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      How sharper than a serpent's tooth it is

      To have a thankless child!

      

      William Shakespeare

      King Lear
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      Del Berendt followed the red Mazda Miata off I-95 and up the gradual incline of Industrial Highway. The tank farms, warehouses, and weed-choked stretches of pavement that flanked the road were just visible in the waning evening light. He passed the spidery structure of a rusting refinery and a few smokestacks standing like giant cacti in a concrete desert. The skyscrapers that defined the Philadelphia skyline hovered like a mirage in the distance.

      The Miata turned left. Billboards advertising casinos, Powerball, and personal injury lawyers gave way to apartment buildings and duplexes, plywood-covered windows like black eyes in the buildings’ facades.

      Where could she be going?

      Gradually the buildings became a bit less decrepit, the lawns a bit less trash-strewn. The Miata made a few more turns, and Del found himself in more reassuring surroundings. Modest two-story brick row houses, including one stretch painted in cheerful reds, blues, and yellows, were interspersed with convenience stores, hoagie shops, and churches. On one block, children ran through the spray from an open fire hydrant. Their shrieks reached him only faintly through the windows of his Ford Escape, its air conditioning chugging valiantly against the heavy heat of the August evening.

      The traffic thinned, and Del dropped back, trying to avoid notice by the other car’s driver.

      As he continued to follow the Miata through West Philadelphia, the homes became more well-tended, the vehicles parked along the tree-shaded streets less dented and rusty. Chain-link fences gave way to pocked wrought iron surrounding tiny lawns. Residents sat on porches or strolled the sidewalks with dogs or children.

      Del realized with a start that he was seeing houses he had passed a few minutes earlier. Had he been spotted? His hands tightened on the wheel as he debated whether to drop back even further and risk missing one of the Miata’s seemingly random turns, or to close the gap and risk a confrontation.

      The Miata continued straight for several blocks on Larch Street, then turned left. When Del reached the intersection, he could see no traffic in either direction. He also turned left, uncertain whether to drive slowly so as not to miss the car if it had pulled into a parking space, or to drive quickly to catch it on one of the cross streets. Then he caught a glimpse of taillights in the alley paralleling Larch.

      A glance in the rearview mirror showed no traffic behind him. He turned off his headlights, put the Escape in reverse, and rolled backwards until he could see up the alley. The Miata was pulling into a parking spot behind one of the Larch Street houses, next to some kind of sedan and a small white van. Putting the Escape back in drive, he made three rights, putting him on Larch again, but headed in the opposite direction.

      The homes on this block were grander than in the blocks he had just passed through: semi-detached and singles, with brick staircases leading to pillared porches, decorative mullions visible in curving second-floor windows, third and even fourth floors extended with elaborately decorated dormers. Most of the houses were dark and only a few of the streetlights worked. The few pools of light they cast showed the sidewalks to be cracked, slabs heaved up by the roots of the trees whose branches arched over the street. Although there were a few cars along the one side of the street where parking was allowed, he could see no people. Maybe they were relaxing in air-conditioned coolness. Or maybe they were hunkered down behind locked doors and drawn curtains, blockaded against the threats posed by a formerly genteel neighborhood slipping into disrepute, or a formerly disreputable neighborhood striving for gentility.

      Del rolled slowly down the street, trying to determine which of the houses the Miata had parked behind. Then a figure appeared from around the corner. Even in the darkness, he recognized it as the Miata’s driver, her shape and movements as she hurried in his direction familiar. She was staying in the street, no doubt to avoid the hazards of the broken sidewalk. Why hadn’t she gone from her car to the back door of the house?

      He snapped off his headlights and pulled into a parking space under one of the non-functioning streetlights.

      The woman paused, looking toward the Escape. One hand drifted protectively to the bulge under her maternity dress, the other tightened its grip on the strap of the straw purse slung over her shoulder.

      He was tempted to slump down in his seat, but a car that stopped but didn’t then disgorge a passenger would be suspicious. Reaching up to switch the dome light off automatic, he climbed out of the Escape, his heart hammering. Remembering at the last second not to hit the lock button on the key fob—she would surely recognize the chirp—he turned and ambled off in the opposite direction. He had another moment of panic as he approached the pool of light cast by one of the streetlights bracketing the darkness that engulfed the car. However, before he reached it, he saw a walkway that led from the sidewalk to a “grocer’s alley” that passed at ground level between two attached houses. He turned onto the walk, grateful that the tunnel wasn’t blocked by a security gate, and stepped into the passageway.

      He pressed his back against the wall, although it was a ridiculous move. If she came this way, she would see the Escape long before she saw him. He listened for approaching footsteps. Instead, he heard what sounded like the squeak of rusty hinges. He risked a glance out the tunnel’s entrance.

      She had stepped through a low metal gate that separated the sidewalk from the tiny front garden of one of the darkened houses—he thought it was the house she had parked behind. She climbed the stairs to the porch, then got her phone out of her purse. She glanced at it, then crossed her arms and turned her gaze back to the deserted street. A minute later, she checked her phone again.

      Del checked his own phone: 7:58. Was she waiting until the top of the hour for something? She had taken a somewhat indirect route to Larch Street. Had she been killing time?

      Sure enough, just as Del’s phone showed 8:00, she dropped her phone back into her purse and knocked lightly on the door. After a few moments, a dim light illuminated a row of small panes at the top of the door. The light brightened, then the door opened.

      Inside stood a tall, bearded man carrying what looked like an oil lamp. He wore oddly old-fashioned clothing: a frock coat, an ascot, a vest stretched over an ample belly. He dipped his head to the woman, then stepped back to allow her to enter. She cast one quick glance toward where Del stood in the darkness of the tunnel, then disappeared into the house. The man closed the door behind her and the light in the door’s panes gradually dimmed until the house was once again dark. It looked no more inhabited than most of the other houses on the block.

      Del hurried back to the Escape, started it up, and coasted down the street. The house she had entered, number 46, was one of the singles.

      He turned right at the cross street and then right again into the alley.

      The white van and the Miata were still there, but the sedan Del had seen earlier was gone. He continued around the block and pulled into the same shadowed space. With parking allowed only on the side of the street opposite the house, he had an unobstructed view.

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, pondering what he had seen. The man who had answered the door was older than Del would have expected, which could be a good thing or a bad thing. But why in the world was he dressed in what looked like Victorian clothes?

      Del briefly entertained an image of himself going to the house, banging on the door, demanding an explanation. But no. Despite every impulse to the contrary, he had held his tongue this long. He’d wait a little longer and see how this played out.

      Minutes ticked by. He could hear a dog barking a few streets away, could see cars passing periodically on the cross street, but Larch Street remained as quiet as it had been when he arrived. No one emerged from the darkened houses, no intrepid dog-walkers braved the broken sidewalks.

      An hour passed. Del had almost decided to check the parking area behind the house again when two people appeared around the same corner from which the woman had appeared. When they passed under one of the streetlights, Del could see it was a well-dressed couple in their late twenties. He heard the woman say something to the man, her tone urgent. Del buzzed down the window of the Escape.

      “We’re already a couple of minutes late,” said the woman, who was a few steps ahead of the man. “Hurry up!”

      The man picked up his pace and caught up with her just as her arms flew up and she let out a surprised, “Oh!”

      He grabbed her arm, saving her from a tumble. “Won’t do us any good to hurry if you break a leg on the way.”

      The woman’s hand now hooked under the man’s arm, they stepped through the creaking metal gate and hurried up the steps. At their knock, a dim light once again illuminated the door’s glass panes, and the same man opened the door. He tilted them the small bow, stepped back from the door, and ushered them in. After a moment, the light faded out.

      Del checked the time: 9:04.

      This was the first night Del had followed the Miata, but not the first night its driver had surprised him with an evening outing. He had almost expected her to lead him to an apartment or home in some comfortable Philadelphia suburb, or even to a hotel. That would have been awful but comprehensible—although, he had to admit, less comprehensible now than it might have been nine months earlier. But this? He couldn’t imagine what was going on.

      He buzzed up the window of the Escape, got out, and started down the street. He would check the alley and see if the Miata was still there.

      He had almost reached the corner when a personalized ringtone chimed into the deserted street. His heart hammering, he pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “Rowan?” he answered, unable to keep his voice steady.

      He heard her familiar laugh, along with background noise that suggested that she was in a car with the windows down. “Did I catch you by surprise?”

      He glanced toward the door through which she had disappeared an hour earlier and managed a weak laugh in return. “Sort of.”

      “I’m on my way home from Aunt Nola’s and I’m going to stop at the Wegman’s. I got a craving for some fudge ripple ice cream. At least it’s a normal craving to have, right? Not like the cheesesteak craving. Want me to pick anything up for you?”

      “Not that I can think of, but thanks.” After a moment, he added, “If you want chocolate sprinkles with the ice cream, I think we’re out.”

      She laughed again. “Ah, Del, how well you know me. Thanks for the heads up.”

      They ended the call, and Del returned to the car. He unlocked it with the key fob. He didn’t need to worry any longer about his wife recognizing the chirp.

      It took him two tries to get the key in the ignition.

      As he rolled past number 46, he took a last look at the darkened windows.

      How well he knew her?

      Obviously not well enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      A cheerful buzz of conversation greeted Ann Kinnear as she stepped under the sign reading Welcome to The Cellar Fíona and entered the tasting room of Kennett Square’s Lynch and Son Winery. Her brother Mike held the door for his husband, Scott Pate, and for Ann’s date, Corey Duff.

      After the oppressive heat of the August afternoon, the room’s air-conditioned chill was a welcome relief. Small groups occupied several of the tables. A distinguished-looking gentleman at a corner table held his glass of wine up to the light, peering at it over the top of his wire-framed spectacles. A server, his dreadlocked hair caught back in an elastic band, regaled a group of young women with information about the provenance of their wine flights.

      “Table or bar?” Mike asked.

      “The bar’s the most fun,” said Scott, slipping off his chunky black glasses and dropping them into his shirt pocket. “Plus, we’ll get to find out about the wines from the winemaker himself.”

      The man behind the bar was hanging clean glasses on a rack above his head. Ann guessed him to be in his early thirties. When he saw their group, a smile broke over his face and Ann could imagine that wine might not be the only attraction of the Lynch winery tasting room for some of its customers.

      “Hey, Del, how are you doing?” Scott asked as they took four stools at the otherwise unoccupied bar.

      “Doing good. It’s great to see you guys.”

      After Mike did the introductions, Del said to Ann. “I have to say I wouldn’t have guessed you and Mike were related.”

      “Yup, I’ve heard that before,” she said. She was fair-haired and slim, while Mike, only slightly taller, was stockier and dark-haired. Ann actually looked more like the tall, blond Scott.

      “Del and I go way back,” said Mike. “He was one of my first financial planning clients.”

      “Back before I had much in the way of finances that needed planning,” said Del.

      “Start small and let math and compounding do the rest,” replied Mike.

      “Yeah, that’s the idea,” Del said ruefully.

      Mike frowned. “Having problems with the guy I recommended?”

      “No, no,” said Del hastily. “I just wish the math was compounding a little faster.” He shrugged. “But then I’m sure that’s what all clients tell their financial planner.”

      “I understand you’re planning for an addition to the Berendt-and-Lynch household,” said Scott.

      Del smiled. “Yeah. Rowan and I have a little one coming along in about a month.”

      “That’s wonderful,” said Scott. “How is Rowan doing?”

      “She’s doing fine now, but you should have seen her early on—I’ve never seen someone throw up as much as she did.”

      Mike grimaced. “Too much information.”

      Del laughed. “You’re right—sorry about that.” He pulled four menus from behind the bar.

      Scott held up a hand. “I don’t even have to look.”

      “Flight of the reds?” asked Del.

      “Absolutely.”

      Del turned to Ann and Corey. “The reds—specifically the Cabernet Sauvignon and the Cab Franc—are what we’re known for. In fact, Niall Lynch, the owner, named his kids Rowan and Harkin, which mean ‘little red one’ and ‘red’ in Gaelic. Rowan is the vineyard manager.”

      “I didn’t realize Rowan had a brother,” said Scott.

      “Yes. He’s back here for a family meeting, but he lives in Hawaii. Not really involved in the business.” He turned to Mike. “Flight of reds for you as well?”

      “Yup. Plus a cheese and charcuterie board for four.”

      Del offered a menu to Ann.

      “I’ll have what they’re having,” she said.

      “Me, too,” said Corey.

      “Very good.” The menus disappeared behind the bar. “Flights and boards coming up.”

      Del retreated a few steps down the bar and began assembling the order.

      Ann turned on her stool and looked across the room. Large windows provided an expansive view of the Lynch property. Just outside was a small pond with a short dock on which stood two Adirondack chairs. To the left of the pond, a smaller building sat at a picturesque angle. To the right were tidy rows of vines. Lightly wooded ground rose from the pond to a building just visible through the trees.

      “What a great place,” she said.

      “Lynch is our favorite winery in Chester County,” said Scott. “We’re so happy both of you could join us, and that Corey is staying with us.”

      “What’s the point of having a guest room if you don’t have guests?” added Mike.

      Ann thought back to that morning at Mike and Scott’s townhouse: tripping over Corey’s duffle bag, which seemed always to migrate from the luggage rack to the floor of the guest room where she was staying; the four of them dodging each other in a kitchen that was comfortable for two and just manageable for three; Corey accidentally walking in on Mike when Mike failed to latch the bathroom door. Her double bed was too small for two restless sleepers, although she had declined Scott’s offer to outfit the room with a queen. It felt too much like a step toward permanence for a living situation she intended to be temporary.

      “I really need to stop mooching off you guys,” she said. “It’s pretty pathetic for a thirty-something woman to be living with her brother and brother-in-law. I need to look around for a place of my own.”

      “What kind of place would you be looking for?” asked Corey.

      “Something small. Probably a rental until I know what my plans will be.”

      “Plans?”

      “Back to the Adirondacks? Settle down here for a while? Philly is more centrally located for where my engagements usually take place.”

      “Maybe not for long,” said Mike. “Someone from Brazil contacted me the other day about an engagement.”

      Mike was the business manager of Ann Kinnear Sensing, a business whose roots went back to a seven-year-old Ann telling her parents and younger brother about her conversations with a girl who had died decades earlier in the family’s home. Later, as teenagers, Mike had encouraged Ann to help in the search for a friend who had disappeared while caving—a friend Ann could find only after the girl died from her injuries. Later still, Mike had offered to punch out Ann’s boyfriend Dan, who had recommended therapy when he learned that she believed she could communicate with the dead. Mike had been Ann’s champion and defender throughout her life, whether others wanted to debunk her ability or to exploit it.

      “Brazil?”asked Ann, turning on the stool toward Mike. “That’s cool. When is that?”

      “I told them now might not be the best time. I recommended that woman in New Mexico.”

      “Not the best time? Why?”

      He glanced from Ann to Corey and back to Ann. “I thought … you know …”

      “No, Mike,” she said with a frown, “I don’t know.”

      “I figured with you and Corey seeing each other, and with him being about to go back to Los Angeles …”

      Ann had been dating Corey for the last several months, ever since the focus of his documentary had shifted from her own spirit-sensing abilities to an investigation into a series of deaths on Mount Desert Island, Maine.

      “You passed up an engagement for me in Brazil so that Corey and I wouldn’t have to be apart for a week? Less? For heaven’s sake—we’re already commuting between Pennsylvania and Maine.”

      She looked toward Corey, expecting him to back her, but he didn’t look as affronted by Mike’s actions as she expected. “Were you in on this?”

      He raised his hands to contradict the accusation. “Nope, I didn’t know anything about it. But I can’t say I’m entirely disappointed that you won’t be jetting off to Brazil—at least right now.”

      “Corey,” she almost wailed, “Brazil! You could have come along!”

      “Crap, I should have thought of that myself,” said Mike. “Maybe the New Mexico senser will strike out and they’ll get in touch with us again,” he added hopefully.

      “They won’t get in touch again,” said Ann. “You already turned them down. They’ll go somewhere else. In fact, they’ll probably contact Garrick next.”

      She knew that the dig at Mike—that he might have indirectly sent business to her sometimes-colleague, sometimes-competitor Garrick Masser—would be a measure of payback for the missed trip.

      Mike rewarded her with a scowl. “I’ll call them back⁠—”

      She waved an impatient hand. “No, let it go. But don’t be turning down business without consulting me first.”

      “Okay, okay,” said Mike peevishly. “I was just trying to look out for you.”

      “Maybe I don’t need to get a place of my own,” she muttered. “Maybe I need to stay at the townhouse to keep an eye on you. Or maybe you need to get a hobby other than my business.”

      Del’s arrival with the charcuterie board prevented any rejoinder from Mike. As Del arranged the wine flights in front of them, he said, “I couldn’t help overhear you talking about lodgings. We have a guest house by the pond that’s going to be available soon.”

      “A guest house at the winery?” exclaimed Scott. “I might move in myself!”

      “Hey!” said Mike.

      Scott patted his hand. “Of course, it would have to accommodate two.”

      “Might be a little snug, but I’m sure a couple could make it work,” said Del.

      “I didn’t realize you had a guest house here,” said Mike. “You can’t have much trouble renting it out. Although, I’d think you’d make more money renting it to tourists than to a tenant.”

      Scott swatted Mike’s arm. “You already ruined the Brazil trip. Don’t talk Del into withdrawing the offer to rent it to Annie.”

      Del laughed. “No danger of that. We’ve tried offering it as a vacation rental, but it’s a pain in the ass. People make the reservation but don’t show up, or they do show up but have parties and leave it a mess. We’re looking for someone who comes with a personal recommendation and who wants to stay a while.”

      “Is there someone in there now?” asked Mike.

      “Actually, Niall Lynch’s sister Nola has been staying there.” Del’s expression became somber. “Niall has been ill—heart problems—and Nola moved into the guest house to be close by to take care of him. But he recently took a turn for the worse and she’s moving into the big house with him.”

      “‘The big house’?” asked Corey.

      “It’s how the Lynches refer to the family home at the top of the hill.”

      “We’re so sorry to hear about your father-in-law,” said Scott.

      “Yeah, Del,” said Mike. “Really sorry. That sucks.”

      Del nodded. “It’s going to be tough. Especially for Rowan.” He turned to Ann. “If you’re interested, I think Nola will have her things out in the next day or two and you’re welcome to take a look at it then.”

      “Thanks, I’d love to check it out.” She gave Del her number. “Just give me a call when there’s a time that works for you. I’m flexible.” She shot Mike a look. “And evidently I’ll be around.”

      Mike threw up his hands. “I said I was sorry! I promise to look for more South American engagements for you.”

      The guy with the dreads came to the bar with a wine order for a new group of visitors, and Del left them to fill the order.

      Ann picked up the first glass in her flight and turned toward the large window.

      Brazil. She had always wanted to see the Christ the Redeemer statue towering, arms outstretched, over Rio de Janeiro. Even the Copacabana would be worth a look … as long as it wasn’t during Carnaval. But she realized that she had to bear some responsibility for Mike overstepping his role as her business manager. She had relied on Mike to take care of everything except the actual sensing for most of her career.

      As the men discussed the aroma and mouth feel of the wines, she took a sip of hers and admired the view across the property. A young woman was walking down the path from the parking lot to the pond. She wore a loose T-shirt, jeans, and a broad-brimmed straw hat, and carried a small paper bag. It was no doubt Rowan Lynch, her pregnancy doubly apparent because of her otherwise slight frame. As she stepped onto the short dock that extended over the pond, a group of ducks paddled toward her from the opposite side, their excited quacks audible in the tasting room. She reached into the bag and tossed out a few handfuls of what looked like torn up pieces of bread.

      Scott asked Corey, “Things are coming along well with the documentary?”

      “So far, so good. I just have a few more interviews to do, need to get a little more B-roll, then I can really focus on the editing.”

      “Will you do the editing in Maine?”

      “I could, but doing it on my laptop is a bit of a challenge. I have a nicer set-up at home in L.A.”

      “When will you be going back there?”

      Ann sensed Corey glancing toward her. “In a couple of weeks.”

      “So soon?” said Scott. “It’s been nice having you on the East Coast.”

      “Well, California isn’t Brazil, but maybe Ann will luck into some West Coast gigs.”

      She turned back to the bar. “I’ll work with my scheduler on that,” she said, cocking a meaningful eyebrow at Mike.

      Mike raised his glass in a mock salute. “I’m on it, boss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Niall Lynch gazed out the car window as his sister Nola guided his venerable Range Rover down the curving drive. Lynch and Son Winery spread out below them in the waning evening light: the building that housed the fermentation tanks, the barrel room, and the bottling equipment; the Cellar Fíona, where customers came for tastings or to purchase bottles or cases of wine; the small guest house next to the pond; and, beyond the pond, the vineyard. The big house was barely a hundred yards from the Cellar via the footpath through the woods, but Nola had insisted they take the car. She blamed the temperature, which was still steamy even at this hour, but both of them knew the real reason. Niall was unlikely to be able to make the walk in his current condition.

      Nola pulled into the small parking area behind the Cellar. During the day, it was where the Lynch staff parked. Now the only vehicles were Rowan’s red Miata and a Nissan Versa that Niall guessed was his son Harkin’s rental.

      Nola parked as close as she could to the back door—the better to accommodate the invalid, he thought bitterly—and hurried from the driver’s side to the passenger door.

      “Is everyone here?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “When did Harkin get in?”

      “A couple of hours ago.”

      “Did he bring Kepi?”

      “No, he came by himself.”

      “He should have brought Kepi—that boy has some skin in this game.”

      “Niall, he’s fourteen years old. He has better things to do than fly halfway around the world for a family business meeting.”

      “Fine.” He hauled himself out of the car, then steadied himself on the door, making sure of his balance, catching his breath.

      Nola got his cane out of the back seat. “Don’t forget this.”

      He snatched it from her hand, then slammed the door shut. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Nola opened the back door of the Cellar as Niall labored up the few stairs. They passed through the storage room, its walls lined with cases of wine for tastings and retail sales, bales of paper napkins, and boxes of spare stemware. The next space was Rowan and Del’s office, with wide, built-in shelves along opposite sides of the room acting as desks. Rowan’s desk was tidy—the few items on its surface aligned with the edge of the desk as precisely as the rows in the vineyard she oversaw. A copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting sat on top of a squared-off stack of issues of American Vineyard. Del’s desk was cluttered with the tools of his trade as Lynch’s winemaker: a hand-held spectrometer, a glass wine thief stained with residue from the last sample he had pulled from one of the barrels, an all-purpose pocket knife with the corkscrew attachment deployed. Post-its marked with scrawled notes fanned out around the computer monitor. A cork board above the desk held clippings and printouts of reviews of Lynch wines.

      Niall continued on toward the tasting room, stopping for a moment in the darkened hallway to catch his breath again.

      For many years, he had resisted making any changes to the tasting room. For most of his life, its decor had been much like the decor of the big house: sturdy furniture, long-wearing fabrics, light fixtures whose purpose was to provide light, not ambiance. However, a few years earlier he had overheard a group of well-heeled thirty-somethings comparing the space to a Holiday Inn lounge, and even he understood it wasn’t a compliment. He mentioned the comment to Nola, more as a complaint about customers than as an acknowledgement of any shortcomings of the winery’s public space.

      But over the following week she took him on a tour of spaces in Chester County and Philadelphia—other wineries, restaurants, bars, even the Brandywine River Museum—showing him what the tasting room could look and feel like. She sketched out plans, showed him fabric swatches. She told him that if he gave her the budget, she would manage the project to, as she described it, “haul the Lynch brand, kicking and screaming, into the twenty-first century.”

      He scowled at one of the swatches, a nubby upholstery fabric in a subtle moss green. “In twenty years, that’s going to look just as dated as what we have now.”

      She laughed humorlessly. “Niall, this will look dated in ten years. If you want to appeal to the kinds of people who will pay top dollar for a flight of Chester County wine, you better be ready to set aside some money to keep the public spaces inviting. God knows you’re not setting any aside to keep the private spaces inviting.”

      Now the three people he had come to see were seated under fashionable pendant lights at the barn board bar that Nola had designed.

      As usually seemed to be the case, Del was in the center, a physical and emotional buffer between Niall’s children. On one side sat Rowan, her hands laced over her stomach, stray wisps of brunette curls framing a face tanned by her time in the vineyard, her usually bright gray eyes somber. On the other side sat Harkin, brown hair bleached almost blond from his own outdoor life, lines already forming around his hazel eyes. Both his children were fine-boned, like himself, which played out as feminine delicacy in Rowan and a wiry hardness in Harkin. Both were good-looking, although Harkin lacked the normally cheerful demeanor of his much younger sister. It was not only the extra years that marred Harkin’s appearance, but the ever-present scowl.

      A bottle of Lynch Sapele stood on the bar, a small measure of ruby red liquid in front of Rowan—the quarter of a standard pour per day she had allowed herself during her pregnancy—and an almost empty glass in front of Del. Niall had acquiesced to Rowan and Del naming the wine after the reddish, mahogany-like wood, although it seemed like a flight of fancy to him. And although Sapele was one of the Lynch winery’s most expensive bottles, Niall didn’t begrudge Del breaking it out for this occasion. After all, it was Del’s experiment using Cab Franc grapes that he had purchased from a neighboring vineyard that had produced the award-winning wine.

      Harkin took a swig from his infernal bottle of Pepsi. It looked to Niall as if Rowan and Del might as well have been drinking Pepsi for all the pleasure the wine was giving them.

      Rowan glanced at her phone where it lay on the bar. “Do you think we should call Aunt Nola? Make sure everything’s okay?”

      “Let’s give them a couple more minutes,” said Del. “You know your dad doesn’t get around as easily as he used to.”

      Niall cleared his throat from the doorway and the three at the bar started like guilty schoolchildren. He drew himself upright—as upright as possible—and crossed the room to the bar.

      Harkin stood. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Glad you could make it.” Niall extended his hand.

      Harkin shook it. “You didn’t make it sound optional.”

      “You could have brought Kepi. I’ll bet he’d enjoy another trip back to the winery.”

      “What about Alana?” asked Harkin, his jaw tightening.

      “Of course, Alana would be welcome as well. It’s been fourteen years since your son was born. I’d like to meet his mother someday. Bring them both here—make a family vacation of it.”

      “Dad, we live in Hawaii—we don’t need a ‘vacation’ in Pennsylvania.”

      “What’s Kepi up to?” asked Del, no doubt trying to defuse the situation.

      “Scuba lessons,” said Harkin, his features relaxing into a smile.

      “I thought Kepi already knew how to scuba dive,” said Niall.

      Harkin’s smile disappeared. “He does.”

      Nola stepped past Niall and gave Harkin a hug. “You tell my great-nephew that if he isn’t coming to Pennsylvania soon, I’m going to Hawaii to see how tall he’s gotten.”

      A ghost of the smile returned to Harkin’s face. “He’ll be taller than his dad pretty soon, that’s for sure. I’ll probably bring him to the next family meeting, but we’d love to have you visit, Aunt Nola.”

      Niall stepped behind the bar, thinking sourly that the roster of attendees at the next family meeting would no doubt be a bit different from this one.

      Nola took a seat two stools down from Rowan.

      Del picked up the open bottle of Sapele. “Nola, can I pour you a glass?”

      She raised a hand. “Not for me.”

      “Niall?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      Del pulled a glass from the rack over the bar, poured, and handed Niall the glass.

      Niall took a sip of the wine, sucked in air to release the aromas, then swallowed. He could feel Del’s eyes on him—that look of anxious anticipation that the winemaker had whenever someone whose opinion he valued drank one of his wines. Del knew the wine was good—he shouldn’t need to keep being told.

      Niall felt a wave of the vertigo that had been plaguing him the last few days. He reached out a hand to the bar, hoping the movement would avoid notice.

      Rowan knit her brow. “Del, can you get Dad a stool?”

      “Sure.” Del jumped up and carried a stool around to the back of the bar. He set it down next to Niall, then resumed his seat.

      “How did it go at the doctor, Dad?” asked Rowan.

      Niall lowered himself carefully onto the stool. “Pretty much what we expected. A year. Maybe a little less.”

      Rowan’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Dad.”

      Del reached over and laid his hand over hers. Harkin kept his eyes resolutely on the bar top.

      “I can’t complain,” Niall said, then attempted a self-deprecating laugh. “At least I shouldn’t. I’ve enjoyed every blessing a man could ask for. The opportunity to spend my life in a vocation that feels more like an avocation … the satisfaction of continuing a tradition started by my father … the good fortune to expand Lynch and Son Winery into a thriving business, not only on a sound financial footing but also with a reputation that extends to California and beyond.”

      “What more could a person want?” muttered Harkin.

      Niall clamped his lips over a retort, then continued. “Now is the time to set the stage for the Lynch winery to continue its success into the next generation. Your generation.”

      “But not our entire generation,” said Harkin. “Am I right?”

      “You are correct. A business can’t have more than one leader just as⁠—”

      “—a ship can’t have more than one captain,” interrupted Harkin.

      Niall raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s what you were going to say, right? That there needs to be one person who will make the decisions and have the ability to enforce those decisions.”

      “Yes.”

      “It is Lynch and Son,” said Harkin, although without much force.

      “Jesus, Hark,” muttered Del.

      “It was named in an earlier era,” said Niall. “I think we all now recognize that a woman can be just as qualified to run a winery as a man can. If our father had realized that, a different person might be standing where I am now.”

      “Evidently, gender trumped seniority,” said Nola blandly.

      Niall didn’t shift his gaze from Rowan, Del, and Harkin. “Regardless of what was driving our father’s decision about who deserved control of the winery, Nola and I both did everything we could to make a success of the business. We behaved as allies despite the situation our father put us in.”

      “That’s because by the time you inherited from Granddad,” replied Harkin, “Aunt Nola was busy with her own business.”

      “I doubt Aunt Nola would have started Nolyn Events if she had thought that Grandfather would have let her be involved in the winery,” said Rowan. She looked toward Nola. “Right?”

      Nola crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow at Niall. “It’s true that I didn’t see much opportunity for myself at Lynch and Son.”

      “The point is moot,” said Niall, trying to regain control of the conversation. “By the time our father died, Nola’s business was doing so well that I wouldn’t have asked her to step away from it to come work at the winery. She and I were already set on the paths that our lives and careers would take us.” He took a deep breath and successfully fought off the bout of coughing that seemed to be the inevitable result. He had postponed taking his evening meds so he would be alert for this conversation. He needed to wrap it up so that he could get back to the big house and to the relief of the pills. “Tonight, we’re here to talk about the future, not the past.” He laid his hands on the bar top. “Harkin and Rowan, I recognize that each of you wants to be the one to determine the winery’s direction. Although our personal goals are of course important to each of us, our ultimate goal must be the success of the winery. Obviously, I must make my decision about who will inherit the winery sooner than I had anticipated. I hope you will believe me when I say that my ultimate choice will be an objective one based on what I believe will be best for the business. I expect you to abide by my decision and do your best to help the other if you are not chosen, as Nola and I have done.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” said Harkin. “Your father didn’t make it into some oenophile version of Survivor.”

      “It’s the survival of the winery, not the success of the individual players, that’s important,” snapped Niall.

      “But the winery might not survive—might not even stay in the family—depending on who inherits it,” said Rowan, pointedly not looking at Harkin.

      “My will includes a provision that would prevent the sale of the winery by my heir, except to a direct descendant,” replied Niall.

      Del sat forward. “But what’s to stop Harkin from selling the winery to Kepi and having Kepi sell it to someone else?”

      “Or,” Harkin said to Del, his face reddening, “what’s to stop you from selling it to your son or daughter and having them do the same?”

      Rowan swung in her chair toward Harkin. “The whole point is that we wouldn’t do that!”

      Niall held up a hand. “I have specified that no one under the age of twenty-one can be the owner of the winery.”

      Del fell back in his chair. “So Harkin can just hold onto it for seven years and then sell to Kepi, who could then sell it anywhere.”

      “The winery isn’t going to survive seven years of absentee management!” Rowan burst out. “By the time Kepi is twenty-one, it won’t be worth anything!”

      “What about the one who isn’t chosen to inherit?” asked Harkin. “What will they get?”

      “Harkin,” said Rowan, her voice strained, “now is not the time⁠—”

      Niall raised a hand and Rowan dropped her eyes to the wine glass in front of her.

      “The winery and the bulk of the financial assets go hand in hand,” said Niall. “I’ve always put the money generated by the winery back into the business, and I will ensure that my heir will do the same. The other will receive an allowance. No one will be out on the street, but neither will they be jetting off for a year visiting the vineyards of France. Or,” he couldn’t help adding, “kicking back on the lanai with a can of pineapple wine.”

      Niall could hear the crinkle of the Pepsi bottle as Harkin’s hand tightened around it. “Hawaii’s not some temporary break from real life, Dad. It’s my home. It’s my family’s home. It is my life.”

      Niall ignored him. “Rowan and Harkin, I realize that I have put you at a disadvantage by not sharing the details of the winery’s operation with you. Del understands the production process, and Rowan understands what’s needed to manage the vineyard. However, a winery is more than the sum of its parts. I realize now that my failure to expose you to the whole spectrum of activities involved in the operation was shortsighted in terms of succession planning, and I hope to remedy that by sharing my knowledge in the time left to me. But I will not ask you to wait that long to find out who I have selected as my heir. I will make up my mind over the next two weeks. That’s why I asked Harkin to stay here for that period.” He tipped back the last bit of wine in his glass, held it in his mouth for a moment, then nodded approvingly and swallowed. “I will rely on my heir to continue the success of Lynch and Son Winery into the future, or,” his gaze shifted from Harkin to Rowan and back, “to accept responsibility for the decline of a business that is over fifty years old.”

      The vertigo hit him again and he passed a hand across his eyes.

      “Dad, do we need to take a break?” asked Rowan.

      “No need. I’ve said what I came to say.” Niall pulled himself up, then dropped back onto the stool.

      Nola hurried around to where he sat and took his elbow. “Let’s go back to the house.”

      “Yes, I believe that’s best.” He struggled to his feet. “I’m sure you all have questions, but I’m afraid the answers will have to wait.”

      Niall made his way across the tasting room and down the hall, his cane tapping on the rustic floorboards. Nola walked a step behind him, as he had asked her to do. It was far enough to give him space to maneuver but close enough to grab him if he lost his balance. When he reached the storage room, he stopped. How could a walk of a few dozen yards leave him so winded?

      “A minute,” he wheezed.

      “All right.”

      “That boy … do you think he’ll ever come around?”

      “No, Niall, I don’t. If you want the winery to continue to prosper—to be headed by someone who actually cares about it—I think you know who your heir should be.”

      “She’s so young.”

      “She’s only a year younger than you were when you inherited the winery from Dad.”

      “I want to give Harkin a chance to prove himself.”

      “You tried giving him a chance—in your own inimitable way—and it didn’t work. It hasn’t worked. In fact, I think you know you’ve poisoned him against the winery.”

      “Kepi loves the winery. I thought Harkin might take an interest for his son’s sake.”

      “Kepi’s here once a year for the family meetings. Last time he was here, he was thirteen years old.”

      “It is Lynch and Son.” He hated the thread of self-pity even he could hear in his words.

      “Yes, you and Harkin have reminded us several times.”

      “You had your event planning business.”

      “You reminded us of that as well.”

      He drew himself up. “I’m ready to go.”

      As he made his way step by breathless step down the steps to the car, he thought of everything he needed to do before he was truly ready to go, ready to trust one of his children to pick up the reins. End-stage heart failure. It certainly had a ring of finality to it.
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      Del listened to the tap tap of his father-in-law’s cane recede down the hall toward the back of the Cellar and a moment later heard the faint click of the door to the storage room closing.

      “Harkin,” Rowan burst out, “I can’t believe how mean you’re being to Dad!”

      “How mean I’m being?” asked Harkin, his eyebrows raised. “He always manages to bring up the fact that Alana and I aren’t married, like it’s something to be ashamed of. She’s always ‘Kepi’s mother,’ never ‘your partner.’ He dismisses the life I’ve built for myself in Hawaii—built by myself, I should add, since he never sent me a dime after I left home.”

      “He’s sick. He’s in pain!”

      “He wasn’t sick and in pain all the other times he’s said the same thing to me in the last dozen years.”

      “He’s just trying to make sure—” Her voice caught, and she cleared her throat. “He’s making sure you’re ready to take over when he’s not around anymore.”

      “Me? I think it’s pretty clear that you have the advantage in terms of inheriting. I don’t recall him mentioning that I understood enough to manage any part of the business. You and Dad were always two peas in a pod,” he gave a harsh laugh, “or two grapes in a bunch. When you talk about the winery, it might be your mouth moving, but it’s his voice I hear.”

      Del sensed Rowan stiffen beside him. Harkin was eight years older than Rowan—thirty-four to her twenty-six—but sometimes he sounded more like a surly teenager than his son Kepi ever had.

      Rowan shook her head. “Dad might claim that it was a reflection of the times that Grandfather picked him rather than Aunt Nola to inherit Lynch—even though she’s older, even though she would have been great at running the winery—but I think it’s pretty clear Dad has that same bias. I’d say you have the advantage being the son.” After a moment, she added, “And having a son.”

      “You might have a son,” said Harkin. He shot his sister a look. “Right?”

      Rowan was due in a month, and Del’s online research suggested that they should be able to find out the baby’s gender, but Rowan claimed that the ultrasound was inconclusive. Even before Del had followed her to the house on Larch Street the previous night, he had wondered if she really didn’t know, or if she knew and wasn’t telling him. And if so, why not?

      “A boy or a girl—it doesn’t matter to me,” she said.

      Harkin stood and crossed to the window. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “Being a son, having a son—it’s not going to do me any good, Ro. Tell me one time in our lives when Dad cut me any slack because I’m a guy.”

      She heaved a sigh. “I’m not saying that. In fact, I think he gave you a harder time because he was prepping you to take over.”

      Del picked up the bottle of Sapele and refilled his glass. “As far as I can see, what your dad said about him and Nola remaining allies through thick and thin is true. She dropped what she was doing to take care of him when he got sick, for God’s sake. Let’s try to follow their example.” He turned to Rowan. “Want something else to drink, Ro? There’s Perrier in the kitchen.”

      “No. Thanks.” She climbed off the stool, one hand on her stomach. “As long as we’re here, there’s some stuff I want to check on my computer. It won’t take long.”

      She disappeared down the hall. A minute later, Del could hear the click of the keyboard.

      Harkin scrubbed his hand down his face. “Jesus. I don’t mean to upset her.”

      “You were being kind of an asshole.” Del tried to keep his tone mild. Part of him wanted to give Harkin a quick shot in the chin, but he knew that the tense relationship between the siblings pained Rowan and he didn’t want to do anything to make it worse.

      “I know,” said Harkin. “Dad always manages to bring out the worst in me.” He resumed his seat at the bar.

      They sat in silence for half a minute, Del sipping his wine, Harkin scratching morosely at the label on the Pepsi bottle. Then Del asked, “So, Kepi and Alana are doing well?”

      Harkin roused himself. “Yeah. It looks like Alana will get tenure this year.”

      “Really? That’s great.”

      “Yeah—it’s sooner than we expected, but it will be nice for her to have some security at the university.”

      “What about Kepi?”

      Harkin smiled. “He’s whining about going back to school because it’ll interfere with scuba.”

      “You said he’s taking lessons?”

      “He’s giving lessons.”

      “Really? Is he old enough to do that?”

      Harkin shrugged. “Not officially. He’s working on a tour boat. He gets the boat ready, keeps an eye on the tourists, gives them ginger drinks when they get seasick. But the scuba instructor lets him help out with the lessons. He says Kepi’s a natural.”

      “Too bad he couldn’t come out here with you. I’d love to see him. But I can see how a teenage boy might prefer scuba diving in Hawaii to running bottles through a labeling machine in Pennsylvania.”

      Harkin snorted. “An adult might prefer scuba diving in Hawaii.”

      “What are you keeping busy with these days?”

      “Why—so you can report back to Dad?”

      Del raised his eyebrows, but Harkin spoke before he could respond, his tone contrite. “Sorry, sorry. See what I mean about Dad bringing out the worst in me?” He forced a laugh. “I’m working for the tour company, too.” He leaned toward Del and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “Try to keep a lid on that intel. It would just feed Dad’s assumption that I’m living a beach bum’s life.”

      “Mum’s the word.” Del took a sip of wine. “You’re staying at the big house?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to spend money on a hotel.”

      “You could stay with me and Rowan.”

      Harkin rolled his eyes. “I think you better clear that with her before you extend the offer. But thanks.” He sat back and stretched. “Fortunately, the big house is so, well, big that I could go days without running into Dad. Especially now that he’s not so mobile.”

      “Nola’s there as well, right?”

      “Yeah, she moved in right before I arrived, but she seems to pretty much stay in her old bedroom trying to keep up with Nolyn Events unless Dad needs her for something.”

      Del shook his head. “That’s got to be tough for Nola, trying to manage a business while she’s taking care of Niall.”

      “It would be tough for anyone to take care of Dad. Although I figure if anyone can handle him, it’s Aunt Nola.”

      “I’m kind of surprised she’s devoted enough to him to make the sacrifice.”

      “I’m betting it’s not Dad she’s devoted to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s Rowan she’s devoted to. Imagine if Rowan had to
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