“No wonder he feels the way he does. About making sure you’re taken care of, not relying on anyone else. You never had anyone to rely on.”

“I relied on him,” Dougie said. “He always made sure I was protected.”

“Protected?”

Dougie ducked his head. “Some of the homes we went to weren’t great. He mostly took the brunt of things so I wouldn’t have to.”

“No wonder you feel indebted to him.”

“Yeah.” He ducked his head. “I do.”

“I’m sorry you’re in this fix.”

“Oh, man. I still can’t believe he did it. I kept telling him, we can make it with what we’ve got.”

“But he wanted more.”

“He always wants more. Although I didn’t know till tonight what he did to get this place. I hate hurting people just so we can get ahead; it feels wrong.”

I let a moment pass before saying quietly, “Your brother doesn’t seem to share your thoughts on that.”

“No,” he said abruptly, glancing at me before looking back down at the ground; he was having difficulty meeting my eyes, I noticed, his eyes everywhere but on me. “I have nightmares about Dominique,” he said in a quiet voice. “Sometimes I think I hear his voice, or see him out of the corner of my eye. It’s like he’s haunting me, following me everywhere I go. And the way he looked when Keith pulled on the rope....” He wiped his face with his hand, face pale. “I can’t even drink wine anymore,” he said, gesturing toward the untouched glass he had set on a shelf sometime before.

“You weren’t the one who initiated what happened in that barn.”

“I know.” He looked straight at me, for a moment, before his eyes darted away. He looked very young… even though I knew he must be in his thirties, for a moment, his face was that of the twelve-year-old orphan he once had been. “But I went along with it. I helped him.”

“You were in a bad situation,” I reminded him. “And given your history with your brother…”

“Yeah. My brother. He’s something.”

“I know you already know this, but you don’t have to do everything he says,” I told him.

He let out a short, bitter laugh. “If I don’t, I go down with the ship.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “My proposition still stands.”

He made a scoffing noise. “He’ll never go for that.”

“You’re half the business,” I said, hoping my pep talk would reach him. “You get a say, too.”

“I’ve made my bed,” he said, in a tone that informed me the conversation was over. “I’ll lie in it. And I don’t need any help from you.”

“Got it,” I said, taking a miniscule sip of wine, even though Dougie didn’t seem to care if I was drinking. Why not? Was it because he knew Keith would do the dirty work?

I eyed the garage door, then the door to the tasting room. It would take time and effort to get the garage door open, but Keith was in the tasting room… unless he was in the office.

Dougie and I stayed in silence for several minutes, me leaning up against a barrel with the wine glass in my hand considering my limited options and trying to keep my heart from leaping out of my chest, and Dougie sitting on a stool staring at the floor and checking his watch.

After no idea how long, Dougie walked over to the garage door, locked it, and fiddled with something that looked like a valve on one of the steel tanks. As he focused on the tank, I took my chances with Keith and crept toward the door, hoping he wouldn’t notice. I was halfway there when he looked up and registered what I was doing.

“Stop!” he called.

I broke into a sprint and yanked open the door to the tasting room.

I’d taken three steps toward the plate glass door to the parking lot when the young woman screamed.

I whirled to look at her. She was standing, bottle in hand, looking at the crumpled form of Keith, who had fallen onto the concrete floor as two middle-aged winetasters watched, saucer-eyed.
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“Oh my God what’s wrong with him?” she keened.

“I’m calling 911,” the woman of the couple said, pulling out her phone. I did nothing to stop her, but looked behind me, waiting for Dougie to appear and escort me back to the aging room.

Where was he?

I wanted to look for him, but if I went back into that aging room, I knew odds were good that I’d never come out.

So I waited, watching Keith’s pale face and labored breathing, as the female of the couple (a nurse) squatted on the floor next to him and she talked to the dispatcher.

“Is he on any drugs, do you know?” she asked the young woman.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “We should ask his brother. He’s in the back.”

“Why don’t you go get him?” I asked. “We’ll stay with Keith.”

“Okay.” She headed to the back. A moment later, she screamed.

I ran to the door and flung it open.

“He’s down, too!” She stared at Dougie’s prone form, which was face down on the concrete between the barrels and the door. “Is there something wrong with the wine?”

I looked at the glass I’d set on the upturned wine barrel. It was empty.

“I think they both overdosed on Klonopin.” I realized that Dougie had almost certainly put some of the Klonopin he’d crushed into his brother’s Gatorade… and then drunk some of it himself.

Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “What? Why?”

“It was meant for me,” I said.

“The Klonopin? You’re on Klonopin?”

“No, thankfully,” I told her, and my stomach turned a little, feeling acid. “Just a little bit too much red wine.”

“This makes no sense at all,” she said. “Is he breathing?”

I squatted next to him, just as the nurse had squatted next to Keith, and put my hand on his back. His chest rose and fell, and I could feel his heartbeat through the fabric of his shirt.

“He is,” I said, “but I hope the paramedics get here fast.”

“How much did they take?”

“I don’t know. Ten pills each?”

“Is that fatal?”

“I have no idea.” I looked down at Dougie’s face, which was turned to the side. Again, I saw the 12-year-old orphan there, with no one to guide him but his brother.

I hoped he hadn’t taken enough for it to be fatal… or that if it was, they’d catch it and get it out his system in time.

After all, Dougie Schmidt had saved my life.
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They released Bunny that evening, after taking a statement from me. Both of the brothers were in the hospital, stable… apparently Dougie had split the Klonopin between them, but they’d gotten medical care fast enough that it wouldn’t be fatal. Opal had called and let me know they were working up a search warrant for East Texas Bank, and that an arrest warrant was likely to come shortly after that.

Bunny and Jim had come directly to Dewberry Farm once she’d left the jail. Tobias was fussing over me; he’d left work as soon as I called, and had hovered over me like a mother hen ever since.

“You’re sure he didn’t give you Klonopin? Shouldn’t we go to the emergency room to check?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I don’t think he added any to my glass, and I didn’t drink the wine he gave me anyway. I’m just recovering from three glasses of wine and a near-death experience.”

“I’m so glad Dougie found his conscience.” Tobias kissed me on the head.

“Do you think he’ll go to jail?”

“He did help his brother kill Dominique,” Tobias mused. “But he saved your life. He’ll probably be convicted of being accessory to murder, at least, but considering everything, particularly if you testify during the sentencing…” He shrugged. “Maybe it’ll be a minimal sentence.”

“It’s got to have been so hard for him to buck his brother today,” I said.

“He just couldn’t handle more blood on his hands,” Tobias said. “I have a feeling the thing with Dominique kind of took him by surprise. But when his brother was planning to kill you…”

“And have his brother put the pills in my wine…”

“That must have been a bridge too far,” Tobias said. “Thank God for people with consciences. I can’t imagine if something had happened to you.” He kissed me on the top of the head again, then gently on the lips when the doorbell rang.

“Timing is everything,” Tobias groaned, and answered the door, letting Bunny and Jim into the little farmhouse.

There was tension between them—and about five feet of space—but they were both incredibly kind to me. “We can’t thank you enough,” Bunny said.

“Will it be enough to save the winery?” I asked.

They looked at each other. “Jim called an attorney to put a stop to the foreclosure,” Bunny said. “Some kind of emergency injunction? Anyway, they think there’s a chance we can keep the winery.” She glanced at Jim, whose face was still stony. “Or at least sell it at a non-fire-sale price.”

“We have a lot to discuss, obviously,” Jim said, “but we’re both so grateful to you for uncovering this… this plot. I can’t believe both our banker and our winemaker were out to ruin the business. It’s hard to trust anyone.” He cut his eyes at Bunny.

“I’m so sorry, Jim,” she said. “I don’t know if it’ll ever be enough, or how I’ll ever make it up to you, but I regret everything.”

He sniffed but didn’t respond.

“Anyway,” Bunny said, “We’d like to start with a lifetime membership to the winery… as long as we have it, anyway. And we’ll give you a case of each of our wines when they’re bottled.”

“I promise they won’t be relabeled swill,” Jim said with a momentary spark of humor, and I laughed.

“I don’t know much about wine,” I admitted, “but that stuff was…”

“Swill,” Jim finished for me.

“I hope you two can figure it out,” I said. “I love what you’ve done with the winery, and I think you could have a great future.”

“Thanks.” Bunny smiled sadly. She reached to touch her husband, who flinched. She withdrew her hand. “We obviously have a lot of work to do, but I hope so, too.”

As they were leaving, my phone rang: Mandy, from the Zephyr.

“I hear you have a scoop,” she said.

“I do,” I said, “but I’ve had a day. Can we talk tomorrow?”

“Deadline is tomorrow night,” she said, “so I guess that’ll work. Just promise me you’ll give me the scoop?”

“Promise.” As I hung up, Chuck and the little white and black dog romped around my feet.

“They seem to get along well, don’t they?” I said.

“They do,” he confirmed. “And since both of her owners are gone…”

I thought of the collar with the reddish smear. It was almost certainly Jody’s blood. As the little dog hung on Chuck’s ears and he tossed his head, I leaned into Tobias. “What should we call her?”

“You’re thinking of adopting her?” he asked.

“I think she’s good for him,” I said. “Just like you’re good for me.” I pulled him in closer. “What do you think of trying out living together?” I asked impulsively.

He squeezed me. “Are you comfortable with that?”

“I love spending time with you,” I said, “and since I have to be here all the time to take care of the animals, it feels silly to keep going back and forth all the time. Besides,” I added, “why stop at adding one member to the household? Although we’re still short a cow.”

I was beginning to lose hope. No one had spotted her. Had she been kidnapped and taken out of town?

“I still have a feeling she’ll turn up,” he said, “but I love that you asked me to move in. I’m game if you are. Are you?”

I checked in with myself. Was I? I looked up at Tobias, with his gentle eyes, his handsome smile. “I’d like that.”

“Then let’s figure it out and give it a shot.” He leaned down to kiss me.
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Tobias and I stopped off at Red Oak Winery the next day to pick up my coolers. Teena was there, looking excited.

“Hey,” she said. “I think I still have a job.”

“That’s great!” I said.

“They’re going to make a go of it. The foreclosure’s been put off and we’re going to do another wine dinner… we talked to Mandy about the story and she’s going to praise Dominique’s wines to the heavens.”

“If I know Buttercup, you’ll have more people the second time than the first,” I said.

“And I found out more about that building,” she said in a low voice. “The run-down house?”

“I mentioned it to Flora, and she told me what happened, too. No wonder it feels so dark down there.”

She nodded. “I actually wanted to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Will you help me… well, I want to put a blessing on it, clear whatever energies are lingering. I want to bring good things to the land and help whatever’s still hanging around move on.”

“What do we have to do?” Tobias asked, looking skeptical.

“Just be with me. I think… I’ve been having dreams lately. About Eleanor.”

“The wife?”

She nodded. “I think this is what I’m supposed to do. I need to do this to help the land recover and help Eleanor…move on.” She glanced over at the beautiful new tasting room building. “And help Bunny and Jim recover.”

“I’m in,” I said.

“I am too, I guess,” Tobias said.

“All right,” she said, smiling. “Let’s go.”

“Now?” Tobias asked.

She shrugged. “No time like the present,” she said.

Together, we followed her down the hill to the dilapidated old building. I shook my head. Was it possible that the lingering trauma from the Knox family had been linked to the tragedy at Red Oak Winery? I hoped we could stop it from happening again.

Despite the warm day, the temperature seemed to drop as we reached the tumbled-down building hidden in the underbrush.

“Do you feel it?” Teena said quietly.

“It’s sad.” A pall came over me. I wasn’t afraid, though. Just… anxious. And very, very sad. Tobias reached for my hand as we stood by what had once been the threshold.

Now that Teena had drawn my attention to it, the sadness was almost overwhelming. I felt my eyes well up. What was this?

“Let’s hold hands,” Teena said.

Even though it felt like we were about to participate in a seance, Tobias and I each took one of her hands.

“I see you,” she said in a gentle voice. I knew she wasn’t talking to us. “You’ve been here a long, long time. You’ve suffered a lot. But you don’t have to stay here anymore.”

I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Tobias squeezed my hand.

“Eleanor,” she said. “Your babies are waiting for you. Go be with them.”

I felt something cold, like a wave. Rejection. Anger? Was I going crazy?

“I know you didn’t go back east,” Teena said in a quiet, intense voice, speaking as if there was another person here with us. “I know what he did. I know you’ve stayed here all this time, protecting other women from Francis. But he’s gone now. You don’t have to stand guard anymore. The danger is gone. Your babies are waiting for you,” she repeated.

I felt as much as heard the name. Francis.

“He’s gone on,” Teena said. “He won’t come back.”

There was a silence. I could feel the indecision in the air lifting. A lightening.

“Yes,” Teena said quietly. “They’re waiting for you. They’ve been waiting all this time. Go. Be with them.”

All at once, a wind tore through the dilapidated building, sending dead leaves scurrying into the corners and my hair into my eyes. I shut my eyes hard as the wind died and the still heat of a September afternoon returned.

A bird chirped somewhere nearby.

Teena released my hand.

“Thank you,” she said.

“She’s… gone?” I asked.

“Can’t you feel it?”

The sense of overwhelming sadness had lifted. It was just an ordinary run-down building now, not laced with darkness. “The thing that was here before…”

“Let’s not talk about it here,” she said quickly. “Thank you, though. I needed your support.”

“Happy we could help,” I said, watching as she took a water out of her purse and started sprinkling the contents around the perimeter of the foundation. “What’s that?”

“I asked for some holy water from the Catholic church. I figured it couldn’t hurt. Actually, now that I think of it, can we hold hands one more time?”

Once her water bottle was empty, we came back together in the center.

“We’re praying for peace and protection for everyone who’s connected with this building, for Eleanor, for her babies, for the Baumwalds, for this land,” she said. “That all troubled souls find rest. That this land comes to a new era of love, prosperity, generosity, and abundance. Thank you, Lord, for helping Eleanor find her way into the light, and please protect everyone else whose paths are drawn to this land. Amen.”

“Amen,” Tobias and I echoed.
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“So what happened?” I asked when we got back to the parking lot.

“Eleanor didn’t go back east,” Teena said. “Her heart was broken at the loss of her daughters. Francis got angry at her for not wanting to try again. And one night, he… He killed her.”

“That’s terrible,” I said, “but it explains the darkness.”

Teena nodded. “I got an image of him above her, with his hands above her throat. I think he buried her here somewhere, but she didn’t show me where.”

“Wow,” I said. “So she stayed and haunted the place.”

Teena nodded. “She wanted to make sure Francis didn’t hurt anyone else. The thing is, she didn’t realize that he died long ago. She didn’t need to keep watch anymore. So I helped her move on.”

I digested this information for a moment, wondering where Eleanor’s remains were buried. “Does this have anything to do with what happened at Red Oak Winery?”

“It wasn’t Eleanor intentionally, if it did,” Teena said, “but her pain and anger were strong, and it’s possible they had an influence.”

I suddenly remembered what she’d said last time we came to the house. “Did she say anything about the donkeys?”

“The donkeys?”

“The donkeys. You said something about donkeys before, when we were talking about Blossom.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry… I still don’t know.”

“I know,” Tobias said.

“You do?” I said, surprised. Was my skeptical boyfriend suddenly developing psychic powers of his own?

“She meant the two donkeys over at Fat Ass Wines,” he said. “They’re the reason for everything that happened.”

I blinked and looked at Teena. Her jaw dropped slightly. “Oh my gosh,” she said. “I think you’re right! I hadn’t put that together… that’s crazy!”

“By the way, while Eleanor was here,” Tobias said, “did she happen to mention Blossom?”

“Actually, yes,” she said. “She’s okay.” Teena looked at me. “And she wants you to know she likes flowers. She likes the name you picked.”

“I’m glad,” I said, “but she didn’t say where to find her?”

“Oh, she’ll see you again soon,” Teena said.

“How?” I asked. “Where?”

Teena shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know it’s okay.”

“Well,” Tobias said, “That’s better than the alternative.”

Teena shook herself, as if dispelling any remaining psychic energy. “Now. You came here to pick up the coolers, didn’t you? Need some help?”

“Love some,” I said.
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We pulled up at the church fifteen minutes before the wedding was scheduled to start.

“Do you think she’ll actually go through with it?” I asked as we parked next to the little white wooden church, which was filling with Buttercupians dressed in their finest.

“I can’t imagine she won’t,” Tobias said.

“Fingers crossed,” I said as we emerged from the truck and into a warm early autumn Texas morning.

As we filed into the church, which was decorated with lilies and pink roses, I scanned the room. Molly and Alfie were there, Molly in a gorgeous saffron dress that made her skin glow; I was glad to see her holding hands with her handsome husband. If they could heal, maybe there was hope for Bunny and Jim, who I spotted seated in the back of the church, looking stiff and awkward.

Ed and Teena were there, too, both looking fresh and young, Ed in a dark suit and Teena wearing a filmy peach chiffon that set off her pale skin; they were glowing, and I was glad to see that at least one good thing had come of recent events. By now, everyone in Buttercup knew at least some of what had happened at Red Oak Winery. Once I’d given Mandy the promised scoop, I’d called my friend Georgia at the Houston Chronicle, hoping that the news of nefarious goings-on might help boost Red Oak Winery’s reputation a bit, or at least enough for folks to give them a second chance. I hoped Bunny and Jim would be able to recover… both their business and their marriage.

“Hey, you two!” Quinn and Peter came up to us. “I heard you had some excitement last night!”

“News travels fast,” I said.

“I caught up with Opal a few minutes ago,” Quinn said, waving to the police dispatcher, who was bustling up to us in a purple flowered dress and matching hat.

“I’m surprised you made it, after all that excitement yesterday!” she said.

“How are the patients?”

“Both awake, and the younger one’s singin’ like a canary,” she said. “He’s a little disappointed they got all that junk out of his stomach, though. I think he was hopin’ to check out.”

“He saved my life,” I said.

“I heard.” She reached out and squeezed my arm. “And I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear it. I’m sure a jury’ll go easy on him. His brother, though…”

“You think he’ll get off?”

“That’ll depend on what the DA decides to charge ‘em with,” she said. “Of course, with him bein’ so willin’ to talk, if he testifies…”

“Maybe a plea bargain.”

“I think he’s got a good shot,” she said. “I still can’t believe Dominique did that to that lady from California. And I hear you’ve got their dog?”

“I do,” I said. “She’s a cutie. And speaking of escaped animals… any word on Blossom?”

“Actually, she was spotted not far from here, tearin’ up someone’s rose garden,” she said. “But she skedaddled before we could get there.”

My heart rose. “So she’s okay!”

“Oh, she’s just fine. Havin’ the time of her life, if you ask me.” As she spoke, organ music started. “Time to get the show on the road! Talk later.”

“Of course.” Tobias and I headed over to a pew where Bessie Mae, who had walked over from her train depot home, sat dressed in a white frilly number with Mary Janes and a slick of pink lipstick.

“Hey, Bessie Mae,” Tobias said. “Mind if we join you?”

“Please!” she said with a big, happy smile and scooted over.

As the organ got going, Gus headed down to the altar, looking proud and happy in his morning suit. They had decided against wedding attendants, so as the wedding march struck up, Flora appeared at the end of the church alone, dressed in a gorgeous cream satin dress that fit her like a glove.

“She’s gorgeous!” I murmured to Tobias as she walked down the aisle, a small bouquet of lilies and roses in her hands, beaming at her groom.

“Looks like no second thoughts,” he murmured back, and as the two met at the altar, smiling at each other as if nobody else in the world existed, my heart melted in my chest. I squeezed Tobias’s hand and leaned into him, thankful that Flora and Gus had found each other… and that I had found Tobias.
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The reception was in the fellowship hall right next to the church, with spillover tables in a leafy glade outside. Thankfully, the weather was somewhat cooperative… although it was warm, it was still pleasant outside.

“They look so happy,” I said.

Flora and Gus did the rounds, greeting guests.

“They do,” Tobias said as he finished off his plate of barbecue; Bubba had done the catering, dishing out slabs of brisket and ribs. “I’m excited about that cake, though,” he said, pointing to the multitiered cake Quinn had made and decorated with frosting flowers. “It’s supposed to have raspberry filling.”

“Apparently Quinn talked her into it,” I said.

As I spoke, there was a commotion from inside the church.

“What’s going on?” Tobias asked.

A moment later, Flora called my name. “Can you and Tobias come here, please? Quickly?”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Just… hurry,” she said.

Together, Tobias and I hurried through the crowded fellowship hall to the door to the church.

As she opened the door, I couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

There, standing in the middle of the aisle, was Blossom, her mouth full of roses.

“Well,” Tobias said as Blossom’s eyes met mine and stopped chewing for a moment. “We found Blossom.”

“We did.” I felt a rush of relief… despite my wayward cow standing in the middle of a historic church eating wedding flowers. I started laughing… beside me, Tobias joined me, followed by Flora, Gus, and everyone arrayed behind us in the fellowship hall.

As two of the altar guild ladies began shooing her back toward the open front doors, Tobias removed his belt so he could use it as a temporary harness.

“Look on the bright side,” he said as he looped it around Blossom’s thick neck and pulled a lily from her mouth. “We found the last of the missing animals.”

“And at least she didn’t eat the cake!” I added, patting Blossom’s velvety nose.
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SPELLS & SHENANIGANS: CHAPTER ONE


“You have arrived at your destination.”

“What?”

As if responding to the navigation system, my stuffed-to-the-gills-and-a-little-bit-beyond lima-bean-green Kia Soul gave a soft sigh and shut down.

“No. No, no, no. My destination is Portland. PORTLAND, MAINE. Not the side of a highway in the middle of nowhere.”

It was raining. It was pitch black. I was the only person stupid enough to be on the road at 2 a.m. on a Tuesday night. And I was absolutely, positively, nowhere near my destination. Even with my lousy sense of direction and complete lack of memory for place names, that was abundantly clear.

I took a deep breath as the car rolled onto the narrow shoulder, then put the gear shift into park and reached for the key in the ignition. Just as I turned it, a huge bolt of lightning forked down from the sky, illuminating the small exit sign a hundred yards in front of me.

EXIT 43A. MISTY HOLLOW.

I turned the key in the ignition again — nothing — and reached for my cell phone.

Which was also dead.

“Well, this is exciting,” Aunt Matilda said from the seat next to mine.

“Easy for you to say,” I told her. Since she was a ghost, Aunt Matilda wasn’t bothered by rain, the absence of chocolate bars, or the prospect of spending a long, wet night trying to sleep in the front seat of my car. “Any suggestions?”

“I’m just along for the ride,” she replied. Aunt Matilda, in her lime-green plaid pantsuit, had been with me for the last two years. Neither of us was sure why she latched onto me after choking on an olive at the Svelte Seniors Picnic in Fort Myers, Florida, but we’d come to something of a companionable arrangement.

“Brilliant,” I said.

“Oh, cheer up. Maybe something good will come of it.”

“Like a serial killer finding me stranded on the side of the road?”

“At least you wouldn’t have to worry about paying for a hotel room,” Aunt Matilda pointed out.

“That’s certainly glass half-full,” I said, looking at the rain-streaked windshield, which was faintly illuminated by a billboard next to the exit sign advertising “Misty Hollow: Your destination for a magical vacation.” The small billboard featured a picture of a fanciful witch on a broomstick and an overfed black cat in a red bow tie. The chamber of commerce could use some help, I thought. Maybe I should drop off a resume.

“You’re worried about the job situation again, aren’t you?” Aunt Matilda asked.

“When am I not worried about the job situation?”

“What happened to the donut machine wasn’t your fault,” she said.

“Don’t remind me,” I groaned.

“And when you sent out the ad with the picture of the donkey on it… It could have happened to anyone. Same with the chicken suit. And who knew the gorilla was going to get free at the zoo just as you put on the banana suit?”

I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but going through a grand tour of my previous job mishaps wasn’t doing much for my morale. “Are those headlights?” I asked, trying to interrupt her recitation of my checkered career.

They were. They came, and they went, leaving me alone with Aunt Matilda and all of my worldly possessions.

“At least it wasn’t a serial killer,” Aunt Matilda said cheerily.

I sighed. Now what? I was hours away from everyone I knew (well, everyone except Aunt Matilda), and who knows how far away from where I wanted to be. My phone was dead. And I was stuck on a dark road in the middle of nowhere, at two in the morning, during a rainstorm.

I had just hit the hazard lights on my car when another pair of headlights appeared behind me on the road. As I watched, they pulled in behind me, illuminating the small slit at the top of the rearview mirror—the only part not obscured by my worldly possessions. I sat frozen in the car, watching in the side mirror as someone opened the door of the car behind mine, walked up beside me, and knocked on the window. I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or terrified.

“He doesn’t look like a serial killer,” Aunt Matilda observed.

“How can you tell?” I asked as he tapped on the window. He was wearing a raincoat that made it impossible to tell anything about him—I was guessing it was a him, since he seemed to be over six feet tall—and I was in a bit of a dilemma. I couldn’t open the window—the car was dead—and the way my luck was going, I wasn’t about to open the door. “Need help?” he shouted through the glass.

“I’m fine,” I yelled back.

“Hogwash,” Aunt Matilda retorted.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” I muttered.

The man paused and dug something out of his pocket. I prayed it wasn’t a gun.

It wasn’t. It was a police detective’s badge.

“I promise I’m not an ax murderer,” he said, as if he’d read my mind. I opened the door a bit so we could talk, and a sheet of cold water poured onto my leg. “What’s wrong with your car?” he asked.

“It just died,” I told him, turning the key in the ignition again. Nothing.

“Had you already pulled over when it happened?”

“No,” I told him. “It died on the road, so it’s probably not the battery.”

“Why don’t I take you into town, get you to a hotel and organize a tow?”

I quickly debated my options—spend the night with Aunt Matilda in a cramped Kia Soul, or maybe be able to take a shower and sleep in a bed. It was a short debate. “Thanks,” I told him. “That would be terrific. Let me just dig out what I need and we’ll go.” It took a little doing, but I located the red strap of my overnight bag and extracted it from the pile in the back seat, then grabbed the key from the ignition. My raincoat was buried, unfortunately, but at least I’d have a toothbrush.

“Don’t you want to turn the hazard lights off?” he asked as I stood in the pouring rain. “Save your battery.”

“Good idea,” I said, reaching in to flick them off before following him to the cruiser.

Aunt Matilda followed, too. “This is so exciting,” she burbled. “I’ve never been in a police cruiser before! Do you think he’ll make the sirens go?”

I ignored her as best I could—the last thing I needed was to seem like I was prone to conversing with myself.

“Thanks so much for helping me out,” I told the officer as I tucked my bag in under my feet. The dashboard was a mass of lights and screens; it was a little intimidating.

Aunt Matilda had passed right through the door of the car and was bouncing around in the back seat. “So this is what it feels like to be arrested!”

As my aunt poked her fingers through the metal grille separating the back from the front, I glanced over at the officer as he took the hood of his raincoat off. And… um… wow. He could have been a Hemsworth brother.

Aunt Matilda noticed, too. “He’s a dish,” she observed. “Maybe things are looking up for you, Amanda.”

I surreptitiously wiped under my eyes in case there was any smeary mascara as he put the cruiser in drive and pulled back onto the highway. “What brings you to Misty Hollow?” he asked as he turned onto the exit.

“It’s strictly accidental. I’m moving to Portland, actually. Or at least I’m trying to move to Portland. They closed down 95, and then there was a detour, and the nav system got me lost, and then my car gave up the ghost.”

“Hey,” Aunt Matilda pointed out. “I’m still here!”

I chose to ignore her as the officer raised an eyebrow. “You do know that you’re in Vermont.”

I blinked. “Vermont? How did I end up in Vermont?”

“Might want to get your navigation system checked out. Good thing I happened to be driving by,” he said. “I’m not usually out on the highway at night.”

“Maybe your luck is turning around,” Aunt Matilda suggested as she drifted through the metal grate, brushing past me on her way to investigate all the control panels. I shivered as she made contact; so did the officer, whose name I realized I didn’t know.

“I’m Amanda, by the way. Amanda Appleton.”

“Zeke Parker,” he replied as we approached the small town of Misty Hollow. “There used to be some Appletons in Misty Hollow. Are you related?”

I shook my head. “Everyone in my family lives in Boston or Florida. What a cute town!” I commented as he turned onto a main street that, from what I could see through the darkness and rain, looked like it could have been featured in a storybook. The billboard might look less than enchanting, but the town itself was gorgeous. There was a row of shops with quaint storefronts. As we rolled down the street, I noticed a bookstore with a swinging sign that I could just make out was labeled Once Upon a Time, a bakery named Sticky Buns, where the low light in the big plate glass window dimly illuminated a beautiful woodland bread display, and a corner coffee shop named Magic Beans that had a smattering of bistro tables in front, the rain-dripping chairs tilted up against them. There was also a small shop called The Crooked Broomstick, with crystals sparkling in the window as the police cruiser’s headlights hit them; it looked like some kind of new-age store. “Is there a reasonably priced hotel?”

“There’s only one hotel,” he replied. “A bed and breakfast, actually. It’s called Blue Water Inn. I’ll drop you off and leave a message for Ed that you’ll be in touch.”

“Who’s Ed?”

“He owns Floyd’s Mechanics, the Misty Hollow repair shop,” he told me. “He’ll set up a tow and get your car taken care of.”

“I like this town,” Aunt Matilda announced from the dashboard, where she was fiddling with the knobs. It was a good thing she was invisible to Zeke, or he wouldn’t have been able to see through the windshield. “It feels nice.”

It did, I realized. Something inside me had relaxed since he turned onto Main Street. It felt homey here… comfortable. As he turned onto a side street, the siren blared.

Officer Parker reached for the knob and flipped it off. “What the…”

Aunt Matilda was perched on the dash, with half her body on the wrong side of the windshield, looking pleased with herself. I shot her a stern warning look. She blew me a raspberry and started to play with the video display.

Thankfully, the officer turned off at a big, gray Victorian before Aunt Matilda managed to do any more damage. “Here we are,” he said as he pulled up near the front door.

“Thank you so much,” I told him as I grabbed my bag from beneath my feet.

“My pleasure,” he told me. “Check with Ed at the shop in the morning; I’ll leave a message with the tow truck company, and you can square it with him. If you need anything else, here’s my card.”

He handed me a card, and our fingers brushed. Despite the humid air, I felt a slight shock, almost like static electricity. I thanked him, and our eyes locked for a moment. Then I grabbed my bag and, with Aunt Matilda in my wake, made a dash for the front door of the inn.
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“This place is pretty nice,” Aunt Matilda commented as she swirled around the lobby. If you could call it a lobby; it looked more like a living room, complete with a banked fire in the ornate fireplace and a calico cat curled up on the Oriental rug in front of it. “Not as nice as that policeman, though. If I was twenty years younger and still alive…”

As she explored the room and commented on the visual merits of Officer Parker, I tried to decide what to do. It was two in the morning and I didn’t want to wake anyone up, but I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night in the lobby, either. There was no bell or button or instructions on what to do.

“Oooh, look at this sofa,” Aunt Matilda said, perching on the red velvet settee. “I feel like I belong in a movie.” She struck a pose, and the calico cat shot up from the rug like it had been fired from a gun. A moment later, the animal was atop the heavy oak hutch, staring down at Aunt Matilda with her tail puffed up like a bottle brush and hissing like a snake.

“What’s up with her?” Aunt Matilda said. I didn’t answer, because at that moment, a middle-aged woman walked into the lobby, eliminating my anxiety about how to let someone know I was here. She was dressed in a blue fluffy bathrobe covered in coffee cups, and looked like she’d just climbed out of bed. Which I guessed she had.

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” I said, wiping my wet hair out of my eyes and trying to ignore Aunt Matilda, who was busy trying to coax the terrified cat from her perch on top of the hutch. “My car broke down on the highway, and I need a place to stay.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” the woman said in a cheery tone. “One room for the night, then?”

“Yes, please.” As I spoke, the cat hissed louder. I turned to look; Aunt Matilda was floating up next to her, trying to pet her. The cat had other ideas; as I watched, she launched herself at a framed painting of a wrought-iron bench in a garden. It didn’t work; the picture slewed to the side, depositing the poor cat on the floor. She scuttled under the settee, letting out a colorful mélange of hisses and growls. Matilda floated down toward the floor, determined to follow her. I rolled my eyes and gave my aunt a stern look, but it was useless.

“Please tell your friend to let Patches settle down,” the woman said. “She doesn’t like ghosts.”

“What?” Aunt Matilda and I spoke at the same time. I swiveled to look at the innkeeper, whose eyes appeared to be on my wayward aunt. “You can see her?” I asked.

The woman nodded and looked down at her computer screen. “First floor okay?”

“That’s fine,” I said, as Matilda drifted up next to me.

“How can you see me?” Matilda asked. “No one’s ever been able to see me before. Except Amanda, of course.”

“I just can,” the innkeeper said. “Always have been able to. Anyway, I’m going to put you in the Rose Room. We’ve got a resident spirit in the house—her name is Ivy—and she’s very shy. If you stay off the second floor, we should be okay.”

“There’s another one of me here?” Matilda asked, brightening. “Is she friendly?” You’d think ghosts were a dime a dozen, but Aunt Matilda had only turned up half a dozen of her kind over the past two years, and none of them had been what you’d call chatty.

“Not exactly,” the woman said. “If you’re here a few days, she might be brave enough to come out, but she keeps to herself a lot.”

“I’d like to meet her. How old is she?”

“She just turned 75, I think,” the woman said, as if a 75-year-old ghost named Ivy were perfectly ordinary. “Now, here’s the key. It’s down that hallway to the left, and breakfast starts at eight and goes to nine thirty. Do you need any help with your luggage?”

“This is all I’ve got,” I said, pointing to my small bag.

“Great. And the Crooked Broomstick opens tomorrow at ten.”

“What?”

“You’ll want to visit it while you’re here.”

“Why? Are they hiring?” Aunt Matilda asked.

“Maybe,” she said cryptically. Before I could ask her anything else, she smiled at both of us and turned off the computer. “I’m going to head back to bed. If you need anything, just dial 0 on your room phone.”

She smiled at both of us and turned off the computer. “I’ll see you at breakfast!”
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“I can’t believe she could see me!” Aunt Matilda said excitedly as I opened the door to the Rose Room a few minutes later. “And there’s another ghost here. I can’t wait to meet her!”

“Well, don’t go hunting her down tonight,” I admonished her as I turned on the light. The room was, predictably, a dusky rose color, with a beautiful duvet embroidered with roses and lavender. Even the air smelled faintly of roses. I dropped my bag and closed the door behind me, relieved to be in a room for the night.

“This is nice,” Aunt Matilda commented as she floated around the room. She ducked into the bathroom, then flitted back out. “There’s a big claw-foot tub in there; you should take a bath.”

“I think I will,” I said. It was late, but I was still wired from the adrenaline dump of being stranded, and my damp clothes had given me a chill.

As I walked into the spacious, tiled bathroom to start the bath, Aunt Matilda followed me. “I wonder what it’s like where Ivy lives?”

“The innkeeper told you to leave her alone,” I chided Aunt Matilda as I turned on the hot water, pleased to note a tiny bottle of bubble bath. I emptied it into the tub and inhaled as the scent of roses filled the small bathroom.

“But how could she be shy around me?” she asked.

I peered into the mirror over the bathroom sink and poked at the white streak of hair above my right temple. “Not everyone is quite as… effervescent as you are.” I wondered if I should color that streak again, or let it grow out and embrace it as a natural highlight for a while.

“It must be my joie de vivre,” she said. “Ironic, since I’m not technically alive.”

“Maybe she’ll be more up for company in the morning,” I suggested. “But for now, let’s just settle in, okay? It’s not like Ivy’s going anywhere anytime soon.”

I pulled my toiletry kit out of my overnight bag, and a somewhat crumpled sheet of paper came out with it and fell to the floor. With a sigh I picked it up and stuffed it back into my bag, trying not the wince at the IRS logo at the top of the page.

Apparently I hadn’t been successful. “Oh, don’t worry about that!” Aunt Matilda said cheerfully. “I never paid my taxes either!”

Didn’t I know it. It had taken the better part of the year after the olive incident to square away her remaining debts, and I was not so sure it was all dealt with yet.

“Yes, well, I⁠—“

There was a bump in the hall, right outside our door. A chill unrelated to my wet clothes ran down my spine.

I looked at Aunt Matilda expectantly.

“I’m not going out there,” she said, eyes wide.

With a sigh, I walked over to the door and looked through the peephole. Nothing.

“Probably just pipes bumping or something,” I suggested, trying to convince myself as much as her.

“That didn’t sound like pipes,” she said ominously.

There was another bump. I looked again.

“Open the door a crack,” Aunt Matilda suggested.

“Or you could just go through the door,” I reminded her.

“No way. You know how I am about ghosts and things.”

“Five minutes ago you were complaining that you couldn’t go meet one.”

“That’s a different kind of ghost.”

The bumps came again, and this time they were definitely at our door.

“Fine,” I said, steeling myself, and I unlocked the deadbolt, making sure the chain was still in place. I carefully turned the doorknob and gingerly pulled the door open just a crack. “Hello? Can I help you?”

Something dark and sticky and cold flew through the crack. I jumped back and screamed, but it wasn’t after me.

It glommed right onto Aunt Matilda’s arm.

Dying to find out what happens next? Grab your copy of Spells & Shenanigans now!


MORE BOOKS BY KAREN MACINERNEY


To download a free book and receive members-only outtakes, giveaways, short stories, recipes, and updates, join Karen’s Reader’s Circle at www.karenmacinerney.com! You can also join her Facebook community; she often hosts giveaways and loves getting to know her readers there.

And don’t forget to follow her on BookBub to get newsflashes on new releases!

The Misty Hollow Magical Cozy Mysteries

Spells & Shenanigans

The Snug Harbor Mysteries

A Killer Ending

Inked Out

The Lies that Bind

Fatal Fiction

The Gray Whale Inn Mysteries

Murder on the Rocks

Dead and Berried

Murder Most Maine

Berried to the Hilt

Brush With Death

Death Runs Adrift

Whale of a Crime

Claws for Alarm

Scone Cold Dead

Anchored Inn

Reel Trouble

Cookbook: The Gray Whale Inn Kitchen

Four Seasons of Mystery (A Gray Whale Inn Collection)

Blueberry Blues (A Gray Whale Inn Short Story)

Pumpkin Pied (A Gray Whale Inn Short Story)

Iced Inn (A Gray Whale Inn Short Story)

Lupine Lies (A Gray Whale Inn Short Story)

Basket Case (A Gray Whale Inn Novella)

The Dewberry Farm Mysteries

Killer Jam

Fatal Frost

Deadly Brew

Mistletoe Murder

Dyeing Season

Wicked Harvest

Sweet Revenge

Peach Clobber

Fowl Play

Slay Bells Ring: A Dewberry Farm Christmas Story

Cookbook: Lucy’s Farmhouse Kitchen

The Margie Peterson Mysteries

Mother’s Day Out

Mother Knows Best

Mother’s Little Helper

Wolves and the City

Howling at the Moon

On the Prowl

Leader of the Pack


RECIPES


SUMMERY ROASTED VEGGIE PASTA


Ingredients

	1¾ pounds eggplant, cut into 1-inch cubes 

	1 to 2 banana peppers, halved, seeded, and thinly sliced 

	4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil plus more for drizzling 

	Kosher salt 

	12 ounces pasta (other than spaghetti, fettuccine, or angel hair) 

	2 pounds very ripe heirloom tomatoes, halved 

	1 to 2 large garlic cloves, minced 

	Large pinch crushed red pepper flakes 

	2 tablespoons capers, drained 

	2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

	Grated ricotta salata or Parmesan cheese, for serving; you can also use crumbled chevre. 

	Fresh basil leaves, for serving 




Instructions

Heat oven to 450 degrees. Spread out eggplant cubes and peppers on a rimmed baking sheet and toss with 3 tablespoons oil. Season with salt and roast, turning occasionally, until eggplant and peppers are very soft and deeply golden brown, 30 to 40 minutes.

While vegetables are roasting, cook the pasta in well-salted boiling water until about 1 minute shy of al dente. Drain.

Using the large holes of a box grater, grate tomatoes over a large skillet so the pulp falls into the skillet. (Hold on to the curved side of the tomato in your hand and slide the cut, flat side across the holes and stop grating just before you reach the skin.)

Add the garlic, red pepper flakes and 1 tablespoon olive oil to the pan with the tomatoes and bring to a simmer. Simmer until tomato pulp is reduced by about half, then season to taste with salt.

Add the cooked pasta, capers and butter to the pan and return to a simmer, tossing until butter melts and pasta finishes cooking, about 1 minute. Turn off the heat and toss in eggplant and cheese.

Serve pasta drizzled with a little more oil and the herbs.


TEXAS CHILI RECIPE


Ingredients

	2 pounds coarse ground beef, 80/20 or chuck (also called chili grind), not too lean! 

	vegetable oil  

	2 cups yellow onions chopped 

	2 tablespoons garlic, minced 

	3 tablespoons chili powder 

	2 tablespoons ground cumin 

	1 tablespoon smoked paprika 

	1 tablespoon oregano 

	2 teaspoons salt 

	2 teaspoons black pepper 

	2 bay leaves 

	1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes 

	3 tablespoons tomato paste 

	1 heaping tablespoon Better than Bouillon - beef flavor 

	1 (12-ounce) bottle of beer 

	1 cup water 

	2 tablespoons masa 




Toppings:

	shredded cheddar or monterrey jack cheese 

	sour cream 

	green onions or sweet onions, chopped 

	sliced jalapenos 




Instructions

In a 6-quart saucepan, over medium-high heat, brown the beef in batches so as not to crowd the pan. Remove the browned meat to a paper towel-lined plate.

Remove all but 1/4 cup of the fat in the pan (if there's not 1/4 cup fat, add vegetable oil as needed). Add the onion and cook on medium, stirring occasionally, until browned and soft, about 10-12 minutes.

Stir in garlic, chili powder, cumin , smoked paprika, and oregano and cook, stirring constantly, until the spices are fragrant, about 1-2 minutes.

Return the browned beef to the saucepan and add salt, pepper, bay leaves, crushed tomatoes, tomato paste, Better than Bouillon, 3/4 cup of the beer and 1/3 cup of water and simmer 20 minutes.

Add the remaining beer and water, along with the masa, and simmer for 30-40 minutes, stirring occasionally, until chili is thick.

Serve with toppings.


PUMPKIN MUFFINS


Ingredients

Topping

	5 tablespoons all-purpose flour 

	5 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted 

	5 tablespoons turbinado sugar 

	¾ cup chopped pecans 

	¼ teaspoon cinnamon 




Muffins

	2 cups all-purpose flour 

	½ teaspoon salt 

	½ teaspoon baking powder 

	1 teaspoon baking soda 

	1 teaspoon ground cloves 

	1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

	1 teaspoon ground nutmeg 

	¾ cup (1½ sticks) unsalted butter, softened 

	1½ cups granulated sugar 

	2 large eggs 

	1 15-ounce (425-g) can 100% pure pumpkin  




Instructions

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spray a standard 12-muffin pan with non-stick cooking spray and add cupcake liners if desired.

Topping

Combine the flour, butter, turbinado sugar, chopped pecans and cinnamon in a small bowl and set aside.

Muffins

In a medium bowl, whisk together the flour, salt, baking powder, baking soda, cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg.

In a separate large bowl, beat the butter and sugar at low speed until just blended. Add the eggs one at a time, beating well after each addition; continue beating until very light and fluffy. Add the pumpkin and beat until combined, scraping down the sides of bowl as necessary.

Add the flour mixture and mix on low speed until just combined.

Spoon batter into the prepared muffin pan, filling each cup completely full, and divide the topping evenly over the batter.

Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, or until a cake tester or toothpick comes out clean. Let the muffins cool in the pan for 10 minutes, then cool completely on a rack.


QUINN'S WHITE CHOCOLATE RASPBERRY CAKE


Ingredients

Almond Cake

	2 and 1/2 cups (300g) flour, sifted 

	3 teaspoons baking powder 

	1/2 teaspoon baking soda 

	3/4 teaspoon salt 

	1 cup (227g) unsalted butter room temperature 

	1 and 1/2 cups (299g) granulated sugar 

	6 large egg whites at room temperature, lightly beaten until foamy 

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract 

	1 and 1/2 teaspoons almond extract 

	3/4 cup (170ml)  milk, room temperature 

	2/3 cup (152g) sour cream, at room temperature 




White Chocolate Amaretto Buttercream Frosting

	1 and 1/2 cups (340g) unsalted butter room temperature 

	3 and 1/4 cups confectioners’ sugar sifted 

	1/4 teaspoon salt 

	2 Tablespoons (28ml) heavy cream, room temperature 

	1 and 1/2 Tablespoons (21ml) amaretto liqueur 

	1 teaspoon almond extract 

	9 ounces (255g) white chocolate, melted and cooled for 10 minutes 




Garnish

	1 cup raspberry preserves 

	1 cup fresh raspberries 

	1 cup thinly sliced almonds 




Instructions

Cake:

Preheat oven to 350 and generously grease the bottom and sides of two 9-inch cake pans. Line the pans with parchment paper rounds, and set aside until needed.

In a large mixing bowl, sift together cake flour, baking powder, baking soda, and salt.

In a separate large bowl, beat the butter on medium-high speed until smooth and creamy, about 1 minute.

Gradually add sugar to the butter; once all of the sugar has been added, continue to beat on high speed for 2 minutes.

Reduce the speed to low and add in the egg whites, a bit at a time, beating well after each addition and scraping down the sides and bottom of the bowl as needed.

In a small bowl, combine vanilla extract, almond extract, milk, and sour cream and mix until evenly combined.

On low speed, add the flour mixture to the butter/sugar mixture in three additions, alternating it with the liquid milk/sour creamy mixture, beginning and ending with the flour, and mixing until just combined. 

Divide the batter evenly among the prepared pans and bake for 25 to 30 minutes, or until lightly brown around the edges and a toothpick inserted in the center of the cakes comes out clean. Cool the cakes in the pans places on a wire rack for 15 minutes,then invert the cake layers onto cooling racks and cool completely.

White Chocolate Amaretto Buttercream Frosting:

In a large bowl, beat the butter on medium-speed until completely smooth. Reduce the speed to low and gradually add in the confectioners’ sugar, beating until completely combined.

Add in salt, cream, amaretto, and almond extract; beat until smooth.

Then add in the white chocolate and beat until smooth. Once all of the ingredients have been incorporated, increase the speed to medium-high and beat for an additional minute.

Assembly and Garnish:

Using a long, serrated knife, slice each cooled cake in half horizontally, creating 4 even layers. 

Place one cake layer on a large plate or cake stand. Spread 1/2 cup of the frosting on top of the cake, then spread 1/4 cup of raspberry preserves on top of the frosting.

Top with another cake layer and repeat the layering process, ending with the last cake layer on top. Spread remaining frosting over the top and sides of the cake. 

When cake is frosted, gently press the sliced almonds all around the sides of the cake and top with fresh raspberries.

Allow the cake to rest for 20 minutes before slicing. Can be stored in the refrigerator for up to 2 days. Bring to room temperature before serving.
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