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Dedication
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With love to A for introducing me to good wine. 

A wise man once said, “Life’s too short to drink bad wine.”

And to J whose delightful wine bar inspired Sip. 

Thanks for the insight on wine and murder.
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Chapter 1
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“Ladies, did you know more serial killers are born in January than any other month?”

I paused with my glass of Malbec halfway to my mouth. The red wine was only a few shades darker than the walls. I was almost afraid to ask. “How’d you know that, Lloyd?”

The melancholy man at the end of the bar shrugged bony shoulders and hunched farther over his half-empty glass. It was something white. Probably whatever was cheapest. “Read it somewhere. Eleven-point two percent of all serial killers were born in January, even though only 7.9 percent of all births are in that month.”

“Is that so?” Nina said dryly. As the owner of the wine bar, Sip, she was used to Lloyd. He may not have been one of her best costumers, but he was certainly a frequent one, not to mention...interesting. If you weren’t careful, he’d corner you and yack your ear off about the difference between coffins and caskets or the penalty for cutting down a cactus in Arizona.

“Hannibal Lecter’s birthday was January 20, 1933,” Lloyd supplied. 

Did he realize Hannibal Lecter was fictional?

“Good to know,” I said, albeit sarcastically. “I’ll have to remember that for the next trivia night.” 

It was a Wednesday afternoon, and Lloyd and I were the only customers. I was there because I’d just finished the first draft of The Rancher’s Lost Bride, my latest historical romance, and needed to celebrate. Lloyd was there because Lloyd was always there. My best friend, Cheryl Delaney, had planned to join me at our favorite watering hole, but she was in the middle of trying to get her fictional detective out of a locked room that was filling with water. Cheryl and I were both full-time authors, which was sort of how we’d connected in the first place, shortly after I quit my boring accountant job in Portland and moved to the cute seaside town of Astoria, Oregon. We’d met Nina through our mutual love of wine.

I know, writers and wine. Total cliché. Like cops and donuts or mobsters and spaghetti. 

I turned to Nina, who was putting price stickers on a new case of Sineann Abondante. Only the best Pacific Northwest wines for Nina. 

“Any tips for our trip?” I asked.

My boyfriend, Lucas Salvatore, had promised to take me on a long weekend winetasting tour to get away and decompress. It turned into a double-date situation when Cheryl and her boyfriend, James “Bat” Battersea, the local homicide detective, decided to join us. Okay, fine, it was my idea. Cheryl liked wine as much as I did, and there was no way I was going without her, especially since we were staying in these super cute vintage trailers at the edge of one of the vineyards. There were even beach cruiser bikes we could borrow to travel between vineyards, or if that wasn’t to our taste, we could hire someone to drive us around in an aqua blue 1957 Chevy Bel Air convertible. Frankly, that was my choice.

“Hmm....” Nina tapped her cheek with a long, red nail which matched her red vintage style wiggle dress. “Ask if they have a backdated stock of library wines. Older bottles, basically. They’re usually not for sale, but every now and then you get lucky. They can be a real bargain.”

“Cool. Thanks!”

“Sure thing. When do you leave?”

“Tonight. As soon as Bat gets off his shift, we’ll drive over the mountains to the Willamette Valley and check in. Get an early start tomorrow.”

“Do you know which vineyards—” She broke off as a man entered the shop. Her jaw clenched and her body went stiff. “Tarnation.”

I almost started laughing. I’d never heard her use that word before. “You know him?” I kept my voice low so he wouldn’t hear.

“He’s one of my distributors. I hate when he just pops in like this.” Her tone was sour. Obviously she didn’t like him much, but she plastered an artificial smile on her face. Nina never let personal feelings get in the way of business. “Dick Dickerson.” I nearly spit wine across the bar. “What brings you to Astoria?”

“Was in the neighborhood.” He strode across the room and stood, arms akimbo, surveying the shop like the owned the place. He was big—tall and broad—with hair as white as Lloyd’s but more neatly trimmed. He wore a pair of tan polyester slacks and a beige button-down shirt, along with polished brown loafers that had seen better days. “Thought I’d stop in and see if you needed to place an order. Business is slow, hey?” 

“I prefer to call you to place an order,” she said stiffly, ignoring his little jibe.

“I hadn’t been by in a while, so I figured a visit was in order. Gotta keep the little lady satisfied.” His smarmy smile indicated he was well aware of the double entendre. I had the sudden urge to upend my glass over his head, except it would be a total waste of good wine. He sniffed. “You know what you could use around here?”

“Oh, do tell,” Nina muttered under her breath. Her knuckles had turned white on the price gun she gripped.

“A good paint job. This is not a professional color, Nina. Looks like a bordello. You don’t want to look cheap, do you?” He indicated the wine-red walls and the dark wood trim. “You’ll provide a much better customer experience with nice white walls. Trim too.”

“Do you own a wine shop, Dick?” I said sweetly.

He gave me an irritated glance. “Of course not. Who are you?”

“Viola Roberts. I drink here. As in customer. I like the red walls and dark trim. They’re cozy, and they nicely frame the view of the river.” The large picture window offered a view of the street, with its charming historical buildings and the hillside leading down to the blue-green waters of the Columbia River.

He snorted. “Obviously you don’t understand color.”

“Ah, you’re an interior designer then.” I took a sip of Malbec, wishing it was something stronger.

Dick grimaced. “That’s a woman’s job. Totally beneath me.”

Even Lloyd—who’d been lost in thought, staring in his wine glass—looked stunned. “Red increases appetite,” he blurted. “Perfect color for a drinking establishment.”

“Oh, is that so,” Dick sneered. “How would you know, you pedantic bore?”

Lloyd flushed and ducked his head.

“Hey, wait a minute,” I said, leaning toward Dick. “That’s uncalled for.”

Dick snorted. “What’s uncalled for is him yapping away all day, boring everyone to tears.”

I suddenly wished I wrote murder mysteries instead of romances, then maybe I could use research as an excuse for killing the blockhead.

Before I could choke the conceited nitwit to death, Nina said, “Thank you for stopping by, Dick. I’ll call if I need to place an order.”

“You do that, little lady.” He gave her another leer before sauntering back outside. He walked past the bakery, tossed a gum wrapper on the ground, and jumped in a tacky red convertible.

Talk about cliché. Midlife crisis much? 

He roared off without looking, nearly slamming into a Subaru full of tourists. He didn’t even turn his head when the Subaru driver laid on the horn.

“What a jerk,” Lloyd said. His tone was almost spirited.

“You’ve got that right,” Nina agreed. “Bane of my existence.”

“Why don’t you just tell him to stick it where the sun don’t shine?” I suggested.

She laughed. “I would, but he’s the only distributor of one of my most popular wines, so I’m stuck with him for now. Believe me, I wouldn’t shed a tear if he dropped dead.”

––––––––
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THE RED WINE RETRO Resort was located on the outskirts of the charming little town of Filbert Grove, named so because once upon a time, the surrounding countryside was covered in filbert—also known as hazelnut—orchards, which have since been chopped down to make way for vineyards. Only a handful of the orchards remain. 

The resort was more or less an RV park, but all the trailers were from the 50s and 60s and had recently been redone with proper plumbing and adorable little porches with patio furniture and lights strung around them. There were about a dozen along a neat loop of blacktop, each with its own parking space. The park was beautifully landscaped, with a kidney-shaped pool and a hot tub bubbling away. There was even a tiki bar! A hand-painted sign informed us it was open from 5-10 p.m. Fridays and Saturdays and 47 p.m. Sundays.

Lucas parked the car in front of an Airstream with two cream-colored cruiser bicycles parked next to it. A bistro table sprouting a large yellow umbrella perched at the edge of the porch, along with matching chairs with yellow cushions. Planters overflowing with yellow and white petunias had been placed on either side of the steps leading up to the porch. 

“What do you think?” Lucas turned to me with a barely suppressed grin. His blue eyes sparkled. His dark hair, sliver at the temples, was in need of a trim.

“I can’t wait to see what it looks like on the inside.” I’d never thought of myself as being into the vintage aesthetic, but I dearly loved the look of that Airstream. “Where are Bat and Cheryl staying?”

“The Shasta, over there.” He pointed to a yellow and white trailer with two blue Adirondack chairs out front, along with a bright red barbeque. 
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