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      During the course of this book, Sarah relaxes with a cryptic crossword puzzle. Included on the next page is a section of the puzzle in case you want to work on it with her.

      If you’re new to cryptic crosswords, you can find many online resources to help you get started.

      You can find the solution in the back of the book.

      Good luck! And no peeking!
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            THE SEARCH | SUNDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      October 15, 2023, Sonoma, California

      

      The day Sarah McKee learned of the mysterious disappearance, she was on a brutal afternoon run, thinking brutal thoughts about her ex-husband. For the second time, he’d proven to be someone she couldn’t trust when her back was turned.

      When the cat’s away, the mice will play.

      “Bloody effin’ mice,” Sarah muttered under her breath. In all her forty-two years, she’d never been this angry.

      She jogged along the hill trail behind Belle Vue Winery, as a fat raindrop splattered across the ridge of her prominent Scottish nose. Judging by the purple cast of the sky ahead, more drops were in her future. Perhaps a deluge. Great. Sarah increased her pace, hoping to make it to her car before the rain began in earnest.

      Sarah had come to the winery trail to blow off steam after discovering her ex-husband Matteo had made a massive—and undiscussed—withdrawal from their joint bank account. And he wasn’t answering his phone.

      Aye, right. He was working. His usual, tiresome excuse.

      The rat bastard.

      She should have closed that account before leaving on a business trip to Europe in late August. She should have arranged for the proceeds from the September sale of the Alameda house to be funneled into two separate accounts. Like a fool, she had trusted her ex-husband to play fair and keep his hands off her portion until her return. But no. Matteo DiSanti had wiped her out.

      Thunder rumbled and rain pelted the trail, turning the path to a slippery track of rocks and mud. In a few minutes, the route would be running with water, and her downhill sprint would be a risky obstacle course.

      As Sarah continued her descent, she heard a man down below calling for someone.

      “Elizabeth!” The man stretched the name into four long syllables. The voice sounded familiar. Was Sheriff Bradley here?

      “Elizabeth!” another man repeated, in the woods on the right.

      Someone or something must be lost. Maybe injured. Certainly in danger if the sheriff’s department was searching for her.

      A flash lit up the sky, illuminating the heavens in a lilac glow soon swallowed by deep violet. Thunder rumbled again, closer this time. The temperature plunged as a breeze kicked up, swirling dead leaves around her and throwing flecks of dirt in her eyes.

      She had about ten and a half seconds to run down the hill behind the winery before she got drenched. Or hit by lightning. Or both. To make matters worse, a beefy German Shepherd burst out of the bushes and blocked her path.

      Sarah froze. The dog froze. Then he gave a yip, sat down, and panted while he regarded her with shining, intelligent eyes.

      “Caesar?” Sarah gasped, reluctant to take another step.

      The last time she’d seen Caesar, he had been scruffy and half-starved—nowhere near man’s best friend and certainly not her pal.

      This dog was well fed, with luxurious fur and alert eyes. He didn’t look all that vicious either. But Sarah knew from decades of wine authenticating and her ex-husband’s boyish charm that looks could be deceiving.

      Before she could decide her next move, she heard the familiar male voice call out again, “Elizabeth! Elizabeth!”

      Sheriff Bradley was on the trail below.

      So, the dog was Caesar, the mutt Steven Bradley had rescued during a murder investigation she’d been involved with in June—the same mutt that had lunged at her more than once and had snapped at her from Steven’s truck window.

      Sarah stayed put.

      “Steven?” she shouted, “Can you call Caesar, please?” She was anxious to get to her car but even more anxious to get to it with all her limbs intact.

      Farther off, a third male voice called for Elizabeth. Sarah prayed that a child hadn’t been lost, especially during an electrical storm here in the foothills of the Mayacamas Mountains. The oak forest around her climbed the slopes into a vast, inhospitable wilderness of rock and scrub with very little cover from the elements and even less water.

      Sarah had been warned about wildcats and coyotes in the hills above Alice Creek a few miles to the north, so it made sense that similar creatures would be up here. She surveyed the surrounding brush, hoping to spot the missing person while she waited for Steven to call off his dog.

      Seconds later, Steven strode into view carrying a flashlight. The beige and green uniform and black utility belt hugged his muscular frame from his wide shoulders to his lean legs. A departmental issue ball cap covered his bald head and accentuated his neat, close-to-the-skull ears.

      “Sarah. I thought that was your voice,” he commented.

      “Call off your dog, please.”

      “No need. He’s fine. He’s a changed dog.” Steven bent to pat the beast’s head, angling down the canine’s tall, triangular ears, which made him seem less threatening. “Aren’t you, boy?” Steven straightened. “It’s amazing what a good diet can do for an animal. Physically and mentally.”

      Still wary, Sarah surveyed the dog. “So, he’s vegan, too?” she asked wryly, aware of the sheriff’s dietary preferences.

      “Of course not.” Steven missed the sarcasm in the question. “He’s a dog.”

      “Elizabeth! Elizabeth!” a voice called in the distance.

      “Who’s lost?” Sarah asked.

      “Someone named Elizabeth Smith.”

      A chime rang in Sarah’s head. The name sounded familiar. Then again, Elizabeth Smith was a common name. Hundreds of Elizabeth Smiths could be lost on trails all over the globe.

      “A woman,” Steven went on, as if there was a question about a person’s gender when they were named Elizabeth. “From what I can tell.” Sheriff Bradley glanced behind him. “But I’m calling off the search. It’s too dangerous being out in a storm like this.”

      “No kidding.” Frustrated at being delayed, Sarah took a step forward, eyeing the German Shepherd for the slightest change in his demeanor. He made no attempt to lunge at her.

      Steven stashed the flashlight in his utility belt and pulled out a walkie talkie. “Interested in a coffee later?” he asked, raising a muscular brow.

      Sarah dragged her stare off the dog to look at the master. Everything about the lean fifty-something sheriff was neat and tight, from his marathon-honed legs to his ripped torso. It was hard to forget that torso once a person saw it naked—even harder if said person had touched the firm expanse of his chest. He was built like a Michelangelo statue.

      During the crazy aftermath of her breakup with Matteo, Sarah had indulged in a brief fling with the sheriff—until she had come to her senses and cut it off. Now, his impressive physical attributes had no effect on her whatsoever. In fact, she marveled at how quickly her attraction to him had faded. She blamed her out-of-whack hormones.

      “Or are you still on sabbatical?” he added.

      “Still taking a break, Steven.”

      “I hear you.” He flashed a resigned smile and clamped the walkie talkie to his ear. He gave a brief wave. “Catch you later then, McKee.”

      “Aye. Cheers.”

      As she brushed past him and headed toward her car, she heard Steven call in the search party. Sarah walked down the path, tentatively at first, not wanting to tempt Caesar into reverting to old habits.  When she was sure he wasn’t going to follow her, she broke into a trot.

      Rain pelted her hair and shoulders as the smell of ozone bloomed around her. Normally, she loved the smell. But today, for some reason, the ozone reminded her of Matteo’s aftershave. Today, her entire existence seemed colored by her ex. He was like a sip of bad wine, with nowhere to spit it out.

      The wanker.

      When Sarah got to the winery parking lot, she jumped into her Triumph Spitfire convertible, turned on the heater and sped through the town of Sonoma. She zipped past the plaza, unusually gloomy and deserted in the rain, and then headed north to her home in Glen Ellen. She looked forward to a hot shower, a cup of tea and her coziest cashmere sweater.

      But on the ten-mile journey to her house on Sonoma Creek, Sarah kept thinking about the lost person, Elizabeth Smith. Why did that name sound familiar? And why had Sheriff Bradley made the remark about Elizabeth being a woman “from what he could tell”? She could guess at that one, but it was an insensitive way of describing someone these days. Then again, insensitivity was Steven Bradley’s forte.

      The question that loomed largest was how someone could lose their way on the hill trail. There was only one route. It snaked up the hillside, passed over a slanted rock face and then zig-zagged down to the rear of the winery. No forks. No alternate path. The only dangerous portion of the hike was the rock face at the top of the hill.

      During the times Sarah had taken the trail, she had worried about slipping on the loose shale of the rock face and tumbling down the slope. Or tripping on an outcropping and twisting an ankle. Elizabeth might have lost her footing, hit her head and was lying unconscious in the brush. Or dead.

      Sarah made a mental note to call Steven later to find out if the woman had been located. If she hadn’t, she would suggest looking at the bottom of that rocky slope. He and his team might not be familiar with the tricky portions of the hike. Not many people walked the steep path behind Belle Vue. The sheriff might not have gone all the way up either.

      Though she tried to limit her interactions with the sheriff, he was her only link to law enforcement activity. Her friend, Kelley Miller, had quit her job as a Sonoma County detective and now worked at the little bookstore in Sonoma while she pursued an acting career and a better work/life balance.

      Sarah pulled into the driveway of her modest, mid-century modern home on Sonoma Creek in Glen Ellen. She wondered how long it would be before the bookstore job bored Kelley enough to consider returning to the sheriff’s department. She missed solving crimes with her friend. Plus, Kelley had provided details about cases that an ordinary citizen was not privy to—such as information about someone like Elizabeth Smith.

      Elizabeth Smith. Elizabeth Smith.

      Why did her mind keep returning to that name?

      As soon as she got into dry clothing, she’d look for the name in the private database she maintained for her business.

      But Sarah didn’t have to resort to technology to get her answer. As she hurried down the hall after her shower, patting her shoulder-length blond hair with a towel and informing the whistling kettle that she was coming as fast as she could, the filing system in her brain spit out a listing—not for Elizabeth Smith, but for Liz Smythe. Smythe, pronounced like tithe. Not Smith. No wonder she hadn’t made a connection.

      In Sarah’s head, Liz Smythe was filed under two letters: “L” and “P.” “L” for Liz and “P” for Prick.

      If the missing Elizabeth Smith was the same person as the Liz from Sarah’s past, she wasn’t all that keen on helping search for her. The Liz that Sarah knew was on the naughty list—permanently. She had discredited Sarah on more than one occasion, when Sarah had been too young and inexperienced to fight back.

      But that Sarah McKee no longer existed.

      The present Sarah McKee reminded herself to cease dwelling on her former life. She had a future to forge—one without Liz or Matteo in it.

      Scowling, Sarah brewed a cup of tea and got her latest cryptic crossword out of her purse. All the while, Matteo’s financial move burned inside her, threatening to destroy the lining of her stomach.

      The only way she’d find peace was to confront him about his treachery—the sooner, the better. And the best place to corner him would be at Olive, the restaurant he owned and operated in downtown Sonoma. But Sunday was one of the busiest nights at Olive. He wouldn’t have a free moment to explain himself.

      However irritated Sarah felt at the moment, she knew the discussion would have to wait. She blew out a frustrated breath and fought to switch emotional gears. It was the weekend. She had promised herself to stick to a better work/life balance, too, and spend her free time doing fun things, like puzzles and reading—not fuming about a problem she couldn’t fix until Monday. She glared at the puzzle through the steam of her tea.

      
        
          [image: Puzzle #1.]
        

      

      So far, she’d solved the four short Down clues—the easy ones. Three down had something to do with a tide, which was ebb. But “looking back” was a hint to reverse the letters. Bbe. The rest of the clue—“part of”—was a hint to select only certain letters of bbe. And there was the answer. “Be.” To chill.

      Right. As if she could chill.

      Five down came easy because of her love of Egyptian history. Ramen was a noodle. Take off “men” (humans) and you have Ra, an Egyptian god. Easy peasy. On to the other two clues.

      Seventeen across was a little trickier. She let her mind wander over the phrase “shining element.” Then she saw it. The clue was an inclusive. Ni was the abbreviation for “nickel”, a metal listed in the periodic table of elements and contained in the phrase “shi(ni)ng element.” Bingo.

      Sarah solved the other short items but soon gave up and set the puzzle aside. Her mind wouldn’t focus on the more complicated clues. Not when Matteo and Liz Smythe’s faces kept flashing through her mind.

      What had Matteo done with her money? How would she ever get it back?

      And what was Liz Smythe doing in Sonoma?
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            MATTEO’S REQUEST | MONDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah was still thinking about Liz Smythe the next day when a missing person alert from the Sonoma County Sheriff Department popped up on her phone. The photo of the lost woman showed an older female than the one Sarah had known years ago, but she was certain she was looking at Liz Smythe the Prick.

      Liz was still gorgeous, with the face of a Disney princess—all big eyes and voluptuous lips—but she had chopped off her once-luxurious, long brown hair and wore it spiked close to her head. Now that she was older, her elfin features and pointed chin made her appear more crafty than cute.

      One thing hadn’t changed about Liz Smythe. She still had the same deadly, come-hither look of a female praying mantis.

      According to the bulletin, Elizabeth Smythe had been missing for seventy-two hours. Sarah called Sheriff Bradley immediately.

      “So, you didn’t find her?” Sarah inquired. “The missing person, Elizabeth Smythe?”

      “No luck so far. And it’s Smith.”

      “In my world it’s Smythe.”

      “Well, we’re not in Scotland, are we? Tomato, tomahto, McKee.”

      Sarah sighed. Steven Bradley had never liked being corrected. “Why do they think she’s missing and not simply gone?”

      “Her colleagues said she didn’t show up for work on Friday. Apparently, that isn’t like her.”

      Sarah had to disagree. The Liz Smythe she knew had a habit of ducking out when it was to her advantage, or she had done something wrong and the transgression was about to come to light.

      Still, people change. Liz could have changed. No matter how terrible Liz had been, Sarah didn’t wish to see her in danger. Or dead.

      “I walk that trail a lot,” Sarah said. “You might check the area below the rock face.”

      “What rock face?”

      “The one near the top. It’s not a vertical face. It’s more slanted than anything. But a person wouldn’t want to tumble down it. It’s quite a drop.”

      “Okay.” Steven drew out the word, as if he was either taking notes or was reluctant to listen to advice from her.

      “Do you suspect foul play?” Sarah asked.

      “We’re not ruling it out.”

      “Knowing Liz, and seeing how it’s been three days, I would suspect she either left town or someone killed her.”

      A long pause hung on the other end of the line. Sarah waited, sure that Steven didn’t want her involved in another homicide case. But he couldn’t resist picking her brain for information.

      “Okay,” he began, his voice full of begrudging interest. “You know the woman, like you know everyone else in the industry?”

      “We were roommates once. And she was a prick.” Sarah paced the floor in front of the fireplace, agitated by the mere thought of the woman.

      “In what way?”

      “Cheating on her sommelier exam. Bluffing her way into high-end restaurant jobs. Stealing from her employers. Bad-mouthing her colleagues. Always looking for the next rung up and someone to step on or sleep with. You name it, Steven.”

      She didn’t mention being fired because of Liz. That memory still made her flush with outrage.

      “So…she’s ambitious then,” Steven said.

      “The most ambitious person I’ve ever encountered. The trouble is, she’s lazy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s sharp, but she never does her homework. You can only bluff so long.”

      “Have you talked to her lately?”

      “No, not for years. I wasn’t aware that she was in the area.”

      “Apparently,” Steven added. “She’s been working here for two years.”

      “I find that hard to believe. I’ve never run into her.”

      Which was odd. Sonoma wasn’t that big of a town. The population, minus tourists, was only ten-thousand people. Plus, Liz wasn’t the type of person to keep her head down. Maybe she had changed. Or maybe she had been avoiding people from her past: Sarah, to be specific.

      Had Sarah been aware of Liz Smythe’s presence, she would have kept a closer eye on her business clients. She knew only too well that Liz could swoop in with her charisma, false eyelashes and equally false promises and finagle her way into the finest wine cellars. The woman was a dealmaker and a deal-breaker—not to mention a ball-breaker.

      Sarah made a mental note to pay her Sonoma and Napa Valley clients a visit to be sure they hadn’t been seduced away. She needed to read their faces and body language, not simply talk to them on the phone.

      “You might not have seen her because you’ve been traveling a lot lately,” Steven suggested.

      “Aye. Perhaps.” Sarah thought for a moment. “Where does she work?”

      “Belle Vue Winery.”

      Sarah stopped pacing. “That, I can’t believe.”

      “Why not?”

      “Liz likes the high life. The cachet of rubbing shoulders with the upper crust. I can’t imagine her doing anything at poor old Belle Vue.”

      “What’s wrong with Belle Vue?” Steven asked.

      “It’s been struggling for years—which is a shame because Belle Vue is one of the oldest estates in Sonoma Valley. One of the greatest, too. Do you know what Liz Smythe does at the winery?”

      “I don’t, no,” Steven replied. “But apparently, she’s a friend of the owner. Or partner. I didn’t get a definitive answer.”

      “Hmm.” Sarah resumed her pacing. “Knowing Liz, she probably made more enemies than friends at Belle Vue.”

      “So, homicide?”

      “I’d bet on it.”

      “How much?” Steven challenged. “Loser buys dinner?”

      “Still on a diet, sheriff.” She chuckled at his persistence, relieved that their fizzled fling had turned into a game. At least she hoped he realized that’s all it was. Knowing the sheriff, he might consider winning her back as a challenge to be met. Or worse, that she was teasing him and expected to be pursued. But Steven Bradley wasn’t on her wavelength and never would be.

      “A salad wouldn’t hurt, Sarah.”

      “Cheers for now, Steven.” She hung up.
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      That afternoon, Sarah waited impatiently as Matteo walked past the hostess station of Olive Restaurant to unlock the door for her. His lean frame looked more wiry than she remembered, and his golden skin had a green undertone. Sarah wondered if his sallow complexion was a product of the low lighting in the restaurant or was due to a guilty conscience.

      He attempted to smile at her during his approach, but the corners of his mouth betrayed him, displaying only a grimace.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, looking her up and down in surprise.

      “Why haven’t you answered my calls?” she shot back.

      “I’ve been working. You know how the weekends are.”

      “Aye, right.” She brushed past him and strode into the restaurant, dodging wait staff setting tables. She stepped over the cord of a vacuum that a bus boy pushed back and forth over a runner. “You’ve got some explaining to do, pal.”

      “Not now. We’re in the middle of prep.” He thrust out one hand, palm facing up and fingers splayed, as if to stop her.

      “Then I won’t waste any time.” She stormed toward a table at the back of the restaurant where people couldn’t see them through the windows.

      With every step she took into the popular Italian restaurant her ex owned and operated in downtown Sonoma, the angrier she became. She suspected the bank account debacle was his way of punishing her for divorcing him, and such childish behavior made her even angrier.

      Matteo had taken their separation hard. He had cajoled and guilted her for months, hoping to change her mind about going through with the divorce. But she had remained adamant. Now, after seven months without him, she had finally found a rhythm to her days, a few recipes she could cook, and a comfortable spot in the middle of the bed. She enjoyed her freedom, her space, and her life without a partner.

      “Please,” Matteo said, pulling out a chair for her and sweeping the air above it in a gallant gesture. “Calm down, amore. Have a seat.”

      She paused, about to correct him. She’d told him a hundred times not to use endearments when speaking to her, but he seemed deaf to the requests. Twenty years of calling her amore and cara was a habit that seemed too difficult for handsome Matteo DiSanti to break.

      Maybe she should let it go.

      “I am calm,” she lied through gritted teeth.

      “Is this about the money?”

      “Damn right it is.”

      “I can explain. Please, Sarah, sit.” He pulled the chair back even farther. “Sit.”

      Sarah plopped onto the upholstered chair as Matteo scooted it in. Then he stepped back with a flourish.

      “One moment,” he said in his heavily accented Italian. He hurried to the bar where two staff members prepared for the evening service by slicing limes and lemons and cleaning the tops of condiment bottles. A female server drifted from table to table, replacing votive candles. Another folded napkins into fancy cloth swans.

      Matteo seemed unusually animated—which was saying a lot. On a normal day, he was a melodramatic hand-waver, eye-roller and floor-pacer. This afternoon, he seemed more on edge than ever. His shoulders looked stiff, and his posture seemed overly erect as he waited for a bartender to pour a glass of wine—probably for her.

      Why did he think she needed a glass of wine before discussing the bank account fiasco? This did not look good.

      Concerned more than intrigued at Matteo’s behavior, Sarah slung her purse strap on the arm of her chair and glanced around the empty restaurant. A lot had changed about the place since the last time she’d been here, nearly a year ago.

      She’d always liked Matteo’s restaurant. The small eatery was still dark and intimate, tucked between an upscale biker bar and a men’s clothing store, with windows only on the street side. But inside, it had undergone a complete makeover.

      The once casual eatery with its red and white checkered tablecloths, rickety chairs and half-spent candles stuck in straw-bottomed chianti bottles had been transformed into a Tuscan paradise.

      Now, the gold-toned, mural-painted walls and low, sconce lighting transported customers to a warm summer evening in Italy. Chunky walnut furniture with lathed knobs, curlicues and brocade seats and backs looked to Sarah as if they had been nicked out of the Vatican or a Spanish Inquisition torture chamber. White tablecloths glinted with brass chargers, ornate silverware and water goblets veined in gold.

      That was Matteo. His taste had always run toward the opulent.

      The question was, how much had he spent on this opulence? Was that where her money had gone?

      Matteo, immaculate in his chef jacket, black and white striped pants and black Blundstone shoes, sailed back to Sarah’s table, carrying a goblet of white wine. He placed it before her and stepped back.

      “Try it,” he nodded at the wine and crossed his arms. His intense regard locked on her face.

      “Is this something you’re considering for Olive’s wine list?”

      “An investment of sorts, yes.” He flicked a flutter of fingertips toward the glass. “Go ahead. Taste.”

      Sarah swirled the wine to open it and was concerned by the tinge of gold she observed in the pour. She raised the glass to the level of her nose to sample the bouquet. Not much in the way of a top note wafted upward—or any note, for that matter.

      “I hope you didn’t buy too much of this,” she commented.

      “Taste, cara, taste.”

      Matteo’s impatience still grated, especially when she wanted to talk about stealing money, not assessing wine. She took a sip, swished it around, and would have spit it out, had an appropriate vessel been on the table. Instead, much to her displeasure, she choked it down.

      “Well?” Matteo’s brows rose. He lowered to the chair opposite her.

      Sarah shoved away the goblet. “That was gawd awful.”

      “No. Take another sip,” he urged.

      “I’d rather stab my eyes with a fork.”

      “You can’t mean it.” His black brows took a plunge.

      Sarah watched him wilt in the chair. Matteo was a great chef. He could taste a new dish and dissect the recipe into separate ingredients with amazing accuracy. But he’d never developed much of a palate for wine because Sarah had been there to select wines for him for more than twenty years.

      “Matteo, this is hands-down the flabbiest wine I’ve ever encountered.”

      “What?” The brows came together in confusion. “Flabby?” He reached for the goblet. “I thought it tasted good. Sweet.”

      “You always did like sweet and uncomplicated,” she remarked, thinking of his surfer-dude boyfriend. She wondered if they were still taking showers together.

      Then again, surfer-dude was none of her business these days.

      “But amore, what is this thing you say? Flabby?”

      “That’s what we call a wine that has no character. Not enough acidity. Usually from a winemaker who is trying too hard.” She took possession of the goblet again and held it up. “This is so unremarkable, I can’t begin to guess who the vintner is.”

      “Madonna!” Matteo slumped in the chair opposite her and dropped his head in his hands.

      “Matteo, tell me you didn’t buy a case of this shite.”

      He didn’t look up. He sat silently, pushing his hands into his hair until sections stuck up like licorice sticks between his fingers.

      “Tell me you didn’t buy a truckload like the last time. And tell me you didn’t spend my money on this remodel?” She waved a hand over the ornate table setting.

      “Worse,” he said. Slowly, he raised his head and met her stare. In his eyes she saw the little boy that lurked beneath his skin—the little boy that could tug at her heart. She had to look away.

      “Sarah, I’m a chef, not a banker. You always handled the money. Not me. You have to understand…”

      “What’s to understand?” She sat back, wary of being sucked into his drama again. His addiction to crisis was one of the reasons she had ended their marriage—that and finding him and surfer-dude sudsing up in the shower. “You took money that didn’t belong to you. End of story.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “You didn’t even ask.”

      “You were in Europe. And I didn’t think it would matter.”

      “You didn’t think using hundreds of thousands of my money without asking…mattered?”

      “It was only supposed to be temporary, cara. Believe me. A day or two only. Then the money would go right back into the account.”

      Sarah stared at Matteo, incredulous and not following his reasoning.

      “But then everything went wrong!” he wailed.

      “What, exactly?” she growled through her teeth.

      “She only needed a couple days of grace, but the bank refused.”

      “What do you mean—she?”

      He grabbed the goblet and drained the contents of the glass to fortify himself. Then he set down the empty goblet with a thunk and stared at it, glumly. She waited for him to explain himself, because it was obvious that he needed time to gather his thoughts.

      And, most likely, his courage.

      “I lent the money to someone,” he admitted, finally, as he stared down at the table.

      “From the sale of the Alameda house? All of it?”

      “Si. All of it.” He nodded and wiped the corner of his mouth with a knuckle. “But only for a few days. To help a friend.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “It was going to be fine, amore. She promised. She was selling some property that would cover the loan in a few days. But then things went to hell in a handbag. A handbag!”

      “Don’t tell me. The sale fell through.”

      “Si. And our money’s gone missing.”

      “Was it a cashier’s check? We can put a stop on it.”

      “No, we can’t. It was cashed.”

      “Fuck,” Sarah exclaimed, growing angrier by the nanosecond.

      “And now, it will take a miracle to save the winery and get our money back.”

      “Who is this so-called friend?”

      “No one you know. But she’s a nice person, I tell you. Part of the rainbow community here. A real inspiration.”

      Matteo was probably right about her not knowing his friends. His world had ceased to be part of hers years ago. But a female vineyard owner? Her mind began to race through data she had collected during her twenty-year career as a wine consultant. A female-owned business in the valley was still unusual enough for her to have taken notice.

      “So, you loaned money,” Sarah mused. “To a winery, I take it?”

      Matteo nodded. “She was so worried that she would lose everything. And I believed in her. I wanted to help.”

      Then a name spit out of Sarah’s memory bank.

      “Are we talking about Bobbie Zellers, the reality star from way back?”

      “Si.” Matteo met her stare, eager now. “Social influencer now. She’s so nice. She loves Sonoma. But it’s been tough, being who she is and the old vintners around here. She’s really trying, though.”

      “She’s a blond bimbo, Matteo.”

      “No, cara, no. People, they misjudge her.”

      “She should stick to selling lip gloss.”

      “No, cara. She is trying to make it work. Believe me.”

      “That was Belle Vue Sauvignon Blanc you just served me, wasn’t it?” Sarah rotated the stem of the goblet in her fingers, sure she was witnessing the death throes of a once famous winery. “Oh, dear lord.”

      She shook her head in dismay. She knew that Belle Vue had changed hands a few years ago, and that the estate had been purchased by an actor. But she hadn’t been aware of the degradation in quality of their product.

      She sighed and eased back in her chair. “Matteo, this is not good.”

      “Si. I know. I know.”

      “Are you aware that someone from Belle Vue is missing?”

      “Not Bobbie…”

      “No, someone named Liz Smythe.”

      “Your Liz Smythe? She works at Belle Vue?”

      “Aye.” She sighed, frustrated. “Things look bad here, Matteo.”

      “I know, cara. I know.”

      “And I know Liz Smythe. I wouldn’t put it past her to run a scam.”

      “Scam? What do you mean?”

      “She’s missing. Our money is missing. Do I have to paint you a picture?”

      “It can’t be.” He shook his head vehemently. “No. It is not like that, Sarah. Bobbie is torn up about this. She is determined to make amends. She wants to give us a share of the winery…”

      “No thank you. Sounds like trouble.”

      “You are wrong about her. You will see. Meet her. Talk to her.”

      “What good would that do?”

      “She has this idea,” Matteo began.

      Sarah leaned all the way back in the ornate chair and scowled at him. She was certain the financial debacle would only grow worse with a second Bobbie and Matteo scheme.

      “There is this one thing.” Matteo leaned across the table and stuck out his index finger, shooting an intense look at her through the fringe of his hair. “If someone could find the hidden treasure⁠—”

      “Stop.” Sarah grabbed his wrist. “That’s just a legend, Matteo. Hearsay.”

      “It could be true. And you could help Bobbie find it.”

      Sarah released him. “No one bases the future of a winery on a legend.”

      “But what if gold is stashed in the cellar like the stories say? Or really old wine? Wouldn’t old bottles of wine be pretty valuable?”

      “Well, at least their old wine would be better than the stuff you just gave me.”

      “Cara, I’m serious. If Bobbie can find the hidden treasure, she can keep Belle Vue alive and pay us back. Don’t you think it’s worth a try?”

      “In a word? No.” Sarah scooted back the heavy chair and stood up. “Unless Belle Vue hires a different winemaker, they are doomed to fail.”

      “But the treasure⁠—”

      “Simply an old wives’ tale.” Sarah turned to leave. “My advice, Matteo? Cut your losses and get out.”

      “You won’t help my friend try?” Matteo jumped to his feet. “You will let us lose all that money?” He chopped the air in front of his chest.

      She faced him, no longer affected by his emotional outbursts. Matteo had a habit of refusing to accept blame or criticism by deflecting his missteps onto others. During their marriage, she had often looked inward, wondering if her expectations were too high, if she were at fault, if she were a nag or was too unloving. No more.

      “First off, pal,” she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “You were the one who lost all the money. Not me. There’s no ‘us’ in this. And second of all, I’m busy. Busier than ever.” She grabbed her purse strap from the arm of the chair and slung it over one shoulder. “And third of all, I’m a wine consultant, not a treasure hunter. So, not my wheelhouse. This is your mess. You figure it out.”

      “But…”

      Ignoring his protests, she swept out of the restaurant and marched to her little red sports car, determined to shove Matteo, Bobbie Zellers and Belle Vue Winery out of her thoughts. She had plenty to do before the birthday party she was hosting that evening for Kelley.

      But it was impossible to purge her thoughts of Liz Smythe. If that prick had scammed Matteo and Bobbie via a nonexistent real estate sale and absconded with the money, she wouldn’t rest until she hunted the woman down.

      Fuming, Sarah unlocked her Triumph and looked up as she opened the car door. She paused, dangling the forgotten key in her hand. Across the lawn of Sonoma Plaza, she spotted Birthday Girl sitting on a park bench near the duck pond.

      With a guy.

      Snogging.

      Shocked, Sarah stared at the man’s all-too-familiar lilac polo shirt.

      “Not the homeless dentist, Kelley,” Sarah muttered in dismay. “Please, gawd, no.”
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      Sarah studied the lovebirds on the bench, trying to identify the man kissing her friend. When she got a glimpse of the man’s hair, she was relieved to see it was reddish-brown, not salt and pepper. That ruled out Roger LaRue, the dentist with PTSD who hung around the plaza in his trademark purple shirt. But she still wondered who the guy was. If Kelley had met possible dating material, surely she would have told her best friend. Was the mystery man a lover from her past, here to celebrate her birthday by coming back into her life?

      She was glad to see Kelley enjoying the moment, but at the same time  was suspicious that she hadn’t heard about the guy.

      The man must have sensed Sarah’s surveillance because he eased Kelley around, still fused in a lip-lock, until he could peer over her shoulder for a better view of his audience.

      The move was as phony as hell. If the guy was genuinely into Kelley, he wouldn’t notice anything around him. He’d be concentrating on the woman in his arms and how he felt about her. At the very least, he’d have his eyes closed.

      “Please, not another creep,” Sarah prayed under her breath. Foreboding fingered through her. The last thing she wanted for Kelley was to have her heart get broken.

      Then the man’s regard locked on Sarah’s, pinning her in place, as if he had centered the crosshairs of a weapon on her face. The probing coldness in the man’s blue eyes cut through her. He was trying to work out why she was staring at him as much as she was trying to figure out who he was and what he was up to.

      Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at him, conveying a warning that he couldn’t possibly misread.

      I see you, pal. And you’d better be careful with my friend. Or else.

      As if to refute the warning, he broke off his regard, took Kelley’s face in both hands, and made her the focus of his attention. He angled his forehead to touch hers and said something while his thumbs stroked her cheekbones.

      Was he distracting Kelley from looking her way?

      The asshole.

      Sarah couldn’t wait to talk to Kelley in private. She hoped to have an opportunity to chat with her at the birthday party tonight. Better yet, she’d create the opportunity.
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      Late that afternoon, Sarah carried the birthday cake into the house and set it on the washer in the utility room. The cake was custom-made to look like a book to celebrate Kelley’s job. Then Sarah hurried into the kitchen to do last-minute tasks for the party.

      The birthday party idea had started out as a small gathering—a few friends in a kind of a combo event. She could celebrate Kelley’s fortieth and show off her newly decorated home at the same time. People had been asking to see it.

      Right now, however, Sarah wanted to kick herself for considering the idea of a get together. She wasn’t a cook, and she wasn’t an entertainer.

      She was a crossword puzzle nerd, not a cocktail party maven. Her idea of a fun evening was curling up in the comfy chair her recent acquaintance Wesley Leslie III had picked out for her and reading a book. Or sitting on Kelley’s patio, chatting. Or guessing a mystery wine with her friend Zach Sullivan, the bartender at the Wolf House. Or, oddly enough now, jogging along the back roads of her little village of Glen Ellen.

      After a two-minute shower, Sarah grabbed the blue sheath dress out of the closet and pulled it over her head. She held up her blond hair with one hand and zipped the back of the dress with the other. Then she snatched a pair of nude slides off the shoe rack and eased into them. Wesley would chide her for wearing shoes in the house, but she wasn’t about to go around barefoot tonight. Gold hoops would complete the ensemble. She turned for the jewelry cabinet on the wall and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

      What the hell?

      Sarah pivoted to the side and smoothed the silk fabric over her belly, trying to eliminate the ripples and glaring in dismay at her reflection. She couldn’t wear this dress to the party. It hung on her like a sack.

      When was the last time she’d had on the dress? She thought back. She’d bought it last spring for the Flight of Fancy auction. Had she lost that much weight since then? Had running and a better diet toned her hips and torso that much? Even her still generous breasts didn’t fill out the darts of the bodice. She pinched the fabric at her hips and held out a good two inches on both sides.

      Unbelievable.

      But brilliant.

      If she owned an ultrasound, she’d check for polyps. She’d bet a hundred pounds sterling that her diet and exercise approach to treating her polycystic ovary syndrome was working.

      Even more brilliant.

      Feeling pressed for time, Sarah exchanged the blue dress for the tighter red one, which was still a bit loose. But it would have to do. She made a mental note to check the rest of her special event apparel. She might have to overhaul her wardrobe in the same way she’d redecorated her home.
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      At seven o’clock, the first guest pressed the doorbell. Hoping Kelley had arrived, Sarah quit cutting carrots into strips and grabbed a towel to dry her hands. She strolled to the door and pulled it open.

      Buff Sheriff Bradley stood on her porch, unfashionably punctual and dressed in his usual off-duty attire: black polo shirt and black jeans. She should have guessed he would arrive before anyone else.

      “Sarah,” Steven greeted, holding a gift under his arm and the neck of a wine bottle in his fist. A man hovered behind him in the shadows. Steven’s plus one was a male. Interesting.

      “Steven.” She waved him in. “Come in. Come in.”

      “Is this any good?” Steven held out the wine bottle and grimaced at the label. His shining forehead rose in a series of lines like a musical staff. “I can never tell.”

      Sarah was surprised, and not in a good way, when he turned the label to face her. Belle Vue Sauvignon Blanc 2022, the same palate offender that Matteo had served.

      Was she being pranked or tormented?

      “Where did you acquire this?” she asked, rotating the bottle in her hands, and trying hard not to display her disdain of his hostess gift. He watched her avidly, his black eyes probing her expression for the slightest blip of approval.

      “It came recommended.”

      “Really? By whom?”

      “An old friend.” Steven brushed passed her, allowing his companion to step across the threshold. “My army buddy from way back, Jared James. Jared, Sarah.”

      Sarah almost choked on her tongue before she caught herself. Park Bench Man, she almost blurted, shocked. She thrust out a hand.

      He recognized her. She could tell by the way he stood before her, evaluating her without smiling. He seemed to be deciding how to play the next few minutes without giving himself away, should she not recognize him in return. His regard was as cool and
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ACROSS

3. Part of a bum gang is tedious. (6)

15. Heard there’s gold in this US state. (2)

17. Shining element. (2)

25. Tiny is a blast. (6)

35. River flows with housing agency and scion. (6)
47. Precipitation brings software smarts. (2)

49. Mixed expression of realization. (2)

57. Yellow-tipped shaft of plant. (6)

DOWN
1. Butterfly ends with a yellow leader. (8)

3. Chill, look back at part of the tide. (2)

5. Savory noodle minus humans equals deity. (2)

7. Answerin gas. (2)

8. Leading, losing at the start, gets repaired initially, showing teeth. (8)
18. King pronoun is the one. (2)

20. Imitate without being tardy sounds foul. (3)

22. Atax collected at source, at first. (3)

27. Put heat into that chant for resistance. (3

29. Words a grieving woman carries. (1,2)

39. An assoc. for gourmands. (2)

50. A group leading African burrowing animals. (2)

52. Part of ancient urban area. (2)

54. Choking back expression of awe turns to pain. (2)





OEBPS/images/sarah-mckee-digital-covers.jpg
A SARAH MCKEE MYSTERY #3

| LES
NTHE

CELLAR






OEBPS/images/blank.jpg
Sarah’s Puzzle

ACROSS

3. Part of a bum gang is tedious. (6)

15. Heard there’s gold in this US state. (2)

17. Shining element. (2)

25. Tiny is a blast. (6)

35. River flows with housing agency and scion. (6)
47. Precipitation brings software smarts. (2)

49. Mixed expression of realization. (2)

57. Yellow-tipped shaft of plant. (6)

DOWN
1. Butterfly ends with a yellow leader. (8)

3. Chill, look back at part of the tide. (2)

5. Savory noodle minus humans equals deity. (2)

7. Answerin gas. (2)

8. Leading, losing at the start, gets repaired initially, showing teeth. (8)
18. King pronoun is the one. (2)

20. Imitate without being tardy sounds foul. (3)

22. Atax collected at source, at first. (3)

27. Put heat into that chant for resistance. (3

29. Words a grieving woman carries. (1,2)

39. An assoc. for gourmands. (2)

50. A group leading African burrowing animals. (2)

52. Part of ancient urban area. (2)

54. Choking back expression of awe turns to pain. (2)






OEBPS/images/lucky-logo-transparent.jpg
LUCKY





