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To Holmes, this girl’s best friend.

Always loved. Forever missed.


What is a weed?

A plant whose virtues have not yet been discovered.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



the humble dandelion

The next time you see a dandelion in your yard, put away the weed killer and stop and take a closer look. Inside the leaves of this unassuming herb is a powerhouse of nutrients, including iron, beta-carotene, and potassium, that can contribute to better health and wellness, and it’s free! Best of all, nearly every part of the dandelion plant is edible.

You’ll often find me in the kitchen at Nature’s Way Market & Café, my health food store on the East End of Long Island, experimenting with recipes that include this unsung hero of culinary excellence. My favorite thing to do is to sauté well-scrubbed dandelion roots in a little toasted sesame oil and tamari. Yum!

Herbalists have long prescribed dandelion-root tea as a natural remedy to relieve acne and eczema as well as to enhance liver function. You’ll learn more about the dandy dandelion and other edible plants in the pages of this book and the resources section in the back. I’ve even included recipes for you to try! Enjoy!

Yours naturally,

Willow McQuade, ND



chapter one

I absolutely love edible plants, many of which are also my favorite natural remedies. But I don’t mean fruits and vegetables. I mean weeds that are usually perceived as a nuisance and something to be “rid of,” but are, in fact, packed with nutrients and have amazing healing powers. Take the much-maligned dandelion, for example. Believe it or not, it’s actually chock-full of good-for-you vitamins and minerals, including magnesium, vitamins C and E, iron, potassium, and calcium, and can be used to make everything from smoothies to salads.

I’d been fascinated by edible plants ever since my late aunt Claire Hagen handed me her dog-eared copy of naturalist Euell Gibbons’s book Stalking the Wild Asparagus when I was fifteen years old. An instant hit when it was first published in 1962, it provided a blueprint that anyone could follow to find, gather, and prepare wild foods.

After giving me the book, Claire encouraged me to go along with her as she foraged for wild edibles in the fields and woods of the North Fork, on the East End of Long Island, New York. I was born out here, in Greenport, and Claire moved here after living in London for many years, where she worked as an editor for British Vogue. My passion for edible plants and natural remedies came from her, and seventeen years later, I was just as fascinated.

For this reason I was out in the fields teaching a class in edible plants one early Sunday morning in October, a week before Halloween. Fall was one of my favorite seasons and a prime time to be out in nature, identifying and foraging to my heart’s content. Fall was also the North Fork’s best-kept secret. Not only were the summer tourists gone and the beaches and the woods empty, the weather was cool, with just a little nip of cold, signaling that winter was on its way, but not here just yet.

My latest project, a medicinal herb garden dedicated to Claire, opened last year and had turned out to be a smashing success. This despite my finding a dead body near the digitalis plants, on the opening day of the annual Maritime Festival. Fortunately, with the help of my boyfriend and ex-cop, Jackson Spade, and my ex-boyfriend, television writer-producer Simon Lewis, we brought the killer to justice. The garden became a popular place to visit, and I kept busy leading tours several times a day along with running the health food store I’d inherited from Claire, Nature’s Way Market & Café on Front Street.

Now, with the cooler weather, the garden had turned dormant, rejuvenating and regenerating itself for spring. So, in the off-season, I’d turned my attention to my workshops in Nature’s Way on how to benefit from edible plants, and other natural remedies, for health and wellness.

This morning we were foraging in the fields behind Jackson’s house and animal sanctuary, far from the road, and away from exhaust fumes and nasty chemicals that could contaminate any plants we picked. Each class participant had a copy of one of Claire’s most popular books, The Edible Planet, which featured twenty-five commonly used plants complete with color photographs.

The first rule of foraging was to be absolutely certain in plant identification, and the photos helped ensure this. While most plants were safe and helpful, poisonous plants also existed, and we wanted to avoid these. I led the group, which was made up of ten women of various ages, some local, some from New York, and a few from a day trip from Connecticut across the Sound. Lily Bryan, twenty-five, my new assistant at Nature’s Way, was also here.

Lily had graduated from the New York Culinary Institute in June and hoped to open her own restaurant on the East End one day. Lily was intelligent, motivated, and a hard worker—much like her uncle, Wallace Bryan, my manager—and an enthusiastic student. I was glad to have her along today.

We continued to head east across the fields as the early-morning sunshine slanted through the trees at the north edge of Jackson’s property, and birds wheeled and chattered overhead. A few feet later, I spotted a cluster of yarrow, a plant with firm, compact lacy white flower clusters on top of long, elegant green leafy stems.

“This is a good start,” I said as I got on my knees and examined it, and the group gathered around me. “Yarrow is one of my favorite herbs, especially in the fall. You can make a lovely cup of tea with its leaves if you have a cold, and it’s also relaxing and a mild pain reliever. This was also one of my aunt’s favorite edibles, and there’s a section on it in the back of your book that will tell you more about it.” I paused as everyone found the section.

“There’s plenty of it here, but we never take more than we need,” I said. “But since we’ll be using the leaves, flowers, and stem, I’ll take this plant whole.” I used my spade to gently dig it up and handed it to Lily, who put it in the big blue bucket that she always carried when foraging. “Now, at our next class, on Monday morning, I’ll show you how to use these to make tea and a yarrow, calendula, and oatmeal facial. So we need to find calendula next. Let’s turn to that page in your book and start looking for it.”

The group eagerly began to search for calendula plants, which sported bright yellow and orange flowers. “Some people say that calendula glows like the sun,” I continued. “It’s a member of the daisy family, also known as English marigold. It’s one of my favorite edibles. We can use it in the facial, but it also adds taste and color to salads and other dishes.”

As we continued to head in an easterly direction, we moved beyond Jackson’s property to the parcel next door, and the Pure vineyard. I had permission to forage here as well, since the property belonged to Simon. Simon had purchased the winery a year ago, as an investment, with David Farmer, a talented winemaker who came from one of the first families of winemaking on the East End. Together they had turned the vineyard into an organic, sustainable winery using biodynamic methods and native yeast, powered only by wind and sun.

Today was important for Pure and all the vineyards on the East End—the first day of North Fork UnCorked!, a weeklong affair that featured wine tours, tastings, and events from Riverhead to Orient, sponsored by the Long Island Wine Council and Wine Lovers magazine.

Pure and other wineries were competing for the title of best North Fork vintage, and a cash prize of $200,000. The judging of individual wines produced by the vineyards would take place throughout the week, and the winner would be announced a week from today, at a gala ball at historic Southwold Hall.

Simon’s winery was the clear front-runner in the competition. Not only was his vineyard the first on the East End to grow and make organic wine, but his vineyard had already nabbed several top awards this year and had received a ton of positive press. Of course, the rival vineyards were jealous. But facts are facts, and David Farmer was now widely regarded as one of the up-and-coming winemakers out here and in the United States.

This afternoon, Simon was hosting a cocktail party and tasting for the editor of Wine Lovers magazine at Pure and had asked Nature’s Way to cater it for him. So, along with teaching my class this morning, both Lily and I were on the lookout for tasty edible plants to add to the menu.

An hour later we’d discovered not only calendula but chamomile and mint, and Lily had added a few handfuls of dandelion greens for garnish. While she led the class back to Greenport and Nature’s Way, I headed over to see Simon in his office at Pure to discuss last-minute preparations for the party.

As I walked past Pure’s sunflowers and corn maze on the way to the winery, I realized that today I felt good about everything. Not only was my business doing well, along with the medicinal garden and my classes, but my relationship with Jackson was stronger than ever since we’d met four years ago. Although we’d talked about marriage—I was thirty-two and Jackson was thirty-four—for right now we were happy with the way things were. We also lived on the North Fork, one of the most beautiful places in the world. So, yes, I was lucky. We both were.

But I was startled out of the musings about my good fortune by a shouting match from just inside the corn maze. It sounded like David and his wife, Ivy.

“You never listen to me!”

“That’s a laugh, you’re a control freak. Ivy, you micromanage everything and everyone here.”

“That’s what we’re here for.”

This was true because Simon had been busy producing his new show, Visions, in L.A. and was in preproduction on his new movie about Captain Kidd, based on his screenplay. He’d left the day-to-day running of the winery to David. Ivy Lord was the tasting-room manager, while her twin sister, Amy, ran the bed-and-breakfast at the vineyard.

“But you take it too far. This morning you tried to tell me how to craft our latest vintage! That’s my job!”

“David, please, you wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me. It’s my money that enabled you to invest with Simon. You’ve never even supported yourself, not once since you’ve been married to me.”

This, too, was true. David had been able to buy the winery thanks to Ivy Lord, and a quirk of fate. When the twins were just five years old, their parents died in an auto accident on the Long Island Expressway. Because of this tragedy, their grandfather Walter Lord, a wealthy hedge-fund manager, and his wife, Emily, agreed to bring up the girls and act as their guardians. When Walter died at the ripe old age of ninety-five in 2012, Ivy inherited a vast fortune because she was the oldest twin by twenty-two minutes. She was also put in charge of Amy’s trust fund. From what I’d heard, Amy, like David, wasn’t happy about Ivy’s being in charge. Although, Ivy had given Amy a quarter stake in Pure as a consolation prize.

“You know, when you say things like that, I feel like you’re killing a piece of my soul.”

“Oh, David, don’t be so dramatic.”

“No, really, you make me feel like nothing. Like I’m nothing at all. Do you know what it feels like to be a man and know that your wife is supporting you?”

“Get over it. You knew what you were signing up for.”

“I can’t listen to this anymore. I’ve got to go.”

Quickly I moved on, but as I walked past the east entrance to the maze, David stormed out and ran right into me. I stumbled backward, but he grabbed my arm and kept me from falling. “I’m so sorry, Willow, are you okay?”

“Fine, David, thanks.”

David, in his early thirties, could have been a TV or a movie star. His best features were his chocolate-brown eyes, a thick thatch of dark brown hair, that unshaven look, and a dazzling white smile. A smile that obviously hid some unhappiness.

“What are you doing out here?”

I pointed to the winery, which was about twenty yards away. It looked like a classic French château, with weathered slate-blue paint, tall pitched roofs, and mustard shutters, covered in ivy and in every way completely charming.

“I just finished giving a class on wild edible plants and now I’m off to see Simon to make sure everything is on track for this afternoon’s party.”

“I’m glad to see that you are doing your job,” Ivy said as she walked out of the maze and over to us. While David sported a casual look with jeans, a faded Coldplay T-shirt, and a brown corduroy jacket, Ivy wore a beige Chanel suit with four-inch heels, her auburn hair tucked behind her ears.

I nodded and smiled, ignoring her sharp tone. “Of course. I always check on the venue before any event, and I’ll return with my crew shortly.”

“Just so you know, we’re nearly ready on our end.” Ivy tapped her expensive-looking black-and-gold Apple watch.

I glanced over her shoulder and read a text message that had popped up: You bitch! You’ll pay for this!

But Ivy didn’t react. Instead, she turned to us. “In fact, the tables were just delivered and my staff is setting them up now.”

“And the tasting for Nora Evans, the editor at Wine Lovers magazine?” David said, sounding anxious. “That’s the most important part.”

“I know that, David. And we’re ready, of course we are. But I do need to check with Amy to make sure the accommodations for the guests are in order.” Without saying good-bye, Ivy left us and headed inside.

David seemed embarrassed. “You’ll have to forgive her, Willow. We’ve got a lot riding on this.”

“Don’t give it a second thought.” I suddenly felt sorry for David. Ivy was a lot of work; that was for sure.

•  •  •

Inside, I found Simon in his well-appointed loft office with an expensive sofa, bookcase, and desk that overlooked the bar and lounge area. Its enormous picture window had a view of the vineyard, the sunflowers, and the corn maze, and beyond that the trees, with peekaboo views of a pond and, farther north, the Long Island Sound.

Simon, thirty-five, wasn’t conventionally good-looking. He was slender and bookish, but something about him, his charm, made him absolute catnip to women. Dressed in khakis and a black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and white Jack Purcell sneakers, he sat on the edge of the desk, talking into his headset while his adorable dachshund, Zeke, chewed a bone at his feet. Zeke spotted me, left the bone, and scampered over to say hi, tail wagging.

“Cassie, I told you that you should have taken him with you,” Simon said into the phone, and rolled his eyes dramatically. “I just don’t have time to give him the attention he needs. I’m very busy right now.”

Cassie, his now ex-girlfriend, was a documentary filmmaker on location in London. Simon blew out a sigh, took his wire-rim glasses off, rubbed his eyes, and put his glasses back on. “But you said that you wanted him there once you got settled, remember? He was going to stay in your trailer while you were working, and your assistant would walk him and play with him. Now you say you both don’t have time for him?”

I scratched the dog under the chin and put two and two together. Now that their relationship had ended, neither of them wanted the dog they’d acquired as a puppy six months ago.

This made me angry, first of all because Cassie had bought the dog at an NYC pet store that was known for selling animals from abusive puppy mills, and second because of their sudden change of heart once they broke up.

I’d seen this happen all too often at Jackson’s animal refuge. People were super-excited about getting a pet, but when they realized that it would require time, energy, attention, and effort, they wanted out.

“Fine, I’ll deal with it,” Simon said, hanging up and giving me a beseeching look.

I knew what that meant. “Let me guess, you want me to take the dog.” I picked up Zeke and gave him a kiss on the nose. Zeke was what is known as a red dachshund, with big brown eyes and a sweet disposition. He licked my face in return.

Simon nodded. “Would you? Cassie is too busy and so am I.”

“I told you to think it through before you got him, but you didn’t listen. Having a dog, a puppy especially, is a lot of work. It’s worth it, but you have to put the time and effort in to care for him, walk him, and play with him. You said you would, Simon.”

Simon shrugged. “I know I did. I meant to, but . . .”

What I wanted to say was But you’re selfish and only think of yourself. Still, we were friends now, not boyfriend and girlfriend, and I needed to act like a friend. So I tempered my reaction. “I know that you’ve got a lot on your plate, especially right now. It’s okay, we’ll take him.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Jackson won’t mind?”

I shook my head. “We’ve already talked about it. We both knew it was coming.”

“You are good friends. Better than I deserve.”

Instead of focusing on Simon’s flaws, I thought about all the times over the past few years that he’d been there for Jackson and me, with the murder investigations and incarcerations, and his help with lawyers and support. “It’s fine, Simon, really. I’m going over to Jackson’s now, so I can take him with me.”

Simon blew out a breath. “Good, thanks, Willow. That’s a relief.”

I put Zeke down on the area rug and pushed his bone toward him. He grabbed it and began to happily chew, his tail wagging. “So are we all set for this afternoon?”

Simon nodded. “Ivy has the tasting-room setup handled, and the dining room, while Amy’s managing the B and B.” The bed-and-breakfast, behind the tasting room, was a quaint clapboard house painted sea-foam green with bright white shutters, containing four bedroom suites.

The B and B had been up and running when Simon and David had taken over the vineyard and was a good moneymaker, especially after a complete interior and exterior renovation. Wine lovers enjoyed staying on-site, with the wine, the walks, and being in nature.

I told Simon about running into David and Ivy outside. “She’s a real piece of work, isn’t she? David seems miserable.”

“They’re always like that. The whole family has been fighting for years. He argues with her and his family, and Ivy fights with him and Amy.” Simon pushed off the desk and came over to me. “Don’t worry, Willow, no one is going to kill anyone.”

“What are you talking about?”

He put his arm around me. Simon had always been demonstrative, and fortunately Jackson didn’t mind. “C’mon, friend, it’s been over a year since your last case. You haven’t been able to play detective since that murder in your medicinal herb garden. Are you sure that you don’t want something to investigate?”

I shook my head. “You are nuts. I was just reporting what happened.”

He smirked at me. “Whatever you say.”

“If that’s all, I’m going to go home and get ready.”

“Don’t forget your new little buddy.” Simon picked up Zeke and his bone, patted his little head, and handed him to me. “I put all his stuff in that bag by the door—his dog bed, his blanket, his special puppy food and treats, bones and toys, you know, the works.”

The duffel bag was big and heavy, but I managed to hold Zeke and his bone and put it over my shoulder.

Simon waved to us as we went out the door. “Have fun, you two.”

•  •  •

I decided to stop by to see Jackson and introduce him to Zeke before I headed back to Nature’s Way. Less than five minutes later we arrived at his two-hundred-year-old house, on a generous two-and-a-half-acre lot, seven minutes east of Greenport.

I found him out back repairing the paddock for the horses, while volunteers buzzed around him, tending to rescued animals in the paddock and in the adjacent barn, including donkeys, goats, pigs, birds, opossums, raccoons, and two turkeys.

Rescue dogs and cats were placed in temporary foster homes with volunteers until they were adopted. Jackson put photos and bios of available animals on a website, and potential pet parents had to fill out an extensive application with information about themselves, their vet, and personal references. If the applicant looked promising, Jackson or one of his volunteers conducted a phone interview and a home visit before any adoption.

Unfortunately, animals had often been injured, abused, or abandoned, and when necessary, Jackson worked with the local vets to treat them and raised money from the community to care for them. Recently, he’d received a New York State grant that would fund his refuge through the end of next year and enable improvements to the paddock and the barn and the addition of more fencing out in the field for the larger animals.

I’d also been able to contribute quite a bit, and regularly, thanks to my profits from Aunt Claire’s Fresh Face herbal antiaging cream. The money took the pressure off Jackson, but fund-raising was a fact of life. Tomorrow night, we were hosting a dinner at Nature’s Way where dishes would be paired with Simon’s wines to benefit the sanctuary.

Healthwise, Jackson was feeling good. The back injury he’d sustained on the job from a slip on black ice, which resulted in his retirement, was no longer an issue, and he credited me with his recovery. Really, it was a combination of my natural cures and therapies such as massage and acupuncture from my in-store practitioners and good friends, Allie and Hector.

One problem for Jackson, though, was Simon’s new vineyard next door and the resulting noise from tour buses, limos, and visitors. Jackson also didn’t like Simon’s frequent pop-ins. While Jackson tolerated and even liked Simon, he could only take him in small doses. Simon could be charming and helpful but also selfish and self-centered. Often, he was oblivious of the effect his actions had on others, such as chatting up Jackson when he had work to do.

I waved to Jackson and pointed to Zeke. He shrugged, knowing what had happened. “Bring him over to meet the boys.” Qigong, and two dachshunds we’d rescued together named Columbo and Rockford, spotted me and scurried over to the bottom edge of the paddock that Jackson had reinforced with chicken wire so that they’d stay inside and safe. I met them there and patted their heads, while their little tails went back and forth like metronomes.

Jackson stepped out of the paddock and came over to us. He had on his usual working clothes—flannel shirt, jeans, and boots—and looked hunky and handsome with his short-cropped hair, scruffy beard, and piercing blue eyes.

“Hi, honey; hi, Zeke.” He gave me a kiss and scratched Zeke behind the ears, which he loved. “So, Simon couldn’t handle having a dog. Did you say, ‘I told you so’?”

I shook my head. “No, I was nice. He felt kind of bad about it, I think. Both he and Cassie are super-busy right now.”

“Unfortunately, I hear that all the time. Best to put Zeke inside the paddock and introduce him to the boys. Neutral ground and all that.”

“Good idea.” I followed Jackson through the gate. Curious, of course, our dogs scampered over. I put Zeke down on the ground and he immediately rolled onto his back submissively so they could examine him from nose to tail. “Qigong, Rockford, Columbo. Say hi to Zeke, guys.”

Dogs are pack animals, so I had no doubt that once they got used to each other Zeke would be happier here with all of us, rather than on his own, alone. His tail was already wagging back and forth.

Zeke stood up and the dogs sniffed him all over again. Finally, they decided he was A-OK, and all four of them began to explore the paddock together. After overhearing the fight between Ivy and David, I couldn’t help but think that it would be nice if people could be as accepting as dogs are.



chapter two

Two hours later, at eleven thirty, I headed back to Pure in my mint-green Prius, while Merrily, my chef at Nature’s Way, and Lily Bryan followed in the yellow-and-lime-green Nature’s Way van with giant sunflowers on each side. We’d packed the van with all the ingredients Merrily would need to make dishes on the spot, along with some that were already prepared. Jackson would arrive later when the cocktail party started at one o’clock.

Pure was the perfect venue for a party. The main area below Simon’s office felt expansive and was impressive, with floor-to-ceiling windows on the side that faced the back lawn, a high beamed ceiling, a black bar with silver trim, polished hardwood floors, elegant black tables with white tablecloths, and a large black Steinway piano in the corner, where the pianist was warming up.

We lugged the boxes into the kitchen, which was behind the bar, while I texted Simon to let him know that I was here. He replied with a “thumbs-up” emoticon.

We went back and forth to the van several more times until we finally had all the boxes and supplies in the kitchen, which was a chef’s dream—new, modern, with all the gadgets and shiny appliances you could ever need. Simon had spared no expense since he had planned from the outset to host events at Pure to raise its profile in the wine community.

Merrily and Lily quickly went to work and spent the next hour and a half preparing several choices of amuse-bouche—bite-size hors d’oeuvres—and the appetizers that would follow. Meanwhile, I focused on the dining room. The tables had been set, but I wanted to add little pumpkins to each table, and pots of locally grown yellow, orange, and pink mums to add fall flavor.

I’d just about finished when Jackson arrived with the first wave of guests, who oohed and aahed at the room and the view. They headed for the bar, or the servers Ivy had hired who were circulating with glasses of Pure wine while classical music was played on the piano. Other servers offered tasty amuse-bouche, including broiled oysters with lime butter, shrimp seviche with mint and mango, and cream-cheese pancakes with smoked salmon.

Jackson looked handsome in a crisp aqua-blue dress shirt, black cords, and boots. It had only been a few hours, but I felt so happy to see him again, the same way I’d felt when we first started dating. That’s something.

“You look nice.” He gave me a quick kiss. I’d changed into a black cotton turtleneck and a long gray skirt, with a brown vegan belt and vegan boots. I resembled my late aunt Claire, and like her I was tall and slender with long blond hair, high cheekbones, and good teeth. The teeth of the tiger, my aunt would always say.

“You do, too,” I said, handing him a seltzer with lime. Jackson had been a member of AA for over ten years now. He’d realized he had a drinking problem after his back injury on the job and had luckily sought help and recovered. “How are the dogs doing?”

“Like they’ve been together forever. How are things here?”

Before I could answer, Nora Evans, the editor of Wine Lovers magazine, pushed past us, wearing a long magenta cape over a burgundy-colored dress, and thigh-high boots, along with Ramsey Black, the head of the East End Wine Council. The three other judges, including one from the New York Wine Council, followed them to the bar.

I quickly texted Simon to tell him that the judges had arrived, and he emerged from his office and hurried downstairs. Moments later, David Farmer and Gerald Parker, the assistant winemaker, exited the tasting room.

But Gerald was scowling. In his late thirties, Gerald had a mop of blond hair and an athletic build and was dressed casually in jeans, a Henley shirt, and flip-flops. He came from Oregon and had moved here to take a job at Vista View Vineyards, now renamed Pure. He said something to David, who reacted by storming off to the bar.

Simon went over to calm David down, then walked over to Nora Evans and the other judges and introduced himself. They chatted for a few minutes, and then Simon led them back to meet David. Crisis averted.

But only temporarily, because Ivy and her identical twin sister entered the main area from the tasting room. Both women were striking, with cupid-shaped faces, pert features, and big blue eyes. Ivy had changed into a sleeveless satin trompe l’oeil designer dress with a cropped pink popover top and a gray skirt with a flared hem, her hair twisted up into a French braid.

I’d learned about high-end clothes when I’d lived with Simon in L.A. He liked to buy them for me, and I didn’t mind wearing them then. Now, I dressed more like Amy, who wore a simple but pretty halter dress with a beige, red, navy, and turquoise Southwest print, smocked bodice, and skater skirt, under a comfy-looking denim coat. Her makeup was minimal, except for bright red lipstick, and her hair was up in a loose ponytail.

The two women were arguing. “I wear what I like,” Amy said. “I’m sick of you trying to control me, and my money.”

“If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have any money left. Now smile, Nora Evans is here.”

“There you go, trying to control me again. Stop it!”

Simon left David and the judges and scurried across the floor to break up the fight by separating the two. He took Ivy over to meet Nora, and Amy went to the far end of the bar.

“Simon’s going to wear himself out breaking up fights,” Jackson said.

“If he doesn’t keep the peace, the event will be a big bust. They need Nora Evans to enjoy herself, and to love Falling Leaves, Pure’s entry in the competition.”

Several other vineyard owners moved in for introductions, including Camille and Carter Crocker of Crocker Cellars, Derek Mortimer of St. Ives Estate Vineyards, Harrison Jones of Wave Crest, and Carla Olsen of Sisterhood Wines. Maybe they were here to charm Nora Evans, spy on the competition, or also get some face time with Ramsey Black, who had moved in to chat with Ivy.

Slender, tall, and lanky, and an aficionado of handmade Savile Row suits, Ramsey Black had been an easy choice to be head of the East End Wine Council because he came from a region in southern France that produced wine similar to ours. With his vast knowledge of wine and winemaking, even though he was only in his early thirties, and his flare for promotion—it had been his idea to team up with Wine Lovers magazine for the competition—he was widely liked and respected.

“Wonder what that’s about?” Jackson said, and nodded to Ivy and Ramsey, who had taken her hand and was whispering in her ear as she smiled and giggled like a little girl.

“Me, too,” I said. “But it may indicate that Ivy’s marriage is in trouble. That and the argument she and David had this morning that I happened to overhear.”

“Sure you weren’t eavesdropping?”

“Me? No way.” I gave Jackson a Cheshire-cat grin.

The group by the bar chatted for a few moments more, and then David led them to the tasting room. Simon spotted us and waved us over.

But before we could join him, a short, bald man with glasses hurried up. He and Simon had a brief conversation, and then the man walked off, not looking too happy.

“Who was that?” I said when Simon walked up to us.

Simon made a face. “Leonard Sims, the former owner. He keeps hassling me about selling. He wants the place back, now that he’s flush again.”

“That’s not going to happen, is it?” I said.

“Are you kidding? No way. Listen, David and Ivy are giving Nora, the editor of Wine Lovers, and the other judges a guided tour of the barn and our winemaking process, and a tasting of Falling Leaves. Thought you’d want to come.”

All the servers were circulating, and people were chatting, enjoying the selection of amuse-bouche and glasses of wine. Merrily’s appetizers would come out next. I could take a quick break.

“We’re good.” I took Jackson’s hand. “Let’s go.”

•  •  •

After a tour of the winemaking operation, we turned to the tasting room. As opposed to the main space, this room was all wood—the walls, the floors, and the barrels of wine. Simon had added seven large canvases of local nautical and farming scenes in wooden frames by Richard Fiedler, a favorite local artist, which added to the rustic ambience.

Once we’d gathered at the large circular mahogany bar, David uncorked a bottle of the vintage that would be entered in the contest, a pinot noir named Falling Leaves. The tension and anticipation in the room were palpable as David poured a glass each for Nora Evans, Ramsey Black, and the three other judges.

They sniffed, they sipped, they savored, then Nora Evans pronounced, “Your best yet, David.”

“Agreed, well done, David,” Black said, smiling. “C’est magnifique!”

The rest of the judges smiled and gave it a thumbs-up.

David burst into a big grin, and Simon slapped him on the back. “That’s my boy! Way to go, David!”

But Gerald Parker, the assistant winemaker, sulked. The scowl he’d had on his face earlier had turned into a frown. He threw David a nasty look, but quickly assumed a neutral facial expression once he noticed that I was looking at him. He obviously wasn’t happy about being demoted from head winemaker under the previous owner, Leonard Sims, to David’s lowly assistant.

The other vineyard owners, including Carla Olsen, Derek Mortimer, and Camille and Carter Crocker, weren’t happy about Evans’s opinion of the vintage either—although our friend Harrison Jones of Wave Crest seemed pleased for David and Simon—but they all plastered on fake smiles. Next, we were all given a taste of the vintage. I had to agree that it was good. I was no expert, but it seemed crisp and clean and tasted, if this was possible, like fall and was indeed evocative of falling leaves.

Once the tasting was over, Evans and Black needed to go to another event, so David and Simon escorted them and the other judges to the door. When the two returned, both of them felt like celebrating and went over to the bar along with Ivy, Amy, and Gerald to ask that bottles of Falling Leaves be opened so everyone could enjoy it.

As I walked past to check in with Merrily and Lily on the ETA for the appetizers, David and Gerald were arguing again.

“I am sick and tired of you taking credit for my work,” Gerald said, downing a glass of wine, and promptly grabbing another from a passing waiter.

“You’re drunk, Gerald,” Simon said. “Time to go.”

Instead, Gerald stepped closer and poked David in the chest. “Not until you admit that Falling Leaves was my creation.”

“Not true,” David said, pushing him away. “And why don’t you try showing some gratitude instead of this poor-me act.”

“For what?”

“For the fact that Simon, Ivy, and I kept you on when Sims sold to us, when it would have been really easy to get rid of you.”

“But we still can,” Ivy said. “So don’t push it, Gerald. You’re lucky you have a job.”

“I had an unbreakable contract, and you know that. So cut the bull.”

“Try to calm down, Gerry, please,” Amy said.

“Don’t start, Amy, or you either,” he said, giving Ivy a nasty look. “My contract isn’t up until next month, and you can’t do a damn thing about me until then.”

“That’s enough,” Simon said. “Time for you to go and sober up. We’ll talk about this later.”

“Screw you, Simon.”

Worried that the fight would escalate even more, I waved Jackson over. While Simon had all the physical conditioning of a bunny rabbit, Jackson, a former cop, kept in shape and was fit and strong, and much more formidable.

“What’s going on, Simon?” Jackson said. “Need help?”

Gerald sized him up and decided to back down. But after he did, he turned and said to David, “Screw you! Screw you all!” He downed the rest of his glass of wine and stormed off.

•  •  •

Thankfully, Gerald Parker did not return, and we were able to begin serving appetizers to the guests, a mix of seafood, vegetarian, and vegan appetizers, including freshly caught broiled scallops, stuffed garlic mushrooms, double tomato bruschetta, citrus shrimp cocktail, oven-roasted cauliflower bites, eggplant wontons, and vegan veggie quiche. Between the amuse-bouche and the appetizers, Merrily had outdone herself today. At first David and Ivy had wanted a more conventional menu, but I’d convinced them that this mix was truer to the concept of their vision at Pure: natural, organic, and sustainable. The menu was based on my personal preferences—I’d gone vegan last year, after being a vegetarian for most of my adult life—and to try to entice others to adopt a more plant-based lifestyle by exposing them to tasty alternatives. But instead of my being able to enjoy the guests’ reactions to the food, Ivy and Amy were arguing again, loudly enough to be heard from across the room.

“I was trying to support you, Ivy,” Amy said. “Chill out.”

“I don’t need it. I can handle Gerald, and everything else.”

“Oh, I know, that’s why Grandfather left you in charge of all his money and holdings, because you’ve always been his favorite, so together, so responsible.”

“And if you’d ever acted like a grown-up, he would have changed his mind. But we see what happened with that.”

“I never had control over my own life, so how could I do anything but go along and be what you and Grandfather wanted? So just shut up!” Amy turned and tried to grab a glass of wine from Lily as she went by. Lily was doing double duty in the kitchen and on the floor. But as Lily stopped abruptly, the tray tipped over and the glasses fell to the floor, shattering into tiny pieces.

“You are an idiot,” Ivy snapped. “You know that?”

“No, Ivy,” I said. “You do not speak to my servers and friends like that.”

“I’m paying you, Willow, so stay out of it.”

“I absolutely will not.”

“Stop it, Ivy. Be nice,” Amy said, turning to Lily. “It was my fault. Please be careful when you clean this up. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“I’ll go get the broom,” Lily said, visibly upset.

I hurried ahead of her into the kitchen and grabbed one along with a dustpan, and handed it to her. “If you take care of that, I’ll get the drinks. Don’t worry. It wasn’t your fault. You’re doing great. If she says anything else like that to you, find me, and I’ll take care of it. I’d like to walk out, but I can’t do that to Simon.”

“I know, but it’s okay, really.”

I often counted on Lily, who was not only a talented chef but a speedy and efficient server. Lily was sweet and lovely—a beautiful young woman inside and out—and I hated the way that Ivy had spoken to her. Obviously, Ivy thought that she was superior to everyone else. Amy, thankfully, seemed more enlightened.

While Lily cleaned up the mess, the rest of the guests enjoyed pairing glasses of Falling Leaves with the appetizers. Things were going smoothly again in our catering job, so I went over to talk to Jackson, who was with David and Simon near the entrance.

We chatted for a bit, and I complained about Ivy, but then David’s father, Walter, and David’s brother, Kurt, pushed open the door, and it hit the wall with a thwack!

Both of them wore overalls with T-shirts underneath and boots crusted with mud. Neither had shaved, and they smelled of dirt, grass, and manure.

“What are you two doing here?” David said, pulling them aside.

Simon leaned over to us. “This is going to be trouble. Like I said, they fight, all the time.”

“Jeez,” Jackson said, “haven’t we all had enough for one day?”

“I had hoped so,” I said. “But between Gerald and David and Ivy and Amy, this hasn’t exactly been a relaxing event.”

“This isn’t right, David,” Walter said, his loud voice booming across the hall. “You need to help your own family, not this place.”

“Listen to Dad,” Kurt said, and gave Simon a nasty look.

“We’re in position to win this thing,” David said, “and after a lot of hard work here, I’m not coming back.”

“Our farm is going under,” Walter said. “But if we won the two-hundred-thousand-dollar prize, it would turn things around for us—for all of us.”

“Forget it.” David’s voice dripped with disdain. “I’m not backing a losing horse. I’m riding a winner all the way to that prize. Besides, Dad, you should sell the farm, then at least we’ll all get something out of it.”

“You take that back,” Kurt said, his hands balling into fists. “I mean it.”

“Shut up, Kurt,” David said. “With you around, no wonder Dad is going under.”

“You shut up,” Kurt said.

“Walter, I think you and your son should go now,” Simon said. “Or you’re going to ruin our event. This is a big night for David, and Ivy, and me.”

“There are lives at stake here, why don’t you go to hell!” Kurt said.

“Go,” Jackson said. “Now.”

Kurt sized him up just as Gerald Parker had and came to the same conclusion. “Okay, we’ll go, but we’ll be back. This isn’t over.”

“Don’t bother,” David said. “If you really want to do some good, stop by a real estate agent on your way back to the farm.”

Walter headed for the door, but as Kurt swiveled to go, he brought his fist up and clocked David in the nose.

David yelled, then held his nose as blood dribbled into his mouth. “You little bastard!”

“Kurt, that’s enough.” Walter grabbed him by the arm and they quickly exited.

I grabbed a napkin from the top of the piano and handed it to David. “Are you okay?”

He nodded and dabbed his nose and face. “Fine.”

I examined his nose. “I don’t think it’s broken. But if it begins to really hurt, you should go to the emergency room and get an X-ray.”

Simon blew out a breath. “It’s a good thing Nora Evans wasn’t here.”

“Come with me and I’ll get you some ice.” I led David toward the kitchen, while Simon and Jackson followed.

“Time to smooth things over,” Simon said, and when he reached the front of the hall, he announced to the crowd, “Sorry about that, folks. Emotions are running high since this is an important week for all of us in the East End wine business. Please forgive the disruption.” He looked around the room. “Now, if the servers could please make sure everyone has a glass of our latest vintage, I’d like to propose a toast.”

When we returned from the kitchen, where I’d given David a dish towel filled with cubed ice, the servers were circulating with bottles of wine. The three of us went over to Simon, and he handed David and me glasses of wine from the bar and gave Jackson club soda in a wineglass.

“Thanks, everyone, for coming today,” Simon said. “As most of you probably know by now, Nora Evans, the editor of Wine Lovers magazine, and Ramsey Black, head of the East End Wine Council, and the rest of the judges gave our new vintage Falling Leaves a very enthusiastic thumbs-up.”

The crowd clapped.

“So, if you’d raise your glasses, I’d like to propose a toast to Nora, Ramsey, and the rest of the judges, and to David for creating such a magnificent vintage. Salud!”

Everyone raised a glass, and for a moment the mood felt buoyant and light, like a real celebration, which was what we’d all hoped the party would be. But then a bloodcurdling scream shattered the air.

•  •  •

The scream came from the tasting room. Jackson, David, Simon, and I ran in, and in front of the bar we found Ivy, standing over the body of her sister, Amy, who was lying on the floor, her face pasty and white, her big blue eyes sightless, her bright red lips pursed into an O, as if she’d been surprised. Next to her, her wineglass was smashed to pieces and the amber liquid pooled under her hair.

“Is she . . . ?” I said, not believing what I was seeing.

Jackson knelt down and felt Amy’s pulse. He shook his head. “I’m sorry, she’s dead.”



chapter three

Jackson called the police, and twenty minutes later my favorite duo, senior Detective Koren and his junior partner, Detective Coyle, arrived. I had a contentious relationship with the two men, in large part because I had a knack for solving murders before they did. Since Jackson and Simon helped me in my investigations, the detectives didn’t like either of them much either. So when they walked into Pure and found all three of us, they were not pleased.

“You three . . . again?” Detective Koren said.

“The Three Stooges, right?” Detective Coyle laughed.

We all ignored him, but Detective Koren said, “Show some respect, Coyle. A woman is dead.”

“The body is in there.” Jackson pointed to the tasting room. “I’ll show you. Your coroner is already here.”

Jackson and I followed Simon and the detectives back into the tasting room, where the coroner was hunched over the body. We were joined by David and Ivy, who was pale and trembling, and Simon made introductions.

“I’ll have questions for both of you, so stay put. That goes for you three as well.” Detective Koren gave us a pointed look. “Now, has anyone been in here since you discovered the body?”

Jackson shook his head. “No, I’ve been here since it happened, until the coroner arrived.”

“Playing cop, huh, Spade?” Detective Coyle said. “Having fun?”

Jackson was no longer a cop, but he still had a cop’s instincts and was better at it than Detective Coyle or Detective Koren could ever be. “No, Coyle. A woman is dead. I don’t think anyone is having fun right now.”

“Shut it, both of you,” Detective Koren said, snapping on gloves. “Everyone step back. Okay, Bob, what have we got here?”

Ivy began crying hysterically, so David led her out of the room to the backyard. Through the window I could see him giving her a hug, then offering her a cigarette, and both of them started smoking.

Inside, Bob, the coroner, spoke with the detectives, then jotted down notes, while Detective Koren began examining the body. He checked her hands and opened her mouth, stopped for a moment, and asked Coyle for an evidence bag.

Detective Coyle handed him one. “What’ve you got?”

The two of them put their heads together, and from my vantage point at the edge of the room, I couldn’t make out what he’d found. But whatever it was, Detective Koren thought it was worth bagging. Detective Coyle stepped back, and his partner plucked something out of the body’s mouth with his gloved fingers and slipped it inside the evidence bag.

“What did you find?” Simon said.

“None of your business, Lewis,” Detective Coyle said.

His partner finished looking at the body and signaled to the coroner, who bagged her hands and then with his assistant lifted her body onto the gurney and pushed it toward the entrance.
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