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To Anastasia, my mother,

whose strength of character

and unyielding determination,

infuses Anna of the novel

 



CHAPTER 1

 


A single grape dangling on the shoot of a
mature vine holds all the promise of a child about to take a first
step into the unknown. That was Anastasia in her youth: excited,
unknowing, bright, unschooled, yet longing to begin her life in a
profession governed by nature’s unfathomable whims.

Anna’s greatest fortune, some might say
misfortune, was that she was born into a winemaking family. The
fermented elixir became a vital part of her existence since she was
old enough to take a sip. Though the dark-haired, fiery-tempered
young woman felt the success of the winery she was operating might
be in danger, could even collapse at any time, she remained
committed to the profession she loved and especially to the pursuit
of making the finest wine in all of Napa Valley.

Friends of hers with similar opportunities to
remain in the wine business chose to seek employment in occupations
from which they could expect a regular salary. Anna would never
under any circumstances consider attempting some other activity
with her life. By her own choice, beyond gaining hands-on
experience working in the vineyards alongside the seasonal laborers
and inside her family’s and the neighbors’ wineries, she went on to
study enology at the University of Davis—all with an unwavering
devotion to the art of making wine.

However, appreciation of her inheritance was
not on her mind at the moment. She believed her father was the
primary cause for her current distress. Joseph Pugliesi, an
easygoing man, who technically still owned the Immelhoff
Winery, had gotten into deep financial trouble, and according
to Anna was also stifling any potential for growth with their
estate wines. His eighty-plus acres were situated between St.
Helena and Calistoga with the Mayacamas lifting the western reaches
of the land allowing for good drainage.

Working a few barrels away from Anna was
Federica, a tall, pretty cellar master, who would have been at home
on a fashion runway, but today wore high rubber boots over long
slim legs. Dressed in worker’s jeans, a plaid shirt and a small
scarf wrapped tightly around her light brunette hair, she observed
while Anna drew a portion of wine from an aging barrel into a glass
tube. Federica said nothing but clearly sensed the tension from the
young woman who any moment might erupt into an emotional fury.

Anastasia squirted about half of the purple
liquid from the wine thief into a glass. She swirled it around,
sipped a little and angrily spit it out. “Damn it! He’s doing it
again. I told that man not to use the microfilter.”

Federica, two years older than Anna and
somewhat hesitant to speak out, not because she was a shy person
but because she learned to be cautious around Anastasia, set down
the pressure-steam hose she was using and walked over to where her
sister was working between rows of oak barrels stored in one of the
three cool tunnels of their Immelhoff Winery.

“Anna, that man you are talking about
is our father. Why do you always refer to him in the third
person?”

“It’s simple. I want to remove him as
far as I can. He’s too old to be in the wine business.”

“Fifty-eight is not old.”

“It is when his ideas are stalemated in
the last century.”

“That’s just not fair. The Pugliesis
have been making good wine since our great grandfather started this
winery. Dad is simply continuing the tradition.”

“Listen to you, Federica; sounds as
though you’re getting brave enough to speak your mind. I like that.
Wish you’d do it more often.”

“Well, maybe I don’t know as much about
winemaking as you. I admit it.”

“Don’t back off. You were just getting
somewhere.”

“No, Anna, you are powerful like the
Mayacamas up there that water our vines. I’m just one of the shoots
we trim off every year to keep the rest of the vine
strong.”

“Enough of that! One thing I would like
to ask you. Maybe I could get you to go along with me on
this.”

“What is that?” Federica
asked.

“Why do we still use the name
Immelhoff Winery? A name like that doesn’t catch anyone’s
attention. It sounds so dated, carries no romance, no allure. It
makes me cringe every time I hear it.”

“I’m sure you know the story. Our great
grandfather Amerigo worked for Kurt Immelhoff, the man who
originally owned this property and named the winery after
himself.”

“Of course I know the story. I’m
wondering why we still hang onto the label. Immelhoff couldn’t make
a decent bottle of wine himself. That’s why he hired the original
Pugliesi to bail him out. Our relatives have since developed this
winery, added the Emma Mae Vineyard, kept it all operating through
storms, Prohibition and pestilence. By now, we should have the
right to rename it if we want.”

“I suppose so, but what would we call
it? Pugliesi doesn’t exactly light up much of an image
either.”

“No. I’ll have to think about that.
Perhaps it will come out of something we do or experience here,”
she said.

Anna first reflected on how she had been
thrown into the mix by birth, almost as though the wine was
coursing through her blood. That got her nowhere. She kicked around
a few names. Nothing grabbed her so she let that lie fallow for a
while.

She stopped mulling over those thoughts and
said to her sister, “We were talking about our father. Taste this
wine. It reminds me of him.” Anastasia grimaced from the lack of
aftertaste from the wine she had just sampled. “This stuff he
insisted on blending last season has no flavor, no aroma. It’s just
flat and boring. If he has to meddle, he should stay with the
plastic pink designer stuff he manages to sell and not use our
winery’s name at all, or better yet get himself out of this
business altogether.”

“But he wants to make good wines as
much as you do.”

“There are new techniques he’s never
heard about and won’t even listen to.”

“Anna, I know you. You’re not as
callous as you sound. Besides Dad is not a hardhead. He would
listen to you, if you ever gave him a chance.”

“Dad should have had a son. Since he
didn’t, I’m the one who has to take charge.” She grabbed a mallet
and slammed a wooden plug into the bunghole from which she had
extracted the sample of wine. “Look at this. I told him to use
silicone plugs. These wooden stoppers won’t keep out the bacteria.
Wine has been spoiled for centuries because of outdated methods.
And these barrels! They’re not made from split wood. These staves
were cut with a saw. Even a traditionalist, as he thinks he is,
should know better. Can’t he do anything right?”

Federica returned to the pressure-steam hose
she had been using to clean out the insides of the barrels. That
had to be done so the tannins and bacteria from the previous usage
wouldn’t influence the new vintage.

“Don’t bother with that,” Anna
instructed. “I don’t intend to use those barrels.”

“Why not? Dad loves these barrels.
They’ve been used for some of our best wines.”

“That’s the point: used and reused. The
pores in the wood are so clogged up, there’s no chance for proper
oxidation or oak flavor to influence the wine.”

“I can shave the insides. That usually
adds a season or two to their usage.”

“You’d have to take the barrels apart
and rebuild them afterwards, not worth the effort.”

“I could just add wood chips like
they’re doing in some wineries to get fresh oak flavor.”

“Not with my wine! Federica, why don’t
you take the rest of the day off? I want to work alone for a
while.”

Federica certainly didn’t wish to continue
arguing with Anastasia. “Well, there is something I have to do.”
She started to explain why she wanted to leave early, but her
sister wouldn’t give her a chance.

“It’s okay. I don’t have to know what
you do away from the winery. Your life is your life.” Anastasia
waved her sister aside, not wanting an explanation, just indicating
her desire to work alone.

“I guess no one can ever get close to
you.”

“No one would want to.” Anastasia
laughed at herself. “I’m a work-driven, hard-headed, man-hating
woman, or so you all say. How could anyone tolerate me?”

“Find the right man and you won’t say
that.”

“I tried that already, as you know.
Five years of marriage! Who needs another disaster? I have this
problem that puts off most men.”

“What problem? You’re attractive and
intelligent.”

“Only a sister wouldn’t notice. My
right brain is a man; my left is a woman.”

“I don’t believe that for a
minute.”

“Never mind, Federica. Go home. Go take
care of your husband or whatever you want to do. He’s a good man,
even if he is the only solid one in this family.”

“Actually there is something I have to
do. I was going to ask you if I could be away for a couple of
hours.”

“You don’t have to explain to
me.”

“But I want to, Anna. It’s about my
son. I have to see his counselor at school.”

“Is Sandy in some kind of trouble
again?”

“Yes, as usual. I wish you would talk
with him. He listens to you and sometimes his father, but lately I
can’t seem to get through to him.”

“He’s just headstrong. He’ll find his
way.”

“I know, Anna. He’s the son you should
have had. Do you want to adopt him? I’ll let him go at a
discount.”

Anna smiled and just waved her off. Federica
didn’t expect an answer anyway, so she turned off the steam
pressure, and coiled up the hose. She changed her rubber boots for
running shoes. Even though it was not yet noontime, she left the
winery for the short drive to the St. Helena middle school.

 


* * *

 


Joseph Pugliesi, grandson of Amerigo
Pugliesi, also father of Federica and Anastasia, was fortunate
enough to have inherited the Immelhoff Winery, including
eighty acres, forty in grape vines. Other acreage contained walnut
trees, the house, winery, barn and four shacks which had been
upgraded to cabins for use by the itinerant workers. Another twenty
of the acres consisted of the Emma Mae portion of the property
whose vines consistently produced the best of the estate wines. The
upper steep slopes of the Mayacamas could not be used for grape
vines; but the lower acres, sloping to the foothills, were
excellent for growing white wine grapes.

Amerigo had bought the exceptional
twenty-acre Emma Mae Vineyard from his neighbor and named that
section in honor of the man’s daughter who died much too early in
her young life. Joseph appreciated but never fully understood how
much all of this meant to his immigrant grandfather.

Although he had been sent to the University
of California at Davis where he graduated with a major in enology,
Joseph also minored in business administration. He was not so sure
he wanted to become a winemaker.

Before committing himself to the winery,
Joseph thought he should explore the possibilities in and around
the Bay area. He stayed in his stepfather’s apartment in San
Francisco near the marina and wandered into and out of all kinds of
establishments. With encouragement from his uncle Giovanni, he
tried the garment industry. That lasted a few days. He sipped
cocktails and talked about possibilities with a whole gamut of
upcoming young corporate types during the afternoon happy hours
they seemed to need for relaxation. He signed on for several
overnighters in small fishing boats. He visited the stock market,
the city government offices, advertising agencies, the newspapers.
None of these professions even remotely appealed to him. They all
seemed a way of passing time until something real came along.

One day he wandered into one of the wineries
that still operated within the city. There the odors and the
activities hit him with a realization he’d never before
experienced.

Until then, important choices had been made
for him: his schooling, his direction, every thing which really
mattered had been decided for him. So far he’d gone along taking
the easy route, occasionally arguing a little, sometimes exerting
token resistance, but always accepting the decisions others had
made.

In an instant, struck by an epiphany while
standing next to a giant redwood cask of aging red wine, he was
transported by the aroma to his true home. Though the direction was
obvious all along, this time entirely on his own, he made the most
important yet the easiest decision he had ever made. He knew then
and there what direction his life’s work would take.

He immediately ran out to his brand new red
Mustang convertible, which had been given to him as a graduation
present, and drove back to the Immelhoff Winery where he
related his experience to Amerigo. His grandfather accepted
Joseph’s decision without hesitation. In fact the old man never
could comprehend how anyone, if he had the choice, could ever want
any other kind of life.

Joseph stayed with his decision. He pitched
in and willingly performed all forms of necessary labor, from the
fields to the crush to the fermenting to the bottling, eventually
becoming a competent winemaker. As that happened, Amerigo gave him
more and of the responsibility. He did a good job of running the
winery and keeping the operation solvent and competitive even after
he became the sole owner.

A brown-eyed beauty came into his life
through his contacts with one of the independent Sonoma grape
growers. The girl’s father owned a vineyard of Sangiovese grapes
that Joseph occasionally bought and turned into one of his favorite
wines.

He also drove over to Sonoma often enough to
check on the readiness of the grapes, but really to get to know the
grape grower’s beautiful daughter. They were a perfect match, both
born into the winemaking life and strongly attracted to each
other.

Joseph did not have to make too many trips
before proposing. They married in a small private ceremony, soon
had two children; but tragedy struck with the second child.
Joseph’s lovely wife didn’t survive Anastasia’s birth.

He never completely recovered from that
devastating loss. In the aftermath, he resisted several corporate
offers to buy him out and fought to keep his winery independent
while raising his daughters. Though the Immelhoff Winery
never developed a wine with the reputation of a Mount St. Helena
Chardonnay or a Stags’ Leap Cabernet Sauvignon or a Robert Mondavi
Opus One, Joseph Pugliesi remained a reputable working
craftsman.

 


* * *

 


Federica was just getting into her car to
leave the grounds, when her father drove in. She saw him and
thought as usual, he’s still the handsomest man in the entire
Valley. Now in his late fifties, his hair was more gray than black.
Time hadn’t done too much to alter his lean body and pleasant
smile.

“Hi, sweetheart. Leaving
early?”

“Yes. I have to take care of some
business with your grandson. Besides, Anna wanted to work
alone.”

“She driving you out?”

“You know her well, don’t
you?”

“Not well enough,” Joseph
admitted.

Federica raised her eyebrows, showing she
understood the turmoil her sister was causing.

He leaned his head into the car window and
kissed his daughter on the cheek, then went on into his office that
adjoined the lab.

 


* * *

 


Joseph ran the business end of the winery
with occasional forays into the actual making of the wine,
especially during the crush and fermenting. After that most of his
work had to do with operations: business meetings, advertising
decisions, licensing problems, distribution policies, financial
concerns, hiring and firing employees both permanent and
temporary.

Since Anastasia had excelled in her studies
at Davis, and showed extraordinary skill in winemaking with fervent
interest in the entire process, her father encouraged her by
allowing her to deal with many of the steps and decisions necessary
during the pressing, bottling and aging of the wine.

For her it was not to be a gradual takeover.
From the moment he had spoken the words, she had tried to assume
complete control as though there never was any question of things
being otherwise. She was perfectly willing to excuse her father’s
thirty-five years of experience, and proceed at full speed
hell-bent on success, certain she knew what to do, where to go, and
how to get there.

 


* * *

 


Anastasia didn’t look up from her work,
though she knew her father had walked in. She was studying the
formation of the single-celled yeast they had been using to ferment
the crushed grapes into wine. Without looking up, she spoke loud
enough for her father to hear.

“Dad, what kind of yeast is
this?”

He walked to the door of the lab. “You know
it comes from our German supplier.”

“But I asked you what kind it is. Do
you even know?”

“If you need a name, I’ll give you a
phone number. What’s the difference anyhow?” He turned away and
headed back toward his desk.

“Will you wait a minute? I’m not
drilling you. There is something I need to know.”

Joseph waited for her to go on.

“How can you be sure this yeast will
produce the best possible wine?”

“That was decided a long time ago.
There’s no need to question it.”

“Isn’t there a natural yeast on
grapes?”

“Yes, of course, there are several. Any
one of them might start fermenting right after the crush. But as
you know, that’s not a reliable way to make wine. That’s why we
stop it with the sulfites.”

“But sometimes it turns out good
without tampering, isn’t that so?”

“Yes, sometimes, but more often than
not it comes out bad. The practice is too risky.”

“Then maybe I’m on to
something.”

“Care to explain?”

“Not till I’m sure I can carry this
off. I have some more experimenting to do.”

“Honey, experiment all you want. But
you won’t know until the wine ages if the yeast you used will make
a good wine. That might take years to find out.”

“That’s typical of you. Give a little
and pull away a lot.”

“Only being practical.”

“Don’t fear. In the meantime, we’ll go
on using your German yeast and keep wondering why we’re not making
the best wine in the Valley.”

Joseph started to protest that it was not his
yeast. Instead he said, “You might develop a better yeast, and then
again you might not. I get the feeling you would try anything just
for the sake of trying. Everything new isn’t necessarily better,
you know.”

“I said we’ll continue using your
yeast. Doesn’t that satisfy you?”

“Tradition means nothing to you, does
it?”

“The trouble with you, dear Father, is
tradition means everything.”

With that Joseph turned away and went back to
his office wondering why these confrontations always left him so
unsettled.

Anna picked up the wine thief she had been
using, looked at it with hostility as though it was offensive, and
then hurled it to the floor. The glass portion shattered on the
concrete sending fragments and shards in a ragged circle.

Joseph heard the glass breaking, looked
through the office window at his daughter, but decided not to
interfere at that moment.

Anna retrieved a few pieces of the glass,
strangely feeling as she did so that she was picking up shattered
pieces of her life. When she bent over for a second handful of
glass, she saw reflections of her broken marriage. Four years had
passed since the separation, but confusion and bitterness were as
hard to get rid of as tar on your feet after a wonderful day at the
beach; one that began with bright sun and hope and ended with
sticky traces of memories that couldn’t be scraped away and
emotions that never completely dissolved.

She wanted so badly for the marriage to work,
one that seemed to have been the best solution for her at first,
but then she found that marriage limited her freedom and she
realized had also diminished her sense of control. Because Marco,
her husband, was not a forceful person, might have been part of the
problem. Whenever he attempted to assert himself, Anna flew into
such a rage it took hours for her to get her emotions back under
control. In the meantime he would sit back until the storm
subsided, then relinquish the attempt and eventually just let her
have her way.

Anna dropped the handful of shards into a
basket. The noise gave her a momentary sense of relief, so she
gathered more fragments and sent them smashing down on the
others.

Joseph observed her behavior but made no move
to question or interfere. He wondered what was happening to his
once loving, lovely daughter. God, she’s beautiful, he thought.
Even when she’s angry, which is most of the time now. Those deep,
dark eyes look out with such fury at the world. What can I do to
make things right?

Anna swept up the rest of the glass and
dumped it into the wastebasket. She grabbed her jacket and hurried
out to her Jeep Cherokee. The rear tires sent out two rooster tails
of dirt and gravel into the air as she drove off.

 


* * *

 


Joseph had to take a walk outside to settle
down. Leaves on neat rows of vines were turning from green to rust.
A few remaining clusters of purple grapes lightly covered with gray
mold were hanging from cane branches on the vines. He walked into
the vineyard above the stone winery where a skeleton crew
consisting of the vineyardist and three men were cutting the last
clusters of ripe Cabernet Sauvignon with their sharp serpettes and
carefully loading them into lug boxes to be taken to the crusher.
They were clean-picking the vineyard so none of the ripe fruit
would be overlooked.

Joseph knew, when the harvest was crushed and
fermented, the grapes would willingly turn their sweetness into red
wine mystique. Starting the fermentation was one of the most
crucial aspects of winemaking. The beginnings pointed the way to
the results. Sometimes good things happened. But he’d tasted wines
developed from rich harvests that never achieved their potential.
Like children who needed the right balance of guidance and freedom
to reach their promise, wine was not always rewarding. The aroma of
every fermentation simmered enigmatically prompting both
expectation and apprehension, just one of the many concerns for
every winemaker.

“Should be a great vintage,” Oscar
Mendez, the vineyardist, a field-experienced third generation
Mexican American working for the Immelhoff Winery, said. “We
have 24.2 balling on these little beauties.”

“That’s excellent. Check with Anna to
see what she wants to do after you crush them. She will decide how
we’ll handle the fermenting.”

“You really trust her, don’t
you?”

“Yes, Oscar. I trust her completely.
Don’t try second-guessing her. She knows what she’s
doing.”

“I hope you’re right, señor. These
late-harvest Cabernets could make one of your best wines
ever.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Two hours later, Anastasia parked outside the
Pacific Central Bank, which her family used in San Francisco. She
approached the new assistant loan manager. Donald Stanton smiled an
easy grin and stood up behind his desk while Anna walked toward him
with controlled determination in every step.

She saw a good-looking, slightly-built man
about thirty, immaculately dressed in a light tan suit, matching
well-polished shoes, light brown hair blow-dried and cut just so.
His dress shirt displayed his first name embroidered above the
pocket. The tie was the latest silk creation. Anna held off telling
him what she thought about his too perfect attire: the suits, the
hair, the shirts. They all seemed an affectation he didn’t need.
Why can’t he just be a solid person, straightforward, honest and
open, as she thought herself to be? But then she wondered why she
even cared about his appearance.

“You’re looking spiffy today,” he
greeted her, as he motioned for her to have a seat in front of his
desk.

“In my jeans and work shirt? Get off
it.”

“You look good enough for me to take
you out for lunch. It’s getting late. Have you eaten?”

“Not today. I don’t have
time.”

“Dinner tonight?”

Impatiently, she let out a sigh. “Look, I
didn’t come for a romantic tryst. The last time we talked, you told
me about a way I could get control of my winery. That’s what I want
to discuss.”

“Yes, I remember the discussion. I had
been studying the outstanding loans I assumed with this job, but
you hung up on me before I could explain because you said you were
too busy to listen. Naturally I assumed you weren’t
interested.”

“Isn’t it possible I actually was
busy?”

Donald sat down and gestured for Anna to do
the same. But he didn’t try to explain himself.

“Are you going to let me in on it,”
Anna pressed, “or was that just a ploy to have someone sit with you
for lunch?”

He sat at the computer and slowly punched at
a few keys, and then began: “Your father has a rather large loan
for the new stainless steel tanks, which I understand you
encouraged him to buy. At the time he didn’t factor in the
additional cost of installation. He also had to have two of the old
tanks removed. You might not have realized the total cost is
significant.”

“Has he started payments?”

“Not necessary as of now. My
predecessor and he agreed to delay payments until after this year’s
harvest.”

“So what is this plan you
have?”

“You have to get him to overextend,
convince him he needs to expand to stay competitive. Have him buy
more equipment. Better yet, get him to purchase another winery to
increase business.”

“And then?”

“He’ll have to declare bankruptcy.
We’ll foreclose, and you can assume the debt, which would give you
control of the business.”

“That will never happen. First of all,
Dad won’t buy anything else until he pays off this current loan.
That’s the way he operates, and the way he will
continue.”

“Then you might have to find some other
way to remove him from his position.”

“So I drove to San Francisco to hear
this nonsense? You really don’t understand anything. I don’t hate
my father. The action you suggest would destroy him. I want to gain
control of the winery, not send the man to a hospital.”

“Well, I have been researching your
family history, but I confess there remain a few matters I don’t as
yet know about you.”

“Why would you research my family? Do
you do that with all your clients?”

“Only up to a certain point, but you’re
not like all my clients. Tell you what, since you are here and you
don’t want lunch, why not take advantage of my offer for an early
dinner? Pass some time doing a little shopping or whatever this
afternoon. I’ll meet you later, and we’ll get to know each other
better.”

Anastasia’s dark eyes could sparkle with
warmth or they could as easily deliver a threatening message. This
time she stared at Donald in a cold, dispassionate way. “You’re a
nice-looking man, almost too pretty. Maybe that’s why I’m not
attracted to you. You see, I was a sucker once for a handsome
face—never again.”

Donald ignored her last remark but seemed to
be pleased by the compliment it contained. At least outwardly there
was no apparent change in his manner. Without skipping a beat, he
said, “Oh, yes, I meant to tell you, your ex, Marco, was here
yesterday. We had lunch. I might be going into a partnership with
him.”

“You’d be the type.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She refused to explain herself and just said,
“Nothing good will come of it.”

“Anna, you’ve never really understood
the man you married. He’s honest and hardworking.”

“Also reliable, steadfast, consistent,
and dependable. You see, I don’t need you to defend
him.”

“Maybe not, but Marco’s wine
distribution firm is on the threshold of doing very
well.”

“With my wine I might add.”

“Among others. You do have a contract
with him. Why shouldn’t he promote Immelhoff wines?”

“My father signed the contract, not
me.”

“You should be grateful. He has just
expanded the Southeastern market. Big potential there. Immelhoff
wines from Atlanta to San Antonio. How does that sound?”

“That’s hardly news. We’ve been selling
in the South for a long time.”

“Not in the volume and for the prices
you will get now. Marco is also a brilliant public relations
man.”

“So now you are a front man for Marco.
Next you’ll be telling me to take back my married name.”

“He’s a Preziano; for now, you’re back
to using Pugliesi. What’s in a name? I’ve learned that a name can
hide as much as it reveals.”

“Are you being purposely enigmatic?
Listen, I’m busy. If you ever come up with any decent ideas about
how I can gain control of my winery, let me know. Otherwise, no
more calls, please.”

Donald smiled inwardly, knowing this would
not be the last he would see of Anastasia. He thought he would toy
with her a little. “I would rather you see me in the brightness of
day when the sun brings forth hope; otherwise, darkness brings out
the madness in man.”

“You sound like a fool.”

“Maybe, but I’m a wise fool who knows
more about you than you might like to hear.”

Anna stood, turned quickly away from him, and
walked out to her Cherokee. Before firing up the engine, she sat in
the vehicle for a while. She really didn’t have the patience to
grapple with the opaque nonsense he was spouting. One thing Donald
said did stay in her mind. She had tossed it off at the time, but
perhaps she should take a little more time before leaving San
Francisco while she pondered the idea. She headed for a small
sandwich shop on a side street off Market Square, which offered a
tasty fresh eggplant sandwich with a smattering of sauce and a
sprinkle of parmesan. Other than that, shopping, as Donald also
suggested, was really not an option for her. In fact, the way many
women spent their time browsing the stores for things they didn’t
really need struck her as a waste of time. But she was hungry,
perhaps for something that might be satisfied from eating, more
than likely it would not.

Her mind was wrestling with the one comment
from Donald’s remarks: “Find some other way.” Maybe there was
something she could do. Her plan might upset her father, but if it
worked out he would realize how serious she was and perhaps give
her the control she so desperately sought.

After eating, Anna did not drive directly
back to the winery. She decided to put her plan into action
immediately so took a short detour into Napa City. On the outskirts
of the city near the slowly meandering Napa River, she pulled into
the parking spaces of a small one-story commercial building. There
was no office inside. She saw numerous layered stacks of wood
staves along one wall. On the opposite wall stood a row of
firepots, one of them burning with what smelled like fresh wood
chips. A stout-bodied working man wearing a leather apron was
setting a partially finished barrel over the heat. The man saw Anna
enter, pulled the barrel off the fire, and set it down waiting for
her to approach him.

“Hello, I’m Anastasia Pugliesi with the
Immelhoff Winery.”

He extended his roughened worker’s hand.
“Ahh, I know who you are. I’m Stavos, the cooper.”

“And, of course, I know who you are.
That’s why I am here. I need almost immediately new oak barrels for
this year’s harvest. Can you help me?”

“Well, miss, usually I work on order,
but I do have a couple dozen casks you could buy.” He pointed to
two rows of barrels lined against the back wall of the
shop.

“Are they American or French
oak?”

“These are American oak from New
England. The man who ordered them had to change his mind. He’s
selling off his winery.”

“Okay. I’ll take them. Could you also
make some for me with the French oak?”

“I can, but you realize that will take
some time.”

“How much time?”

“You come right to the point, don’t
you, ma’am?”

She didn’t answer that question so Stavos
said, “I have enough seasoned wood. If I enlist my son and hire
extra help, I could manage to deliver in a few weeks.”

“That would be fine. My wine is
fermenting. I could use the few barrels you have ready now and let
the rest of the wine remain in stainless steel for a
while.”

“Don’t you already have cooperage? Your
father visited me not too long ago, said he might need new barrels
soon, but he was strapped for money right now.”

“I didn’t realize he came to see you.
Well, this order will be paid for from my personal savings so he
doesn’t have to know about it, at least not for a
while.”

Stavos smiled, thinking that he understood
Anna’s meaning. “I’ll send the two dozen I have and start on the
new ones.”

Anna wrote him a check for three thousand
dollars and said, “This is a starter payment. I’ll drop by after
you let me know what the total cost will be. By the way, don’t send
these finished barrels for another week. Something I have to take
care of first.”

“How many new ones will you
need?”

“Hold on.” She clicked on her
calculator and spoke while she was figuring. “If I let some of the
wine rest in the tanks after fermenting, and move some of it inside
to the redwood, let me see, sixty-gallon barrels from an
eight-thousand-gallon tank, the others not quite full. Let’s see;
we’ll probably use the new barrels for the Emma Mae wines but not
Dad’s Zinfandel. I’ll already have the two dozen American oak by
then. Okay, I want one hundred forty barrels of new French
oak.”

“I’ll bet your father is very proud of
you. I imagine he’ll be surprised but happy about this new
cooperage.”

“I’m not so sure about
that.”

He smiled and shook her hand in both of his
powerful leathery paws.

 


* * *

 


Anna drove from the Stavos Cooperage
northward along the Silverado Trail. Operating just east of her in
Wooden Valley was the Altamura Winery, which produced some of the
best Sangiovese in Napa. She thought perhaps someday she might try
making some of that full-bodied, satisfying, Tuscany-styled wine.
That is, if she could ever achieve decisive control of her
Immeloff Winery. She drove on through the Stags’ Leap
District with its fine Cabernet plantings and on to the Rutherford
region, admiring undulating row after row of vines, thinking this
Valley might not be Tuscany, but it certainly is as beautiful.

When she reached the road branching off to
the Rutherford Hill Winery, she couldn’t help reminiscing about the
home on that twisting road where she lived with Marco until they
broke up. She could almost not remember the reasons they parted.
All she could say to herself now was that something was not quite
right, so once again she should try to put it all behind her.

Actually Anna was still half-owner of the
house that was situated just a block above the Silverado Trail.
They had agreed Marco could live in the place until they sold the
property, though so far they hadn’t put it on the market. Right
now, with all her plans, she could certainly use the money. Selling
the house would be a definitive move, yet she was still not ready
to pursue that course. Something about that move still unsettled
her. As usual, Marco was no help in deciding. He was happy to stay
where he was for as long as he could.

At Zinfandel Lane, she turned left and
continued on across to Highway 29, the Old Wine Road, now heavy
with traffic, and then onward north again to the Pugliesi-owned
family winery.

She parked near the house, got out of the
car, turned away from the winery and paced quickly up to the
terrace where Oscar and his assistants were pumping the last of the
must from the destemmer/crusher into the smaller fourth stainless
steel tank. She noticed Federica was there on hand as usual to
start the fermentation process.

Anna never knew whether Oscar’s vineyard
workers were his relatives, or friends. At harvest times he hired
most of his extended family including his wife, his daughter when
she could get away from school, and other workers. Not that it
mattered who they were because they were all reliable. But the
thought passed through her mind that she felt she could always
trust Oscar to choose good help. More than that, he had been the
vinyardist since she was a child. He had always been a reliable
person, a man she could talk with. Strange, she thought, that she
could be at ease with him and not her own father or ex-husband.

Above the winery where the crusher and
fermentation tanks were located, Oscar and Federica were discussing
the harvest. He turned to face Anna. “Hello, Miss Pugliesi. We
finished running the last of the late harvest Cabernet through the
crusher. We pumped the must into the older tank, the open
fermenter, as you suggested.”

“You’ve done well, Oscar. I want you to
know I appreciate all the work you and your assistants have
done.”

He acknowledged her but did not prepare to
leave.

Federica then asked Anna an important
question, “I used our traditional yeast for the Emma Mae Vineyard
grapes; now what about this fourth tank with this late harvest
picking? Are you ready for me to inoculate? Do you want me to get
the yeast?”

“No, leave it alone. I have plans for
that one.”

Freddie gave her sister a quizzical look but
refrained from asking why not.

Anna answered the question that was not
asked: “Except for the second tank, the one Joseph will turn into
White Zinfandel that he considers his prize creation, I will handle
the fermentation from here on out.”

She then turned her attention back to Oscar.
“You and your crew have worked long hard days, Oscar. There’ll be a
bonus for you this season. Now, why don’t you take off for the rest
of the day? Have some kind of a post-crush celebration.”

“Yes, miss. That’s kind of you. We
will. I just want to say this has been a good harvest. Look at the
color, and taste the sweetness.” He brought the tips of his fingers
to his mouth. “These Cabernet grapes are so beautiful they were
wiggling on the vines like beautiful girls tempting us to kiss
them. I was telling your father, this late crop should make an
outstanding wine, could
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