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      “What time is Deanna supposed to stop by?” Sally asked Trixie, who was firing up the coffee machine as she put pastries in the display case for the morning rush.

      “She called me a little while ago and asked if I could come out to her place instead. Said something about being shorthanded and she couldn't leave.”

      Sally grimaced. “The downside of being a business owner. If someone doesn't show up for work, you still have to get the work done. No one tells you that when you’re going around thinking business ownership is all glamorous.”

      “Isn't that the truth. It's not at all glamorous. I’m still waiting for the glamour to hit. Shouldn’t that happen soon?” Trixie popped a mini cupcake in her mouth. “I'm just glad that I was able to tell her I could meet her at her winery. I feel that lately it’s impossible to get away from this place, which I don’t mind. It’s definitely a good thing.”

      Trixie and her friends, Sally and Cora, had opened their coffee shop, bookstore, and wine bar about a year ago and it had quickly become a go-to place in their little town. Business was good and they were finally feeling like they could breathe a little financially.

      “Do you know what it is that she needs? Is something going on?” Cora asked. She'd come in for the afternoon shift, which was usually pretty slow until the happy hour timeframe. Though mostly people took advantage of happy hour half-priced coffee drinks rather than the small wine selection they had. They just hadn’t worked that side of the business much.

      “I have no idea. I know she sounded distraught and made it seem urgent we talk as soon as possible. I’m hoping nothing major is wrong.”

      Sally set a bag on the counter and slid it across to her. “I put a brownie and one of our red velvet cupcakes in the bag for you to take her. Between you and the treats, hopefully she'll feel much better about whatever it is bothering her.”

      “Thanks. That's guaranteed to cheer her up. I'll see you both tomorrow.” Trixie grabbed the bag with one hand and slung her purse over the shoulder with the other.

      Sally and Cora chorused their goodbyes as Trixie walked out of the store that was situated in a prime location on Main Street in the middle of the three blocks that made up Main Street and down a block and around the corner to the parking lot. She got in the car, setting her purse and the bag of goodies on the passenger seat and buckled up, starting the car and heading out to Deanna's.

      Bramble Patch Winery was about twenty-five minutes outside of town and Deanna and her husband, David, lived on the property. It was a nice drive this time of year, late spring, and Trixie had the windows on her SUV rolled partway down to enjoy the fresh air as she sped down the road, quickly arriving at her destination.

      She parked in the guest parking area and wondered, not for the first time, why she'd never been out here before. She felt a small pang of guilt that she hadn’t been more supportive of her friend. Bramble Patch Winery had been open a little over a year, which was about the same amount of time Read Wine had been open so that was probably why. She'd been so busy with her own business that there hadn't been a lot of free time to do anything.

      Now that she was here, she really wanted to sample the wine because it would be great to carry local wines in the store. Up to now, they'd been more focused on their coffee and pastry business, but in a small-town such as Romero there weren't any fancy wine bars. In fact, there weren’t any wine bars, fancy or otherwise. The only place you could get wine, besides a few restaurants, was the couple of bars in town and, while the food at both the bars was good the atmosphere was definitely a different vibe from that of someone just wanting to meet a girlfriend for an after-work drink or a first date.

      Read Wine wasn't fancy, but it was quiet and a little more private than the corner bar.

      Trixie made a mental note to ask Deanna about the possibility of partnering in some way after she found out what it was Deanna needed. She walked into the main building toward the sign that said customer entrance here. It opened into a big space that had tastefully arranged cases of wine stacked up in pyramid shapes with colorful signage talking about the different grapes used in the winemaking. She also caught out of the corner of her eye spices and pasta for sale on the far wall. Ideas started swirling in her head about different ways to work together when she heard someone call her name.

      “Trixie, so glad you made it,” Deanna ran over and gave her a hug, which Trixie returned. She'd known Deanna pretty much all her life; both having grown up in Romero and gone to the only high school in town together. Deanna had moved away for several years, just coming back recently when she and her husband, who wasn't from Romero, decided to settle down and open a winery.

      “Your place is gorgeous. I can't believe this is the first time I've come out here. I’m so sorry for that,” Trixie said.

      Deanna led her through the front of the store, back into her office and motioned for her to have a seat. “You've had your own business to deal with and I know firsthand how busy you are. How's that going, by the way?”

      “It's a lot of work, but things are going great. Much better than I would've expected. Though every single time we have some slow sales,  I freak out thinking we may never sell another thing.”

      Deanna laughed. “Isn't that the truth. I wonder if that feeling will ever go away or if twenty years from now, we’ll feel the same? I'm being a rude host; can I get you something to drink?”

      “It's a bit early for wine,” Trixie said with a smile, knowing that probably wasn't what she meant.

      Deanna laughed again. “Hey, it's never too early for wine, not in my line of business. Seriously though, I was thinking more coffee or iced tea. We also have sodas.”

      “Iced tea would be great.”

      “Give me just a second, let me run out front,” Deanna said and left the office, walking back through the double doors separating the backroom from the front. This was such a cute setup, Trixie thought. The scenery was beautiful, and Trixie bet  fall was even more gorgeous when the trees were turning colors. When she'd pulled in, she saw  the wine store and, next to it, a covered area with picnic tables. Deanna and her husband, David, should be so proud of what they had accomplished. Trixie knew all too well how hard it was to build a successful business and they seemed to be doing a fantastic job.

      Deanna came back, setting two tall glasses of iced tea on the side table in her office before taking a seat opposite Trixie. “It’s been such hard work and there are times when I severely regretted that we took this on because I’m so exhausted, I can’t see straight, but it's been worth it. I never thought about owning a business, much less a winery until David started talking about it, but I love it. I love the industry and the business part.”

      Deanna stopped talking as she opened a packet of sweetener, pouring it in her drink and stirring it with her straw. There was definitely something on her mind as she looked very pensive and it couldn't just be focusing on sugar crystals dissolving in her tea.

      “So, I'm dying of anticipation. What did you want to talk to me about? I hope it's about us partnering. I need to carry your wine at our place. I'm sorry I didn't think of it until now, but we haven't paid much attention to the wine aspect of the business. I think we're finally in a place we can afford to expand our focus though.”

      “That's a great idea and let's definitely talk about that, but it's not why I wanted to talk to you. It's my sister. She's in trouble.”
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      Trixie waited for Deanna to collect her thoughts as she continued to silently sit there, and Trixie didn't want to push her. Though she was starting to get worried this was more serious than she’d thought before coming here. “Are you okay, Deanna?”

      Deanna shook her head and Trixie could see she was holding back tears. “No. Not when I know what Deborah is going through.”

      Trixie nodded in sympathy, feeling badly for Deanna. Deborah was four years younger than them and Trixie didn't know her that well. She hadn't talked to her in years even though Deborah stayed in town, marrying her high school sweetheart. Trixie had seen her around town and. of course. exchanged the occasional small talk, but they weren't what you would call friends.

      “What's going on with Deborah?” Trixie asked gently, not sure why Deanna came to her for help, but willing to do whatever she could.

      “You do work with the women's shelter, right?”

      Trixie nodded, now more worried about what Deanna was going to say. Was Deborah in danger?

      “I need your help to get her away from her husband.”

      “Greg?” Trixie didn't know him well either since he was also younger. He owned one of the two car dealerships in town that he had taken over when his dad retired, and she'd bought a car from him before.  That had been her only interaction with him and he seemed perfectly nice. Though you never knew what happened behind closed doors. “Is she okay? Is this an immediate need? She can go anytime; she doesn't need a recommendation from me. They never turn anyone away.”

      “If only it were that easy. I need your help convincing her to go. She still thinks she can change him and doesn’t clearly see how toxic this relationship is. She finally broke down and told me he's been abusive their entire relationship, but it was more mental and emotional in the past. Recently it's become more than that. Business hasn't been good at the dealership, and I think he's taking his stress out on Deborah. She doesn't want to break up her family and won’t leave him. I don't know what to do, but she has to get away from him before he seriously hurts her.”

      Trixie felt bad for Deborah. She’d worked at the shelter long enough to know that so many women felt the same way. They didn’t want to break up their family. They thought they could get him to change and stop abusing. Love wasn’t always rational, and it was so hard to get away from the abuser. But she also knew, as Deanna said, bad behavior left unchecked often escalated.”

      “Whatever you want or need me to do, I will. I'll do whatever I can.”

      Deanna shot her a grateful look. “I was hoping you'd say that. I asked Deborah to come meet me today and I was hoping we could talk to her.” She flipped over her wrist to look at her watch. “She should be here in about forty-five minutes. I hope you don't mind waiting. I didn't mean to take up your entire afternoon. I guess I should have better prepared you. I just preferred to tell you face to face.”

      “Don’t even worry about it,” Trixie waved away her concerns. “Of course, I'll wait. I don't mind at all.”

      Deanna sighed in relief. “While you're waiting would you like a tour?”

      “I would love that.”

      Deanna stood up. “Follow me and I’ll take you out to where all the magic happens.” They went out the back door and walked across a small, grassy patch with picnic tables where a couple people were enjoying a glass of wine, even though it was definitely before five.

      “This is awesome people come to hang out and relax out here,” Trixie said.

      Deanna nodded. “We do great on the weekends as a date destination. It was David's idea. I didn't want to deal with a retail side of the business. I felt it was too much, but he said we'd be silly not to as we would gain loyal customers if they could come and have a good experience, have a glass of wine and then they take home a bottle. And he was absolutely right. I’m not sure we’d be doing nearly as well without it being an experience.”

      “Is he here? I'd love to say hi. I only met him that one time and didn't really get a chance to talk, but he seems like a great guy.”

      “He is. He's amazing. I didn't think I would find that. I'd given up finding Mr. Right and then, a few years ago, he walked into my life and I can’t remember how my life was before him. However, he left yesterday to go to California for a conference so he's not here. He must be having a great time, because I haven't heard from either. The time change is a pain.”

      They walked out into another big building, a basic pole barn, and stepped inside. There were these huge stainless-steel vats lining the walls and there was another row down the center. Trixie had never been to a winery before, but it was quite an impressive operation.

      “Wow. This is really high tech,” she said, touching one of the stainless-steel vats. Everything was so clean.

      Deanna beamed and Trixie could tell she was very proud. She was happy her friend had found love and success.

      “This is the new area we built and where we turn grapes into the finished product.”

      “Do you have more than just what I'm seeing here?”

      “Yes, and it's so cool. You're going to love it.”

      Deanna quickly walked through the rest of the building and reached a door that opened into a smaller room which wasn’t part of the new pole barn. It looked like one of the original buildings. At least it looked old and was made of brick and wood, not prefab metal.

      “I take it this building was here when you guys bought the place?” Trixie said, looking around the small area, appreciating the original brickwork.

      “Yup. This building was part of the original farm buildings and was the only one in good enough shape structurally that we could keep and use. It’s a shame really. I convinced David to keep it and we built the pole barn right up next to it so we could go back and forth without going outside.”

      “What is all this?” Trixie looked around the room, which wasn't big, maybe 20 x 20, and had a sitting area with the wood stove in one corner.  One wall was line with humongous terra cotta pots. The pots were almost as tall as she was, she guessed about five feet tall, and almost as wide at the widest part.

      “These pots are gorgeous. Were they here when you bought the place?” Trixie said, walking over and running her hand over one.

      Deanna laughed. “No. They were shipped from Italy. It cost a fortune and I told David he was insane, but he said he wanted some authentic winemaking equipment for ambiance. Which is silly, since we are the only ones who come in here. This area isn’t open to the public. This is what they stored wine in while it was fermenting many, many years ago before things like the health code. Once they got here and I saw how gorgeous they were I couldn't stay mad at the expense. We often come here after a long day and relax.”

      “They're gorgeous. Almost works of art. How did you even get them in this building?”

      “This used to be a shed and the whole back wall opens up.”

      Trixie looked to the back where Deanna was pointing and couldn't see a door.

      “Once we got the pots in here, we sealed it off, so it wasn't so drafty. We keep our personal stash in those pots. Since we're not selling it the health department doesn't care if our wine ferments in non-hygienic pots.”

      Trixie's face crinkled as Deanna said that and she rushed to add, “I know, I know. Sounds a little gross. But keep in mind it's alcohol so it kills all the bacteria.”

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “There's a spout here that we use to fill our bottles. But if you want to see more wine than you’ve ever seen go up that stepstool and take the lid off. It holds over a hundred gallons. It’s quite impressive. You have to turn it counterclockwise because it is sealed with a rubber seal.”

      “They had rubber seals way back when?” Trixie joked.

      “Funny. They just don't seal like they used to, so we added the rubber seal when they came in. Just so things couldn't crawl in there.”

      Trixie shuddered thinking about that, but she was very curious so pulled the stepstool closer to the pot and went up the three steps so she could easily reach the lid, which was about a foot in diameter. She put both hands on the handle and turned it counterclockwise or Lefty Lucy, as her dad had always said. The lid gave a soft pop like the sound when you open a jar of pickles for the first time. As she started to lift the lid the overpowering aroma of wine hit her, and it did smell good. It was cool they had these old pots brought in from Italy and were actually making wine the old-fashioned way.

      “This is really cool, Deanna.” She peered into the pot expecting to see the wine in all its glory, but what she did see made her want to throw up. She quickly set the lid back on and turned toward Deanna.

      “Isn't it cool?” Deanna said and Trixie could see how thrilled she was to share this.

      Trixie didn't know how to answer her, because unless her eyes were playing tricks on her she'd seen David in that pot, and he wasn’t alive.
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      Trixie sat with Deanna trying to console her, but was that even possible in this kind of situation? She didn’t imagine there were words that would make anyone feel better that their husband had been found dead. Trixie felt at a loss.

      “Are you sure, Trixie? Are you sure it was David in there?” Deanna said with a sob for the fourth, or maybe the fifth time, it was hard to keep track.

      The police lights flashed in the distance as they made their way up the long road to the winery and, while the police would have to confirm, she was positive the dead body she'd seen inside the terra cotta pot was David's. She also couldn't help but wonder how he got in there and how long he'd been there. Could he have fallen in accidentally? That didn’t seem possible, but the alternative seemed much worse.

      “I don't know what I'm going to do,” Deanna wailed. “I'm so stupid. I should have known when I hadn't heard from him something was wrong. It's not like him to not check in. But he'd been working so hard. I thought he was having fun with his wine owner friends and with the time difference, I just figured he hadn’t had time to call. If I’d only tried to get in touch with him.”

      “Don't beat yourself up. This isn’t your fault.”

      Two police cars pulled into the parking lot. The first to get out was Clive, who was the sheriff and someone both Deanna and Trixie knew from high school. That was the thing with small towns. Many people had a lot of history, which could be a good thing. Sometimes it was stifling.

      “Deanna, I am so sorry. What happened? You found David dead? Did he have a heart attack or something?” He questioned softly as he put his hand on her shoulder compassionately.

      Deanna was crying so hard she couldn't respond so Trixie spoke up. Deanna shouldn’t be made to talk about it anymore than she had to. “Actually, I am the one that found him, and I don't think it was a heart attack,” Trixie said in a quiet voice, not wanting to say exactly what she'd seen in front of Deanna. While having a heart attack and falling in wasn’t out of the question, Trixie’s knew that wasn’t what happened since David was sealed inside the pot.

      Clive looked back and forth between the two of them, but before he could say anything else Trixie motioned for one of Deanna's employees who was standing with the other employees huddled in a group. They weren’t sure what to make of what was going on.

      A woman Trixie didn't recognize walked over. “Can I help you?”

      “What's your name?” Trixie asked

      “Tracy Plains. I'm the manager here.”

      “Tracy, my name is Trixie and I'm a friend of Deanna's. Can you sit with her for a minute while I talk to the sheriff?”

      “Of course,” Tracy said, eager to help. She sat down next to Deanna and put her arm around her.

      Trixie got up and motioned for Clive to follow.

      “I didn't want to say it in front of her, but I found David in a pot.” As soon as she said it she realized how ridiculous it sounded. The look on Clive’s face definitely confirmed it sounded ridiculous as well. Of course, Clive didn’t know what pot she was talking about.

      “What are you talking about?” Clive demanded.

      “Follow me.” Trixie took Clive back the way Deanna had just taken her through the winery and into the family area where the terra cotta pots stood.

      Clive gave a low whistle. “These are gorgeous.”

      He was right and any other time Trixie would have loved to share the story that Deanna had told her of how they came to the winery, but right now there were more pressing matters, like figuring out what happened to David.

      “He's in that one right there.” Trixie pointed to the pot where she'd seen David and tried not to shudder at the memory.

      “This is what you meant when you said he was in a pot?” Clive said with disbelief. Trixie wasn’t sure what he’d thought when she’d said pot, but she didn’t think this was it.

      Trixie nodded. “You can use that stool so you can see in.”

      Clive still looked at her a little apprehensively, and she didn't blame him. He took the couple steps up the stepladder and lifted the top of the pot as she'd done and peered tentatively inside.

      After a couple seconds, he replaced the top and came back down the steps. “That’s David alright.”

      “What do you think happened? There's no way he could've just fallen in there?” Trixie questioned, but it was really more of a statement.

      Clive gave her a stern look. “Don't you dare start spreading rumors this was anything other than an accident.”

      Trixie put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Like I would do that. I don't want to make this any worse for Deanna than it already is, but you have to admit this doesn't look like an accident.”

      “Until we have more information, I'm not ruling it as any kind of foul play.”

      Clive and Trixie walked out of the building, back to the group. Trixie went back to Deanna while Clive went over to the other officers, barked out some orders and then made a phone call. Trixie assumed he was calling Mel, the county coroner, who was also the town's veterinarian. In a small town people often did double duty.

      Deanna had calmed down a little and was full of questions when Trixie came back to sit next to her.

      “Are you sure it's him?” she asked, wringing her hands but holding back her tears.

      “I'm so sorry, Deanna, but Clive confirmed it, it's David.”

      They watched as the medics along with the coroner, who had arrived in the ambulance when Trixie showed Clive the body, took a stretcher back into the building. Deanna and Trixie sat there in silence during the time it took for the medics to come back out. The stretcher was no longer empty but was loaded with what Trixie knew was David's body in a black, nondescript bag. The sight brought a fresh wave of tears to Deanna as she ran over to them and started wailing.

      The medics looked at each other, clearly not wanting to stop, but were compassionate enough to give Deanna a moment. Trixie put her hand on Deanna's arm.

      “Deanna, we have to let them take him so we can figure out what happened.”

      “I want to see him. I need to know for sure it's my David,” she pleaded. “What if there’s been some mistake?”

      The medics looked at Trixie and she looked at Clive, who had just walked up and he nodded.

      One of the medics unzipped the bag enough so Deanna could see David's face. This was not how any wife should see their husband. He was ghastly pale and so clearly lifeless. It made Trixie sick to her stomach to see that and had the same effect on Deanna as she quickly turned away and threw up.

      The medic zipped the bag back up and they finished their walk to the ambulance, loading up the body and heading back down the driveway.

      “Deanna, I know this is a horrible time but if I can ask you a few questions sooner rather than later it will be really helpful,” Clive said softly.

      She choked back some sobs and nodded. Clive took a seat next to her on the bench and pulled out a notebook. Normally Trixie would tease him about needing to get up into the technology age, but this wasn't exactly the right time and place.

      “When did you realize David was missing?” Clive asked gently.

      “That's just it. He wasn't. I mean, I had no idea he wasn’t where he was supposed to be. I thought he was at a wine conference in California. He left yesterday morning and was going to be home Friday.”

      Clive raised his eyebrows and shot a quick glance at Trixie, who shrugged. She didn't know any more information if that's what he was hoping for. “When was the last time you talked to him?” Clive continued.

      “When he left. We had breakfast and I dropped him at the airport.”

      “He didn't call when he got there?” Clive asked and Deanna looked a little annoyed through her tears.

      “Are you accusing me of something?” she asked, and Trixie thought the same thing. Surely Clive didn't think Deanna had anything to do with it.

      Clive shook his head and held up his hand. “No, no. I'm simply trying to get as much information as I can,” he said, and Deanna seemed to accept that answer as her shoulders slumped.

      “He didn't. Normally he does, but I assumed with the time change and the conference starting right when he got there that he just hadn't had the time.”

      “Did he have any arguments with anyone? Or anyone he might consider an enemy?” Clive continued.

      “No. Everyone loved David. We were so happy here. We had an amazing life,” Deanna responded with a fresh onslaught of tears.

      “OK, I think that's enough for now, but I may have questions later.”

      “Of course,” she choked out.

      Clive patted Deanna on the shoulder and then turned to walk away.

      “I'll be right back,” Trixie said to Deanna and followed him.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I won't know until I talk to the medical examiner.”

      “But...”

      “No buts, Trix. I'm not saying a word until I have more information.”

      Clive turned back and headed to his car and Trixie couldn't help but think there was no way this was an accident. It had to be murder.
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      The next morning Trixie decided to head back out to Bramble Patch Winery to check on Deanna and make sure she was ok. She'd left Deanna the night before after she finally convinced her to get some sleep, which hadn’t been easy. Deanna had some left-over sedatives from a minor dental procedure a few months back and, after taking one of those with some hot tea, she'd finally calmed down enough to attempt to sleep.

      Trixie felt so badly for her. She couldn't imagine what Deanna was going through, which was why she had asked Cora to cover for her at Read Wine today. She wanted to come back and provide support for Deanna in any way she could. As Trixie pulled up to the winery parking lot, she expected it to be void of cars, thinking it would be closed due to David’s death. She was surprised to see a few cars in the parking lot and Trixie assumed either the employees had opened for Deanna or she was trying to distract herself by staying open. Not a bad idea. In Trixie’s experience, keeping busy was very therapeutic.

      Trixie parked her car and got out. Locking the door and pocketing her keys, she walked up to the storefront, stepped up the two steps and then through the door. She saw Tracy, the manager, behind the cash register but didn't see Deanna. So maybe Tracy had taken the initiative and opened for her.

      Tracy looked up as she heard the doors signal someone was walking in. “Hi. Trixie, right?” she said as Trixie approached the counter.

      “Yup. Did you open the store today?” Trixie asked and Tracy nodded.

      “I felt so bad about everything that's happened and Deanna said last night there was nothing I could do, but I thought the least I could do is keep things running until she decides what she wants. That way there's still income coming in. Plus, someone needs to monitor the wine currently in production or she could stand to lose a lot of money. Even if she doesn't want to continue without David, she can sell the wine to another distributor.”

      The thought hadn't even occurred to Trixie that Deanna may not want to continue things without David. It seemed too soon to even try to make that decision or even think about it. But Tracy was the manager and it was her responsibility to stay on top of the business, so Trixie guessed it made sense it would be on her mind.

      “Sell? Do you think Deanna would sell without David?” Not that it seemed that far-fetched, but it also seemed odd for Tracy to think about it less than twenty-four hours after David had died.

      “This business was more David's thing than Deanna's, but I don’t know. I guess I just want to make sure things keep running smoothly so she doesn't have to think about it and it’s what David would want.”

      Again, that made sense. “Deanna is lucky to have such a loyal employee.”

      “Well, I worked for David and I care about the business.”

      Trixie thought it a little odd Tracy felt it necessary to add that disclaimer because even if David had been the manager it was their business together and solely Deanna's now. Why even mention it all? What was the point?

      “I'm going to head to the back and see if I can help Deanna with anything,” Trixie said.

      “Wait a minute. I was just getting ready to take her some coffee. I heard someone moving around up there so I assume she's up.”

      Tracy turned away from Trixie, walked over to the coffee pot behind her and poured a cup, adding cream and sugar. Trixie assumed that was how Deanna took it. “Can I get you one as well?” Tracy called over her shoulder.

      “If it's not too much trouble that would be great.”

      Tracy grabbed another coffee cup off the rack that was nailed to the wall and poured the coffee, looking at Trixie expectantly.

      “Black with a little splash of cream, please.”

      Tracy put the pot back and then transferred both to a tray, turning around and setting the tray down in front of her. “Here you go. Do you know where her suite is located?” Trixie shook her head. “Just go through that door into the backroom where you were yesterday. Then on the other side of the room you will see a set of stairs and that goes up to the second floor, which is all living quarters.”

      “Thanks.” Trixie picked up the tray, walking carefully to not spill it. She felt grateful Tracy had poured the coffee in big mugs but only three-quarters full. Very smart thinking if she were to make it walking across the backroom and then up a flight of stairs without spilling any.

      Trixie felt very accomplished as she reached the top of the stairs and set the tray down on the small table outside the door without spilling a drop. She knocked on the door; not wanting to just barge in.

      “Deanna, it's me, Trixie. I brought you some coffee.” Trixie called out then stood there for a moment wondering if Deanna even heard her. Maybe she should just go in? She put her hand on the doorknob to turn it to see if it would open but it was locked. She knocked again and this time she heard Deanna say, “Just a minute, I'm coming.”

      The footsteps got louder as Deanna got closer to the door. The deadbolt clinked as she unlocked it and then opened the door. She was in the same clothes she'd gone to bed in and Trixie could tell she had already been up crying this morning. Trixie turned back around to the table to get the tray and Deanna took a step back in the room, holding the door open while Trixie walked through.

      “You want to sit at the kitchen table, or would you rather sit on the couch?” Trixie asked.

      “Follow me.”

      Trixie followed Deanna down the hallway into the master bedroom and then across the room. Deanna whipped back some curtains and proceeded to open a set of double doors that opened out onto a small balcony overlooking the vineyard.

      “Wow, Deanna, this view is gorgeous,” Trixie said and set the tray of coffee down on a little table.

      “It was David’s favorite part of the house,” she said sadly.

      “I can see why.”

      “Thank you for bringing me the coffee. I’ve been up for a while, but I wasn't in the mood to face people downstairs.”

      “So, you know Tracy opened the place today?” Trixie said, taking a sip of coffee.

      Deanna nodded, holding her cup in her hands but not drinking. “David ran everything, and Tracy was his right hand, so she probably knows better than anyone what's going on. I appreciate her taking the initiative.”

      “Yeah, it's nice she's keeping things running for you.” Trixie wasn't going to say anything about thinking Tracy's behavior was a bit odd. Deanna didn't need to worry about that. Plus, it was her opinion and what did that matter?

      The two women sat in silence for a few minutes. Trixie didn’t want to harass Deanna and ask her a bunch of questions, plus the view was captivating. It was nice to take it in and enjoy the landscape around the winery.

      “I don't understand how he came back to the winery and I never saw him,” Deanna said, breaking the silence. “Why would he come back and not tell me?”

      Trixie had been wondering that herself, but hadn't wanted to ask.

      “Trixie?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don't know why, but someone murdered my David. Will you help me find out who did it?”
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      Trixie sat there, stunned. It's what she’d been thinking since last night, but she was surprised Deanna saw through her grief enough to want to investigate on her own. Trixie knew Clive wanted to get all the information he could before determining the cause of death, but it was homicide. Trixie didn’t need the official word from Clive to know that. She’d tossed and turned all night thinking about it, and it was the only thing that made sense. Even though it really didn’t make sense either. Why would anyone murder a small winery owner?

      Before Trixie could say anything, Deanna continued talking, “He was so excited to go on this trip; talking about how it would take us to the next level. He was like a little boy in that regards, always distracted by the bright and shiny. However, for once I agreed we were ready to expand our little business. There's nothing that would have stopped him from getting on that plane unless it was extremely serious. And for him not to get on the plane and not tell me? That wouldn't happen. He never would have done that. Never!” she said vehemently.

      While that might be true, Trixie couldn’t help thinking something or someone did stop him from getting on that plane or he wouldn’t have been found three thousand miles away from where he was supposed to be.

      “Do you know if anyone talked to him? Like maybe he had a friend come pick him up?”

      Deanna shook her head. “We haven't been back here in Romero that long and we haven't socialized much. This is going to sound pathetic, but we really didn't have friends. We’ve been too busy working on the business to make friends. The only person he would call would be Tracy and it wasn't her.”

      Trixie wondered how Deanna could be so sure but didn't know how to ask without making it seem like she was accusing Tracy of something. And that's exactly what she didn’t want Deanna to think. Tracy was the one person who seemed to care about the winery as much as Deanna and Deanna was counting on her, so she didn’t feel right sharing things Tracy said just because she felt them odd. Deanna clearly trusted Tracy and Trixie didn’t want to say anything to dispel that. She needed to trust that Deanna knew what she was talking about.

      Trixie thought of another way to open the conversation that wouldn’t seem accusatory. “Tracy doesn't have any idea where he might've gone?”

      “No, she thought he was going to the conference like I did and when I asked her, she said she hadn’t heard from him since he’d left.”

      “When I first got here today Tracy mentioned something about you selling. Could someone who might want to buy the property have killed David?”

      Deanna gave kind of a half-laugh, half snort and set her cup down. “There is another winery that bid on this property when we did and lost to us. They've approached us a few times about selling and were angry when we said no, but it's just business. They certainly weren’t angry enough to kill David. I mean, who would murder someone over something like that?” Deanna's voice trailed off as she finished her sentence. People often killed for a lot less. Deanna swallowed and paused to compose herself and then continued talking. “The wine community, at least here in the Midwest, is pretty tight-knit. At least in the short time we've been doing this that's how they’ve made me feel.”

      Well, that's too bad, Trixie thought. Not that she wanted there to be animosity between Deanna and her competitors, but it would've been easier to find his killer if there was a clear enemy.

      “I will help anyway I can, but I’m not sure what I can do.”

      “Thank you, Trixie, I appreciate it,” she said and then they heard footsteps and looked over into the master bedroom where a young man, probably in his early twenties, burst through the doorway. He looked like David. Trixie knew David had a son from a previous marriage and she assumed this was him.

      “Deanna, is it true? I didn't get your messages last night because I was out, and my phone was dead. I was driving home from a friend's this morning when I heard the news and came right here. Is it true?” he said frantically, standing in front of them.

      Deanna slowly nodded and the young man sobbed. Deanna stood up, enveloping him into her arms and giving him a big hug. “Oh, Dean, I am so sorry,” she said, holding him tight as he cried.

      Trixie felt uncomfortable witnessing a private family moment so she stood up and started to back away, catching Deanna's eye and motioning that she would call her later. Deanna nodded as she continued to whisper consoling words into Dean's ear. Trixie let herself out, closing the door behind her and thought what a tragedy. Whoever had murdered David had ripped him away from people who loved him, and they shouldn’t get away with it. She felt a fierce determination to do something. She just didn’t know what.

      As Trixie headed down the steps, she could see Tracy talking to an older gentleman through the door that was open between the backroom and the storefront. The man looked angry and she couldn't hear what Tracy was saying but her body language looked like it wasn't a pleasant conversation. Trixie sped up so she could reach Tracy and offer her assistance if this was some disgruntled customer. That was the last thing they needed to deal with today. As Trixie got into earshot, she heard the man say to Tracy under his breath, “You better call me tonight with those details.”

      “Get out of here,” Tracy hissed and as Trixie reached them the man gave her a quick glance and quickly headed out the door.

      “Is everything okay?” Trixie asked.

      “It's fine. How's Deanna?” Tracy said with a smile on her face and no sign of the anger she’d seen a second ago.

      “David's son, I assume it was his son, just got here so I decided I would give them some privacy.”

      “Yeah, that was Dean. I saw him run through the store into the back, but I was talking to someone and didn't have a chance to catch him.”

      “That gentleman I saw you talking to, was he a customer?”

      “I feel so bad for Dean and Deanna,” Tracy said, shaking her head and it didn't escape Trixie that she was changing the subject and not answering her question. Which meant she didn’t want to tell Trixie who it was or why they were arguing, which piqued Trixie’s interest even further.

      Was there something she was trying to hide? Was Tracy more than a loyal employee?
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      “Oh no, you aren't serious, are you?” Sally exclaimed as Trixie told her and Cora the details she knew about Deanna's husband later that day when she stopped into Read Wine. She'd told them last night that David had died but hadn't had the chance to fill them in on exactly what happened.

      “Oh my, I assumed when you’d said he’d died it was a heart attack or some other natural cause. That’s horrible. How is she doing?” Sally asked.

      “About as well as can be expected,” Trixie said. “I can’t even imagine how she feels.”

      “Are you okay? Being that you're the one that found the body.” Sally asked, frowning and clearly concerned.

      “I'm fine.” Trixie waved away their concern. “I'm just worried about Deanna.”

      “There's more to this. What are you not telling us, Trixie?” said Cora, giving her a look. Cora and Sally knew her all too well. She’d told Clive she wouldn’t gossip, but she knew they wouldn’t say anything, and did he really expect her not to tell her friends?

      “Clive will kill me if he finds out I'm gossiping, but I think David was murdered and so does Deanna,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. There was only one customer in the shop, and they were at a table on the other side, but Trixie didn't want to take any chances that she’d be overheard. Sally and Cora's eyes both widened as they just stared at her, absorbing what she’d said.

      “Why would you think that?” asked Sally.

      “Don't be silly. Trixie said he was found in a big pot. Do you think he got in there by himself?” Cora chided.

      “Exactly my thoughts,” Trixie said. “There's no way he could have just fallen in there. The opening at the top is narrow enough so you could easily catch yourself if you lost your balance. Plus, the pot was sealed, and I really don’t think he would seal himself in there.”

      “What did Deanna say?” Sally asked. “I mean, why does she think he’s been murdered?”

      “She thinks David never would have come back to the winery without telling her, so someone must have lured him back with a good enough reason to keep it from her and then killed him.”

      “That’s somewhat of a stretch don’t you think?” Cora asked.

      Sally interrupted before Trixie could answer that question. “What does Clive think?”

      “A big fat nothing. He said he wasn't going to speculate one way or the other until he had all the information from the medical examiner. And you know him. Stoic. He wouldn’t give anything away.”

      “Do you think he'll tell you once he does know?” Cora said.

      “It depends on what kind of mood he's in, I guess,” Trixie said. “Or how much I hound him.”

      Later that day Trixie was about to find out as she stopped by the sheriff’s office to talk to Clive. Being the small town they were, it was still possible to walk in the building and back to Clive's private office without anyone stopping you. It didn’t hurt that she knew Sarah, the receptionist at the police station, who also happened to be friends with Trixie’s mom. She was on the phone when Trixie walked in and pointed back to Clive’s office and Sarah just waved her on so she could walk back to Clive’s office. Which was exactly what Trixie did much to Clive's apparent annoyance when he walked in his office and found her sitting there.

      She was sitting in one of the chairs across from his desk checking her email. Technology did make things easier.

      “Couldn't find any other place to hang out?” Clive said gruffly.

      “Nope. I wanted some peace and quiet and I thought what better place than your office.”

      “I’m going to have to have a talk with Sarah about the riff raff she allows back in my office. Let me guess. You want to know what I found out about David,” he said, taking a seat behind his desk.

      “Well, since I'm here.” Trixie smiled and Clive looked even more annoyed. If she hadn’t known him since the fifth grade, she might even be intimidated. “Come on, I promise I won't say anything.” He raised his eyebrows and snorted. “Okay, fine. I'll tell Sally and Cora, but they won't say anything. C'mon, Clive, you can trust me. Trust us.”

      “You're not going to stop harassing me until I tell you, are you?”

      Trixie shrugged. “Probably not.”

      Clive sighed and Trixie knew she'd worn him down. But as excited as she was to hear what he had to say she didn't push any further and waited for him to tell her.

      “He drowned,” Clive said matter-of-factly.

      “From the wine? He drowned in the wine?” Trixie repeated because it just seemed kind of ridiculous, but she'd seen him in the terra cotta pot floating in the wine, so she guessed it made sense.

      Clive nodded.

      “But how did he get in there? Do you think he fell?” Trixie didn’t see how that was possible and it still didn’t explain why he came back without telling Deanna.

      Clive hesitated. “He was injected with a paralytic agent.”

      “You think someone paralyzed him and pushed him in the pot?”

      “Unfortunately, I'm kind of leaning that way.” He slumped back in his chair. “In fact, unless this was a case of suicide and he injected himself before jumping in the pot there doesn't seem to be any other explanation.”

      Trixie sat there taking in what Clive said. She wasn't surprised, she'd already been thinking murder, but to hear it out loud from him was unsettling.

      “So, it's murder?”

      “Yes,” he said grimly. “But you didn't hear it from me, and you'd better not repeat it. I need to talk to Deanna and tell her, but I hate to bombard her with bad news so soon. This is the part of the job I hate,” he leaned back in his chair and sighed.

      Trixie didn’t blame him. She wouldn’t want to convey the news either, but then it wouldn’t come as a complete shock to Deanna.

      “It's not like it will be any easier tomorrow or the next day. I was there earlier, and she was distraught, of course, but she's holding it together as much as can be expected. And she already thinks he's been murdered.”

      “Trixie, I told you,” Clive said, his voice starting to rise.

      “I didn't put any ideas in her head so don’t go getting all mad at me. This was all her. She said there wasn't any possible way he would come back from the airport and not tell her, plus he was looking forward to this trip. So, she doesn’t think his death is accidental. None of it makes sense.”

      Clive rubbed his face with his hands. “Murder rarely does.”
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      “I can't believe I let you talk me into allowing you to tagalong,” Clive grumbled.

      “Don't try to pretend you don't want me here,” Trixie joked. “I swear, sometimes you are such a stick in the mud.” Clive glared at her as he opened the door to the winery and motioned for her to go in. “You're such a gentleman.”

      Clive grunted and they both walked up to the front counter area where Trixie saw Tracy standing and talking on the phone.

      Tracy held up two fingers to tell them she'd be a minute so Trixie browsed around the shop while Clive just stood there looking imposing. The store carried a lot of things she hadn't noticed the first couple times she'd been in since her mind had been otherwise occupied.

      They had olive oil, vinegars, and artesian breads, just to name a few. It was making her mouth water and she'd had breakfast just an hour ago. But to her the smell of fresh baked breads was one of the best smells and was guaranteed to produce hunger pangs even when she wasn’t hungry. In fact, there was no way she should be hungry already, but everything looked so good she wanted to try them all.

      “What can I help you with?” she heard Tracy say to Clive, so she was obviously off the phone. Trixie headed back up to the front of the store.

      “I need to talk to Deanna, you and eventually all the employees,” Clive said in his best formal, no nonsense police tone.

      “I assume this is about David?” Trixie heard Tracy say as she reached them. Trixie tried to gauge Tracy’s mood but couldn't tell if she seemed worried or not. Though her lack of being upset could just be her being professional. Who was Trixie to judge someone’s emotions whom she didn't even know? Not to mention maybe they weren’t that close on a personal level.

      “Yes, it's about David. Is Deanna here?”

      Tracy nodded. “Let me call up and tell her you're here.” She turned to the back of the counter and picked up a phone and dialed. “Deanna, the sheriff is here to see you.” She put the phone down and turned back. “She'll be down in a second. Should I round up the employees to talk with you?”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      Deanna then walked through the door into the store area and Trixie felt bad. It looked like she hadn’t slept a wink. Though how could she be expected to sleep after losing her husband, most likely to murder.

      “Hi, Clive, Trixie,” Deanna said, sounding tired and sad.

      “Hey, Deanna, how are you holding up?” Clive said softly. He often came across gruff and mean, but he also had a soft side to him which made him not only a good person but good at his job.

      “I've been better.”

      “I'm sorry to have to come out here and bother you again but I do have a few more questions to ask you.”

      “I get it. It's fine. We can go back in my office to chat. Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “No, I'm fine, thank you.”

      Deanna and Clive walked to the back and obviously Trixie, as much as she would like to know what they were talking about, didn’t even try to follow. It wasn’t appropriate for her to listen in, so she didn't even push it with Clive. Instead, she thought maybe if she walked around and had the chance to talk with Tracy and any other employees that might be around, she might discover some information.

      She saw Tracy talking to a couple people she recognized from the other night but wasn’t sure who they were. She assumed employees, as they each had Bramble Patch Winery shirts on. As they stood outside the entrance to the building where the wine was made, a car horn sounded in the parking lot, catching her attention. She looked toward the parking lot and recognized Dean. She wondered if he was going to head to the store where she was standing on the front porch or if he was going to head over to Tracy. She assumed he was here to see Deanna and would head toward the store. Which is what he did, walking in her direction.

      Trixie was standing on the deck in front of the store, which had tables and chairs for people to sit at when Dean reached her.

      “Are you here to see Deanna?” Trixie asked.

      “Yes. What business is it of yours?” he snapped.

      Trixie shook her head, ignoring his tone. He just lost his father so no wonder he was in a bad mood. Trixie certainly wasn't going to call him on it. “It's not my business, I just asked because she's talking to the sheriff. I was just going to tell you that if you were here to see her.”

      “Sorry. I shouldn't have snapped at you.” He sighed.

      “That's okay, you've been through a lot. I'm Trixie, a friend of Deanna’s. We went to high school together. I saw you the other day, but we didn't formally meet.”

      “Dean.” He held out his hand for Trixie to shake.

      “Can I get you something to drink while you're waiting for Deanna to be done?” She was feeling a little strange to play host when his dad owned the place, but she felt sorry for him and what he was going through.

      “Nah. I'll just sit here,” he said and took a seat at one of the tables. “Feel free to join me if you want.”

      “Were you and your dad close?” Trixie asked once they sat. Then added, “You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to.”

      “It's fine. He and my mother divorced when I was young, and I didn't see much of him growing up but in the past year I moved to the area and we've gotten much closer. I was even working for him. We were really in a good place. Finally, I had the dad I wanted and then this happened,” he said, choking on his words a little.

      “I'm so sorry.” Trixie said, feeling like her words were so inadequate but not knowing anything better to say.

      “It’s okay. It is what it is.”

      “How long have you been working here?”

      “A few months. I only had a part-time job and my dad asked me if I wanted to work here to make extra money. Not only did I think it would be fun, but I was excited at the prospect of spending more time with him.”

      Trixie wanted to ask him if he knew why anyone would want to kill his dad but nothing she ran through her mind seemed anything but callous considering he had just lost his father.

      They’d sat there in silence for a few minutes when the door opened, and Clive and Deanna walked out.

      “Dean!” Deanna called, looking excited to see him as she went over to give him a hug, which he stood up to accept. “Clive, this is my stepson, Dean.”

      Dean and Clive shook hands and then Clive said, “Do you have a few minutes to talk, Dean?”

      “Do I have a choice?” he said, the bad attitude he’d given Trixie back in place, surprising her. She wondered why the sudden changes in attitude.

      “Dean, he's just trying to help,” Deanna said, gently touching his arm.

      “Sure,” Dean said dejectedly, once again with the sad, defeated tone.

      “You guys can use my office,” Deanna said, and Clive and Dean walked back into the store while Deanna sat across from Trixie in the chair Dean vacated.

      Deanna ran her fingers through her hair and sighed.

      “How are you holding up?” Trixie asked.

      “Oh, Trixie, I don't know. One minute I feel okay and then it hits me he's gone and I'm a wreck. I can’t believe he’s gone. Who would have taken him from me?”
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      “OK. That's understandable, but the hard truth is someone did do it.”

      “I know, I know. I just can’t imagine who.”

      “Clive is on top of things. He’ll get to the bottom of it,” She cringed as the words came out. They sounded so trite.

      “I’m not suggesting he's not, but I feel helpless.”

      Trixie started to speak but stopped when she realized Deanna wasn't even paying attention, instead she was looking over her shoulder with a frown.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Deanna uttered and Trixie turned to look over her shoulder to see who Deanna was talking about.

      The focus of Deanna’s attention was a man getting out of a black Jeep Cherokee. He seemed to be fifty-ish and looked very businesslike even though he was in jeans and a T-shirt. It wasn't your normal casual jeans and T-shirt outfit. Even to Trixie's untrained eye in men's clothing she could tell both items were high-end.

      “Who's that?” Trixie said.

      Deanna stood up, her body language conveying she wasn’t happy that this guy was here. “That's Adam Taylor. He owns Big Oak Winery a couple towns over in Monroe.”

      “I take it you don't like him.”

      “I think I mentioned when this property was up for auction, we outbid him and ever since we got it operational, he's been hounding us to sell and not always using above-board means,” she said, with a hard edge to her voice.

      Trixie didn't get a chance to ask Deanna what she meant because Adam had reached them by that point.

      “Hi, Deanna, I'm so sorry for your loss,” he said, sounding like any normal friend who came to give condolences.

      “I wish I could just say thank you without thinking you have an ulterior motive,” she snapped.

      Adam sighed. “Deanna, just because I've tried to buy your property doesn't mean I'm not a compassionate human. David was a nice guy and I thought highly of him. No one deserves what happened and I truly am sorry.”

      Deanna seemed to soften a little, but now Trixie felt he was laying it on a little thick and could maybe see why Deanna felt the way she did. “Thank you, Adam. I do appreciate you coming all the way out here,” Deanna said, a little nicer this time.

      “I almost hate to ask this because I don't want you to think I have an ulterior motive, but is there anything I can do to help you? I'm sure the last thing you want to have to think about is the business.”

      Deanna bristled a little, but Adam was right. Work was the last thing she needed to deal with. Trixie didn’t know anything about the wine business, but it sure seemed like more than Deanna could handle alone. Maybe he was just being friendly, not sneaky.

      “Thank you for the offer, but Tracy has everything under control for me.”

      “Okay then. I don't want to overstay my welcome, just please let me know if I can do anything,” he said and walked back to his car.

      As they watched him drive away Deanna spoke up. “The nerve of him!”

      “He seems sincere,” Trixie said but didn't finish because Deanna interrupted by snorting and rolling her eyes.

      “Oh, he's a smooth one. There was a time I fell for that too.”

      “What's the history there? I'm guessing it is something more than him wanting your business, because that kind of stuff happens all the time. It’s just part of being in business.”

      “You're right and if it was just that it probably wouldn't be a big deal. But some odd things have happened around here and David and I both felt Adam was behind them, even though we couldn’t prove it. I think he’d do anything to get our business.”

      “Like what?”

      “We had an entire section of our vines die right before harvest last year. And there have been minor equipment breakdowns and such.”

      “What makes you feel that he is behind those things?”

      “Right after each occurrence he would show up a day or two later and say he heard we had some issues and make an offer to buy our winery again. It was too much of a coincidence.”

      “Is that what David thought?”

      “David was too nice. He always gave him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “But you don't think so?”

      Deanna shook her head. “No, I don't. There is something about Adam that's just off. I feel he has a hidden agenda every time we talk. Even today. Everything just seems to be calculated with him.”

      Before Trixie had time to process what Deanna was saying, the door burst open and Dean stormed out. Deanna jumped to her feet. “Dean! What's wrong?”

      “I always get blamed for everything. I would never hurt my father,” he said over his shoulder as he walked to his car in the parking lot.

      “Dean, come back. Let's talk about this,” she yelled after him.

      Trixie wasn't sure if he heard Deanna, but he didn't stop moving. He started his car and squealed out of the parking lot. Clive then came out to the porch.

      “What happened, Clive?” she asked, looking troubled.

      “Your stepson is a bit of a hothead.”

      “I know, but he's a good kid. He's worked hard the last couple years to stay on the right path and he's done very well. He wouldn’t hurt David if that’s what you’re accusing him of.”

      “I’m not accusing him of anything, and it has been a couple years since he's been in trouble. I hope you understand that due to his history, and especially the altercation he had with David a couple years ago, that I had to ask hard questions. Dean didn't like that.”

      Trixie listened to the conversation. Dean and David had a fight that got physical? No wonder Dean was so upset. It made him look like a potential suspect.

      Deanna frowned. “He's had a hard go of it. He and David didn't have much contact most of his life growing up. His mother moved away and did her best to sabotage their relationship, but things were getting much better between them.”

      “I'm sorry if he's angry, but it's my job to ask the tough questions. For what it’s worth, I don’t think he did it. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to talk to the rest of the staff.”

      Clive walked back in and Deanna sat back down, putting her head in her hands.

      Trixie reached out and touched her arm. “I'm sorry.”

      She looked back up. “As hard as this is for me, it's much harder for Dean and as his stepmother, I don't know what to do. We don't have a great relationship. I've tried, but he has a lot of resentment. He feels I took David away from him and that couldn't be farther from the truth.”

      “I hate to even ask this, but you don't think…”

      “Oh, my goodness no. No way. Dean loved David and David loved him. Even though they didn't always get along Dean would never hurt him.”

      “I thought Clive said they've gotten physical before.”

      “That was stupid. Dean was drunk. He used to have a problem, but he's been sober for almost a year. They got in an argument and Dean lost control. But that was only because of his drinking. Since he got help things have been great between them.”

      “I’m glad Clive doesn’t think Dean did it. I couldn’t even imagine what that would do to what’s left of this family.”
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      Trixie was at Read Wine and business slowed to the late-morning coffee before afternoon coffee lull they experienced on weekdays. She enjoyed this time as it was quiet, and she could get to the work that needed to be done behind the scenes.

      She made herself a latte, promising herself she’d limit it to two today, and then went over to a box of books she'd bought online in a lot. She’d started doing this lately as it was a fantastic way to get a great bargain, but it was a total gamble. The books might end up being a treasure trove they could make a lot of money on or a complete bust and waste of money. While not a gambler by nature, Trixie didn't mind taking that risk when there wasn't a lot of money involved and this box was twenty-five dollars, so even if only a few books were saleable it would be worth it. Then they donated the ones they couldn’t use, which was a tax write-off. Every time she bought a box, she felt it was a little like Christmas morning with the anticipation of opening the box to see what was inside.

      Trixie grabbed the box cutter and cut through the packing tape then set it down to open the box and peer in.

      “Anything good in there?” a voice sounded.

      Trixie jumped, not having heard anyone come in. She looked up from the box and it was Helen Bleecker. Trixie refrained from groaning out loud. Helen was nice enough, but she was a huge gossip and Trixie would bet today’s sales she'd come over to see what Trixie knew about David’s murder. While Trixie realized she gossiped as well, she wasn’t judging her for that. Helen was shameless about it and sometimes mean. Not the kind of person Trixie liked to be around.

      “Not sure yet. I just opened it. Can I get you a coffee or pastry?” Trixie said sweetly, effectively hiding how she really felt.

      “Sure. I could use a mid-morning pick me up.”

      Helen followed Trixie over to the counter where Trixie grabbed a cup and poured in the house blend before turning back around. She set the coffee on the counter and faced Helen. “What looks good?”

      “I'll take a blueberry scone. Those are my favorite.”

      “Good choice, they’re one of my favorites too.” Trixie grabbed the tongs sitting outside the display case and reached in to grab a blueberry scone and set it on a plate, which she then put next to the coffee.

      Helen grabbed her treat and walked over to one of the empty tables. “Why don't you sit down with me and we can catch up. I feel I haven’t talked to you in forever. There's no one in here.”

      Trixie wanted to make up an excuse, since she really didn’t want to talk to Helen, or rather be grilled by her, but Helen would be offended since they often sat and talked to customers. It was part of what they liked about Read Wine, the homey atmosphere. Considering there were no other customers in the store Trixie couldn't even pretend to have a good reason not to.

      “Sure,” she forced out and went back to the box of books to get her latte and sat across from Helen, forcing a smile. “So how has business been?”

      Helen owned a small craft store on the next block down from Read Wine. It had been there for years and was one of those stores where it might seem surprising it hadn't gone out of business years ago because it seemed like more of an old-fashioned store, but Helen was a very savvy businesswoman. While her store carried all the basics for sewing and knitting, she somehow always knew what the trends were for all ages and jumped on them. When Trixie was younger, and scrapbooking was the craze before smartphones and the ability to easily make picture collages digitally, she'd spent a lot of time at Helen's with her friends picking out just the right stickers, colored paper, and pens. Whatever was hot with the kids, Helen exploited.

      “Business is great. Everyone is jumping on the Cricit bandwagon and I can't keep the machines in stock, much less the materials and all the things that you can Cricit on.”

      Trixie vaguely knew what that was, but except for her brief foray into scrapbooking she didn't have a crafty bone in her body. Even then her scrapbooks were nothing to show off.

      “What about you guys? I see you’re usually packed in the morning; is business good?”

      “It is. We need to work more on building our afternoon and evening business, but mornings are consistent, which is a start. Everyone likes coffee and pastries.”

      “Things should be even better in the evenings for all of us once the city finishes the renovations to the park.”

      Trixie nodded. In the middle of the town square was a green space the city had finally decided to spruce up and were currently working on new landscaping, putting in new picnic tables, and shade structures to make it more of a family-friendly environment. Everything was torn up and under construction right now, but it would be nice when they were finished with construction.  It would boost foot traffic during nice weather.

      Helen took a bite of her scone, washing it down with coffee and to Trixie it looked like she had something on her mind. It was no big surprise when she finally asked the question Trixie had been waiting for and expected was the reason she’d come in, in the first place.

      “So, I heard what happened to Deanna's husband.”

      And there it was, Helen wasn’t shy. Trixie had to give her that. “Yeah, it's horrible.”

      “I feel so bad for Deanna. I heard you found the body.”

      Trixie nodded, not wanting to say much because she knew whatever she said to Helen would be repeated and she had promised Clive she wouldn’t gossip. Well, outside Sally and Cora.

      “Do you think he could have killed himself?”

      Trixie's head snapped back in shock. Why would Helen say that? Did she have reason to believe David would do that? Did she even know him? All kinds of questions were running through her mind, but before she could ask any of them, Helen started talking again.

      “You know they were having financial issues?” Helen whispered, even though there still wasn't anyone in the store. “Financial issues are the biggest factor in middle-aged suicides”

      Trixie didn't even know what to say. Where was Helen getting this information? It's not like she was a close, personal friend with Deanna and David. And why was she up on suicide statistics, if that was even true?

      “You seem surprised. You hadn't heard?”

      “Heard what?” Trixie finally got out though it almost seemed like she could sit there not saying a word and Helen would just keep talking.

      “About their money troubles,” Helen said in an exasperated tone like she felt Trixie wasn't paying attention.

      “What makes you think they were having money troubles?”

      Helen rolled her eyes and took a sip of her coffee before answering. “Oh, honey everyone knows this. David spent so much money. Money they weren't making back. They were on the verge of bankruptcy. I even heard the property was about to be foreclosed on. They were close to losing everything.”

      Trixie was confused. Not so much that she hadn't heard this news on the gossip chain, but Deanna made it sound like things were great. Better than expected. Why would she lie? Surely there wasn’t any truth to this. Though as much as she hated to admit it, Helen may be a bit of a mean gossip, but she was rarely wrong.

      “Helen, you know how people talk and exaggerate. Plus, even if they were having money problems it doesn't mean he'd go to the extreme of killing himself.”

      Helen shrugged. “Maybe not.” She looked at her watch. “I'd better get going. I told Patty I wouldn't be gone long.”

      Trixie watched Helen walk out and wondered what her motivation was to come in, drop that bomb, and then up and leave. Then she wondered how much truth there was to it.
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      “It's about time you got here. I've been texting you,” Trixie said to Sally as she walked in the front door of Read Wine. She was coming in to relieve Trixie and work the night shift. They took turns alternating days and nights. Though Trixie thoroughly enjoyed the evening shift, as it was slower, with her son Cody’s sport schedule, nights were often hard. Trixie had texted her several times since Helen left, dying to share what Helen told her. She was about to go crazy with no one to tell. It even briefly crossed her mind that she should tell Clive. She assumed he already knew though.

      “I'm sorry, I'm sorry. It's been one of those days. One of the kids is sick and Tom was in a meeting and couldn’t help. What's going on?”

      “Go set your stuff down first. I need to make a couple lattes to take over to that table,” she jerked her head in the direction of a couple sitting in the corner. “Then I can fill you in.”

      When Trixie got back from delivering the lattes Sally was behind the counter wrapping the apron strings around her waist and tying them.

      “So, what's got you so wound up today?” Sally asked, leaning against the counter.

      “Helen Bleecker was in here today.”

      Sally’s eyebrows raised. “That gossip hound. What did she have to say?”

      “That's what I've been dying to tell you. She said Deanna and David were having major financial issues and maybe David killed himself for the insurance money. I mean why else would he kill himself?”

      Sally looked at her in shock. “No way! I haven’t heard anything like that.”

      “That's what Helen said and while she is a gossip, she rarely spreads false gossip. She is often right about the rumors she spreads. That’s got me wondering if it could possibly be true. It’s not like her to completely make something up. Plus, what would be the point? What would she get out of it?”

      “Have you talked to Deanna about it?”

      “No. Not yet. I don't know if I will. I mean, how do I bring something like that up? She never once mentioned that was a possibility.”

      “Maybe she’s in denial?  If people are saying this about David, about them, you should look at it as doing her a favor and giving her a heads up, so she's not caught off guard when either Clive or someone else asks her about it.”

      “I hate to upset her if it doesn’t matter.” Trixie said, thinking Sally wasn’t wrong but not wanting to have that conversation.

      “Well, I guess it’s not a win-win, but wouldn't you want to know if you were her? And wouldn't you rather hear it from someone other than Clive?”

      “Yeah. You've got a point.”

      “I've got things handled here. Go see her now before you lose your nerve. You don’t want her hearing it from someone else.”

      Trixie untied her apron and hung it up on the hook. “Let me send a quick text and make sure she's home and in the mood for company.”

      A few seconds later Trixie’s phone buzzed, and she sighed. “She's home. Guess I'm not getting out of it. I just hate being the bearer of bad news.”

      “Yeah, but you're a good friend.” Sally smiled.

      As she drove to Deanna's, Trixie couldn’t help thinking about how she’d approach the conversation with Deanna. The last thing she wanted to do was upset her any more than she already was. She didn’t deserve it. She eventually pulled up to Bramble Patch Winery and Deanna was sitting outside. Trixie walked up and sat down at the picnic table across from her where Deanna had an iced tea waiting for her.

      “I'm so glad you texted me. I was filling out insurance forms and it's impossible. I was getting irrationally angry at paperwork. I needed a break.”

      Trixie’s stomach dropped at the mention of insurance since that could be a good reason for committing suicide. But that's what she came here for and this was a natural segue way.

      “Speaking of insurance,” she said and then paused, not wanting to blurt it out but seeing no other way. She paused so long Deanna started looking at her strangely.

      “There's no easy way to say this.”

      “Then just say it. Can't be worse than anything else I've been through,” she said wryly and that's exactly why Trixie didn't want to tell her. She’d already been through so much.

      “Helen Bleecker came in to Read Wine today.”

      “Oh, great.” Deanna rolled her eyes. “I can't even imagine what she's spreading around town. I bet she’s having a field day with this.”

      “She said that David committed suicide for the insurance money,” Trixie just blurted out.

      Deanna laughed. “You've got to be kidding. Where in the heck did she get that idea?” To Trixie’s surprise, Deanna didn’t seem too bothered by the news.

      Trixie shrugged. “No idea, but she seemed pretty adamant that it was true. She said you guys were having financial issues and the property was going into foreclosure.”

      Deanna vehemently shook her head side to side. “No way. I mean yeah, the business was like any new business. More bad months than good ones, but things were moving in the right direction. Plus, David just never would have done that. We had a great life. We didn’t need the winery. I don’t know where Helen’s getting her information, but that’s not at all accurate.”

      Trixie felt Deanna didn’t seem as angry as she would have been at someone spreading these lies but then with everything else she was dealing with it was small potatoes. But who would have told Helen this? And what did that person have to gain?
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      Trixie came home from Deanna's and couldn't relax or stop thinking about who could've murdered David. She was still surprised at Deanna’s lackluster reaction to her news about Helen’s gossip.

      Trixie didn’t want to think it was true and maybe Helen was wrong. She hadn't heard anything about him or Deanna in a negative light since they'd been back and opened the winery. There had been nothing but positive accolades for how they were able to take a property that had been in foreclosure and turn it into something that benefited the small town. Until Helen brought up money issues nothing had been less than positive around town.

      Trixie's son, Cody, was at his dad's so she had nothing but time on her hands this evening and she knew she wouldn't stop thinking about it so she got up off the couch and grabbed a pen and a pad of paper before refilling her tea glass and sitting back down on the couch. Maybe if she made a list of possible suspects it would spark some type of idea as to who would have murdered David.

      She hated doing it, but of course wrote Deanna first. Trixie didn't for a minute think that Deanna killed her husband as all signs pointed to how she loved him and her reaction at his death seemed genuine. Plus, she’d known her for years and Deanna wasn’t capable of hurting anyone. However, if she was going to be objective, she also knew that the majority of murders were committed by someone who knew the victim, so she’d be remiss if she didn't put Deanna on the list. Dean, being another family member, came second. Then she added Tracy and employee number one through three to the list because she didn't know their names but didn't want to leave them off the list. It wasn’t unheard of for a disgruntled employee to murder their boss. As a business owner herself, she cringed a little as she thought. Then she added Adam, the owner of Big Oak Winery and also added the stranger she saw Tracy talking to, or rather arguing with, the other day. She looked at her list and felt a sense of frustration. She didn't have much knowledge about who half these people were, not even their names, much less to try and figure out why they might have wanted to kill David.

      She tapped the pen on the pad for a few seconds; thinking. Remember the objective, she thought to herself. Why would someone kill David? So far, the only reason that had surfaced was insurance money. But who would benefit? Only Deanna and maybe Dean.

      The rival winery owner maybe did it to get Deanna to sell. Or maybe Dean wanted his dad out of the picture, thinking he and Deanna could run the business. All these ideas were just that, ideas. Nothing was rooted in any kind of actual logical reasoning. It was all speculation.

      Trixie tossed the paper and pen down on the couch in frustration. This was impossible, she was just going around in circles and not getting anywhere. She needed to talk to Helen again and find out why she was so sure David committed suicide. Maybe that would steer her closer to some answers.
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      “Just the person I was hoping to see,” Trixie said to Clive as he came into Read Wine the next morning to get his usual cup of coffee and an old-fashioned donut. The same thing he’d been getting almost every morning since they’d opened. Clive wasn’t one to be adventurous, even though she’d tried several times to get him to try a latte or a scone.

      “Dare I ask why?” he said in his dry, no nonsense tone, taking a bite of donut while standing at the counter, since no one was behind him.

      “I wanted to ask how things are going. Any closer to catching whoever killed David?” she came right out and asked, knowing he probably wouldn’t tell her but figured it was worth a shot.

      Clive raised his eyebrows and sighed. “You know I can't talk to you about an ongoing investigation.”

      “You can trust me. I'm not going to say anything to anyone. I'm just worried about Deanna.”

      “Me too, me too.” He rubbed his face. “Rest assured my team is working around the clock to chase down any leads.”

      Trixie wanted to mention what she’d heard about the money troubles and Deanna’s subsequent reaction, but knew he would be annoyed with her for once again sticking her nose into a police investigation. Yet if he didn’t know, she really needed to tell him. Not to do so would be negligent on her part. Wouldn’t it? She wasn’t sure what to do.

      Clive grabbed his coffee, thanked her and turned to walk away. It was now or never.

      “Clive?”

      He turned back around and looked over his shoulder, eyebrows raised.

      “Have you heard anything about David and Deanna having money troubles?”

      No expression registered on Clive’s face. It made her wonder if he played poker. He’d be good at it with the way his face gave nothing away.

      “Have you?” he said, answering the question with a question, which didn’t tell her anything, but she took it as a positive sign that he didn’t seem angry.

      “Of course I have, or I wouldn’t be bringing this to your attention,” she put her hands on her hips exasperatedly.

      Clive paused, not saying anything, just stared. Waiting for her to continue.

      “I asked Deanna about it,” Trixie continued.

      “And?”

      “She denied it.”

      Both Clive and Trixie were silent for a minute. Trixie wanted him to hurry up and say something before a customer walked in because he’d never say anything then.

      “I heard it from a reputable source, but since Deanna denied it, I don’t know what to believe,” Trixie broke the silence. “Is it true?” she pushed. “Could David have killed himself for the insurance money?” She gulped, feeling nervous saying this to Clive.

      “Who did you hear this from?” Clive demanded.

      “The usual. Helen Bleecker. Now is it true or not?”

      Clive opened his mouth to say something when the door chimed, signaling a customer. Clive nodded his goodbye and walked out, leaving Trixie frustrated and wondering about what he was about to say.
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      Dean worked at the winery, but he also worked part-time at the local auto parts store. Trixie had found this out when talking to Deanna. At the time, she didn’t think anything of it, but the more she wondered about who killed David, the more she thought talking to Dean could give her some insight. Trixie passed the place on her way home and saw his car there. She slowed down and turned into the parking lot before she could think better of it, but then she sat there wondering if talking to Dean was a good idea. She didn’t want to upset him or make him mad.

      Finally, curiosity won out and plus, how could Dean be mad, she rationalized. She only wanted to help. Surely he would understand that?

      She walked into the store and her nose was assaulted with the smell of rubber and oil, which reminded her of the days when she was little and would sit outside in the garage while her dad would work on their cars. She often brought her Barbies out to play her own make-believe game just so she could be close to him.

      She saw Dean standing behind the counter, helping out a customer and hung back as to not distract him from his job. When the customer was taken care of and left, she walked up to the counter.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I'm Trixie Pristine, a friend of Deanna's. We met the other day.”

      “Oh yeah, right. What can I help you with?” he said and didn’t seem bothered by the fact that she was there.

      “I have a few questions for you, if you don't mind.”

      “About?” He narrowed his eyes and finally got a suspicious look on his face.

      “Your father's murder,” Trixie said tentatively, wanting to be careful about what she said.

      Just then the front door chimed, and another customer came in. Dean glanced up and back at Trixie. “I can't talk here,” he whispered. “I can't afford to lose my job. Meet me at Bob’s tonight at eight.”

      Dean turned and greeted the customer as Trixie left. Once she got to her car, her elation at him being willing to talk to her was replaced by wondering about the wisdom of meeting with him. Not that she was afraid of him; plus, they'd be in a public place. But that was just it. They'd be in a public place and if Clive found out she was talking to Dean; well, saying he'd be none too happy was an understatement. Clive would know she was sticking her nose into things he considered police business.

      Several hours later Trixie was waiting for Dean at Bob’s. She’d decided she cared more about helping Deanna than she worried about Clive. Plus, she’d tell him if she found out anything that seemed useful. She arrived early on purpose so she could grab a booth in the back and ordered a Diet Coke. A glass of wine would have been nice, but she wanted to remain clear-headed for this conversation.

      She sucked down her Diet Coke and the waitress had just set another in front of her when she saw Dean walk in. She raised her arm up to grab his attention and waved him over.

      “Sorry I'm late. Last minute customer,” he apologized.

      “No problem.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the waitress asked, coming up to the table.

      “A Coke, please.”

      “Thank you for meeting me,” Trixie said, breaking the ice.

      “I almost didn't, but I have to admit my curiosity got the better of me. What do you want to talk to me about?”

      “I'm hoping you might have an idea who killed your father,” Trixie came right out and said it.

      “You mean besides me?” he said bitterly.

      “Well, yes,” she faltered. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”

      “Of course not, but the sheriff seems to think so,” he snapped.

      “That's his job. To suspect everyone until he can eliminate them,” Trixie said gently.

      Dean sighed and his body language went from tense to deflated. “I know. It's just so frustrating.” He banged his fist on the table, causing Trixie to jump.

      “Do you have an alibi?” Trixie asked.

      “Of course not. That would be too easy. I was home alone. How many times do real criminals tell the cops that? All the time, I assume. No one believes me.”

      “No one can vouch for your whereabouts?” She asked, trying to keep her tone neutral. She wasn't trying to accuse him of anything and didn't want him to feel that she was. Especially since Clive had already said he didn’t think Dean had anything to do with it. Poor kid seemed a little paranoid. Though she didn’t blame him.

      “I've been working these two jobs and I'm tired most nights. Combine that with the fact that most of my friends are still going out to the bars and I'm a recovering alcoholic; staying at home is the best thing for me. Unfortunately, it’s not good for alibi purposes.”

      “Makes sense. Do you have any idea who might want to kill your father?”

      “No. He got along with everyone. That used to be one of the things that made me so mad. He got along with everyone but me. Or that's how I felt. Used to feel. We were so different and, as a kid, that was harder to deal with, but as adults we’d grown close.”

      “So, you don't know of any problems he was having?” Trixie tried to pry a little; wondering if he'd heard of any of the money issues that Helen had told her. It’s not like he was a young kid. He might have overheard something, or David may have even mentioned it.

      “I think he and Deanna were having some issues. I saw them arguing a few times and when I asked him about it, he just blew it off but that was him. He always minimized things. Always saw the positive in things, the silver lining. Plus, married couples fight and nothing I witnessed came even close to the fights he had with my mom, so I don’t think they were any big deal.”

      “How was the winery doing?”

      “I think it was doing well. Dad didn’t share much about that either, but it ran like a well-oiled machine. Though that’s more due to Tracy than anything else.”

      “Really?”  Deanna had given the impression David was very involved, yet that’s not what she was getting from Dean.

      “I loved my dad, but he could be scatterbrained. It’s where I get it from, I guess,” he chuckled. “He oversaw operations, but without Tracy it never would have worked. She ran a tight ship and kept him in line. It was almost as if sometimes she was the boss. But he was fine with it. He knew without her he’d be lost.”

      “Did he know her before she was an employee?”

      Dean shook his head. “I don’t think so. He just got lucky when she came along. Though I think Deanna sometimes felt she had too much control.”

      “Really? Why?”

      For the first time since he started talking, Dean fell silent.

      “Listen, I know you’re friends with Deanna and we haven’t always had the best relationship, and that’s mostly because of me. I don’t want her to think I’m gossiping about her. She’s a good person and I know she loved my dad.”

      “I give you my word that I won’t tell her anything you’ve said. I don’t think she needs any more drama right now.”

      He sighed. “Okay, because I could be wrong, but I think I heard them fighting about Tracy. Deanna was saying my dad was too trusting and my dad assured her Tracy only cared about doing a good job. That was all.”

      That was interesting. Was Deanna really bothered by how much authority David gave Tracy or was there something else she was worried about?
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      Trixie was not surprised when Adam from Big Oak Winery seemed more than willing to talk with her when she’d called him asking if they could meet. Even though she’d only met him that once, he came across as the type who would be fine with gossiping. She made the hour drive to his location, even though he’d offered to come to her. She felt since she was the one who asked to meet it was only fair to be the one who did the driving. Not to mention that she didn’t really want to be seen with him, have it get back to Deanna, and have her think she was fraternizing with the enemy. It would be too hard to explain, so better off keeping it on the down low. Deanna was still convinced Adam had something to do with David’s death, but Trixie wasn’t ready to take that leap until she found proof. Nor did she want to stick up for him. While Trixie didn't want to jump to conclusions, Adam did seem a more likely suspect than anyone else so far. He was the only one who seemed to have any beef with the Deanna and David, and could profit from David’s death. Besides Deanna and Dean, of course.

      Trixie had stopped by Helen’s store a couple times to get more information from her, like who told her that David may have killed himself for the insurance money, but every time she just missed her. At least that's what her employees said. Trixie was starting to think Helen was avoiding her, though she realized that was silly, she was the one who’d come to her and told her what she knew so it made no sense she'd be avoiding her now.

      She pulled into the drive of Big Oak Winery and shut her car off, pulling out her phone. She scrolled through her emails looking for the one from Adam with the information on where she was to meet him. In front of her stood three buildings and Adam said to go into the one on the right. That's where the offices were located. All three buildings looked the same so it's a good thing he was specific or who knows where she would have ended up.

      She got out and locked her car, pocketing her keys. She was wearing a short sleeve dress with a full skirt and pockets. She loved that dresses these days came with pockets. Since it seemed impossible to go anywhere without a phone, having pockets was handy.

      Heading over to the building on the right she started to hear voices and they weren't calm voices. It sounded like someone was having an argument and the sound was coming between the two buildings. As Trixie got closer the voices sounded a lot like Adam and a female she couldn't quite recognize, but sounded familiar.

      She didn't want to be caught eavesdropping, but her curiosity got the best of her and, instead of veering to the right to head to the building where she was supposed to meet Adam, she went toward the noise. She hugged the corner of the building to peer around it, hoping she could see who was talking and doubly hoping no one caught her. That would be so embarrassing.

      It was Adam and Tracy! Trixie shook her head in disbelief and looked again. Yep, it was Adam and Tracy. Of course, if Adam stopped at Bramble Patch Winery as much as Deanna said it would make sense that they knew each other. But why was Tracy an hour away arguing with him?

      “You told me nothing serious would happen,” Tracy hissed.

      “Nothing did happen.”

      “Then how did he end up dead? You were only supposed to threaten him. Not kill him. The police are going to consider you a suspect. It’s not secret how much you wanted that place!”

      “I didn't kill him! Are you crazy?” Adam said, and while Trixie couldn't see his face, he sounded surprised, and a little indignant, that Tracy would accuse him of it. He didn’t sound like he was lying, but she didn’t know him well enough to really know for sure.

      “Then...”

      “I don't know,” he interrupted, “But I sure as heck didn't do it. I wanted his winery, sure. It would be the perfect expansion for mine, but I liked the guy. I didn't want his business enough to kill him. I don’t want anyone’s business enough for that.”

      “This has turned into a mess. What if the cops find out we've been working together? They might think we both killed him.”

      “No, they won’t because neither of us did. You worry too much. Now I have to go. I have a meeting with that nosy Trixie Pristine. Just when I thought we were in the clear and I’d got the sheriff off my back, she calls me.”

      Trixie's back stiffened. He seemed more than willing to talk with her when she’d called, and he had the audacity to call her nosy? Though he did have something to hide and the truth was, she was being nosy. She hurried back the way she came and headed over to the building on the right and in through the door, feeling grateful she hadn’t got caught eavesdropping.

      There was a reception area just inside the door and a young woman sitting behind a desk greeted her when she walked in.

      “Hi there. How can I help you?”

      “I'm here to see Adam. My name is Trixie Pristine. We have an appointment.”

      “He stepped out for a second, but if you have a seat he will be right back. Can I get you anything?”

      “No, I'm good. Thank you.”

      Trixie sat down in one of the chairs in the waiting area. This seemed like a bigger operation that Deanna and David’s, but it made sense. Big Oak had been in business a lot longer. She could understand why Adam would want to buy Bramble Patch. It would be a lot easier to expand his wine empire with an already up and running business than to start new.

      A few minutes later, as Trixie was looking through a back issue of Wine Midwest Monthly, Adam walked through the door. He looked flushed, but if Trixie hadn't overheard him arguing with Tracy, she wouldn't think anything of it. It was a warm spring day and he’d come from outside.

      “I'm so sorry to keep you waiting. I had another meeting that ran a little over. Please forgive me.”

      There he was, turning on the charm that previously Trixie didn't think anything of but now she knew; it wasn’t completely sincere.

      “No problem. The life of a business owner. I get it,” she returned, deciding to meet his charm with some of her own.

      “That's right, you own a bookstore in Romero. Follow me.”

      Trixie got up and started following him down the hallway before she responded. “Yep. It's called Read Wine, but spelled R-E-A-D as a play on words. We have a coffee shop with pastries and wines as well.”

      “Oh, I will have to make sure you taste some of our wines before you go.”

      “Definitely. The more local we can source the better.”

      They reached what she presumed was his office and it was very plush. Not at all like Deanna's office. It was very manly, done in dark colors with a large mahogany desk in one corner and a mahogany table in the other. Adam headed over to the table and pulled out a chair, motioning for her to sit, which she did.

      “Beautiful office.”

      “Thank you. It is a bit extravagant, but I spend a lot of time here. Too much, if you ask my wife. So, I decided I deserved it. What did you want to talk to me about? I assume it's not to sample my wines.”

      “No. I'd like to ask you a few questions about David.”
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      “Oh. “Adam raised his eyebrows. “What about David? You don't think I killed him, do you?” He chuckled, though it seemed a little forced.

      “I don't know. Did you?”

      He paused for a second, trying to determine if she was serious or joking. “No. I didn't,” he finally answered, not laughing this time. “I won't deny I wanted his vineyard, but I liked the guy. I certainly didn't kill him.”

      Trixie didn't want to believe him. It sure would be nice if he had admitted it and then this would be over. Clive could arrest him, and Deanna would have closure. Wishful thinking, she knew it wouldn't be that easy. Even though she didn’t really want to, she found that she did believe him. Gone was that car salesman tone and in its place was total seriousness. The fact he didn't deny wanting Bramble Patch helped with his credibility also. There were many business owners who coveted other businesses. That was just the nature of business itself. Not something people killed over on a regular basis.

      “You look disappointed,” he said, raising his eyebrows when Trixie didn't say anything right away.

      She laughed. “No, not at all. I mean sure, it would be great if you would have confessed and I could hand you over to the sheriff, but I wasn't expecting that when I came here.”

      Adam smiled before continuing. “Then why did you come?”

      “Honestly? To see if you had any idea who may have killed him. Deanna told me you were very interested in buying Bramble Patch so I thought you might know if anyone else might want the winery bad enough to kill for it. You know, if you weren’t the one who did it.”

      “You're right, it's no secret that I wanted the place and I did hound them a little. I can even admit maybe I was a little too aggressive. When there’s something I want, I am very focused on getting it, sometimes to the extreme, but once the property went into foreclosure, I thought it would be a win-win. I backed off and waited for them to come to me. I knew it was inevitable.”

      Trixie's eyes popped open. Foreclosure? So, he knew the rumor Helen had told her and that Deanna had denied? To her that made it a little more likely that it was true, but why would Deanna lie?

      “I take it by your expression you didn't know.”

      “No, but it's not like it is something she would advertise.” Trixie wasn’t going to let on that she’d heard it. Just not from Deanna and she definitely wasn’t going to let on Deanna denied it. Trixie could see why Deanna might lie about it. It would be hard to face that kind of truth.

      “Guess not. But hopefully knowing that you can see why there would be no reason to kill for it.”

      “If you did happen to buy Bramble Patch, would you keep on the staff?”

      He shrugged. “I don't know them so I couldn't say, but I would hope to. They know the place and it would make sense.”

      It would make sense from a business standpoint, but what didn't make sense is why he was lying. He obviously knew Tracy, or she wouldn't be at his place arguing with him, making reference to them working together. What did the two of them have going on?
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      A couple days later, Trixie and Sally were in Monroe. They'd made the drive to check out an estate sale that was reported to have an extensive book collection.

      They'd started their used bookstore with quite a selection gained from the local area but now ventured further afield to look for more expensive hardback books and collectors’ items. Rare, or at least not easy to find, collectors’ editions of books weren't at all what they thought they'd be carrying when they’d first envisioned Read Wine, but came to find out they had a lot of people who were looking for those things. They’d started searching for them and bringing them into the store to great success.

      “I think you want to turn up at that stop sign ahead,” Sally said to Trixie as Trixie was driving and Sally was the official GPS reader.

      Trixie slowed her SUV, turned her turn signal on, and pulled to a stop. After looking both ways she made her turn and saw a sign that said, ‘Estate Sale’ and an arrow pointing to the north.

      “I'm assuming it's that way?” Trixie motioned to the sign and Sally nodded.

      “If the sign didn't give it away the row of parked cars up there would.” Sally grinned.

      Trixie pulled off on the shoulder, behind a red Acura and shut the engine off, and they got out of the car.

      “Now remember, we are not spending more than our budget!” Trixie said strongly to Sally.

      Sally rolled her eyes. “You have to spend money to make money, you know.”

      “But if you're not making it you shouldn't spend it.”

      “We're making money. You’re acting like we’re a dollar away from financial ruin.”

      “Most businesses fail in the first five years and we've only been open barely one. We have to be careful about every penny we spend.”

      “You really need to lighten up. Read Wine is doing fine and we're going to keep doing fine.”

      “Only because I make you watch how much you're spending,” Trixie grinned.

      “Whatever,” Sally waved her hand around, dismissing Trixie's concerns.

      Trixie was the conservative one of the group, but neither Sally nor Cora were crazy spenders. Trixie just worried more than the others; she couldn't help it. It was who she was. The three of them were very good about making decisions as a group.

      They reached the home the estate sale was on and there were many tables of items packing the yard. If there was this much outside Trixie couldn’t fathom how much there must be inside.

      “Welcome to Arthur and Sons estate sale. As you can see, we have things out here priced to sell and the house is open and you're free to look around there as well.”

      “Thank you. Can you point us in the direction of the books?” Trixie asked.

      “Sure. They're inside, down the main hallway in one of the rooms to the left. The third, I think.”

      “Thanks,” Trixie said, and they walked to the house and through the front door.

      “It's not very crowded. I expected it to be busier,” Sally mused.

      “Probably was yesterday. Today's the second day and all the hard-core estate sale buyers have already been here. Let's just hope they didn't buy all the good books.”

      As they walked into the foyer, they were taken off guard by the beautiful marble entryway.

      “Wow,” Trixie whispered to Sally. “Whoever lived here sure had a lot of money. This marble floor had to cost a fortune. It’s probably worth what my entire house is.”

      “Yes, it did. Genuine Italian hand cut marble,” a gentleman from behind Trixie whispered, causing her and Sally to jump. “Cost a lot, I mean. Not trying to insult your house.”

      They turned quickly to see who was talking to them and initially Trixie was embarrassed to be caught gawking at the floor, but surprise overtook that feeling when she realized the guy standing in front of them was the man she saw Tracy arguing with at the winery the day after David's murder. Who was he and why was he here?

      “My name's Danny, Danny Murdock,” he said, holding out his hand to shake theirs.

      “I’m Trixie and this is my friend, Sally.”

      “Nice to meet you ladies. Like I was saying, the marble is top of the line, over fifty years old, and guaranteed to last another fifty. Minimum. It should last four times that unless they tear the house down.”

      “How do you know, are you a real estate agent?” Trixie asked. Something about him rubbed her the wrong way. Knowing how he acted toward Tracy was a complete contradiction to how he was acting now, making her wonder even more what the issue was between him and Tracy.

      “Close. A real estate developer. Well, I’m also an agent, but I don’t sell houses. I buy things up for development.”

      “Don't tell me you're going to tear down this gorgeous place and put up a boring strip mall,” Sally exclaimed.

      “Oh no, nothing like that. I would never do that to these floors. No, I'm just a friend of the person running the sale and stopped by to say hi.”

      “Know anything about the books they have for sale here?” Sally asked him.

      “I'm afraid not.”

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, but we want to get to those books before someone buys all the good ones,” Trixie said trying to end the conversation, getting an odd look from Sally.

      “Nice meeting you too. Here's my card. You know, in case you have any good real estate deals come your way then give me a call. Give me a call anyway,” he said, handing his card to Sally, definitely giving her an interested look and Trixie didn’t think it was about real estate.

      As he walked away Trixie said, “Can you believe him? Coming on to you here?”

      “Why not. It's better than a bar and it’s not like I go to bars trolling for men. Meeting one here is just fine with me. I am single, you know. Besides, he's kind of cute even if he is a little older than what I’d like to date.”

      “I thought you said you weren't ready to date.”

      “I'm not, but that doesn't mean I can't appreciate a good-looking man and I’m going to date at some point. What's gotten into you?”

      “I'm sorry. That's the guy I saw arguing with Tracy, so I guess I’m just suspicious of his motives.”
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      “What do you mean?” Sally asked.

      “Remember I told you I saw Tracy arguing with some guy after I visited Deanna and I asked Tracy who he was? She just changed the subject. She never answered and I could tell she didn’t want to either. I felt there was something odd about it. If she wasn’t trying to hide something, she would have told me.”

      “Seeing him here doesn't mean anything, Trixie. Are you sure you're not just being paranoid? Making something out of nothing? Maybe it was just an argument. Doesn't have to have anything to do with David’s murder.”

      “You’re right, it doesn’t, but Tracy avoided any questions I asked her about him so I can’t help but think there’s something there. I think Tracy and David had something going on.”

      At that comment Sally looked at Trixie, hands on hips. “What are you saying? That David was cheating on Deanna with Tracy?”

      Trixie shook her head. ”Sh, someone might hear you,” she said, looking around to make sure the Danny guy was no longer in earshot.

      “Well, do you?”

      “No, I didn’t mean like that. I think it was business related. That Tracy handled more of the business than Deanna knew she did.”

      “What does that have to do with murdering David?”

      “It doesn’t,” Trixie said exasperatedly. “My point is, I think Tracy has something going on behind Deanna’s back and if the property is already in foreclosure, what if Tracy has some plan to take it from her?”

      “If it’s in foreclosure, that’s going to happen anyway, isn’t it?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Worry less about Tracy and that Danny guy and let’s find those books.”

      As Sally dragged Trixie off to look at what they came for, Trixie couldn’t help but have a bad feeling about Tracy.
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      “How's Deanna doing?” Cora asked when Trixie arrived at Read Wine the next day.

      “We briefly chatted yesterday, and she seems okay. I mean as okay as someone can be considering,” Trixie said. “I'm not sure I'd be as okay as she is if I were in her shoes.”

      “Just think if someone murdered your husband. That's so much worse than him just dropping dead of a heart attack.”

      “Sally!” Trixie and Cora chorused in astonishment.

      “What? I'm not trying to be callous about his death. I'm just saying there's so many more emotions to go along with your husband being the victim of murder versus dying of  natural causes.”

      “That's true. It's just hard to think of death to begin with,” Trixie said.

      “I just remember Tom dealing with Sylvia's murder. I'm still not sure he is over it.”

      “Is that why he rebounded so fast and already has a girlfriend?” Trixie said skeptically.

      Sally rolled her eyes. Her ex-husband, Tom, wasn't trustworthy from a relationship standpoint hence why he was her ex-husband, but she knew him almost as well as she knew herself and he had cared about Sylvia.

      “I know, I know. I hope one of these days he grows out of his womanizing ways before he ends up eighty and alone. But in his own way, he really did care about Sylvia and he still talks about her.”

      “You two have a strange relationship.” Cora shook her head.

      “Well, we can't all be newlyweds like you and Jonathan, and it's taken a long time for Tom and me to get to this place. We have kids so we don't have a choice but to try and get along.”

      “That makes it even worse,” Trixie said. “Kids losing their father. Deanna and David didn’t have kids of their own, but he had a son from previous relationship and, even though he's grown it's still not easy. Kids aren’t supposed to lose their parents.”

      “I heard Helen saying something about him yesterday when she stopped in to get coffee,” Sally said. “You weren't here, it was just Allison and me.”

      Allison was a high school girl who came in after school to help out.

      “How is she working out, by the way?” Cora asked.

      “Who cares about that, what was Helen saying about Dean?” Trixie demanded.

      Sally shrugged. “She was spouting some nonsense about Dean being the black sheep of the family and David had pressed charges against him for stealing and assault.”

      “That was a long time ago and Deanna said they’d moved past that. I even talked to Dean and he fully admitted that he and his dad had their issues. That he had a drinking problem at one point, and they got an argument which came to blows. He was very forthcoming about that, but he didn’t mention anything about stealing. How does Helen get her information?”

      “Who knows. I just know that woman always knows what's going on,” Sally said.

      “I stopped in at her store a couple times to talk to her about the last bit of gossip she told me, now this? David wasn’t even from here so where was she getting this? If you guys don't mind holding down the fort, I'm going to her store right now to see if she's in. If not, I may even drive to her house. I need some answers.”

      “Sure, we’ve got things handled here. Go ahead. Get some answers,” Sally said, and Cora nodded in agreement

      Trixie took off her apron and walked in the backroom to grab her purse, then headed back out the front, grabbing a coffee to go. Helen’s store was located a block down from Read Wine, which pretty much made it the opposite end of town. It was a great day for a walk and not worth getting in the car to drive and waste time finding a parking space. Our little town had done a lot of revitalization to the downtown area by sprucing up the park, but parking was still an issue. Not that Trixie wanted the city to build any crazy parking structure because that would take away from the quaint feel of their little town, but it was annoying to always struggle for good parking. Ah, first world problems.

      She reached Helen's store and pushed the door open, seeing Helen over in the corner working on a display. Helen looked up and smiled. It didn’t seem like she wanted to avoid Trixie, so it probably had all been in her head.

      “Good morning, what brings you in today? I don't think I've seen you in here since you were a kid. I never thought you a crafty type,” Helen said.

      “I’m not. Crafts aren’t a talent of mine. Though I've been in a couple times to talk to you recently and you haven’t been in, so I'm excited to catch you this morning if you have a couple minutes?”

      If Helen was surprised that Trixie wanted to talk to her, she certainly didn't show it.

      “Elizabeth,” she called as a young brunette standing the other in the store turned her head. “I'm going to go in the back for a few minutes. Holler if you need anything.”

      “Sure thing.” Elizabeth nodded.

      Helen motioned for Trixie to follow her and they walked into the backroom where her office was. The entire downtown business district had been constructed at the same time, so Trixie’s building and her building were identical. Even so, it was still interesting to see Helen’s backroom and office look like a carbon copy to Read Wine’s.

      “I see you have coffee; do you mind giving me a second to pour myself a cup?” Helen asked. “I could use a pick me up.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Do you need a refill?”

      Trixie shook her head and Helen walked across the room to where there was a table with a coffee pot, condiments, and a box of cookies. Helen poured her coffee, adding a spoonful of sugar and stirring it in, then grabbed the box of cookies and came back over. She sat next to Trixie on a loveseat in the corner that had a table in front of it.

      “So.” Helen raised her eyebrows. “What is it you wanted to talk about?”

      It took all Trixie's willpower not to roll her eyes. Like Helen had no idea why she was here. She had to have at least a little inkling. “I wondered where you were getting your information about David, his son and the murder.”

      “Now, Trixie, you know I protect my sources. That’s why people tell me stuff.” Trixie had to give her credit. She wasn’t trying to hide her gossiping.

      “Helen, I get it. But this isn't just gossip. There's a murder involved. Doesn't that change things?”

      Helen frowned and didn't say anything, making Trixie wonder what she was thinking. “Okay, but you didn't hear it from me.”

      Trixie made the motion of zipping her lips and throwing away the key. Juvenile but effective, regardless of age.

      “Tracy Plains.”

      Tracy Plains, Trixie thought. “The Tracy who works at Bramble Patch Winery?”

      Helen nodded, giving Trixie another reason to think that Tracy wasn't the loyal employee she seemed or why would she be gossiping about David and Deanna.

      “Why would Tracy spread gossip about her employers?”

      “No idea. But I can tell you I think she was a little sweet on David, if you know what I mean.”

      Hmm, Trixie wondered if Deanna knew that. Could that be the reason for the argument Dean told her about? Did Tracy want Deanna’s husband?
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      Later that day, Trixie was on her way back to Monroe to pick up a box of books. The estate sale where they had purchased the books the other day had left one out when they'd carried the boxes out to the car for Trixie and Sally. They’d offered to ship the box since it had been their fault, but Trixie was using it as an excuse to stop by the real estate office of Danny Murdock and see what she might be able to find out about his visit to Bramble Patch Winery.

      She picked up the books and then made the few minute’s drive into the town of Monroe. The town was a little bit bigger than Romero, but it was very similar with that small-town feel and, much like many small towns these days, a lot of preservation in maintaining a small-town feel had happened. It was very pretty. She hadn't been to the downtown area in years and she was pleasantly surprised at how nice it was. It warmed her heart to see towns spending money and effort in the preservation of small town life. Not that she didn't appreciate new buildings and the hustle and bustle of a big city like Chicago or Detroit and yes, sometimes the small-town where everyone knew everyone's business could be a little stifling, but she loved the community. She didn't think it would be the same in a big city, which is why, except to go away to college, she'd never left.

      When she left the estate, she’d put Danny's office address in her GPS, having looked it up earlier, and supposedly it was right up on her left. She peered that way and saw it, then she spotted a coffee shop right next door, which made her even more excited. Not only did she love coffee, but as someone who owned a coffee shop, she was very interested in trying other people's beans and what they carried.

      She passed the two businesses and then a third before turning left on a side street so she could park, then noticed there was parking behind the buildings so she pulled in and turned off her car. Lucky them for having all this parking. That was one thing Romero didn't have enough of downtown is parking. There were areas on the streets and areas on either end of the town but if you wanted to visit a business smack in the middle, which is where Read Wine was, there wasn't street parking; you had to walk. It wasn't that big a deal except when it was raining or really cold.

      She pushed open the door of the coffee shop and walked in, inhaling the beautiful aroma of coffee. The smell she'd loved since a kid way before she was old enough to drink it.

      “Good afternoon,” an older woman, probably in her mid-sixties, who was standing behind the counter said to her.

      “Good afternoon to you as well,” Trixie replied.

      Trixie reached the counter and was looking at the menu board behind the woman when the woman started speaking again.

      “Here, while you're trying to decide which of our wonderful coffees to have, try a sample of a double fudge toasted hazelnut brownie,” and she pushed the tray in Trixie's direction.

      “I don't think I even need to taste it to know it’s going to be fabulous, but I'm still going to take one,” Trixie said, laughing. She popped the treat into her mouth and, as the taste of the chocolate and toasted hazelnut hit her taste buds, she thought she was going to moan in delight. She chewed and swallowed, ready to buy every single one they had in their store they were that good.

      “That might be the best thing I've ever tasted,” she finally said.

      “Well, thank you, it is one of our top sellers.”

      “What do you mean one of them? How could anything top that?”

      The woman laughed. “Well, let me give you a taste of its rival.” The woman walked over to grab a plate and opened the display case, cutting off a small piece of a round pastry and handing it to Trixie.

      Trixie popped that one in her mouth with the same reaction. “Oh, my goodness you're right, I don't know how I could choose. Very different flavor, but delicious. Is it a custard?”

      The woman nodded. “My grandmother's recipe for chess pie baked in croissant dough.”

      “I take it you make all these delicious things?”

      “Sure do. This coffee shop used to be a diner that my parents owned and when I took it over, I just wasn't much on diner food, so I turned it into a bakery. Then when the coffee craze hit a few years ago I added all the coffees, which were the perfect complement to my baked goods. Now my daughter is taking over, but I still do all the baking.”

      Not only was Trixie thrilled to have tasted these baked goods and meet this woman, but the fact that she had been around town forever also meant she might know Danny. But first, coffee.

      “I must have another one of those fudge things, as much as I don't need it and I would also like a large iced raspberry latte. I haven't had a raspberry latte before.”

      The woman rung her up and then turned to start making her coffee.

      “It's another one of our best sellers. People love raspberry, especially in the summer. I haven't seen you around here before, are you new in town?”

      “No, I'm actually from Romero and came over today to pick up some books I purchased at an estate sale on the edge of town.”

      “The Bertram property. So sad. Such a gorgeous house and land. It's a shame he didn't have any family to pass it down to.”

      “Oh, I thought it beautiful as well and was wondering why it was being sold at auction.  That answers my question. There were so many gorgeous things when I was there, it is a shame they couldn’t be handed down.”

      The woman sat Trixie's latte and a plate with her fudge brownie on the counter.

      “This looks amazing. Would you have time to sit with me while I eat it?” Trixie wouldn't have asked, but there was no one else in the shop at the moment. It was small, much like Read Wine, so if someone came in she could easily get up.  Trixie assume that much like in her store, this woman would visit with customers when she could.

      “I own a bookstore/coffee shop/wine bar in Romero called Read Wine and I would love to hear about your business,” Trixie added.

      “I'd be delighted.” The woman walked around the counter and motioned for Trixie to sit at a table close to the counter, which would make it convenient if she needed to jump up and help a customer.

      “My name is Hazel.”

      “Trixie.”

      “So how long have you had your shop?” Hazel asked.

      “Not as long as you. Just going on a year,” Trixie said and gave her the rundown of how it came to be.

      “How fun doing it with your friends.”

      “It is. It's a lot of hard work and very scary to be a business owner, but I love it.”

      “Yeah, business ownership isn't for the faint of heart.”

      “So how long has that real estate office been open next to you?”

      Hazel thought for a minute. “Not long. The gentleman that owns it moved here a few years ago. Why? Are you in the market for some real estate?”

      Trixie shook her head. “No, just curious about the businesses I've seen. Your town has worked hard in revitalizing the downtown area, which Romero has done as well so I was just curious.”

      “I don't know him well, but he comes in here several times a week for coffee and he's always nice and pleasant and brings clients over here. I like anyone who brings us business.”

      That didn't help. He was a nice guy when Sally and she met him, but why was he arguing with Tracy? Unless he had a buyer who wanted Bramble Patch. Could he be working for Adam?
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      After having a nice chat with Hazel and filling her belly with more pastries than she should have ever eaten, Trixie left the coffee shop assuring Hazel she'd come back and bring Sally and Cora. They could learn a lot from Hazel and she said she was more than willing to share her secrets. When she stepped out of the shop, she walked next door and into Murdock Realty. She had no idea what she was going to say, but this was the reason she'd come back and she wasn't going home without at least talking to him. What’s the worst that could happen?

      It was a small place, smaller than the coffee shop, and when she walked in, he was sitting there at one of the two desks in front of her.

      “Welcome to Murdock Realty, I'm Danny Murdock.” He stood up and shook her hand. “You look familiar, have we met?”

      “Yes, at the estate sale a couple days ago. We were both admiring the beautiful marble floors.”

      “Ah, yes. Now I remember. Please come and have a seat. What can I help you with? Are you looking to buy property in Monroe? I think I told you I don’t handle residential, but my associate does. I can get some information from you to pass along.”

      “No, I’m not in the market for property. I was hoping you could answer a question for me.”

      “I will if I can,” he said in a friendly manner that, much like the other day, just seemed a little too friendly. Trixie hoped his friendly demeanor carried over to helping her with what she needed.

      “How do you know Tracy Plains?” By the look on his face Trixie could tell that wasn’t what he was expecting her to say, but she couldn't tell if his look of surprise meant he didn't want anyone to know he knew Tracy or if he was truly surprised at the question.

      “I'm sorry, I don't recognize the name.”

      Trixie sighed. So that's how he was going to play it. He was going to pretend he didn't know her. She wasn't going to let him get away with it. She hadn't driven an hour to not have the courage to ask, even if he got mad. What did it matter?

      “I know you know who she is,” she challenged.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” he demanded, looking indignant.

      “If you're going to lie about it then, yes.” Trixie stood her ground. “I saw you arguing with her the other day at Bramble Patch Winery. I assume if you were arguing with her you at least know who she is.”

      Once he realized he was caught in a lie his expression changed, his anger melted away, and his face flushed with embarrassment. “I'm sorry, but I do have a good reason for lying,” he offered.

      Trixie wasn't expecting that. To lie and get defensive then do a complete turnaround in attitude. “Tracy is my client and I was trying to help her buy the winery.”

      Surprise registered on Trixie's face. “Did the owners know?”

      “I know one of them did. David. He was who I was dealing with. The property was about to go into foreclosure and David wanted to help her buy it.”

      Not only was the foreclosure situation being thrown out there again, but Trixie couldn't imagine how Tracy would have the kind of money needed to buy a property that size. Even though they were in a small-town, there was a lot of acreage and the buildings alone seem like they would've put it out of her price range. Though that was all conjecture that someone working at a management level wouldn’t have that kind of cash.

      “How can she afford that?” she blurted out.

      “She comes from money and I believe she was going to use some of her trust fund for the down payment.”

      Well, that made sense and wasn’t anything Trixie would have ever guessed. “How much is the property going for?”

      “That's the beauty of a foreclosed property. They just want to unload it. They, meaning the bank. We were trying to organize a short sale. I don’t have exact numbers, but it should be a good number. About a quarter of a million.”

      “Is that even feasible since it hasn't technically gone into foreclosure?”

      “Normally no, but on a property this big, looking at the history of how long it sat without owners the last time, the bank was very motivated to work something out, even if it meant taking a loss. Which is a positive side of a small-town. A lot can happen behind the scenes.”

      Trixie mulled that around for a second, thinking it didn't make sense. She was surprised to find out Tracy was wealthy since she was working as a manager of the winery. Trixie had to admire that. That job wasn't easy and if Tracy was doing it and didn't have to work, then she must be passionate about the industry with a great work ethic.

      “Please don't say anything. Not that talking about the generalities of this is a breach of confidentiality, but I don't want Tracy to think I was talking about her personal business.”

      Trixie wasn't even going to answer to that statement because there's no way she could keep this from Deanna, and she needed to find out why Deanna lied about the money problems. It could be related to David’s murder. She felt asking more questions to distract him was her only option, plus she still had more information she wanted to find out.

      “Then why were you and Tracy arguing when I saw you at Bramble Patch?”

      “I felt she was offering too high of a bid. David was in deep. Bramble Patch was in the red and the bank could see the writing on the wall. I told Tracy that we could negotiate an even better deal, but she'd have none of it. She said it wasn't right. She wanted to give the bank the money to catch the loan up and do a short-term arrangement with David to help him with some other things. She was talking to her financial adviser about it and I'm not sure what he said, but I told her she was nuts. Luckily, David died before it could be executed.”

      Tracy just stared him after that comment, and he had the grace to blush.

      “I didn't mean it the way it came out. I'm just saying, as my client, I didn't see why she would throw her money away like that. It doesn't make sense when we could've gotten a really good deal. Even if you have a ton of money, why waste it?”

      Trixie thought he had a point. Isn't that how the rich got richer, because they were savvier with money than the middle class? More importantly, why would Tracy do that? Why would she spend money unnecessarily? Trixie could totally understand her wanting to buy the winery if she was passionate about it and she was, but why not get the best deal?

      Was there something more going on between her and David than just business?
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      Trixie hated to go to Deanna looking for answers with everything Deanna had been through, but after her conversation with Danny she thought long and hard on the way home. She felt that there was no choice but to ask Deanna if there could've been anything more between Tracy and David that didn't fall under the manager/employee relationship.

      Luckily, Bramble Patch Winery was between Monroe and her house so she didn't have to go too far out-of-the-way or she may have talked herself out of it. She got to the winery and hadn't texted Deanna first so hoped she wasn’t busy, but as she pulled up she found her on the porch outside.

      “Hey, good to see you. What brings you out here?” Deanna said as Trixie approached.

      “I have a couple questions to ask you if you don't mind?”

      “Not at all. I'm just sitting out here relaxing. This is one of my favorite spots on the property,” she said as Trixie slid into the seat across from her. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No, I'm good.”

      “What's on your mind?”

      “Was the winery in foreclosure?” Trixie blurted out, figuring being direct was the best way to go.

      Deanna look shocked and then confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know how this town can be. I've heard from a couple people now that the property was heading into foreclosure and that David was working trying to sell it.” Deanna wore a horrified expression, her hand covering her mouth.

      Shaking her head, she started speaking, “What is wrong with people? Where do they get their information?”

      “Are you sure something wasn't going on that maybe you didn't know about?” Trixie asked gently. She could understand one person saying something, but when she heard it from a couple different people who were unrelated - what was that old saying, where there's smoke, there's fire? There was definitely something on fire at Bramble Patch Winery.

      “David handled all the financial stuff. I've just never liked dealing with anything pertaining to bills and money. We have our regular checking and savings accounts, but he handles all the investments like stocks and stuff.”

      Oh, Deanna you never do that, Trixie thought. Rule number one her dad told her about money, never trust anyone else with it. Always make sure you were never left in the dark. “You don't think David would have done anything you weren’t aware of, do you?” Trixie asked, knowing the answer already but hoping to hear it from Deanna.

      Deanna bristled and the last thing Trixie wanted to do was upset her or make her mad, but these questions had to be asked. Too many people were talking about foreclosure and, if it wasn't true it needed to be put to a stop. If it was true, Deanna needed to protect herself and see what other things she didn't know about.

      “I know my husband. He would never take advantage of me,” Deanna said harshly.

      “I'm not trying to upset you; I'm just trying to get to the bottom of this. You did ask me for help.”

      “I didn't think asking you for help meant you would be trying to tell me David was doing things behind my back.”

      “I'm not blaming it on David, I'm just asking a question. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you.”

      “I think you should leave,” Deanna snapped.

      “Deanna,” Trixie pleaded.

      “We can talk later. I just think you should leave for now.”

      Trixie got up and she felt really bad. “I'll call you later.”

      Deanna nodded then looked down at her iced tea and didn't say anything else.

      As Trixie left the winery, she became angry. Not at Deanna, but at David. Her gut was telling her now even more than before that there were some things David had done that Deanna didn't know about. Trixie just didn't know exactly what or why.

      Instead of taking the turn that would lead her to her street, she went to the rest of the way into town. There was only one bank in town and it's where most everyone who lived in Romero did their banking. The bank manager, Derek, also happened to be someone she went to high school with. While she normally wouldn't ask him to divulge confidential financial information, she thought maybe he could tell her if her suspicions were right.

      She pulled into the bank parking lot and realized she had made it just in the nick of time. The bank was going to close in ten minutes, which might work to her advantage as there might not be that many people there. He might be more inclined to share if it was just them.

      When she walked in, she headed right over to his office. She could see through the windows that made up the entire front of his office that he was in. The door was open, and she knocked on the frame to get his attention. He looked up and waved her in.

      “Hey, Trixie, what brings you in?” Derek said with a big smile.

      “Do you have a minute?”

      “For you, of course.” He said and waved at her to have a seat.

      Trixie closed the door and sat down where he instructed.

      “This must be serious if you're shutting the door. Problems with the ex-again?”

      It wasn't uncommon for her ex-husband's child support checks to bounce and she’d needed his help on more than one occasion to straighten out her checking account.

      “No, this is about Deanna.”

      His expression changed to a somber one. “Horrible, isn't it? It's hard to believe that something like that happened in our town. Have you talked to Deanna? How is she doing?”

      “She's doing as well as can be expected. But I came here because I was hoping that you might be able to answer a couple questions about the winery and David.”

      “I can try as long as it's not confidential bank information.”

      “Well, it kind of is. I've heard from a few different sources that the winery was almost in foreclosure. I asked Deanna about it and she got angry and said there's no way. But honestly, while I don't normally want to listen to gossip, I believe it. I’m afraid he was hiding things from her.”

      “That would fall under confidential banking information,” he said slowly.

      “So, you can't tell me anything?” He paused and Trixie could tell he knew something but was conflicted. She understood him not wanting to put his job in jeopardy. “I’m not just trying to verify gossip, I'm trying to help Deanna figure out who killed her husband.”

      “What I can tell you is that you should listen to your gut.”

      If she did that then the winery was going into foreclosure and Deanna knew nothing about it. What did that mean? What had David been hiding? More importantly, why?
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      All roads seemed to lead back to Tracy, Trixie thought after she left the bank and stopped by Read Wine to close up and let Cora go home. Maybe Tracy had killed David. If she wanted to buy the property maybe it was would be easier if he wasn’t around. But then that didn't make sense because Danny said that David was working with her and Tracy was bending over backward to help him. If only she could ask Deanna, but after their last encounter she didn't want to go back and upset her unless she had proof. It seemed odd that every path included Tracy in some form. That had to mean something.

      Trixie wanted to confront her and see what she had to say; however, she didn't want to do it at the winery because she didn't want Deanna to know. She needed to catch her at home, but she had no idea where Tracy lived. Though there was one person who might know.

      She went to pick up her phone and make a call when someone walked in.

      “How can I help you?” Trixie asked the customer.

      “A large iced vanilla latte please and you better make that decaf. It's a little late in the day to have caffeine.”

      “Sure thing. Can I interest you in a pastry to go with that?”

      “No, just the coffee, thank you.”

      Trixie turned around and fired up the espresso machine, grabbing a large cup and filling it with ice, milk, and the vanilla syrup. She poured it in the shaker while she waited for the coffee to brew. When it was done, she dumped it in the shaker, put the top on, gave it a few shakes and poured it back in the original cup, putting the lid on it and sticking in a straw. She turned back to the counter, set it in front of the customer and rang her up.

      “That will be three dollars and twenty-four cents, please.”

      The woman handed over her credit card and Trixie swiped it, giving it back to her and then handing her receipt. “If you're not in a hurry feel free to browse around, we have a very nice selection of used books. You can even sit down and read one of them and don't have to buy it,” she said cheerfully. 

      “Why thank you.”

      The woman went off to browse and as soon as she was out of earshot Trixie grabbed her phone and dialed.

      “Hello,” the man answered on the second ring.

      “Dean? This is Trixie. I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

      An hour later, after the store closed, Trixie was on her way to where Tracy lived. Dean had given her Tracy's address and had also told her Tracy’s schedule the next couple of days.

      It took her about thirty minutes to reach Tracy's condo. She was located halfway between Romero and Monroe, right on the edge of both. Technically in the town of Monroe, she lived in a complex of condos that had been built just a couple years ago. As Trixie pulled in, she couldn't help but wonder why Tracy would pick this place of all places to live. Not that it wasn't nice, it was, but knowing she came from money it was just hard to reconcile the choice when as small as the town was there were some high-end areas to live. But the fact that Tracy was working when she didn't have to did say a lot about her lack of interest in material things

      Trixie looked at the scrap of paper where she'd written the exact address and pulled into an empty spot close to the building. Her stomach started to churn from nerves because she wasn't sure at all how Tracy would receive her stopping by.

      She took a deep breath after getting out of her car and let it out slowly to calm her nerves and then walked up to the door, ringing the doorbell. She heard a dog bark and footsteps and soon the door opened.

      Tracy peered out, a look of confusion on her face. Clearly the last person she expected to visit her was Trixie.

      “I hope I'm not coming at a bad time. I'm sorry I'm dropping in unannounced. Do you have a few minutes?”

      “Sure, come in,” Tracy said, still looking confused but backing up and opening the door allowing Trixie to walk in.

      When Trixie walked through the door she was greeted by an excited golden retriever.

      “Down, Rocky,” Tracy said, and the retriever stopped and sat, but still looked at them as his whole body shook with excitement.

      “Sorry about that. We’ve been working on it. He doesn't quite understand not to jump on people.”

      “That's fine, he's just excited and wants to play.”

      “Can I get you anything; soda or water?”

      “No, I'm fine.”

      “Then come into the living room and have a seat.”

      Trixie had to admit Tracy was being awfully gracious for someone who had an unexpected guest that wasn't a friend.

      “What can I help you with? I mean, I assume you didn't just come here for a social visit.”

      “No, I wanted to talk to you about David.”

      “What about David?” Tracy said slowly, a look of apprehension on her face.

      Trixie paused as this was the uncomfortable part of the conversation. “I heard that Bramble Patch was going into foreclosure and David was helping you try to buy it, or you wanted to help him save it. The story has a few different versions.”

      Shock registered on Tracy's face. “How did you find out?”

      “So, it’s true?”

      Tracy nodded. “But I don't see what that has to do with David's murder.”

      “Maybe you thought with David out of the way you would get a better price?”

      “Are people saying that?” Tracy said, eyes filling with tears. “I did not kill him.”

      “Then who did?”

      “I don’t know. I was just trying to help him not lose all his money. I swear, I didn’t kill him.”
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      After a sleepless night tossing and turning, mulling over her conversation with Tracy, Trixie thought the only way to get to the bottom of things was to get Tracy and Deanna together. Maybe if Deanna heard from Tracy that the winery was in foreclosure and David was working to sell, she’d believe it.

      Trixie invited them both to Read Wine for coffee, though not telling each that she’d invited the other one. Tracy arrived first and Trixie was busy making her a latte.

      “I appreciate you inviting me. I’ve heard good things about your place but just hadn’t had the chance to stop by.”

      “You’re here now,” Trixie said, nerves building because she was expecting Deanna any moment and she had a feeling it wasn’t going to be a pleasant gathering.

      The door chimed and Trixie looked up to see it was Deanna and her stomach churned with apprehension. When Deanna reached her and Tracy, she wore a confused look on her face.

      “What are you doing here?” she directed toward Tracy, but Trixie stepped in.

      “I invited both of you here today because I thought we should talk.”

      “What about?” Deanna said warily.

      “About the rumors going around regarding the winery being in foreclosure.”

      At this Tracy looked very uncomfortable and she could see Deanna was mad.

      “I’m not going to stay here for this,” Deanna snapped, and Trixie looked at Tracy for help and Tracy looked even more uncomfortable.

      “Deanna,” Tracy said softly. “It’s true. David was trying to spare your feelings. He wanted to get the deal all worked out and then tell you.”

      “Only because you turned him against me!” Deanna spat out, pointing to Tracy. “She is jealous of me. I told David to get rid of her, but he said she was a good employee and good employees were hard to find. Well. it looks like he was wrong about keeping her around. She murdered my David.”

      Tracy started crying. “I didn't kill him. I loved him.”

      While Trixie had suspected for a while that was the case and had a feeling Deanna knew too, it was still a shock to hear. She glanced over at Deanna to see how she was reacting, but she just had fire in her eyes. It was clear this wasn’t a surprise to her.

      Trixie moved a little closer to her, almost afraid she might try to attack Tracy she seemed so angry.

      “You helped him embezzle money from the business to pay his gambling debt and you did harmful things to the winery to give Adam a better position to buy us out because you knew as much as David loved this place, he needed the money. But it still didn't get you what you wanted.”

      “You're so wrong. He loved me.”

      “And that's how you got him killed,” Deanna interrupted her with a scream.

      Trixie’s head reared back, and Tracy's eye snapped open in shock. Had she heard her right? Did Deanna just go from accusing Tracy of killing David to saying she got him killed?

      Realization dawned on Trixie and she wondered how she could have missed it. The woman scorned and all that. The oldest reason in the book.

      “You did it,” Trixie said softly, putting her hand on Deanna’s arm. Deanna shrugged it off angrily.

      “You killed David?” Tracy said.

      “He was mine. My husband, my business partner, my soul mate and you ruined it. I knew about him owing money, but I loved him and knew he would handle it. I supported him because I loved him, but you took him away from me. I wasn't going to let you have him,” Deanna was screaming.

      Trixie slowly stepped toward where her phone was sitting on the counter and picked it up. Neither woman noticed her as Deanna was screaming at Tracy and Tracy was crying hysterically. Trixie quickly texted Clive and set the phone down where she could see the readout, hoping Clive got her text and fast.

      “You killed him?” Tracy sobbed. “Why? Why did you kill him?”

      “If I couldn’t have him no one was going to,” she shrieked that last sentence just as Clive walked in.

      “Deanna! It’s true? You killed David?” Clive said and Deanna looked at him then fell to the floor sobbing.

      “What have I done?” she wailed as to more officers followed Clive in and pulled her off the floor, handcuffed her and walked her out to the waiting police car.

      “Are you two okay?” Clive ask Tracy and Trixie. They both nodded, but Tracy was heartbroken. Trixie could see she really loved him.

      “Did you suspect?” Trixie asked Clive.

      “I had my suspicions, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “I can’t believe Deanna felt she couldn’t let him live without her.”

      “It’s too bad because now her life is over too.”

      Trixie looked over to Tracy. This tragedy had ruined three lives. All for what? It made Trixie appreciated all she had. Her life was good. Really good.
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      Thanks for reading! I’d love to know what you thought, and reader reviews are one of the most influential factors in whether someone will give a book a chance. So, if you’ve enjoyed this book, would you please consider reviewing it? I would greatly appreciate it.
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