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      During the course of this book, Sarah relaxes with a cryptic crossword puzzle. There’s a section of the puzzle on the next page, in case you want to work on it with her.

      If you’re new to cryptic crosswords, you can find many online resources to help you get started. Plus, this puzzle is pretty easy. So, I hope you give it a try!

      You can find the solution in the back of the book.

      Good luck! And no peeking!
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            BEST IN SHOW—SONOMA PLAZA, JUNE 2023

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, gawd,” Sarah McKee muttered in dismay.

      “What is it?” Charlene Davis, a San Francisco sommelier and fellow judge at the Best of Sonoma Valley wine competition, leaned close to Sarah’s shoulder as she scanned the audience.

      “It’s Landon Harris.”

      “Is that a problem?” Charlene shaded her eyes with her hand and searched for the famous vintner that Sarah was already staring at.

      In the crowd of two hundred people gathered for the Best of Sonoma Valley, Sarah had recognized her elderly friend Landon Harris sitting on the periphery—but in a wheelchair.

      “I was supposed to call him. And never did. And now look at him.”

      “He doesn’t look well,” Charlene remarked. “I’ll give you that much.”

      Sarah studied Landon, shocked by his physical state. Though he was dressed as always in a wide-brimmed white fedora, black shirt, linen trousers, and black canvas shoes, his clothing looked two sizes too large. Even the hat sat too low around his ears.

      Something drastic had happened to him. In the couple of months that she’d been away, he had changed from a vigorous older man into a feeble shadow of himself. He must have suffered a massive decline in health or had an accident. Maybe that was why he had tried to contact her.

      Guilt streaked through Sarah. Once again, she had allowed business to take precedence over someone she claimed to care about.

      While Sarah had been in Europe, Landon had phoned her numerous times, and she hadn’t returned his call. She had good reason not to. Two reasons, if she were counting. For one, the time zone difference made calling someone in the States inconvenient, especially if she had scheduled dinners with clients as she usually did. And two, she always found it difficult to end a phone call with Landon.

      Not that Landon was boring or annoying. Far from it. Landon Harris was one of the most convivial men she knew. But the guy loved to talk.

      Unfortunately, when Sarah traveled on business, she was too “talked out” to want to spend hours on the phone at the end of the day. And Landon refused to text. So, she had put off contacting him until her return.

      Something had happened to confine Landon to a wheelchair—maybe something he had wanted to tell her about. She should have carved out time for him. Guilt made another pass, cutting deeper this time.

      Worried, Sarah picked up her water glass and waited for the tasting results to be announced so she could get off the judges’ dais and offer an apology to her elderly friend.

      “And the winner of Best of Sonoma Valley…” The host of the event adjusted his glasses and held a tablet farther from his nose, drawing out the results.

      Because of her reputation as an international wine consultant, Sarah had been selected to serve as one of the five judges at the competition. She was well aware of the perks of being chosen. Not only did it mean she was highly respected, but it also gave her visibility in the business.

      With the perks came certain responsibilities, though. Her position as judge meant that she had to remain on the dais until the very last winner was announced. She couldn’t just hop off the stage and go chat with Landon. Plus it was hot and airless up here.

      While the host struggled to bring the winner’s name into focus, Sarah eased back in her chair and surveyed the crowd, forcing her mind off Landon Harris until they could talk.

      Local vintners, plastic goblets in hand, perched on the edges of their folding chairs in a shady corner of Sonoma Plaza, eagerly awaiting the announcement of the winning wine. Best of Sonoma Valley was the most coveted award of the year and a guarantee of financial success for a winery.

      Everyone who was anyone attended this event, and Sarah knew them all. Many of the vintners were her clients for whom she brokered deals with buyers and collectors all over the world.

      “…Rancho Diaz Cabernet Sauvignon, Alexander Valley, Emilio Diaz vintner.”

      Rancho Diaz? The crowd sucked in a collective gasp of disbelief before covering the reaction with a smattering of applause. Sarah covered her own gasp with a gulp of water from the glass still in her hand.

      Rancho Diaz? Who were they? To have the award bestowed on a newcomer was unheard of. Harris Winery almost always won the competition, or some other equally well-established vineyard.

      During a blind tasting, however, surprises could happen.

      She saw Landon Harris’ fedora rotate as he searched for the winner in the crowd.

      Emilio Diaz, owner of Rancho Diaz, stood up at the back, his intense eyes burning in triumph, his tall, spare frame stiff with pride. He gave a curt nod to the crowd and judges and sat back in his seat, as straight as a fence pole.

      What was Emilio Diaz doing growing grapes in Alexander Valley? His was a small family operation working the hills east of Glen Ellen. How had they managed to acquire land in pricey Alexander Valley up north? Had Diaz won the lottery? And when had they started making their own wine?

      It was Sarah’s job to discover new vintners and introduce them to her collector and restauranteur clients. How had she missed the Rancho Diaz operation? They must have been flying under the radar on purpose.

      If anyone knew anything about Rancho Diaz, it would be Landon Harris. The Harris and Diaz families had been doing business with each other for centuries. The Harrises bought grapes from the Diaz family—grapes that comprised the majority of their signature red, Ancient Oak Cabernet Sauvignon. In turn, the Diaz family was granted a lease on land the Harrises had owned since the 1850s.

      Their arrangement was the American version of the Scottish crofter. The Harrises were the landowners, the Diazes were the leasers, with rent paid in grapes and property management.

      Sarah could make her apology to Landon and pick his brain at the same time. She shoved back her chair.

      “Cheers, Charlene,” she said to the woman at her elbow.

      “See you around, Sarah.” Charlene gave a small wave.

      Sarah got to her feet and tugged her red dress into place. She stepped down the bleacher-like stairs of the dais and headed through the June heat for the man in the wheelchair.

      “Landon?” She held out her hand.

      The fedora tipped back to reveal the face of Landon Harris. He’d always reminded her of a grasshopper—a strikingly handsome grasshopper—with his large eyes, prominent, flat nose, and puckish mouth that could break into a grin to fill his face. He had a warm personality and a twinkle in his eye that spoke of his deep intelligence and sense of humor about the human race.

      However, the face that tipped to the sun today was more mask than flesh. Winter had come to Landon, turning his brows and hair white. His skin had a gray opaqueness about it, as if his warmth had been killed by frost, and his expressive eyes had frozen to bits of coal. She couldn’t even see the whites—just cold black stones sitting in a pale oval.

      What was wrong with him? Had he suffered a stroke? He was in his early seventies, old enough to succumb to a medical condition of some kind. But he had never seemed that old to Sarah. And never unhealthy. Dismay spiked through her, but she kept her expression open and friendly, and her gob shut.

      “Sarah McKee,” he said in a smooth baritone. The man’s body may have shrunk, but his voice was as big as ever. “So, you haven’t fallen off the edge of the earth, after all.” He shook her hand. “Apologies for not standing up.”

      “Apologies for not getting back to you, Landon. I’ve been out of the country. And crazy busy.” She patted the top of his liver-spotted hand with her free one.

      “No worries, my dear,” he replied kindly. Then the volume of his voice dropped to a much more intimate level. “But I have to talk to you.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Before he could answer, a shadow fell over their joined hands. Sarah released him and lifted her regard to the man looming at her elbow.

      Sixty-something Emilio Diaz stared down at Landon, his chin jutting out, his thin lips twitching as if he fought back a snarl or grin. His dark, unblinking eyes burned, his back was rigid, and his wisps of gray hair were as dry and colorless as his skin, sweeping over his ears like the feathers of an egret. His thin body and bony face, plus the acrid odor wafting from his clothes, hinted at a man who smoked more than he ate.

      He had overdressed for the occasion, in a white polyester suit with a red scarf tied around his throat. This must be his first competition and he wasn’t aware of the casual dress code. Or he had attempted to outshine the others on purpose. He seemed unaware that people were tilting their heads to stare at him while they made comments behind his back. Or perhaps he ignored them.

      Emilio stepped in front of the wheelchair and angled back his head. Sarah wondered whether he was going to challenge the older man to a duel or spit on him.

      “Who is king of the castle now?” Emilio demanded.

      His emotions got the better of him. He couldn’t stop the muscle at the corner of his mouth from twitching. Emilio fought it back and raised his chin even higher.

      “The crown is all yours, Diaz,” Landon replied. “Enjoy the ride.”

      He saluted the thin man, dismissing him with the good-natured gesture. Emilio blinked once, as if surprised by the other man’s graciousness, and then turned on his heel and marched away.

      “Man must be boiling in that get up,” Landon remarked, watching him go, just as his son, Jean-Paul Harris, strolled up and grabbed the handles of the wheelchair.

      “Time to go, Dad.” Jean-Paul glanced at Sarah but didn’t greet her by name or even acknowledge her presence.

      “But I need to talk to Ms. McKee about something—”

      “Later, Dad. You shouldn’t overdo. Coming here was enough for one day. And apparently all for nothing.” Jean-Paul shot a glare at Sarah. “What was that farce just now?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Rancho Diaz, my ass. That two-bit operation? Best in Show? No way.”

      “Implying what, exactly?”

      “This whole thing was rigged, wasn’t it? The committee had some shitty diversity quota to fill this year, didn’t they? Blind tasting, my ass.”

      A flush flared over Sarah’s cheeks. “That’s enough, pal.”

      “C’mon, Jean-Paul, don’t be a sore loser.” Landon tapped his son’s arm. “Diaz won fair and square. Let’s go.” He pointed at the shining black Suburban parked on the street nearby.

      “I’m going to look into this.” Jean-Paul shook a finger at Sarah and then shoved his father’s chair onto the sidewalk.

      “Look all you want, pal,” she called after him.

      Sarah stood in the blazing heat, blazing on the inside as well. The worst thing someone could do to her was shake their finger at her as if she were a child. The second worst thing was to accuse her of unethical conduct. Her career as a wine authenticator—not to mention her entire way of life—was based on facts and data, not lies and shady deals. If a client or jury required an objective viewpoint or a fair summary, she was the perfect choice. She would never take a bribe or pander to the powerful.

      Sarah was still simmering when she saw Landon Harris pivot in the wheelchair to peer back at her. He wiggled his hand near his ear, reminding her to call him. Sarah waved and watched him go, worried about the drastic change in his appearance and wondering why he was so intent on speaking with her.

      As she stood in the grass, she felt the three o’clock wind pick up. Napkins and plastic wine goblets spiraled against the curb as the Harris Suburban drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, as Sarah settled in to work at her desk in the spare room that served as her office, she looked at her phone. She should call Landon Harris and get it over with. Just as she reached for her phone, she heard it ring. Landon’s name showed on the screen. She picked up the call.

      “Landon,” she greeted. “I was just about to call you.”

      “Listen, my dear.” His voice sounded oddly hushed, as if he didn’t want his conversation to be overheard. “I have an important—”

      His words broke off, replaced by a rustling noise and the sound of a struggle. Muted male voices squabbled in the background and then the call ended.

      “What the hell?” Sarah muttered, holding out her phone to stare at it.

      She called back, only to get voicemail. Frustrated, she left a message. She called a couple more times that evening with no success.

      Concerned but unable to do anything more, Sarah forced herself to concentrate on her work. Maybe Landon had entered the first stages of dementia. Maybe what he wanted to speak to her about was just an old man’s fantasy. They were acquaintances. Nothing more. She shouldn’t waste her time worrying about him. She had plenty of stuff to catch up on after her European trip.
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        * * *

      

      Two days went by. Landon Harris did not call her back. Sarah tried to put him out of her mind, but something niggled at her. All was not right with the man—above and beyond the wheelchair. She should have called him back sooner. Maybe he would have been able to talk more freely then. Maybe he was too ill to talk now. Gawd.

      Maybe she was being melodramatic.

      Sarah didn’t want to bother the Harrises with more calls, so she shrugged off the feeling of foreboding and concentrated on putting her affairs and house in order.

      She had been in Europe for two months and had returned to Sonoma the night before the Best of Sonoma Valley event, just in time to judge the contest. She’d been on the phone and on constant video calls ever since. She hadn’t even had a chance to walk down to the Wolf House Bar to hear the latest gossip from her bartender/winemaker friend, Zach Sullivan.

      Mounds of mail covered her kitchen island. Hundreds of unanswered emails clogged her computer. Leaves, catkins and acorns littered her deck and front sidewalk. Volcano cones of laundry squatted in her utility room. Two suitcases sat on her bed, their flaps hanging down, waiting to be emptied and stored in the garage. She had plenty to do. Time to get to it.

      Sarah fixed a cup of tea, started a white load, and then decided to attack another round of emails. She usually kept up with her mail, even when traveling on business, but she’d been more fatigued than usual during the trip.

      Her focus, now that she was back, was to get her health in hand. She was determined to treat her newly diagnosed polycystic ovary syndrome with natural remedies. From her reading on the subject, she could manage her symptoms with exercise and diet.

      No more hamburgers for a while.

      Just as she carried her tea to the front room, she heard a metallic clink and watched a cascade of envelopes and postcards spew through the letter slot and land on the foyer tile.

      “St. Andrew,” she muttered. “Enough, already.” She swept up the mail and carried it to the kitchen. She was about to drop it on the nearest pile when she noticed a genuine letter—not an envelope with a script font designed to trick a person into thinking they had received a real letter. No, this packet bore her name and address in a scrawl that lifted upward at the ends of the lines and was too uneven to have digital origins. The stamp was real, too, pasted upside down in the corner.

      Sarah flipped the envelope to look at the flap and then back to the front. No return address. She didn’t recognize the crabbed writing, either.

      Intrigued, she tore open the end of the envelope and slipped out a single piece of letterhead. She scanned the note as she walked back to her mug, picked up her tea, and then put it back down to reach for her phone. The letter had instructed her to visit in person and not to call, but instead she dialed the number listed on the letterhead.

      “Harris Winery, Kingsley Adams speaking.” The woman clipped her words in a tight businesslike cadence.

      “Kingsley, it’s Sarah McKee. May I speak to Mr. Harris, please?”

      “Jean-Paul Harris is not here at the moment. Would you like his voicemail?”

      “I meant Landon Harris.”

      There was a long pause, so long that Sarah added, “Jean-Paul’s father. May I speak to him?”

      “I’m afraid that isn’t possible.”

      “Why?”

      “The older Mr. Harris has passed away.”

      “What?” The letter in Sarah’s hand fluttered to the floor. “When?”

      “This morning.”

      “How? Why?” Sarah sputtered.

      “I really don’t have time to discuss it.” The woman heaved a short sigh, as if she had no emotional attachment to the deceased and was weary of relaying information about him. “If you want details, I suggest you read his obituary. There will be one online shortly on the company website. And something in the newspaper tomorrow.”

      “Wait.” Sarah knew the woman was about to hang up on her. “Is Ann Woods there? May I speak to her?”

      “Ann Woods is no longer employed at Harris Winery.”

      “She isn’t?” Sarah looked at the ceiling, stunned again.

      Ann Woods was gone from the winery? She had worked as Landon’s operations director for twenty odd years. He had thought very highly of her. Why would they have let her go? Landon’s winery and vineyard complex was one of the largest in Sonoma Valley. Surely there was a need for Ann’s expertise.

      “That’s impossible,” Sarah blurted. “Did she leave of her own accord?”

      “I have no idea. And as I said, I am too busy to spend any more time discussing this with you. It’s been a very hectic morning here.”

      “What did you say your name was, hen?”

      “Adams. Kingsley Adams. I’m the new winery manager. And reporters have just arrived. So good-bye.”

      The call broke off.

      Sarah retrieved the letter from the tile floor and then picked up her tea, dazed by the news of Landon and Ann and offended by the manager’s curt behavior.

      Sarah wasn’t just a random caller. Everyone at Harris Winery knew her and had always treated her with the utmost courtesy, if not out and out friendliness. Such a lack of customer service would never have occurred on Ann Woods’ watch. She gulped her tepid tea and fanned her face with the letter from the dead man while her mind raced.

      Landon Harris must have been more seriously ill than she had guessed. But he hadn’t been too ill to attend Best of Sonoma Valley. What had precipitated his sudden demise? Had he suffered a fatal aneurysm? Fallen in the bathroom?

      Sarah held up the piece of letterhead to re-read the cryptic words Landon Harris had written two days before his death.
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        Dear Sarah,

        It was good to see you at the Plaza today. Sorry about my son’s behavior. He is under a lot of pressure, so I hope you will forgive him.

        As you might have noticed, I’m not doing so hot. Before I pop my clogs, I need to make amends about something that happened a long time ago. I am hoping you will help me.

        I need to track down someone. But the task requires extreme discretion. I don’t want the police involved. Or an annoying private detective. Just you.

        If folks around here thought I was undertaking a search like this, they would take away my pens and paper like they have taken away my phone and computer.

        Please call on me at your earliest convenience. Come in person, my dear. Otherwise, you may not get through the gatekeepers here.

        The search I wish you to undertake means the very survival of Harris Winery, to which I have dedicated my life. I will not rest until I have answers.

        Your friend,

        LH

      

      

      
      At the bottom of the page, he had composed a haiku. The lines which to an innocent reader might seem like a simple verse about winemaking, spoke of a more puzzling scenario to Sarah.

      
      
        
        
        Bittersweet harvest,

        Born of fire and frost,

        Heartbreak may turn gold.

      

      

      

      
      Sarah contemplated the verse while her thoughts churned. The letter had been postmarked in Sebastopol, a small town fourteen miles from Landon Harris’ estate. Why had the sick man mailed a letter so far from home? Why not mail it from his own mailbox or in Kenwood, a few miles down the road? Why Sebastopol?

      Someone must be screening his mail. That meant someone must have smuggled the note out of the house. What was going on at Harris Winery? Who were Landon’s enemies? His allies? Who were the gatekeepers he had mentioned?

      The timing of his death bothered Sarah. So did the broken-off phone call the other day. And his handwriting. She studied the scratchy letters and wobbly strokes, barely recognizable as the steady hand of the vigorous man she had known. Had he been under duress when he wrote the note? Over medicated? Or just so ill that his hand had trembled?

      If she had only called him back.

      What should she do? Pay a visit to Harris Winery? Or toss the letter of the dead man in the recycle pile? Landon was gone. There was nothing she could do for him now. No search to undertake.

      But ignoring the letter meant turning her back on a vibrant human being whose death she questioned—someone who had trusted her to help him. She couldn’t let him down.

      Troubled, Sarah walked to the kitchen, dropped the letter on the countertop and turned on the kettle for a second cup of tea. While she waited for the water to boil, she found a number for Ann Woods. The closest Ann Woods in the area had an address of Sebastopol. So maybe Ann had smuggled the letter out of the house. Sarah tapped in the phone number as she poured steaming water onto the tea bag in her mug.

      “Ann Woods,” a crisp, familiar voice answered.

      “Ann. It’s Sarah McKee.”

      “Oh, Sarah!” Relief swept over the crisp tone. “I’m so glad to hear your voice. Where have you been? We’ve been trying to get in touch with you.”

      “I’ve been in Europe.”

      “Oh. I should have left voicemail. But Landon wanted to speak to you directly and kept telling me to call back.”

      “I just called the winery, only to find out he had passed away.”

      “I know. It’s such a shock.”

      “Just like that? What happened, Ann?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “What was wrong with him? I saw him Sunday. He looked terrible, but not like he was on his death bed.”

      “He had cancer, Sarah.”

      “Cancer? I had no idea.”

      “He didn’t want people to know.”

      “Sounds like Landon.”

      “Yes.” Ann’s voice softened. “I still can’t believe it.” She sighed. “Did you get his letter?”

      “Yes. But when I called about it, I encountered a brick wall.”

      “Probably the new manager.”

      “It was. A Kingsley Adams. Wouldn’t give me the time of day. That’s when I found out you weren’t there. Did you quit? Or finally retire?”

      “Hardly. Jean-Paul fired me. Two days ago.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I wouldn’t hand over the letter to you.” Ann’s voice grew quiet. “Listen, can we meet somewhere, Sarah? Somewhere private? I don’t want to talk about this over the phone.”

      “Sure. Name a place and time.”

      “What about the gazebo in Kenwood Park. Do you know that place?”

      “Aye.”

      “Tomorrow? Eleven?”

      Sarah checked her calendar. “I can do that.”

      “Good. I’ll see you then.” Ann ended the call.

      Even more troubled now, Sarah pulled the tea bag out of her mug and held it in the air, lost in thought. She tried to force Landon’s letter out of her mind, just as she had put her crumbled marriage aside. There was no use giving the past, the dead, or the ex-husband any time in her head.

      Like her Scottish father always said: “Nae use greetin’ oor spilled milk.”

      But Landon refused to be compartmentalized into her “things to deal with later, if ever” file. Unsettled and upset, Sarah checked the clock on the microwave. Five-thirty. She had just enough time to take a shower and walk down to the Wolf House Bar for her traditional Friday hamburger.

      She would start eating a healthier diet tomorrow. Right now, she needed comfort food, and she needed some feedback from people she trusted.

      Sarah took a photo of the letter in case she needed to refer to it in the future. Then she called her friend Kelley to see if she had the night off and made plans to meet her at the Wolf House. Zach would be there already, pouring drinks and serving nibbles. She needed to see his smile. She needed to hear his deep voice. She needed her mood to be lifted by Kelley’s offbeat sense of humor.

      Sarah stood and regarded the stacks of mail on the island. The wings of the Harris Winery letterhead reached upward, as if in supplication.

      Zach and Kelley would have some thoughts about the best way forward—pursue Landon Harris’ request by asking his son Jean-Paul about it, or let it go?

      Sarah placed the mug of untouched tea in the sink and glared down at the drain, well aware that her expression was more grimace than grin. She already knew the path she would take. She was a terrier. A Scottish terrier. It wasn’t in her nature to let things go.
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        * * *

      

      The bell at the Wolf House entry chattered behind Sarah as she closed the door and headed for her usual spot at the end of the long, wooden bar. Her law enforcement friend Kelley Miller had already arrived. At the sound of the bell, Kelley looked over her shoulder and smiled.

      “Well, look what United Airlines dragged in,” Kelley greeted. Her long, auburn hair had been cut to chin length. The blunt style suited her cheerful, round face and made her look younger than her thirty-nine years.

      “Like the hair,” Sarah commented, walking up to her.

      “Thanks. Got it done for my role in Cats. You know, the show you missed last week?”

      “Sorry about that.” Sarah wasn’t, though. Cats was her least favorite musical in a long list of theatrical productions she avoided. She loved music. She simply didn’t care for musicals—Cats being the worst offender. She was more of a Mousetrap kind of lass.

      “Couldn’t be helped, I realize that,” Kelley said, her voice full of kindness. “Next time, though, right?”

      “Next time for sure,” Sarah promised.

      “If there is one, though.” Kelley’s bright tone ground down to frustration.

      “Were the reviews that bad?”

      “No, but we just lost our costume person. She had to move to Connecticut.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “She was a wizard. She could make costumes out of nothing. That’s crucial in community theater. Funds are always so short.”

      “Could that affect the next production?”

      “There might not be a next production if we don’t find someone. We’re too small to afford to rent costumes.” Kelley slumped. “Plus, it’s the boss, Sheriff Bradley. He says I have to decide.”

      “Between your job and the theater?” Sarah put her phone on the bar. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “He doesn’t think so. He asked me what would happen if something serious occurred while I was onstage, and I was called away.”

      “Nothing that serious happens in Sonoma County.”

      “Really?” Zach commented, turning around from restocking the tequila selection. He wore his usual button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up on his forearms.

      Sarah loved the look of his strong forearms, wrists and hands which had been honed by years of heavy labor in his family’s vineyard and winery. But his hours of unpaid service had come to nothing. His father had gambled away the estate, forcing Zach to work two jobs—bartending here at the Wolf House and managing a wine storage warehouse in the hills. Not to mention developing his own vineyard on Moon Mountain.

      “What about the counterfeiter and Bill Friske back in April?” Zach added.

      “That was the exception,” Sarah retorted. “Not the rule.” She pulled out a stool and sat down.

      “Let’s hope you’re right.” Zach Sullivan’s navy-blue gaze swept over her face. “And on another topic entirely, welcome back, Goldilocks.”

      “Thanks, Zach. It’s good to be home.”

      “What’ll it be?” he asked. “Sprite? Water? Milk?”

      “What happened to the mystery wine?”

      “Serious?” His solemn expression eased. “You feeling better?”

      “I’ll live. And life wouldn’t be worth living without you trying to stump me, Sullivan.”

      “Okay.” He thought for a moment, slapped his palms on the bar and then smiled the lopsided grin she adored. “I have something in the back. Just for you, McKee.”

      “Bring it on, pal.”

      Zach strode to the storeroom as Kelley leaned close to Sarah’s elbow.

      “How are you doing?”

      “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      Sarah put on a sunny smile as Zach reappeared with a paper bag wrapped around a bottle of wine.

      He poured a small portion into a commercial grade gender-neutral glass designed for red or white house wine and planted the paper bag in front of her. He had twisted the top of the bag around the neck of a bottle so only the lip showed. Sarah could tell by the light color of the glass that Zach intended to stump her with a white wine this time. He crossed his sinewy arms over his chest and waited expectantly, his eyes dancing. This was their favorite game.

      Kelley hunched closer. “Really, Zach? A screw top?”

      “Don’t poo-poo a wine because of a screw cap,” Sarah said. “Some whites don’t have to age that long, so corks aren’t necessary for breathing.”

      “It’s true,” Zach added. “Plus, five percent of corks fail due to cork taint. That’s a lot of wine to toss overboard.”

      “What’s cork taint?”

      “Bacteria in the bark that they manufacture corks out of. The bugs make the wine taste bad.”

      “Bacteria makes anything taste bad.” Kelley picked up her beer. “Except maybe cheese.”

      “That’s mold,” Sarah corrected. “The blue stuff in bleu cheese? That’s penicillin mold.”

      “Huh.” Kelley sipped her brew. “Too much to remember. I’m happy with my hoppy IPA, thank you very much.”

      Smiling at her friend’s sense of humor, Sarah returned to her mystery wine. “So, a Sauvignon Blanc,” she mused, looking at the color of the liquid in her glass. She swirled the wine again to open it up. She took a sniff, first with one nostril, then the other.

      “Bold. Citrus.” She swirled the wine again, took a sniff and a sip and sat back, considering the flavors exploding on her palate. Never one to judge on the first sip, she took another and swished it in her mouth.

      “Balanced acidity. Nice. Pineapple.” She studied the glass, thinking of what the aromas and flavors evoked. “I’m going to say the grapes are grown in Bennett Valley.” She looked up. “Am I right?”

      “Not sayin’ nothin’.” Zach shrugged, struggling to keep his expression bland.

      “Bennett Valley Matanzas Creek. And the acidity is so balanced, it has to be a 2021. There was such a constant weather pattern that year.” She took another sip. “No, wait. There’s no jasmine or peach in this. And there’s a faint honeysuckle finish.” She paused, considering the sensory data she had accrued, and then announced, “It’s St. Francis Dry Stack Sauvignon Blanc. 2021.”

      “Is that your final answer?” Zach inquired.

      “Aye.” Sarah sat back.

      Smiling, Zach shook his head and poured a full glass for her. “On the house,” he announced. “As usual. Yet again.”

      “How do you do it?” Kelley asked. “I mean, there are hundreds of wineries around here.”

      “But just a score of appellations. Regions. You learn after a while.”

      “And what’s a dry stack? Is that something they do with barrels?”

      “No, it’s a place on the slope of Sonoma Mountain where there were a lot of boundaries built of stacked rocks, the kind without mortar. People used to delineate their property that way.”

      “While clearing their land,” Zach added as four customers walked in. “A farmer two-for-one, you might say.”

      After Zach helped the new customers, he returned to the bar and refilled Kelley’s beer.

      “I know it’s a shock,” Sarah began, finally able to get to the real reason for her Wolf House visit. “But I actually didn’t come here for Stump the Expert.”

      “Really?” Zach lifted a brow. “You came for the stellar conversation, then.”

      “I hoped to get a hamburger.”

      “It’s not Friday, though.”

      “True, but I need one. I missed eight being gone. I’m doing make-up work, here.” Sarah fiddled with the goblet. “But I also came for some advice.”

      “Ooh, now it’s getting interesting,” Kelley leaned toward her. “You never ask for advice.”

      “It’s about a letter.”

      Sarah filled them in on the scant details of Landon Harris and his letter.

      “I heard the old man died,” Zach commented. “At work this morning.” Zach’s daytime job was managing a wine warehouse between Sonoma and Napa.

      “And I realize he wanted me to be discreet, but since he’s dead…”

      “Probably doesn’t matter,” Kelley added.

      “Aye. Any idea who or what he might have been looking for?” Sarah said.

      “Not a clue,” Zach answered.

      “Do you think I should pursue it?”

      “No way,” Kelley said without hesitation.

      “Why not?”

      “Hello.” Kelley dipped her head, trying to catch Sarah’s eye. “Voice of reason here.”

      Sarah met her stare.

      “I’m sorry your friend is dead, but he was old, right?” Kelley continued. “There’s not enough reason to investigate.”

      “But…”

      “Investigations cost money, Sarah. And to quote you-know-who, ‘we don’t want to waste taxpayer dollars.’”

      Sarah grimaced, knowing Kelley referred to her boss, Steven Bradley, the sheriff of Sonoma County. She and Steven had butted heads during the homicide investigation last April—butted more than heads to be honest. But their fling was over. She only hoped Steven realized it.

      Even though county resources were short these days, she refused to give up so easily. Something was wrong. She knew it. She felt it. More importantly, she owed Landon. She hadn’t been there for him when he needed her, and that failure would haunt her forever.

      “Then I’ll look into it myself,” she said.

      “Boss won’t like that either.”

      “I don’t care if Steven doesn’t like it, Kell. Landon gave a lot back to the valley. He deserves some consideration.”

      “Plus, the old estates are worth preserving.” Zach’s voice turned gruff. “The best way to do that is to keep them in the family. Nobody else cares as deeply as family. And that’s probably what he means by ‘bittersweet harvest.’”

      “It’s true. The best wine doesn’t come from commercial operations.” Sarah emptied her glass. “It comes from the heart.”

      “It does indeed.” Zach picked up the white wine. “More?”

      “Thanks, but I’m going to have a diet cola with my burger.”

      “Got it.” He put the paper-covered bottle belowdecks in a fridge and straightened to his full six feet.

      “So, what’s the worry, then?” Kelley asked. “Nothing will happen to Harris Winery. Didn’t Landon Harris have children?”

      “A son. Jean-Paul.” Sarah thought for a moment and then met Zach’s eye. “Do you know anything about him, Zach?”

      “Only that he was a shithead in school. Most kids could speak two languages. English and Spanish. But he could speak French. He was such a cut above the rest of us, and he never let us forget it.”

      “What about now?”

      “Couldn’t say.”

      “He doesn’t come in here?”

      “I don’t think the guy drinks. And that’s the other thing,” Zach stabbed the air with an empty glass, “You own a winery. You stay in town. You don’t go off and live in Carmel or wherever.”

      “I believe Jean-Paul and Tina live in Santa Barbara.”

      “Yes, well, that’s even farther away.”

      “So, you think I should pay Jean-Paul a visit while he’s in town? Pick his brain?”

      “Damn straight, Sarah. And report back.” He took a step toward the kitchen in the rear. “Extra cheese on that burger?”

      “You know me better than my own mum, Zach Sullivan. Aye, extra cheese.”

      Sarah’s quick smile faded as she turned back to Kelley. She couldn’t
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ACROSS

1 Broken heart keeps her warm (5)

9 Fed group presses a switch. (5)

17 Remove a stretch in the Southeast. (5)
25 Steamship has fiery, small drinks. (5)

DOWN

1 Anger snakes by putting gas on head of entitled miss. (7)
3 Fruit opens part of a door and express opinion without end. (7)
5 Thesis involves terse relations. (7)





