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  Murder in the Vineyard

A Mallory Beck Cozy Culinary Caper (Book 4)
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A heated religious argument. A murder that’s not as obvious as it seems. A first date gone very, very wrong.
Mallory Beck didn’t expect to start dating her detective friend and childhood crush, Alex Martinez. At the very least, after her husband’s recent death, she didn’t expect to date someone she really likes so soon. But this isn’t a real date anyway. It’s a Bible study, and she has some questions about God, not to mention the pressing need to escape her recently freeloading father for an evening. Besides, how heated could things get at a Bible study?
The heat, it turns out, burns between two other attendees with opposing opinions on alcohol. When one storms out of the meeting early and then later turns up dead, Alex and Mallory find themselves at the heart of another murder investigation.
Can they uncover the secrets simmering through their cozy community town to get to the truth?
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  Chapter One
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There had to be a better way to purge one’s guilt than talking to your late husband’s judgmental cat. And yet here I was, babbling on and on to Hunch about how going out with Alex tonight didn’t mean I was forgetting about Cooper or that I was ready to date again. 
“It’s not even a real date,” I told my furry accuser as I pulled a purple skirt from the closet and surveyed it. He was curled up on my bed—on Cooper’s side, as usual—and watched me with one eye open. “It’s a Bible study,” I explained. “And Alex only invited me because he knows I have some questions about God. He usually has to work Sundays, so this is kind of like his church.”
I laid the purple skirt on my side of the bed. You’d think after nearly a year of mourning Cooper, I’d stop thinking in terms of his side and mine. But it had only been in the last month that I’d let my clothes start to migrate to his empty side of our closet. I’d given an equally wordy explanation to Hunch then, too, justifying that the best way to avoid wrinkles was to space my clothing just a tad across the middle line.
Hunch lifted one paw out from under his chin and placed it a few inches away on my purple skirt. You’d have to know my cat to realize this move, in fact, wasn’t him trying to be a helpful and cooperative kitty, coming to my aid in choosing an outfit. This was his way of saying, “If it’s not a real date, why have you spent the last forty-five minutes debating what to wear, huh?”
The thing was…my cat was right.
I grabbed for my favorite jeans and orange wool sweater, leaving a mountain of skirts and dresses on my bed. It was too cold for bare legs, anyway.
However, the guilt didn’t end with Hunch’s side-eye and well-placed paw. I’d barely changed and made my way downstairs when Dad met me at the base of the stairs and whistled.
“Someone looks nice. Hot date tonight?”
My face warmed, which probably only highlighted the fact that I’d applied a little more than my usual lip balm in the way of makeup. “Not a date,” I told him. So far I’d only mentioned I had plans outside the house and that he should use the opportunity to make some phone calls about either other housing options or a job. “Actually, I’m going to a Bible study.”
Dad raised a thick eyebrow at me. I led the way to my kitchen, already knowing he’d follow and demand more of an explanation. I didn’t come from a religious family, and even when I’d attended church regularly with Cooper before he died, I had never mentioned it to my dad. My mother had been the most religious person in our family and used to encourage the rest of us to join her in church. She’d died without any warning when I was eight and Leslie was twelve, leaving us with an irresponsible and loafing dad. We’d written off church as easily as we’d written her off.
“It’s not a big deal,” I told Dad as I speared a sausage with a fork straight out of the pan and took a bite. “Don’t worry. This isn’t some big conversion.”
Dad leaned back against my counter. His salt-and-pepper hair needed a trim and hadn’t been brushed yet today, even though it was six at night. That, apparently, was how serious he was about getting a new job. “Oh, Mallory, believe me, I didn’t think you were serious about religion.” His words oozed with innuendo.
In truth, I did have questions about God. Big questions that had been plaguing me since Cooper’s death. Like why would He take away someone so good, someone who actually searched after all the good in this world, while someone bumbling through life and didn’t know what they believed like me got left behind? And why did God keep saving me from life-threatening situations every time I prayed?
I took another bite of my sausage, deciding this train of conversation would only lead to a lengthy debate with my father in which he would pretend to have boatloads of wisdom on such subjects. I likely wouldn’t know enough to battle his slick salesman-speak.
So I went with the dating topic. “My friend, Alex, just wants some company. He asked if I’d go. It’s a favor.” Not entirely true, but Dad didn’t need details. I motioned to the pan of sausage and peppers and took another bite. “Help yourself.”
Dad had been enjoying my cooking for almost two full weeks now—three meals a day, every day. He’d been promising to look for a job, probably in a bigger city, and at the same time look for another place to live, but I’d seen very little evidence of either.
He took a plate from the cupboard and moved toward the stove, then turned back before he’d served himself anything. “Is this the same Alex you had over the other day? The one you like?”
The day Dad arrived, Alex had been visiting for coffee, and to my humiliation, he had heard Dad and I talking about my middle school crush on him. I didn’t need a reminder of that. “No…I mean, yes, it’s the same person, but no, I don’t like him. Not in that way. Not anymore. Like I told you, we’re just friends.” I felt like I was twelve years old all over again.
Dad reached for the spatula and served himself three sausages and some pepper slices. I took my last bite, thanking my lucky stars he was finally going to let this conversation go and get something to eat. But just as I did, he motioned with the spatula and said, “So that’s why you’re all gussied up with your hair and your makeup?”
“I’m in jeans, Dad.” I tried to use my most convincing tone, but I didn’t address the hair and makeup comment, nor the way my turtleneck and favorite jeans hugged my body. While I usually wore a headband to keep my hair back for cooking, tonight I’d left it down to frame my face. I liked the look, I decided, but my face warmed again as I wondered if Alex would like it, too.
“It’s nothing more than two friends going out for an evening.” My words sounded less and less convincing by the minute.
“Mm-hmm.” Dad chuckled and headed for my small kitchen table with his plate. “But if this guy shows up with chocolates and flowers, I’m going to say, ‘I told you so.’”
Now I laughed, too, because Alex would not be showing up with anything but his Bible. The doorbell rang right as I helped myself to a slice of red pepper from the pan. I often snacked while cooking, so I’d had plenty to eat, but these honey-glazed sausages and charred peppers had a tangy, addictive quality that had me coming back for more.
I headed to the door to let Alex in and heard Dad’s chair jostle back on the tile kitchen floor as I did. Either he was already headed for seconds, or he planned to check Alex out.
I sighed, knowing exactly which option was true. Forcing a smile, I pulled the door open.
“Hi, Al—” My eyes went from his smiling face to a twelve-inch square gold box in his hands. 
He outstretched it toward me. “Hey, Mallory.” When I didn’t immediately reach for the gift he’d brought me, he went on. “Remember how I told you my mom makes the best chocolates every year for Thanksgiving?” He had mentioned that one of the many times when I wouldn’t shut up about the foods I loved most. He outstretched the box an inch more toward me. “She just sent me a box, and of course I had to share them with my favorite foodie.”
I let out the breath I’d been unconsciously holding. Right. Good food, from one foodie to another. Nothing more. This wasn’t the flowers and chocolate date customs my father had been talking about only moments ago.
But I could hear Dad chuckling under his breath in the kitchen doorway behind me. All in one motion, I took the box from Alex and spun around to face my dad. “Alex brought some of his mom’s homemade chocolates to see what I thought of them. That’s all.” I wondered if Alex would find my phrasing strange. Dad’s smile had turned gleeful, and I felt the need to do anything to get him to calm down his overly romanticized thoughts.
So even though my first impulse was not to share my delicious chocolate, I popped open the lid to the box in hopes that him seeing and tasting them might help him back off.
But the second I had the lid open, I couldn’t avoid my warming cheeks or my dad’s louder chuckle.
Because the homemade chocolates? They had been formed into the shape of flowers. 






  
  Chapter Two
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I’d been in Alex’s late 90s model Toyota for a full five minutes before I could work up the courage to say something. 
“My dad’s just…” And then I couldn’t come up with the words. Before we’d left my house, my father had said loud and clear, “Flowers and chocolate? Well, as long as this isn’t a date.”
Alex had laughed uncomfortably and then cleared his throat, only to say nothing. I quickly suggested we should get going. And then the silent car ride followed.
“He’s eager for me to get back on the dating horse,” I finally finished.
Alex raised his eyebrows and looked over at me for a quick second before setting his eyes back on the road in front of us. “That’s what I am, huh?” He smirked.
And then he neighed.
I burst out laughing—so much so, it brought tears to my eyes.
Thankfully, Alex had no problem with this conversation now that I’d started it. “Like I told you, Mallory. I’m not in any rush, even if your dad is. I know how to handle dads. Remember, mine’s no picnic, either.”
I smiled my thanks over at him for his understanding and grace. Alex wasn’t kidding about the problems with his dad. Before moving out of town, his dad had made such a bad name for himself within the police department, Alex still felt the repercussions from his police captain.
“Unless…” Alex started thoughtfully, but I thought I still heard a joke in his tone. “We could go the other way with it. Tell your dad I’m moving in. Maybe that’ll get rid of him sooner?”
I laughed. I’d told Alex several times via text how eager I was for my dad to leave. “I doubt it. My dad wouldn’t know how to take a hint, even if I spelled it out in multi-colored magnetic letters on the fridge for him.” I didn’t have a chance to say more, or set my thoughts too much on the idea of Alex moving in, because his cell phone chimed.
He clicked on his aftermarket Bluetooth and said, “Detective Martinez here.”
“Well, hello there, detective.” The teenage voice through the car speaker was one I recognized, although I’d admittedly never heard it so flirtatious.
“Oh, hey, Amber. What’s up?” As usual, Alex seemed clueless to Amber’s crush, which I supposed made sense, given their age difference. But I’d been a young girl with crushes once, and so they were likely easier for me to spot.
“Just doing homework. What’s up with you?” I got the distinct impression from Amber’s words that these phone calls were regular—maybe even daily—occurrences.
“Just headed to my Bible study,” he told her. “So I’ll have my phone off for a few hours.”
I raised my eyebrows. Maybe even more than daily occurrences, from the sounds of things.
“How’s your homework going?” Alex shot me an apologetic look, but I held up a hand, encouraging him to go ahead. He did. She talked about math problems she was struggling with, and I was surprised that even over the phone and while driving, he could help with high school algebra.
The more I thought about it, I realized maybe Alex was more astute than I’d given him credit for. So far, he hadn’t mentioned my presence, after all.
Now that my humiliation had subsided from my dad’s innuendo, I paid attention to the road in front of us for the first time. We were well beyond the streetlights of Honeysuckle Grove, climbing a road on one of the surrounding hills. Alex seemed to know the way without his GPS, so I relaxed back into my seat and listened to algebra talk.
Eventually, Amber was all talked out on the subject, and Alex said, “Listen, I’m almost at the place. I should probably go.”
“All right.” Amber didn’t sound offended. In fact, she sounded almost too casual as she added, “Call me when you’re done. You know, if you want.”
“You bet.” Alex hung up, and a few seconds of silence ensued.
I had to ask. “How long has that been going on?” My voice came out strained, and I wondered if it would sound like jealousy of my fifteen-year-old friend.
Alex shrugged. “She needs a bit of a father figure these days. Not that I have much training in the parenting department, but…”
Alex had a better understanding of the situation than I thought, maybe even better than me. “You should give yourself some credit. You seem to have a pretty good handle on what she needs.” In fact, I felt somewhat relieved I wasn’t the only adult trying to fill the hole that losing her dad and taking care of her grief-filled mother had created. “How often does she call?”
Rather than give a direct answer, he said, “Don’t worry, she knows better than to be a burden.” He turned farther up the mountain.
I squinted out the window in front of us. “Where is this Bible study?”
“It’s at a local winery.”
“Ooh, that sounds fun.” It also sounded a little strange. I hadn’t grown up in the church, but I’d always had the sense that religious people didn’t go to places like wineries or have much in the way of unrestrained excitement in their lives. Of course, I’d been proven wrong about the excitement part more than once in recent months. Solving murders that had taken place in what I thought was a quiet community churchgoing town had been more excitement than I’d been looking for.
“It’s somewhere different each week,” Alex explained. “Ours is a pretty big group, probably something like fifteen couples. We hold it in a room at the local library if we can’t find another big enough space. It makes sense that one of these places up here might have room for us.”
“Wait, is it all couples?” My face flushed before the words were out of my mouth.
“No, no. My buddy, Tom, should be there. And Benji. And probably Jennifer.”
Jennifer’s name was the only one I recognized. Our church gossip, Donna Mayberry, regularly whispered about someone from the church named Jennifer who had been scheduled to speak on TV in Charleston. I wondered if it was the same lady.
Alex flicked his signal to the left when a lit sign near a driveway came into view. It read: SYCAMORE RIDGE WINERY.
Alex turned into the driveway, which led us to an open gravel parking lot. Half a dozen cars were already parked there, but there were no people in sight.
“Wow, it’s really pretty.” My gaze drifted around at the tiny white lights in the sycamore trees. There were larger, strung lights off to our right, highlighting the vineyard, and a gravel uphill path straight ahead. A wooden sign beside the path pointed to the winery.
“I guess it’s that way,” Alex said. We got out of the car and walked past the sign.
“It sounds like a bigger Bible study than I was expecting.” I kept pace with him. As we stepped onto the path, we were canopied by arching tree branches, which gave it the feeling of walking down the aisle at a country wedding. The tiny white lights sprinkled throughout tree branches led our way. Some had come loose from their arch, and one or both of us found ourselves ducking every so often, so as not to get snagged in the face or the hair.
“What were you expecting?”
I shrugged. “I’ve never been to a Bible study, so actually, I had no idea. I thought maybe ten people. And food.” I lifted the carry tray I’d brought along with a five-cheese dip, crackers, and veggies.
“Well, I know everyone will appreciate your cooking.”
I nibbled my lip, wondering if I’d brought enough for such a large crowd.
“So you’ve never been to a Bible study at all? Even when you lived in Pennsylvania?”
I squirmed my shoulders. Everything about God still felt like a sweater that didn’t quite fit. “Cooper was more the churchgoer than me. My family didn’t go to church much growing up.”
“That’s why your dad had that smirk whenever I said the words ‘Bible study’?” He said it lightly, completely nonjudgmental, which made it easy to respond.
“That would be why.”
The path opened to a grassy area at the top of the hill, and a well-lit two-story cedar building reminiscent of an oversized log cabin came into view. It had been raining earlier today, and I could smell the wood. Once, for about six months, I’d lived with Dad and Leslie in a log cabin in the woods. It had been the cheapest place Dad could find. It only had a fireplace for heat, and he apparently got it for a steal because of the repairs he promised to do. He’d never accomplished any of them, and eventually, we’d been kicked out. Despite that, the scent of cedar and outdoors still held fond memories for me. 
Along a top balcony, a couple stood, overlooking the vineyard and sipping from wine glasses. This didn’t seem like any kind of Bible study I had ever envisioned. The word “date” in my dad’s mocking voice came back to mind, and my cheeks warmed.
Alex held up a hand and waved toward the couple. They waved back.
“Come on.” He touched me on the small of my back to lead me toward the cedar structure. “I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.”
Just inside the front door to the winery, a twentysomething blond man greeted us. “Alex! So glad you could come!”
“Benji! This is your place?” Alex asked, clearly astonished.
“My parents.” Benji looked down to where a tiny white Maltese dog rubbed up against his leg. It looked like a little toy. “You two aren’t allergic, are you?”
Alex shook his head and started to speak, but I bent to greet the cute little bundle of fur. “This is Mallory. Mallory, this is Benji. I don’t know if you two know each other from church…”
I shook my head, placed my box of cheese dip and crackers to the side, and looked up. “Hi, Benji. And who’s this little guy?”
The dog left Benji’s leg alone to check out my food tray.
“Now, now. That’s not for you,” I told him. Thankfully, when I started to scratch him behind his ears, he lost interest in the snacks. 
“This is my parents’ dog, Riesling.”
I chuckled at the perfect name for a winery’s mascot. “Not allergic,” I confirmed. “This is a beautiful place your parents have.” I stood and held out the covered tray. The cord for the cheese dip’s slow cooker dangled below. “I brought a warm five-cheese dip. Where should I put it?”
Benji motioned over his shoulder toward a long oak bar, where two couples appeared to be arguing—one behind the bar and one in front of it.
Benji didn’t seem to notice and smiled at me with one side of his mouth. “That will go great with the wine. Why don’t you set it up on the bar and my parents can find you a place to plug it in?”
The couple nearest to me shook their heads at the couple behind the bar and moved away to a quiet table near the back of the large room. The couple behind the bar now wore grins, so the disagreement couldn’t have been serious.
I thanked Benji and headed to the bar. Warm cheese dip was a whole different experience than cold and crumbly cheese dip. Alex began to tag along, but then got distracted along the way by another couple he knew. “Go ahead,” I told him. “I’ll join you in a minute.”
After I quickly surveyed the large open room filled with high wooden tables and matching barstools, it seemed that other than Benji, most of the people milling around with coffee cups in hand were indeed couples.
A man in the far corner played background music on his guitar, loud enough that I had to raise my voice to greet the couple behind the bar.
“Hi,” I said to Benji’s parents, a couple with blondish-white hair. They were busy opening wine bottles and placing clean glasses face down on a black cloth along the bar. “Benji said I might be able to plug this in somewhere over here?” I held the slow cooker out of the carry tray to show them.
“Of course!” The woman reached for my slow cooker, which only had a short cord, and plugged it in on a wooden beam joining the bar to the ceiling. “I’m Marie Tallman, and this is my husband, Don.”
“Hi there,” the man, Don, said.
Don and Marie. Before my mom left, she used to play music by a brother/sister team named Donny and Marie, so I doubted I would forget this couple’s names.
“I’m Mallory.” I placed my container of a variety of crackers and veggies near the cheese dip. Along the bar, there was also a store-bought veggie tray, what looked like a tray of store-bought cookies, and two bowls of wrapped chocolates. This didn’t seem like much of a homemade food crowd, so hopefully, my cheese dip would be a hit. “How long have you owned the winery?”
Marie smiled at her husband. “We bought the land fifteen years ago, but the vineyard had been neglected by the former owners, so it took us a few years to get a good harvest. We’re finally hoping to make it profitable this year. Are you familiar with our wines?”
I shook my head. “To be honest, I don’t even know what kinds of wine I like. My late husband, Cooper, used to choose the wine.”
Don and Marie both tilted their heads at me. But thankfully, the subject of wine, a subject they clearly loved, quickly snapped them out of the Head Tilt of Pity. 
“I think she’ll like our Riesling,” Marie said to her husband. “Grab it from the cooler for me, hon?”
“I do like your Riesling.” I motioned to their dog, but neither of them seemed to get my joke. In truth, I had become more of a cat person, thanks to Cooper’s moody feline. Cooper and I used to buy the odd bottle of wine, usually in celebration of a big achievement. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a glass of wine, but it sounded like a lovely treat.
Don moved to a large cooling fridge behind him and returned seconds later with an uncorked bottle. He poured me a surprisingly large portion and passed it over.
“This is a sweet variety, with notes of apricot and Honeycrisp apple. If you like it, you might also enjoy our pinot blanc. Or if you’re a fan of red, you might like our port or our new blackberry wine.”
I nodded and tried a sip. Honeycrisp apples were my favorite variety, so I paused and closed my eyes, searching for the flavor, but I felt out of my element on the subject of wine subtleties.
When I opened my eyes, the Tallmans both stared at me in anticipation of my response. Because I had nothing intelligent to say on the subject, I simply offered an “Mmm,” followed by a change of subject. “Cute dog, by the way.”
“Yup, he’s a keeper,” Don said. “You’d never know it by his size, but Riese is quite the little watchdog.”
Just then, Alex came up behind me. He’d been chatting to several couples since we’d arrived, so I felt some sort of comfort in being able to introduce him to the one couple in the place he didn’t know.
“Don and Marie, this is my friend, Alex Martinez. He’s a detective with the local police department.”
Alex extended his hand and they both shook his, an air of respect noticeable on both of them. Don said, “Thank you for your service in our town.”
Alex, being newly promoted to detective, squirmed a little at the acknowledgment, but he said, “Thank you for having us here,” just the same.
“Can I get you a glass of something to try?” Marie asked. “Or are you on duty tonight?”
Alex held up a hand. “Not on duty, no, but I’m driving, so I think I’ll pass.”
“Feel free to grab a plate of snacks and help yourself to somewhere to sit.” Marie offered a hand toward the room.
I turned to look around for some empty seats, but when I did, I didn’t think I was imagining the hard glares that came at me from almost everyone in the room. The only people who weren’t glaring were Benji, the couple he was greeting at the door, and the couple at the back table who had been arguing with the Tallmans at the bar a few minutes ago. That couple now had their heads bowed and appeared to be in prayer.
Marie motioned to a nearby stairwell. “Or head upstairs if you like. There’s a beautiful view of the vineyard, and you can enjoy your wine up there.”
I tilted my head, recalling the couple with wine glasses on the upper floor. It definitely felt more like a wine tasting event than what I’d imagined of a Bible study, and I wondered if the people on this lower floor weren’t too happy about the free-flowing wine.
I had an urge to replace my glass on the counter before taking another sip, but I also didn’t want to offend Don and Marie.
Alex reached for a small plate. “I’m definitely trying the cheese dip. This lady…” he nudged me with his elbow. “She can really cook.”
A blush warmed my face as Marie took his advice and helped herself to some crackers topped with cheesy goodness. With her first bite, her eyes widened and she said, “I have got to get your recipe!”
I nodded in agreement, but my mind was still on what to do about this full glass of wine. I was about to suggest to Alex that we take a look upstairs when the front door to the winery opened and a woman with black hair and dark angry eyes held out her hands and yelled, “A winery? Are you kidding me?”






  
  Chapter Three
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“Uh-oh,” Alex murmured to me. “That’s Jennifer Rempel.” 
I was glad to see her, if for no other reason than she seemed to be the only other single person in the bunch. She looked vaguely familiar—definitely the same Jennifer gossiping Donna Mayberry talked about regularly. Now that I saw her, the last tidbit of gossip Donna had shared came back to me: Jennifer was getting a divorce, which, by Donna’s tone, all of the rest of the church ladies were supposed to find scandalous.
But I always found it truly unfortunate when a couple didn’t grow old together, as they had once anticipated and hoped for.
If she were divorced, though, this Jennifer certainly looked as though she’d pulled herself together. Her super-shiny black hair was held back with a tiny silver comb on one side and her long bangs covered one eye on the other. The stylish hair matched her chic wardrobe of trendy holey jeans, little black high-heeled booties, and a dark angled poncho that matched the line of her bangs.
Benji hurried over to greet Jennifer, and from our twenty feet away, I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but his constant nodding and splayed hands told me he was trying very hard to calm the woman down.
Riesling jumped up and down at Benji’s legs, barking as though perturbed by the agitated new visitor. Jennifer didn’t actually kick the dog, but she moved one bootie in his direction, which made the dog jump back and shut up, at least momentarily.
“She’s a regular?” I whispered to Alex. He’d said so on the drive here, but I had trouble believing it.
The couple from the upstairs balcony came down the stairs, empty wine glasses in hand, and paused at the commotion.
Alex nodded hesitantly. “She wasn’t coming for a while, but she’s been back again the last few weeks. I think it has something to do with her marriage, but she’s always been tight-lipped about her husband.”
I opened my mouth, but then closed it again. I wasn’t about to spread Donna Mayberry’s gossip, no matter how much evidence there was to its truth.
Jennifer Rempel ranted on about her dislike of the location, but her words tumbled out so fast, I couldn’t get a firm grasp on why until she pointed a finger into Benji’s chest and said, “Ephesians 5:18 tells us ‘Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery!’”
I set my wine glass down and pushed it a few inches away on the bar.
Benji’s voice also became louder. “Nobody’s getting drunk here, Jennifer.”
Don and Marie made their way over. Marie held a tray containing a half-filled wine glass and a bowl of nuts from the counter—a bold move toward someone so angry about the option of drinking, I thought. But they were only a few feet away when Marie spoke and
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