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      My name is Nora Black, and I’m celebrating my BFFs midlife matrimony!

      Gilly is engaged, and I have invited a couple of friends to help us celebrate her bachelorette vacation in wine country. We are leaving work behind for a couple of days of good food, good friends, and good fun.

      Or so I thought. When the youngest of our group, Tippy Davenport, gets flirty with a local musician, his girlfriend is less than pleased. Some might even call her reaction homicidal. But when the woman turns up dead during a hiking tour, our vacation turns into an investigation.

      It doesn’t take a sommelier to sniff out the sour grapes surrounding this murder, including the astringent scents of old money, family intrigue, jealousy, and greed. I’ll have to employ my psychic nose to catch a killer and get the bride back home to Garden Cove in time for her wedding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my gosh,” Tippi Davenport exclaimed. “This place has a freaking spiral staircase up to the loft. Can I have that room?”

      “Yes,” Gilly, Pippa, and I all said simultaneously. I was as adventurous as the next fifty-four-year-old, but there was no way I would be climbing up and down twenty steps of a circular maze every morning and night for the next two and a half days.

      There were three other bedrooms in River Bluff House on the Rivière Tranquille Vineyard’s property. The vineyard had been established in 1934 by Vigneron Rigel Nichols, a British expatriate who’d stayed in France after World War I to learn the art of winemaking. He relocated to the small Midwest town of Marseille—Missouri; the local pronunciation was Mar-sail, not the French Maa-say—to start his own label. According to the website, the place was still family-owned and operated. I’d booked us a three-day midweek package to celebrate my best friend’s upcoming wedding.

      After kissing a lot of toads over the years, my BFF Gilly Martin had finally found herself a Dr. Charming. On Saturday, four days from now, she would officially become Gilly Graham. Scott Graham, an emergency room doctor, was the whole package—friendly, handsome, professional, and, most importantly, treated Gilly like a real partner.

      I couldn’t be happier for her. At least, that was the act I was putting on. Don’t get me wrong, I was thrilled for Gilly, and I knew Scott would spend the rest of his life making her happy. Still, I would miss having her next door. I’d moved over to Gilly’s neighborhood so that we could spend more time together. But between work, spending most of my free time with my guy Ezra, and consulting on the occasional criminal case with the Garden Cove PD, I’ll admit we hadn’t seen as much of each other as I’d expected. Still, it had been nice knowing she was there.

      I tucked my insecurities away as I gestured at the chunky, comfortable furniture, the hardwood floors, the upgraded kitchen, and the large balcony. I gave a sigh of relief. “The place looks just like its pictures.” That wasn’t always the case when you booked from a website.

      Pippa’s blonde ponytail bobbed as she nodded her agreement. “I can’t believe I have two whole days without J.J., the dogs, and Jordy. Lord help me, I love them all to pieces, but sometimes a girl needs a few days of no responsibility.” Her hips were fuller since having her daughter, but Pippa’s delicate bone structure and willowy height made her look rail thin.

      “Amen!” Tippi, who was the mini-me for Pippa—same fine bones, same height, and same blonde hair—exclaimed from the loft. “We are wild and carefree.”

      “Not too wild or carefree,” Pippa cautioned her younger sister.

      Since moving to Garden Cove two years earlier, Tippi had worked almost full-time as her sister Pippa’s nanny. The move and the job had changed the younger woman’s life in many ways. For one, she’d gotten and stayed sober.

      The irony that we were at a vineyard, and Tippi was our sober buddy, was not lost on me. She’d insisted she could handle it. I hoped for her sake and Pippa’s that she was right.

      Tippi came back down to the living room. She grabbed her large suitcase and hauled it up the spiral stairs, making me so happy I hadn’t been saddled with that space. Tippi was in her mid-thirties and life-cycled daily for exercise. She could handle the impact on her joints better than those of us in the over-40 crowd. Not that I wasn’t active. I walked three miles every morning, barring bad weather. Between that and the shots in my knees, I didn’t have much trouble. Still, it was better not to add to the wear and tear if I could help it. As my mother used to point out, you only get one body, so it pays to take care of it.

      We scoped out the other bedrooms. I was pleased by the scent of crisp pine cleaner and bleach. It meant my smell-o-vision, aka my psychic nose, was less likely to be active. Unless someone had a strong emotional connection to the aroma of cleaning products, I was safe from other people’s memories for the moment.

      Pippa and I took the two queen suites, and Gilly, as the bride-to-be, took the main king suite. All the bedrooms, including the loft, had private bathrooms, but only Gilly’s included a large free-standing tub. It was fine by me. I preferred a shower, anyhow.

      “You can see the river from the bathroom,” Gilly called out. “The view is spectacular.” She slung her arms around me from behind. “It’s perfect!” She gave me a conspiratorial look. “Where are you hiding the strippers?”

      “I told you. No strippers. It’s not that kind of a bachelorette.”

      “Fine,” she huffed. “But I would’ve ordered you a few strippers.” She laughed all the way to her room.

      I smiled as I went into my room, unpacked my suitcase, and put my toiletries in my en suite. It was after five, and as the maid of honor, I’d planned this getaway to a T. “We have reservations for dinner at La Sous Terre in an hour. Dress is classy casual.”

      Pippa popped her head into my room. “Can I just say again how excited I am for a grown-up getaway?”

      I grinned. “You can say it as many times as you like.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, we were at La Sous Terre. The exterior was a combination of stone and stucco, with a large sweeping roof that gave it a French country vibe. We were dressed to the sevens for the evening and with time to spare before our reservation. Unfortunately, that meant we had to wait at the bar for our table to open. Fortunately, the place had live music from a band called the Ray-tones, and they weren’t half bad for a local four-piece cover band.

      The lead guitarist, who also doubled as the lead vocalist, crooned Bob Seger’s “Night Moves” to five enrapt tables of swaying fans near the small stage area.

      Tippi sat on the barstool to my right. She leaned over until our shoulders were touching and muttered, “Hot damn, he’s cute.”

      She wasn’t wrong. He was clean-shaven and looked to be in his mid-thirties, but with the chiseled jawline of a high school quarterback. He wore a tight black t-shirt that showed off his muscled arms and chest and even tighter jeans that showed off his other assets.

      Two of the five tables were crowded with women wearing black t-shirts with Ray-tones written in fancy lettering on the backs. They were chair dancing as they sang along to his every word. “Looks like he has a fan club. I’m sure they’ll let you join.” One of the tables had a stack of CDs and t-shirts for sale. “They even have merch if you want to follow him on the road.”

      Gilly snorted a laugh, and Tippi gave me a sour look. “I just said he was cute.”

      I fought the grin tugging at my lips. “And you aren’t wrong,” I conceded. “He’s cute.”

      The bartender, the woman who had checked us in for our house when we arrived, finally came over and took our drink order. Two white wines, one red, and one sparkling grape juice.

      “Black, party of four?” a young woman in blue with a white apron asked.

      “That’s us,” I told her.

      She held a stack of menus under her arm. “Your table is ready.”

      “What about the drinks?” Gilly asked.

      “I’ll stay for them,” Tippi offered. “It shouldn’t take too long. It’s not like we ordered anything complicated. You guys get settled at the table.”

      “Sounds good.” I gave her a grateful smile.

      I’d requested a table with a view and was happy when they put us in front of a large window with a view of the vineyard and away from the music. We could still hear it, but it wasn’t nearly as loud as at the bar. The delicious scent of sauteed vegetables and roasted meats made my mouth water. Luckily, I’d only had to suppress a few scent-related visions. I’d been working on visualizing walls whenever an unwanted, private memory popped into my head. It helped to some extent, but I still caught the occasional glimpses, and sometimes the emotion behind the memories was too strong to shove away.

      “Good evening,” the waitress greeted us as we sat down. “I’m Donna, and I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you off with some drinks?”

      “We have some wine coming,” Gilly said, “but we’d like ice water for everyone as well.”

      “You got it,” Donna remarked. “Ice waters coming up. I’ll be back to take your order then.”

      “Sounds good,” I told her. The menus were fancy one-page inserts in leather holders with a four-course selection menu. The appetizers section listed goat cheese and almond-stuffed dates drizzled with burgundy syrup, crab-stuffed grape leaves with champagne butter sauce, and grilled garlic shrimp in a white wine reduction.

      “These appetizers sound to die for,” Gilly said. “I’m jazzed to try the stuffed dates. It sounds like the perfect blend of savory, tangy, and sweet.”

      I wasn’t a fan of goat cheese. “I think I’ll go for the crab-stuffed grape leaves.”

      Gilly’s lower lip jutted slightly. “I wish Ari could’ve made it.”

      “She’s solidifying her future,” I reminded her. Gilly’s daughter Ari had been working a summer internship with a colossal cybersecurity firm in Chicago. The girl was whip-smart, a virtual tech savant. “And she’s driving home on Friday, so she’ll be here for the wedding.”

      “I know.” Gilly sighed. “I just miss her.”

      I patted Gilly’s hand and then glanced over at Pippa. My blonde bestie’s brow was knitted in a worried frown. “What’s wrong?” I asked her. “Are you missing J.J. and Jordy?”

      She shook her head and glanced at the bar where Tippi waited for the drinks. “All this food has alcohol in it,” she said.

      Gilly put her hand on Pippa’s arm. “The alcohol is burned out of the sauces during cooking, but I’m sure they’ll leave them off if Tippi is worried.”

      Pippa raised her brow. “I’m worried Tippi isn’t worried enough.”

      “Do you think she’s drinking again?” I asked.

      Pippa was a good thirteen years younger than me, but the way she made everyone and everything her responsibility made her seem older. She’d started as my employee and had become one of my best friends. She was the first one I called when I’d decided to open a beauty supply salon in Garden Cove. Three years later, she was my business partner, and our little shop, with online sales and a big client who bought our lotions in bulk, was doing a lucrative business. Her sense of responsibility made her a business asset, but it could get in the way of her enjoying life.

      “Tippi is going to make her own choices,” I said. “We can hope she makes good ones, but you can’t beat yourself up if she doesn’t. Those decisions aren’t about you.”

      Pippa sighed as she rubbed the tip of her index finger along the wood grain on the table. “I know.” Her expression was bleak. “She lives in my home, and I trust her with the care of my daughter. For the past two years, she’s been in a controlled environment. If she isn’t going to a meeting in her free time, she’s talking with her sponsor or Jordy. This will be the first time she’ll have to face alcohol without a buffer. If she falls off the wagon, I don’t know where that leaves us. I love her. I’ll continue to love her. But I don’t know if I can have her around if she starts drinking again.”

      I gave my friend a soft smile. “How about we give Tippi the benefit of the doubt until she gives us a reason not to trust her?”

      “You’re right.” Pippa leaned back in her chair. “I’ll try to relax.”

      “You better,” Gilly told her. “This is my special getaway, and I don’t want any drama.”

      I’d been so focused on Pippa’s worries that I hadn’t noticed the music stopped playing until a woman shouted, “I’ll kill you!”

      We all turned wide-eyed to the bar and saw Tippi getting berated by a short blonde, who was being held back by the band’s guitar player.

      I glanced at Gilly as the three of us exited our seats.  “Drama always seems to find a way,” I told her.

      She gave me a thin-lipped grimace. “Every. Freaking. Time.”
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      There was a collective gasp in the restaurant as the irate blonde threw her drink at Tippi.

      Tippi sputtered, her face dripping with whatever had been in the woman’s glass. “Are you freaking kidding me?” She dabbed at her cheeks with the back of her hands. Her beige, low-cut silk blouse was splotched with liquid across the chest, and I could see the lace of her bra through the delicate fabric. I took my sweater off and handed it to her. Tippi looked down at her chest and huffed, “This is Saint Laurent. Do you have any idea how much it cost?”

      “An expensive top doesn’t make you any less of a cheap whore,” the woman seethed.

      “Calm down, Buttons,” the guitar player soothed. “I was just getting some drinks.”

      I braced myself for the explosion as “Buttons” sputtered, “Don’t tell me to calm down.” She thrust her hand out, flashing an emerald-cut diamond engagement ring with a halo of smaller diamonds around the stone and on the band. “I saw you give her your number. Don’t even act like you didn’t.”

      “Buttons, baby,” he cooed. “She was asking me about my rates for a gig.” The guy was obviously lying, but I could see the conflict on Buttons’ face as to whether she should believe him or not.

      Gilly, the peacekeeper, stepped in. “I’m getting married in a couple of weeks, and I have been looking for a band to play at the
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