

 Olly Smith is best known as an award-winning wine expert, but his career began in screenwriting, working on beloved series like Pingu and Charlie & Lola, and films including Wallace & Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit.

 

In 2005 Olly won Wine Idol, which launched him into the world of TV presenting. Since 2006 he has been a presenter on BBC1’s Saturday Kitchen, where we see him interviewing celebrities, reviewing cookbooks and, of course, telling us about the most exciting wines in his uniquely joyous and memorable style.

 

Death by Noir, his debut novel, perfectly combines Olly’s passion for wine, his love of a page-turning mystery, and the delight he takes in the beauty of his local Sussex countryside.
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Under the green scoops and chalk pits of England’s South Downs, the little town of Lewes folds into the softness of an ancient Sussex landscape. A living pocket of mysteries surrounded by local vineyards, the flint terraces and cosy pubs are not as they seem. On November 5th, some weeks from now, Bonfire Night will blow this place apart. The townsfolk will take to the streets in a nighttime parade of masked costumes, burning crosses and giant effigies detonated beneath fireworks loud enough to make the Greenwich Meridian tremble towards London. Each bonfire society’s darkest secret is the hidden location of their cache of explosives and huge statues tucked behind barn doors and farm gates across the local hills. Lewesians take great pride in who knows what. And some know a great deal more than others.

From an open window above the Victorian stained-glass door of the Bottle Bank wine shop, the jovial sound of humming is cascading into Priory Street below. Rooks are squabbling over the roof and on the doorstep, a bottle of white wine with no label is glimmering in a dewy late summer sunbeam. The sound of a handclap sends the rooks on the roof scattering as Barclay Flint stares delightedly at himself in his shaving mirror. ‘The Library of Libations,’ he murmurs, rolling the words around his palate as a connoisseur would revel in a glass of rare champagne. The last creamy ridge of soap from the morning shave is resting on his neck like ermine round a kingly robe. Barclay is proud of his smooth, radiant and stout demeanour. Although in his mid-fifties, he likes to think of his appearance as ‘youthful poet’ and tells himself that a purple paisley silk dressing gown is very similar to a glass of wine – all about the detail. Wiping the last foam from his neck, he briskly pom-poms his way to the door of his bijou flat, his robe billowing in his wake. ‘Minty!’ he sings out, before realising that Minty is already halfway down the hall stairs wrapped in her large vibrant-green cardigan. Minty slowly turns and addresses him.

‘Nineteen fifty-two it was when I left Antigua; did I know where I was coming?’

‘It would be rude of me to presume.’

‘This riddle of a place. The thing I learnt quick? When someone such as Barclay Flint starts singing before breakfast time, trouble’s coming.’

‘Do you know, Minty, I could swear you look five years younger this morning.’

‘Hold your smooth talking; spit it out, man.’

‘New name for the shop: the Library of Libations.’

Minty takes a breath and tightens her grip on a bag of bird seed.

‘The pigeons need feeding, you’ve had a sherry for breakfast and the shop’s already got a perfectly decent name.’

Stomping down the stairs, Barclay calls after her: ‘I only had one glass. Manzanilla. And it was as cool and crisp as a salty snowball!’

Downstairs, Minty opens the Bottle Bank’s elegant Victorian stained-glass front door and retrieves the unlabelled bottle of white wine from the doorstep. Carefully placing it inside on the counter strewn with empty wine bottles and a nearly finished jigsaw of Eric Ravilious’ Wilmington Giant, she shakes her head at the mess. Wrapping her scarf around her neck, Minty Jarvis steps out in search of advice to give and feathered friends to nourish.

 

As lights flicker on in the shop with a glimmering twinkle, Barclay’s breaking wave of hair frames his head like a halo of possibilities. Perfectly unkempt, this buoyant soul always strives to give the air of someone about to bob up through the very sky of the best mood possible. As he proudly surveys the regiments of bottles on the shelves, Barclay delights in the reflection of his own merry ways; enchanted by puzzles, unmoved by trends and a prodigious scribbler of notes meticulously tied around the neck of each bottle. He takes deep pride in these enticing descriptions, and this morning he’s over in the South African section casually reading aloud from his own handwriting, ‘ “A peach rolling down a sunbeam” . . . Ah, wine! You are truly my muse.’

Spotting the blank bottle of white wine on the counter, Barclay’s brow momentarily flutters with quizzical consideration. Hello stranger, he thinks before munching on a pre-breakfast biscuit and turning his gaze to the unfinished jigsaw. His right hand connecting with the record player next to the till, he barely looks at the needle as music’s answer to slow-motion giggling crackles across the shop; Bert Kaempfert’s ‘Bye Bye Blues’ is one of Barclay’s favourite tunes to solve puzzles to.

Pinot, a keen-eyed Border collie with a heart set permanently on where the next snack is coming from, bounds through the door.

‘Morning salutations my dearest friend,’ croons Barclay as he tosses the last nibble of his biscuit over to Pinot, who snaffles it faster than even she could comprehend. ‘Aah, she does love me, we understand one another, don’t we, Pinot?’

‘She understands that you always feed her,’ corrects Pearl Finch, clocking into her managerial shift.

In her mid-twenties, Pearl’s been working with Barclay for several years and in Barclay’s eyes is a Hollywood starlet bathed in the glow of resigned idealism. Pearl, on the other hand, sees Barclay as a fantasist pretending to be real. Though she admits a cool respect for Barclay’s knowledge, Pearl rarely acknowledges even to herself that she deeply admires his determination to match the perfect bottle of wine with every person who enters the Bottle Bank.

‘I only feed her my very best thoughts,’ insists Barclay.

‘Whatevs,’ snorts Pearl, straightening her broadly striped yellow and black woolly jumper, which resembles a recalcitrant bee that’s been stretched through a hoover. ‘Made a new sign for the counter,’ she says, holding up a tiny protest placard that says USE LESS PAPER. ‘And I’m adding the weight of every bottle to the tasting notes today; don’t be buying heavy bottles, Barclay. You know what it means for the carbon footprint.’

‘With you all the way, Pearl.’ Barclay attempts a good-natured salute, but it peters out as a stroke of an eyebrow while he recoils under Pearl’s unmoved stare. Getting to work at once, Pearl starts stacking the bottles from the counter into the recycling bin and writing bottle weights on the labels of Barclay’s specially curated Hot Bottle section on the shelf behind the counter.

‘ “Inky as a hippo dipped in Shakespeare”? What does that even mean?’ asks Pearl, exasperatedly reading from one of Barclay’s handwritten labels.

‘Oh, you know, thick-skinned, powerful, complex . . . it’s decent, that Cabernet, and from Moldova – how boundless is wine, Pearl, Moldova!’ says Barclay putting the last piece of his jigsaw in place. ‘Ta-daaa. Right, on to matters of great importance, this mystery sample. Who’s it from?’

‘Not seen it, this one?’ Pearl points to the unlabelled bottle of white wine from the shop’s front step.

‘That’s the badger, no note, no label and perhaps . . .’

‘. . . Laced with poison?’ jokes Pearl.

‘Nonsense, perhaps this season’s first fruit though, looks paler than a moonbeam through a gooseberry,’ remarks Barclay as he uncorks and pours two tidy glasses. ‘Hmm, lime-gold flecks swirling like liquid jewellery around the glass . . .’ Inhaling deeply, his eyes widen sharply. ‘Lychees on a pogo stick!’ he exclaims before taking a large swig from his glass.

Pearl rolls her eyes as Barclay considers the mouthful. A wave of silence moves through the shop as though his entire being is the portal through which wine becomes alive while the man himself disappears.

Barclay stares at Pearl. She sighs. ‘So come on, Barclay, what does the self-proclaimed GOAT of wine tasting make of this mystery bottle?’

Barclay looks up at her with a half-smile, taking a shallow breath before clutching his heart, staggering three paces to his left, falling to his knees, his eyes pleading as his body slumps to the floor with the jigsaw pieces tumbling after him and Pinot giving his cheek a concerned lick.

Pearl lets the silence soak a while. ‘Ha ha, yes, very funny, Barclay. You clown, up you get,’ she says, sniffing her glass before glancing at it mistrustfully and placing it back on the counter. Standing over Barclay, she peers at his twitching feet, concern mounting, before crouching over him, panic rising.

At that moment county moth recorder and delivery driver for the Bottle Bank, thirty-year-old Teddy Olsen, trips over the doorstep of the wine shop, nearly sending his laptop and book bundle flying before regaining his lanky balance and announcing, ‘Ten points to me, for not falling over, further ten points for arriving exactly on time for a Barclay breakfast.’

He notices Barclay prone on the floor as the record plays the final phrase of ‘Bye Bye Blues’. ‘Alright, Pearl, you killed the boss?’
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Barclay wraps himself in his loose-fitting charcoal herringbone Daks woollen overcoat as he fumbles in his pockets for the keys to the Duke. Parked just along Priory Street is a 1970 Rover P5B coupé in silver birch with the contrasting roof in burnt grey. DUK 922J has been Barclay’s pride and joy since he inherited it from his late father. His only rule when behind the wheel of the Duke is that the music of Jimmy Cliff must always be playing. Partly it’s the only CD in the car, but also because Jimmy’s sound is altogether suffused into the jolly vibe of every button, leather finishing and carved wooden trim, which rather makes Barclay feel like he’s gliding around Sussex on a floating sofa.

The key turns in the ignition and the old Buick engine rumbles to life, the sound of a giant budgerigar trilling in slow motion. One does not drive the Duke, one chauffeurs oneself, Barclay remembers his dear old dad saying on the first day he rode in the passenger seat as a young boy, his feet barely touching the floor. In those days the sound of Jimmy Cliff made Barclay feel like anything was possible. These days the crucial difference is that he knows everything is possible. The grey clouds over Lewes look as though they might buckle under the weight of their own darkness and the last rays of silver sunlight scurry beneath them to take refuge over the horizon. A distant flash of lightning catches the Duke’s rearview mirror as Barclay adjusts it and careens off towards the Downs, leaving the town’s fading lights twinkling like a lost harbour in his wake.

 

The road up to Dandelion Hill veers off the main road to the port of Newhaven and leads steeply up into the South Downs, a wild realm ruled by the song of skylarks whose billowing flights are impersonated throughout the summer months by their human paragliding counterparts. Flicking the Duke’s headlights to full beam, Barclay is all too aware of the Downs’ tendency to make things appear larger than they are. He still swears he once saw a cow the size of a double-decker bus on a walk to Ditchling Beacon. Tricks of the light, topography, squinting; all are perfectly plausible explanations. But Barclay has no doubt that he saw a giant cow, which is why he turned back hastily for the refuge of the Duke’s plush interior at a dignified trot that summery day. Running over the top of the Downs and rolling down towards Victor’s vineyards, Barclay can see Maurice Le Brocq and a group of friends grouped around a massive pile of mauve grape skins blocking his driveway, with a line of cars unable to leave his premises. Le Brocq’s face matches the inclement weather as the first spots of rain start bashing on the Duke’s rounded windshield. Barclay gives Le Brocq a tentative wave as he rolls along the lane towards Dandelion Hill as the last of the daylight gives way. Le Brocq does not wave back, his face a murderous mask.

 

Pulling up beside the open door of the winery, Barclay heaves himself up and out of the Duke. He gives his old ride a trusty pat before making his way inside towards the glimmer of steel fermentation tanks and the scent of woody old barrels.

‘Victor, I see your feud with Le Brocq continues unabated,’ croons Barclay warmly as he approaches Victor, who looks up from filling a jug and stares blankly.

‘It’s Barclay, what’s in the jug?’

‘Runner Duck vineyard. Open your nose-holes.’

Barclay takes a deep inhalation of the jug, and as he does so his hair vibrates from the roots to the tips. ‘By the beard of Bacchus, dear Victor, this is your magnum opus!’

‘Enough fancy talk. Along of its purity, no punch down, pump over, not even yeast, I’ll add nought but nature to this ferment.’

‘Who’d have imagined you, the tinkerer turned non-interventionalist, the world turns like a spinning penny,’ Barclay remarks.

‘I’m set upon turning invisible,’ Victor smiles faintly as he pours from the jug and proffers Barclay a glass of purple youthful red. Barclay carefully sips, swooshes and spits the fermenting wine judiciously into a grate. His eyes dart to Victor’s. Victor waits expectantly.

‘Life! Vivacity. Liquid shooting stars.’

‘Always such oration with you, Barclay, if shooting stars be summer fruit then I’m agreeable. Picksome is it not?’

‘Its daintiness is indeed its power, Victor, boosting energy from root to fruit, from glass to heart!’ Barclay flexes himself like a superhero imbued with limitless power. A micro-moth flits between them.

‘Another owlet, they come for the light,’ whispers Victor conspiratorially. ‘Rafty times for the nidgets, that much I know.’

‘And you do also know that you dumped a ton of spent grapes on Le Brocq’s drive?’ Barclay cajoles gently. Victor peers from beneath the lids of his eyes, a naughty schoolboy looking up from a smouldering pile of leaves.

‘Balderdash.’

‘I saw that maroon mountain of grape skins with my own eyes, Victor.’

‘Saw my ducks and all, did you?’

‘Must have missed them.’

‘My little babies, I’m bringing the vineyard back to nature, all for the wild, those grown trees, innocent weeds, creatures great or small. Folks should quit the stage, Barclay, nature needs her turn.’

Barclay looks across at Victor. He’s always been garrulous. But this time he’s playing straight. It strikes Barclay that Victor’s bid to enhance other lives seems to have convinced him of the lack of value of his own. For the first time, Barclay is deeply concerned about old Victor Crawshaw.

Victor slowly pulls something out of his pocket. For a split second Barclay wonders if the old man is about to draw a blade. Instead, a small smooth black stone is in the outstretched palm he proffers Barclay. The merest tremble is detectable in Victor’s hand as Barclay takes the small misshapen egg of a pebble.

‘Pocket stone for you. From my Runner Duck vineyard. Little bit of my terroir. Keep this close, leave moil aside and always remember miracles start small.’

‘You need it more than me, old friend, here.’ Barclay tries to give it back, but Victor’s hands are held together in a pointed gesture of prayer.

‘Guard it in your pocket,’ Victor says with a wink.

As Barclay tucks the pebble away, he is intrigued by a sudden scent that catches his nostrils. He turns like a terrier catching the faint whiff of a burrow with warm prey hiding inside, follows his nostrils towards a tiny stainless steel tank and points to it. ‘ “Lychees on a pogo stick”. That bottle of fragrant white left at the shop, it was you?’

‘You were all so mucked up, took you far too long of an age. First of its kind in Sussex, that wine, England for that matter. Traminette’s the grape, got the only plantings, I have.’

‘It’s a completely magical wine, Victor.’

‘More to come, my old hands want work to do. God willing.’

‘And I salute your dear old hands! It’s completely gorgeous wine, Victor. Scented as summertime and heady as a perfume counter in full bloom.’

Victor surveys Barclay. Barclay feels as though he’s looking at a late self-portrait of Rembrandt, all shadows and layers of light over a weathered lonely complexion.

‘Always been partial to you, Barclay, the only soul who truly grasps my ways.’

Victor shuffles deeper into the winery and off towards the darkness with a gentle beckon; Barclay pauses and reflects on the life of Victor Crawshaw. So many relationships built through wine, now as faded as a favourite T-shirt whose holiday memories have all but come out in the wash.

‘Victor, there’s plenty more harvests to come, old friend. You’ll make more wine, I’m sure of it.’

Victor turns. ‘We’ll see, won’t we, Barclay. We wunt be druv.’

He disappears around a tank, and Barclay reflects on the man’s stubborn determination to do things his way. From his first visit to Dandelion Hill as a teenager, Barclay remembers being struck by the eccentricity of Victor Crawshaw playing an old accordion in the barrel hall to his silently maturing barrels of wine. Barclay wonders about Victor’s music being absorbed into those wines as he replays the haunting melody in his mind. Time seeping into wine. Some bottles never end. Queen Elizabeth the ginger cat weaves her way around a barrel as Barclay follows Victor into the darkness, neither one of them yet knowing that this is the last time they will ever meet.

 

The forecast on the radio is warm for the night as Teddy drives the Bottle Bank van through the golden dusk towards Dandelion Hill in the hope of a late autumn moth haul. Parking up the lane outside the farm, he is alone as he carries his moth trap over the Downs towards his favourite spot in Ashcombe Bottom. Some people dance, others go for a pint, Teddy finds a sense of deep satisfaction through identifying as many moths as he possibly can. To Teddy, their beauty, fragility and endless variation are as wide and wild as the flavours of Barclay’s beloved world of wine – and yet where wine is mainstream, moths remain in darkness, not so much shunned as invisible to almost everybody else. If Teddy was prime minister there’d be a compulsory course on moths for every school kid, to show how integral they are to the natural ecosystem. But for now he’s happy to keep his records and contribute to the noble lineage of county moth recorders in Sussex that’s existed down the years. How he wished his predecessors could all be brought back to life for one weekend of moth study together, sharing and comparing data. But for now he’s hoping for a Merveille du Jour in the trap when he opens it up tomorrow. Seldom found in high numbers, his luck will have to be in – to see its green wings trembling in his trap would be even better than that Christmas where his dear Granny Alice bought him his first magnifying glass. The excitement in Teddy flares as the wind in the woods dies down and the air grows curiously still. This will be the last trap of the season before the winter takes hold.
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Harold is stalking across the yard at Dandelion Hill with a shovel over his shoulder while the dawn breaks over a silvery heavy dew. A little way off, Teddy Olsen slams the door of the Bottle Bank van. Harold watches the van pull away and immediately spots that the winery door has been left open all night with the lights on. He approaches and calls for his father. Dad never leaves the lights on, he thinks to himself. Two wine glasses and a jug have been left on a barrel. He calls out. The echo of his voice bounces off the stainless steel tanks as he turns towards the exit and narrowly avoids tripping over Queen Elizabeth the ginger cat streaking out from behind a barrel. Where could his father be? He powers through the rows of vines outside glistening red and gold, their scent turning to a first hint of mulch which will only increase as autumn and winter dissolve the leaves away from thick, cracked trunks.

 

The cat sits on the doorstep of the winery staring after Harold as he threads into the misty morning, a solitary upright strand. To Queen Elizabeth it almost looks like one of the vines has uprooted itself to stalk through the morning in search of a better place to set down roots. Harold’s knees click as he makes steady headway up the hill towards his test burial site. He’s going through the calculations in his mind and muttering as he walks: ‘. . . graves only need be three feet deep, biodegradable coffins or shrouds, wildflowers sown on top, it’s perfect for Dad’s rewilding operation, how often will mourners really come? Once a year? And the dead are silent. Money in the bank and a quiet profit building as people breathe their last. It’s the perfect system to monetise the farm . . .’

As he approaches the open grave, his face falls, horrified. He drops his shovel and slowly approaches the lip of the pit. Staring down inside, his furious reflection shimmers back at him: it’s partially filled with water and two runner ducks are merrily swimming, bobbing and preening.

 

Tabitha in her dressing gown is still a touch bleary from the rain which kept her awake last night. She’s listening to BBC Radio 3, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of hot tea as she considers her breakfast, dropping two pieces of bread into the toaster which begins ticking as she turns the dial to start it off. Smoke quickly rises, and she hastily switches it off as the kitchen starts to fill with the acrid smell. Unplugging it, she retrieves a rogue charred crust with a wooden spoon and opens a window as Harold piles in, his eyes hot and burning in a wild fury.

‘Which muppet filled my grave up with water?’

‘Someone’s in a good mood.’

‘Was it you? That pit was empty yesterday, a perfectly executed test burial site that’s now home to Dad’s ruddy ducks. Did he do it?’

‘Harold, it’s been pissing down. Perhaps you dug your grave in clay?’

‘Rubbish, there’s no clay; chalk chalk chalk over that side, perfectly drained. Someone interfered,’ he says, peeling off his damp jacket, the steam slowly rising from his shoulders.

‘Interfered? With what, Harold? I don’t want the dead around our family home. Desperately sad people day in day out, have you even thought about the legal side of bringing . . .’ She hesitates. ‘Bodies up to the farm. Actual dead people, Harold, this isn’t some military mission, this is our literal home. I don’t want it, not one bit.’

‘I’m glad it’s not your call.’

‘Dad’s never going to have it.’

‘If it makes money and gives wildlife a boost, then why wouldn’t he take a shufty at it?’

‘Because he hates people, Harold. And may I remind you that if you think you’re going to be the face of this burial ground, you’ll need to do a shedload of work on your bedside manner because you’re about as sympathetic as . . . as a tractor,’ says Tabitha, her voice quavering.

 

Mrs McRae is shovelling the last of the pink and purple grape skins into a wheelbarrow at the end of the driveway to Greenacres. Dressed in her well-worn Barbour jacket and grey herringbone Harris tweed fedora, she is as stout and formidable as the old beech tree that stands at the entrance to Maurice Le Brocq’s fiefdom. The damp air does not deter her from her task, and even Le Brocq notices her ardent form as he drives towards her in his glinting black new model Range Rover. He toots his horn as he passes by and drives down the lane to Dandelion Hill. Inside the car the knuckles of his wiry hands are gripping the steering wheel with the tight determination of a python throttling a mouse.

Stepping down from his car at Dandelion Hill, he appears collected, although his nostrils are flaring in a manner which suggests an eruption is imminent. He can hear the raised voices of Tabitha and Harold from inside the kitchen, locked in a heated argument, and the smell of burnt toast is wafting from the open window. He approaches and yanks the window further open.

‘Morning,’ says Le Brocq with all the friendliness of a wolf. Tabitha and Harold snap from their hostilities and both shoot Le Brocq the same familial look of hostility.

‘If you could fetch your father, I have a matter to discuss. Unless it was either of you dumping a ton of old grapes on my driveway? It’s taken Mrs McRae hours yesterday and an early rise today to get it all shifted. I won’t stand for it.’

‘Nobody’s dumped any grapes, Mr Le Brocq,’ hisses Tabitha. ‘As if we’d do that?’

‘I’ll do a recce, see if I can find Dad,’ says Harold, leaving Tabitha to make her toast while ignoring Le Brocq who lights up a cigarillo at the window, taking the time to survey the property and, in his mind, convert it into his new hunting lodge.

 

Harold calls upstairs to Victor’s bedroom. No reply. He paces up the stairs. The bed hasn’t been made, but then Victor hasn’t made his bed since their mother died in the 1990s. Downstairs, there’s no sign of Victor in the study either. A cursory glance outside at the vineyards yields no sight of him. Harold wends his way to the kitchen window where Le Brocq is stubbing out his cigarillo.

‘Dad doesn’t seem to be around,’ says Harold, trying not to feel concerned for his father’s unusual absence.

‘If you’d be so good as to let him know that the police have been notified. No doubt their enquiries will lead to his front door. There will be a reckoning. This time your father will pay the price for his recklessness. In full. Good day.’

Harold flicks a V-sign at Le Brocq, who sees it in the reflection of his windscreen and chooses to ignore the gesture. His time for vengeance is coming. And as Maurice Le Brocq knows, vengeance is a debt he prefers to be settled with interest. Harold turns to Tabitha. ‘Tabs, when was the last time you saw Dad?’

‘He was with Barclay Flint up in the winery, they went in together, they must have been up until late, the light was still on when I went to bed, did you see them?’

‘I saw Barclay arrive, well the car pulling up anyway, I was at my desk, didn’t see him leave. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of Dad since then.’

‘Nor me. No answer from his phone?’

‘Tried that earlier, just goes to voicemail.’

‘Well that’s hardly suspicious. He’s probably taken himself off . . .’

‘Tabitha, when did he last leave the farm?’

‘I see.’ Tabitha begins to look alarmed. Harold grabs his coat.

‘Look, you stay here, I’ll take another scout round the farm. Give Barclay a call, would you, see if he can shed any light.’

 

Barclay is singing along to Jimmy Cliff’s ‘You Can Get It If You Really Want’ as he pilots the Duke through the narrow lanes that trail up through the Downs. A few seagulls are wheeling overhead causing him to remark inwardly, Must be a storm at sea. His favourite view in Sussex is the crest of the valley that leads over to Dandelion Hill. No matter the time of year, it always reminds him of opening the first page of a pop-up book.

Growing up, his favourites had always been pop-up books. There’s one that he still remembers fondly and occasionally searches for online, fruitlessly thus far. It is a book of magic spells and, even from a young age, Barclay always delighted in the colour of the potions and blends, wondering what flavour they might have as well as dreaming of their effects. A good part of him in childhood was hoping to discover that wizard was an actual career path, but since he’d once been described by Sussex Life magazine as the ‘Wine Wizard’, he felt the box had at least been ticked.

It’s true that wines feel like different spells to Barclay. In his book of notes he lovingly describes the characteristics of each one. In their more florid moments his notes reveal the extent to which he is able to feel the impact of a wine, such as a recent crisp white Austrian Grüner Veltliner which he describes variously as ‘chiselled’, ‘precise’ and ‘an apple plucked from a glacier’. Barclay invariably feels as though each bottle is a prism of the place where it was grown, containing all the magic that made that liquid trapped in time so peerlessly specific. Rarely does he take time away from his love of wine. Only in moments of total exhaustion, when he cannot muster a response to the question posed by a glass, will he abstain in favour of something delightfully simple in its familiarity, such as a small iced glass of French pastis. Although he has to be careful, being a fiend for liquorice, one glass leads to another and before you know it he’s singing the Marseillaise in his pants.

 

The Duke crunches along the gravel where the road ends at Dandelion Hill. Ahead of him, Barclay spots Tabitha clearing brambles from the barn. He halloos her as he steps out of the car and, remembering that Victor Crawshaw is currently missing, instantly regrets his jovial tone. He also realises that he was probably playing Jimmy Cliff far too loudly on arrival. If he was wearing a tie, he would be straightening it for a distracting confidence boost as he advances, but since his shirt is as open as his spirit, he settles for clenching and unclenching his fists as he approaches.

‘Any sign of Dad?’

‘Not a thing, thanks for coming, Harold’s out searching the farm again. It’s really odd, I can’t fathom why Dad would just wander off.’

‘At his age, who knows. Perhaps he’s chasing one of his ducks?’

Tabitha shakes her head. ‘I’ve checked the local taxis, no one picked him up and the cars are all here. It’s a bit of a mystery, Barclay.’

‘Well he does have a rare tendency for unpredictability. I remember once we were at a tasting together, some bigwig was over from Italy and pontificating about the reds he was showing us when your dad piped up, “You do know that your wine smells like maxon, don’t you?” Had to pretend that instead of “manure”, maxon was an old Sussex term for “tobacco”. Your father was not happy. My point is, the old boy hasn’t lost the ability to surprise us. Give it time, he’ll show up.’

Tabitha rounds on Barclay, ‘I don’t want him to surprise us, Barclay, I’m desperately worried . . .’ Tears welling up, Barclay steps forward and gives her a hug. He takes her hands.

‘You should be wearing gloves, Tabitha, these brambles are as sharp as the devil’s own horns.’ Barclay rummages in his pockets and hands her his pair of leather driving gloves. ‘Look, I’ll ring round the wineries locally, see if anyone’s spotted him in a tasting room or poking around their vineyards. He’ll turn up, we’ll find him.’

 

Across the farm, Harold Crawshaw is stalking in full military mode, squaring off each piece of terrain before meticulously moving to the next. His phone rings.

‘My old mucker, you’re a hard man to track down. Mike, I’ll get right to it, Dad’s gone AWOL, yes, bit of a Charlie Foxtrot to be honest. It’s possible, but an extra pair of eyes would be . . . Sounds elusive, when will you know? Still beasting you, are they? With any luck he’ll have turned up by then, but look, stay in touch. Yep, will do, thanks, Mike.’

Scanning the horizon as he ends the call, Harold turns back towards the farm where he sees the Duke parked next to the winery. His face screws into a ball as he advances with the intensity of a terrier on the scent of a rat. Before he reaches the yard, the Duke starts reversing away, the sound of Jimmy Cliff bursting into life far too loudly for the circumstances. Inside, Barclay is singing along, his finger tapping the broad, elegant steering wheel and his nostrils revelling in the familiar scent of old wood and vintage leather. His mind is wandering to his earliest memory of the Duke when his father took him to Seaford beach and he tasted raspberry ripple ice cream for the very first time. He can still feel the glare of the peacock-blue sky, the flash of cold as the ice cream met his lips and the sweet creamy flavour laced with sweet bright raspberry trails. It was the first time he associated the cadence of flavour impacted by temperature, and every time he pours a wine today he will use the index finger of his left hand to gauge the bottle temperature. Some use a thermometer; Barclay is a human thermostat. Eight to ten degrees C for white wine is as familiar to his finger as that curious sensation rising now in his stomach.

It’s not indigestion. He shuffles uneasily in the driving seat. He is worried for old Victor Crawshaw. And Barclay’s instincts, like his childhood appreciation of raspberry ripple ice cream, leave an indelible mark.
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The winery at Dandelion Hill is calm. In the old days during harvest, the air was filled with the fragrant scent of grapes as the bunches and berries got sorted good from bad, toppling into the machinery that crushed them before being pressed into cool juice transforming into the magic of wine. Entering this place filled with memories of his father, Harold Crawshaw is poking his head around the door.

The scent of wooden barrels fills the air and while most wineries have a meticulous laboratory to analyse every detail, save for a few test tubes, cones and thermometers, Victor’s tiny ‘kit corner’ is little more than a few jugs and tasting glasses. Harold finds his dad’s phone charging and as he runs his eye over the basic kit on display, is reminded that where wine is concerned, his dad always relies on his own sense of taste over statistics and numbers. As Harold grew up, his father’s curt way of tasting through the tank and barrels taught him one lesson well: ‘Harold, only two types of wine: good or bruff.’ The familiar scents of the winery are at once a gateway to memories of childhood and a reminder that when adulthood finally arrived, he pointedly chose not to step into his father’s winemaking shoes. While army life served Harold well enough, since returning to the farm he feels the gap in his knowledge of wine as keenly as the distance that’s been growing between him and his father.

 

Picking up a tasting glass, Harold turns the tap on the first tank of wine for a sample. Swirling his glass, he gives it a sniff before tasting and spitting onto the gravel floor. ‘Good,’ he muses. He passes to the second tank and tries turning the tap. The wine does not flow as easily and when he gives it a sniff, something is off. Bruff. The lack of flow in the tasting tap vexes him as he tries turning it on and off.

‘Clogged,’ he mutters, climbing the steps to the steel mesh walkway running along the tops of the tanks. The sound of his boots echoes around the silence of the winery. Reaching the top of the clogged tank, he kneels down and flips open the lid.

He recoils at the sourness of the emanating funky scent. If Barclay Flint was appraising its colour, he’d describe the fruit as being ‘dark as a mulberry down a coalmine’. But the aromas are far more devilish. Peering down into the black floating grape skins, Harold grabs the rake which has been left up on the gantry and gives them a poke. Something heavy is sitting beneath the surface. A clump of grape skins? Whatever it is, it’s blocking the tap below and will need breaking down.

Harold gives a heave with his rake and the face of Victor Crawshaw rolls up from under the floating cap of puce grape skins, his lifeless lips stained the same colour as the wine. Harold lets out a gasp as he falls on his haunches, dropping the rake into the tank as his father’s body slides back under the surface.

 

Calling the police, comforting his sister and fighting back the memory of his dad’s swollen purple body tumbles into the next twenty minutes as Harold’s world blurs with the sun beginning to roll lower in the sky. As the light begins failing over Dandelion Hill, Detective Inspector Nuria Alpert arrives on the scene. Wearing an impeccably smart black suit, her athletic demeanour glides out of her navy Skoda Yeti ignoring the mud and puddles of Dandelion Hill that instantly stick to her polished black boots. From the passenger seat, hawk-eyed youthful Detective Constable Oscar Keane emerges in a navy slim-fit nylon suit, his fat knotted grey tie and crumpled blue shirt giving him the air of a school leaver stuffed into an outgrown uniform. Tabitha instantly judges Keane to be too young to be useful as the police walk towards the winery door where she’s fighting back sobs. DI Alpert identifies herself and DC Keane to Harold inside, who guides them up the gantry. ‘And you found him at what time?’ DI Alpert asks.

‘Twenty, thirty minutes ago, I called directly, soon as I found him.’ Harold is pallid but focused as he reopens the tank and the soaked clothes of his father’s back gleam in the winery’s fluorescent light. Oscar Keane’s eyes light up; it’s his first time seeing a body on an actual case. Nuria begins making calls on her phone, simultaneously taking in every detail of the scene with calm fluidity and practised expertise. As Keane pulls out his notebook, he drops it tumbling towards the wine tank with the body of Victor Crawshaw before Nuria nimbly grabs it with her left hand, thrusting it back into Oscar’s chest and eyeing him sternly. This clearly isn’t the first time she’s prevented her young detective constable’s eagerness from disturbing a potential crime scene, and her look reprimands him with silent composure. Nuria Alpert moves with the speed and grace of a falcon as she begins surveying from the floor to the roof, hungry for clues.

 

Harold helps Tabitha across the yard wrapped in a tartan shawl, her face blotchy, her eyes red and her tremors revealing a state of deep shock. Arriving police are carrying spotlights into the winery; a photographer bustles past as a cordon is set up around the perimeter. Blue lights are flashing in the yard as Maurice Le Brocq in green wellingtons and a dinner jacket strides through the scene demanding to know what all the disruption is about. Harold ushers Tabitha into the house and rounds on Le Brocq, who weathers Harold’s tirade with cold insouciance. Dabbing his mouth with a handkerchief, his cool demeanour on hearing the news that a body has been found riles Harold to the point of apoplexy.

From inside the winery, Nuria Alpert notes raised voices and follows the source of the noise outside. With sharp interest, she watches Harold bellowing at Le Brocq, who remains unmoved. ‘You’ll forgive me,’ Le Brocq begins, ‘but I really must get back to my guests. I’d appreciate it if you could encourage the police not to block my driveway, carriages are in half an hour.’ Swinging around, he sets off at pace back towards Mrs McRae, who is waiting to escort him home with a brolly. As DC Keane emerges from the winery, he stands next to Nuria and swigs coffee from his thermos, instantly spilling it down his tie. As he dabs with his fingers, Nuria Alpert’s incisive gaze moves between Harold shouting from outside the house and Le Brocq departing into the night. Her appetite for information is piqued as an instinct for tracing the cold roots of conflict ripples like mercury through her veins.
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Next morning, in their cramped office, Nuria Alpert and Oscar Keane face one another across shared desk space. Nuria’s side is impeccably kept, a regimented grid of order with a gleaming laptop surrounded by meticulously neat filing boxes and a pristine gym bag. On the other side of the desk, DC Keane’s space is a mess of crumpled paper, old cups of tea and a collection of Post-it notes stuck around a bulky desktop computer. As she sips from her reusable water bottle, Nuria is perfectly still, thinking deeply. As she inwardly surveys the scene back in the winery at Dandelion Hill, she is troubled by her instincts. Contemplating the discovery of Victor Crawshaw’s body, seeing him sluiced out of the bottom of the wine tank onto the black body bag, the red juice, pips and skins appearing magenta and black, it strikes her that it was almost as if he was being born again, from blood-red wine.

Her gaze fixes on Oscar devouring his morning bacon bap liberally glossed with tomato ketchup; he seems entirely oblivious to the sounds he is making. ‘You know they say someone’s desk lets you see right into their brain?’ she asks Keane.

‘Yeah, well, brains don’t feed themselves, want a bite?’ Keane proffers his bap across the desk and a drip of ketchup falls right on the dividing line.

Nuria grabs a napkin and dabs it clean. ‘No, thank you, I work better when I’m hungry. So, Victor Crawshaw,’ she holds up a file, ‘what do we know?’

Oscar takes a hard swallow and thinks for a moment.

‘Well, he’s definitely dead,’ he says, as though revealing the secret of time itself.

‘Yes. How and why is he dead, Oscar?’

‘Fell in?’

‘Actually not bad, one of the most common winery fatalities is caused by workers inhaling carbon dioxide from fermentation tanks – they fall in unconscious and drown.’

‘Drowning in wine, not the worst way to go.’ Oscar licks his fingers finishing his bap.

‘Unless you’re teetotal.’ Nuria points at herself; Oscar nods sagely as though Nuria has just told him she has seconds to live. He can’t help but imagine tucking into a large cold pint of cider. ‘And besides, Oscar, until the coroner’s report is in, we can’t assume anything at this point, there are some crazy characters about.’

‘Yeah. What did you make of the son? Bit uptight?’ he asks, burying the crisp bubbly taste of his favourite Crowman Sussex Cider deep in his thoughts.

‘Harold Crawshaw seems a cool hand, army background, ticks all the boxes for staying calm in a crisis.’

‘Or, psycho in the making; if I’d just found my dad dunked in wine, I’d be rattled out of my bones.’

‘Lost his cool with the neighbour . . .’ She checks her notes. ‘Maurice Le Brocq.’

‘Now that guy’s a pillock.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘More pissed off about driveway access than a body turning up at the neighbours. Red flag pillock alarm.’

‘Maybe he’s in shock?’

‘I’m the one who’s shocked, shocked at king of the pillocks.’ Oscar pulls open a can of Dr Pepper, which sprays towards Nuria in a dark sticky gust. ‘Sorry, did I get you?’

Nuria shakes her head, focusing on her notes. ‘What about the Priory Bonfire lot?’

‘The ones stuffing the barn with bangers? Might have seen something. Weird lot those bonfire societies, all cults, witchcraft types, once had a girlfriend, one of the Coombe lot, obsessed with crystals, never got it, how can lumps of rock do anything? Am I right?’

‘Perhaps she wasn’t throwing them hard enough at your head?’

‘Nice. The son, was it Barry?’

‘Harold,’ corrects Nuria.

‘Harold, that’s it, said something about one of them Coombe lot being up there loads, a moth man or something . . .’

‘Teddy Olsen, works at the Bottle Bank. Harold said he saw Olsen driving away the same morning he found Victor.’

‘Got an ID?’

Nuria flips her laptop around to show Oscar Teddy’s dating profile with the photo of him with five pink and green Elephant Hawk-moths perched on the end of his fingers.

‘Eww, insects,’ says Oscar. ‘That is so Silence of the Lambs.’

‘Bottle Bank?’ suggests Nuria rising to her feet and crisply closing her laptop with a snap.

‘Bottle Bank,’ agrees Oscar draining the last of his Dr Pepper and getting up from his chair with a semi-silent belch.

 

The Bottle Bank is curiously quiet. From the street outside, the shop seems dimmer than usual, as though operating on a depleted battery. The colourful fairy lights in the window display have not been switched on and outside, on the pavement, two rooks are squabbling over a snail hiding deep in its shell. Inside, Pearl is polishing the counter around Barclay’s unfinished jigsaw. Pinot is curled up in her bed, following Pearl’s movements attentively with keen eyes. She licks her lips, sensing tension laden with uncharacteristic melancholy. Teddy is in the kitchen watching the kettle boil. Upstairs, Minty is knocking gently on the door to Barclay’s flat.

Inside, Barclay is pensive, the red wine he is drinking expanding through his senses as he tastes not just the flavours but its deeper secrets too. The coolness of the year gives tension, zip and energy to the structure of the wine, taut as a Victorian suspension bridge, yet yielding just enough to sway and move with silken grace. The grape itself, in this case Syrah from France’s Rhône valley, oozes with the depth of a black olive enhanced by a fragrant spell cast by a breath of lavender. Alain Graillot’s Crozes-Hermitage is a classic that’s proudly stood on the shelves of the Bottle Bank for a decade and more. As it is such a benchmark, Barclay often overlooks opening a bottle since there’s such a constellation of new wines in perpetual orbit around his mind, tugging at the firmament for a moment to shine. Yet now he sips it, he’s reminded of why wine is the deep well from which his life so seamlessly springs. Like the textures, colours and brushstrokes of a favourite painting, each is laced with the clues of its origin, which coalesce into a sense of meaning as it permeates every molecule of Barclay’s body; the wine and the person are entwined as one, held in mutual flow, each describing the other in a silent matrix of exchanged code.

Barclay revives himself from the trance-like state of tasting his first sip of Graillot’s 2023 Crozes-Hermitage and immediately remembers that Victor Crawshaw is dead. Not only have we lost one of England’s most talented wine growers, he muses. With the passing of Victor Crawshaw, we risk forgetting what it means to make wine. Minty knocks loudly on his door.

‘Barclay, d’you want to talk? My love? I’m very sorry about the news of poor Mr Crawshaw, we’re all here for you. Whenever you’re ready.’ She hesitates before deciding not to knock again and turns off down the hall. Barclay’s door opens a crack behind her. She turns to see him mustering the faintest of smiles through a face that looks as though a pale rain has washed it clean of sleep. ‘Thanks, Minty,’ he says gently. ‘I’ll pop down in a moment, just gathering myself, glad you’re here.’ He reaches out his hand through the crack in the door. Minty holds it in both of hers and meets his gaze with a tender smile.

‘I’m going to take one of my stews up to Dandelion Hill, did you want me to give them any message?’

Barclay thinks before gently shaking his head. ‘I’ll go up myself, possibly tonight, once the effects of this whole . . . pomegranate spice grenade of a situation have at least begun to settle. I just can’t believe it, Minty.’

‘Poor Tabitha and Harold must be beside themselves. I’ll leave you to your thoughts, Barclay – you ring me if you need anything at all, alright?’

She turns as Barclay’s door shuts behind her. Fetching an ovenproof dish covered with foil from her flat, she carefully carries it downstairs and nods goodbye to Pearl. Minty steps out into the road where Tom is parked waiting by the open passenger door of his old navy Peugeot 105. He settles Minty in and helps her with her belt before getting into the driver’s seat and giving her hand a squeeze.

‘All set?’ he says, before driving slowly away.

 

Queen Elizabeth is wrapping herself around the legs of the kitchen table beneath Tabitha, who is sat wrapped in a large rug, holding a cold mug of tea with both hands. She’s not sure how long she’s been sitting there, but Harold is keeping an eye out as he finishes washing up and slowly putting the plates away. Through the kitchen window, the police cordon around the winery is flapping in the wind. Harold lowers his head with a shake. Tabitha’s vacant stare draws into a little more focus as she takes a deeper breath. ‘What was he doing?’ she whispers hoarsely. Harold talks half a look over his shoulder as the cat jumps onto Tabitha’s knee.

‘Who can say? It’s a damn mystery,’ he answers. The memory of his father’s upturned wine-soaked face rolling back under a mottle of purple grape skins flashes into his mind. He shakes it off. ‘I just hope it was quick.’

Tabitha bursts into sobs.

 

High on the hill in the drawing room at Greenacres, Maurice Le Brocq peers down through his old telescope at Dandelion Hill. He can obliquely see Tabitha’s shoulder shuddering at the kitchen table and the cat bobbing in and out of view. He stands upright and drums his fingers on the optical tube. A small navy car is weaving its way down towards the intersection of his driveway and the lane leading to the vineyard. He glides over the scene, following the car with the practised aim of a marksman leading his target. Focusing his scope on the car pulling up, Le Brocq watches Tom open the door for Minty. She steps out carefully carrying a foil-covered dish. As he edges along the scene, Le Brocq spots Harold standing in the yard at Dandelion Hill staring fiercely up at him.

The crackle of a log spitting in the fireplace splits the air, sending embers showering into the fireguard. Le Brocq stares at his quarry down in the valley, unmoved by the sharpness of the sound. As the scent of burning oak reaches his nostrils, a dark mood uncurls through his body down his slender limbs to the taut skin around the tips of his cold fingers. He senses Mrs McRae entering the room behind him. Without looking around, he stares out through the window at the blue-black clouds rolling in from the coast. From Mrs McRae’s vantage point in the doorway, he seems elongated, a spider hanging from a dark branch.

‘Mrs McRae, just for once you could anticipate my luncheon requirements. But since that ship has sailed, I shall take the usual.’

He turns towards her, his yellowing teeth set like a stubborn cliff unwilling to yield to the power of the sea. Unmoved, Mrs McRae bustles to the kitchen where she’s already laid him a tray with a warm bowl of hearty pheasant stew.

 

Barclay is deeply absorbed in his jigsaw puzzle of Wilmington Church as the sound of ‘Stranger on the Shore’ by Acker Bilk & His Strings coasts gently around the Bottle Bank. His fingers are drumming on the counter with steady solemnity to the music and his glass of Crozes-Hermitage is perched within comforting reach. The door tinkles and Barclay’s gaze slowly rises as the scene soaks into focus. DI Alpert moves with a purposeful smile towards him, her black trouser suit barely creasing with each stride. DC Keane is immediately distracted by a large Balthazar bottle of red Rioja, the equivalent of sixteen bottles in one. DI Alpert flashes her identification.

‘Hello there, I’m Detective Inspector Nuria Alpert and this is . . .’ She notices Keane admiring the large bottle of red wine and reading the tag tied around its neck.

He smiles at her, gesturing to the bottle, ‘Ever seen one this big?’

Nuria imperceptibly shakes her head and continues, ‘This is Detective Constable Oscar Keane.’

‘Care for a taste?’

‘Mr . . .?’

‘Flint, I am Barclay Flint, proprietor of this wine haven, my pleasure.’ As Barclay moves to pour another glass, Nuria waves him off with a curt gesture of refusal.

‘I’ll pass, thank you. We’re here to see Teddy Olsen, he about?’

‘D’you do wine tastings, then?’ asks Keane.

‘I do indeed, impromptu or more formally once a month and you’re both most welcome to attend. There’s a sheet to sign up somewhere around here . . .’ As Barclay aimlessly shuffles a few papers on the desk, DI Alpert moves closer.

‘We’re fine, thanks. Is Mr Olsen around?’

‘Due back any moment from his round of deliveries, now where’s that infernal sheet?’

‘I’m sure you’ve heard about the tragedy up at Dandelion Hill?’

‘A devastation. Victor was the last of the old Sussex guard. What’s dear Teddy done to pique your arousal?’

‘We’d
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