
  
    [image: Lavender and Lies]
  


  
    
      LAVENDER AND LIES

      A SMALL TOWN CONTEMPORARY COZY MYSTERY

      
        HEYWOOD HERBALIST COZY MYSTERIES BOOK 2

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CARLY WINTER

      

      
        Edited by DIVAS AT WORK EDITING

        Cover By COVEREDBYMELINDA.COM

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Carly Winter

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Cover by: CoveredbyMelinda.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Lavender and Lies

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Carly Winter

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LAVENDER AND LIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Hiding her true identity is difficult… but not as hard as catching a killer.

      

      As Samantha Jones, a former daytime television star, tries to assimilate into the small community of Heywood, her life is upended when her friend, Gina, is arrested for murdering her abusive ex-husband.

      Even though every shred of evidence points at Gina being the true killer, Sam can’t believe her friend would murder one of the most hated men in town. As her search for the real killer eventually peters out and Sam’s ready to declare Gina guilty, a turn of events leads her down an unexpected path.

      But will this path lead Sam to the real killer, or will an innocent person rot in prison for the rest of her life?
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      “It’s cows. It has to be cows.”

      I glanced over at my friend and co-worker, Annabelle, who sat at the steering wheel and stuck her head out the window to see beyond the long line of cars, trucks, and tractors ahead of us.

      “Why do you think it’s cows?” I asked, holding my phone up, hoping for a signal. Still nothing. But that was to be expected outside of Heywood, Arizona. In town, getting a cell phone to work was sketchy at best. If outside the town limits, forget it.

      “Cows or goats,” she said, rolling up her window. “Probably from the Pugh farm.”

      “Well, they’re going to make us late,” I grumbled. “We’ve been sitting here at least a half hour.”

      With a snort, Annabelle checked her reflection in the mirror. Long, blonde crimped hair stood almost on end with hairspray, eighties style. “This isn’t Hollywood, babe. It’s Heywood. Everyone expects everyone else to be late because of situations exactly like this.”

      In Hollywood, one was late for only one of three reasons: traffic, because it was fashionable, or the one arriving late was trying to snub the one waiting—basically a power play. With a sigh, I decided I’d take cows over any of the Hollywood explanations.

      After a long moment, Annabelle said, “I thought it was a beautiful service.”

      I nodded and laid my head against the window. After Doreen Tupper died in her sleep, her husband, Charlie, had requested my presence at the service. Since I was the one who had uncovered that Doreen had killed my boss, Bonnie, and she was getting ready for a trial and to spend the rest of her life in jail, I had been shocked at the invitation. In fact, I’d almost turned it down because I feared he’d want to give me a piece of his mind. I’d had no choice in handing Doreen over to the cops. Either I revealed her as the killer, or someone innocent would have gone to prison. Namely, me.

      Charlie had been kind and gracious, pulling me aside and telling me he hoped we could be friends. I’d never imagined anyone showing such forgiveness. Having only been in Heywood a short period of time, the generosity and humanity of small-town life never failed to surprise me. Such a difference from Hollywood. Sometimes I felt like I resided on another planet, and, I supposed, in a way I did. Nothing could be further from Hollywood than Heywood.

      But we were still going to be late for our meeting with our attorney and accountant, Colin Breckshire, III, a pleasant little man with a panache for fedoras and nice suits.

      “I’m going to walk ahead and see what the holdup is,” I said, opening the door. “If traffic starts to move, just pick me up.”

      “Unless you can rope cows, that’s not going to help, Sam.”

      “I know. But at least I’ll be doing something instead of sitting here speculating on what’s causing the delay.”

      After passing a few cars, I knew I’d made a mistake. Despite my years of wearing heels in Hollywood, my feet had adjusted very easily to my sneakers and flats. In an attempt to look nice for the memorial service, I’d worn heels, and now my feet screamed and cursed at me, figuratively, of course. Yet, I continued my trek.

      I waved and said hello to a few acquaintances who also sat in their cars as I continued my march. Finally, I saw a sheriff’s car parked on the side of the road, and I expected to see cows or goats, as Annabelle had predicted.

      Instead, I found a naked man of no more than twenty-five lying in the middle of the road and Deputy Jordan Branson standing over him, his hands on his hips, as if unsure what to do.

      He noticed me approaching and walked over with a George Clooney swagger. His smile only made him look more like the star. “Hey, Sam. Can you get back into your car, please?”

      “What’s that guy doing?” I asked, peering around the deputy. “Why in the world is he lying naked in the road?”

      Jordan glanced over his shoulder. “That’s Bobby Pugh. He’s got some drug issues. He’s pretty out of it.”

      “Then why don’t you move him and get him some help?” I asked.

      “We’re waiting for an ambulance.”

      With a groan, Bobby rolled to his side and curled up in a fetal position.

      “I hate to sound like I don’t care, but you’ve got traffic backed up both ways because of him. Moving him to the side of the road isn’t going to hurt him.”

      Jordan shook his head. “When it was called in, the sheriff said no one was to move him except medical personnel. And this may astound you, but I’m not that.”

      “Why does she want him left there?” I asked. “I mean, he’s naked and dozed out on drugs and suffering from unknown humiliation at this point. At least throw a blanket over the guy!”

      He grunted, but didn’t answer.

      “Jordan!”

      “Fine. I think I have one in my car.”

      As he walked toward the police cruiser muttering under his breath, a black Ford pickup truck came flying down the dirt road to my right, a plume of dust in its wake.

      “Bobby! Bobby!” the woman yelled out the window, slamming on the brakes and exiting the vehicle. “Oh, my gosh! Is he dead?!”

      Tall, thin, with long gray hair, she had the build of a woman who participated in manual labor. Based on her age, I could only guess Bobby’s mother had arrived on the scene.

      “We’ve called an ambulance,” Jordan said, hurrying over to her and placing the blanket over her son. “He’s not dead, Mrs. Pugh.”

      She kneeled next to Bobby and felt his neck for a pulse. “These dang drugs… not even Heywood is safe from them.”

      “No, Ma’am. We aren’t.”

      “And that stupid sheriff… she’s as useless as the day is long!” Mrs. Pugh yelled, springing to her feet. “That woman needs to be taken back behind the barn and shot!”

      I arched an eyebrow, waiting for Jordan’s response. Not that I disagreed with her. If I looked up “incompetence” in the dictionary, I wouldn’t be surprised to find Sheriff Mallory Richards’ picture there.

      “Let’s not discuss violence against the sheriff,” Jordan said. “Your son should be fine.”

      “You know who’s responsible for this, don’t you?” she yelled, placing her hands on her hips. “It’s that Ralph guy and his two friends—Buck and Mike. They’re bringing the drugs into town!”

      Ralph… Ralph… right. If I was thinking of the correct person, that would be the man Annabelle used to date and the one that my other friend, Gina, had married. A prize of a guy who liked to beat on his significant other.

      “We don’t know that,” Jordan said. “Unless you have definitive proof, we only have rumors.”

      “The three of them were at my farm three nights ago, deputy.” She then pointed at her son. “And now, look at Bobby! It doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots!”

      Jordan clamped his mouth shut, which I thought was smart. An upset mother shouldn’t be argued with.

      “Where’s the ambulance?” she yelled.

      “I’ll call in and check,” he mumbled, then headed back to his cruiser, leaving me with Mrs. Pugh.

      “I swear, there’s incompetence all around,” she muttered, her gaze landing on me. “Do I know you?”

      Smiling, I shook my head. “We’ve never met. I’m Sam Jones, owner of Sage Advice.”

      “Oh! Yes. I’ve got some stuff on order with you. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You as well.”

      She narrowed her gaze on me as her son groaned. “You look a lot like that actress… what’s her name?”

      Here we go again. “Andie MacDowell?”

      “I don’t know who that is. No, there was another actress on daytime television. On a soap opera I enjoyed. Not sure what happened to her. The show hasn’t been the same since she left, so I don’t watch it anymore. But you look like her.”

      Grinning past my panic, I hoped for a distraction. The last thing I needed, or wanted, was someone recognizing me. I preferred to keep my past life as daytime television star, Samantha Rathbone, a secret. In my new, simple life in Heywood, I went without all the Botox, fillers, and makeup. Sometimes, people thought they were familiar with me. However, I did look different, and probably older than I had on television. The producers had fought me tooth and nail for me to remain appearing young, when all I wanted was to age gracefully and embrace my fifty-three years on this Earth.

      “Ambulance is two minutes out,” Jordan called.

      Thankfully, the sirens wailed in the distance and everyone’s attention swiveled toward them.

      As I glanced at Bobby, I noted his chest moved up and down through the blanket, so at least he was breathing.

      The ambulance made its way up the side of the road, then parked. When the two EMTs exited and hurried over to Bobby, I decided to head back to the waiting Annabelle and fill her in on what I’d learned. She’d be interested to hear Mrs. Pugh thought her ex was involved in a drug ring.

      Over my shoulder, I thought I heard thunder. Glancing up at the sky, I found nothing but the sun shining. Not even a cloud passing by.

      “Sam!” Jordan shouted. “Look out!”

      Turning, I found a herd of cows running in my direction, down the dirt road from where Mrs. Pugh had come.

      How in the world did I outrun the cows?

      I froze, unable to move as the beasts charged. As Mrs. Pugh yelled at them for breaking the fence, the EMTs threw Bobby onto the gurney and hurried him over to the ambulance. In front of me, green pastures stretched for miles. To my right sat the line of cars waiting to go into town. Could I make it there in time? Would the beasts be deterred by the vehicles, or would they attempt to run over them? I knew so little about livestock.

      Unsure of what to do, I tried to run toward what I considered my safest bet at not being trampled—the cars.

      My heel caught in the road, and I stumbled, scraping my hands on the pavement. The thundering grew closer and fear paralyzed me while visions of my life passed before my eyes. Winning my Emmy. Finding my husband dead. The mean streets of Oakland where I’d grown up. Was this how I was going to go? Stomped to death in a cow stampede? The headlines would be rich. Former Emmy Winning Actress Becomes Hamburger. Samantha Rathbone, Daytime TV Starlet, Is Now Roadkill.

      Before I could find the wherewithal to scramble to my feet again, hands grabbed me under my armpits and dragged me a few feet off the side of the road to the pasture, then we fell to the ground, my savior’s full weight on top of me. I glanced over my shoulder to see the stampede passing a few feet away, then realized it was Jordan who had rescued me.

      As my breath heaved in and out, Jordan rolled to the side onto his back. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Maybe? Relief flooded through me that I hadn’t been killed by a herd of stupid cows. I took stock of my body and realized my stomach was… wet?

      As I rose to all fours, the scent of cow poo assaulted me. I’d landed in a very large pile of it. “Oh, my word,” I whispered, staring at the huge green stain on the front of my white silk shirt while bits of fecal matter had been embedded in my black, wool sweater. Annabelle had been right—I should’ve stayed in the car. “Did you toss me into a fresh cow patty on purpose?”

      He glanced over at me, smiled, then began chuckling. “No, I promise, it wasn’t done intentionally.”

      I stood, finding nothing funny about my predicament, and the longing to rip the blouse from my body almost overwhelming. However, I wouldn’t give all the car occupants a show, let alone Jordan.

      As he rose to his feet, his smirk remained in place. “You’re welcome,” he said, the ambulance driving off toward town. “I’ll get this traffic moving.”

      Standing on the side of the road, I wanted to scream with disgust. The stench, the shirt sticking to my skin… Bile rose in my throat.

      Had Jordan thrown me into the waste on purpose? Our relationship was somewhat turbulent, so it wouldn’t surprise me. However, he had moved me out of the stampede’s way, so possibly it had been an accident. A mystery I doubted I’d ever solve.

      After picking up my shoe, I searched for part of the missing heel which seemed to have disappeared in the commotion.

      Jordan jogged back to his vehicle as the traffic began to move. “You’re welcome,” he called, then entered his car.

      Exhaustion suddenly overtook me, and I didn’t have the energy to walk back to Annabelle. Instead, I waited until she drove up. Her eyes widened as her gaze found mine.

      “What happened?” she asked after rolling down her window.

      “There was a stampede,” I said, walking over to the passenger side and opening the door. “Do you have an extra shirt in here somewhere?”

      “No,” she replied, grimacing. “Gosh, you stink.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “That stuff is great garden fertilizer, though.”

      As we pulled away from the scene, Jordan waved at us. Annabelle returned the gesture while I ignored him.

      “I told you it was cows,” Annabelle said. “It’s always them holding up traffic.”

      Lying my head back against the headrest, I closed my eyes, not bothering to correct her.

      I’d tell her about Ralph, Bobby, and the drug problem at some other point when I wasn’t covered in cow turds.
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      Annabelle and I canceled our visit to the lawyers’ office until the next morning where he gave us the incredible news that Sage Advice revenue was up twenty percent with our new online store. We celebrated with a scone and a latte from Cup of Go as we took a stroll down the Riverwalk with Jack, her rescue Beagle, and Catnip, who preferred to be carried, but did enjoy the scenery.

      “What’s our next mountain to climb and conquer?” Annabelle asked. “I feel like we’re headed for world domination.”

      “One grassy knoll at a time,” I said, also thrilled with our success. “World domination will come.”

      The Riverwalk was my favorite part of living in Heywood. To my right, up on a small hill, sat the town, each store and restaurant had a deck for the locals and tourists to enjoy. To my left, the pristine river flowed. Beyond that lay thick, dense forest. The beauty of the area never failed to take my breath away.

      Jack stopped to do his business while Catnip looked on with hooded lids and a good dose of judgment. Since my cat used the toilet, he seemed to disapprove of anything else.

      We continued our walk and discussed the day’s plans.

      “I don’t think we have a lot on the calendar,” Annabelle said. “Later today I may have a consultation, but other than that, I’ll just be making some tinctures and capsules. I know tomorrow, we have to make a delivery to the Pugh farm.”

      Ugh. The place of my humiliation and intimate introduction to cow waste. “I may toy with the marketing a little,” I said, shuddering at the memory. “I’d love to get our revenue up even further and give us both a raise.”

      Annabelle’s head bobbed in agreement. “Gosh, Sam. That would be amazing.”

      When my phone rang, I almost ignored it, until I saw our friend, Gina, was calling.

      “Hey,” I answered. “What’s up?”

      “I need your help,” she whispered.

      Tucking the phone under my chin to free my hand, I grabbed Annabelle’s arm and we came to a halt. “What’s going on, Gina?”

      Annabelle’s brow furrowed in concern.

      “It’s my ex-husband,” she whispered. “He’s dead.”

      “Ralph’s dead?” I asked. Annabelle gasped and placed her head next to mine so she could hear. How weird was it that both of my friends had dated and/or married the same man?

      “Yep. Dead as dead can be, and the police think I did it, Sam. I’m in big trouble. I need your help.”

      Annabelle and I exchanged glances. “Where are you?” I asked.

      “At File It Away. I found him this morning when I opened. The police are in the front room. I said I had to use the bathroom and I called you.”

      “We have to help her,” Annabelle whispered. I nodded in agreement.

      “We’re on our way, Gina.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly what we could do to assist our friend, but I knew in my heart she didn’t kill Ralph… no matter how much he deserved it.

      “Let’s hurry and take the animals back to the store,” Annabelle suggested. “Then we can head over.” As we turned around, she shook her head. “I can’t believe that jerk is dead!”

      Once our charges were safely back at the store, we rushed over to File It Away. The front door stood open, and both Annabelle and I hurried to the entrance.

      “I don’t think so,” Jordan said, immediately stepping in front of us, but not quick enough to block us from viewing the body. Annabelle gasped and placed her hand over her mouth, but for me, years of acting kicked in and I remained impassive. “This is a murder scene.”

      “Where’s Gina?” I asked, trying to glance over his shoulder. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s not hurt,” Jordan said. “But this is an active crime scene and I need you two to leave.”

      “Not yet,” I replied, lifting my chin. “We’re worried about our friend. Is she in trouble?”

      Jordan narrowed his gaze. “Why would you think that?”

      After almost giving away Gina’s secret phone call, I searched my mid-life brain for an excuse. And it didn’t fire with an answer, which seemed to be happening more frequently.

      “Because there’s cop cars parked in front!” Annabelle exclaimed, pointing over her shoulder. “What are we supposed to think?!”

      I breathed a sigh of relief at her quick cover.

      “Gina’s fine. We just have some questions for her.”

      “Why?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “That’s all I can disclose for now,” Jordan said. “Why don’t you two get going now?”

      As he shut the door and lowered the blinds, Annabelle and I exchanged looks.

      “What do we do now?” I whispered. “We can’t just leave her here.”

      She grabbed my arm and led me around to the side of the building. “We can’t do anything inside, but we can listen in on what they’re saying and try to help her by collecting information.”

      Having been extensively questioned by the police before, and barely remembering any of it—except for the very, very unpleasant parts—I realized Annabelle was right. Gina would need people on her side who would help her recall exactly what she said to the police. We crouched below the window, which was closed. Annabelle dug her fingernails under the silver pane, and to my utter shock, was able to lift the pane an inch.

      I glanced over at her. “How did you do that?”

      “None of the windows in these old buildings lock,” she whispered. “Lucky guess.”

      Making a mental note to check the windows in Sage Advice, I tried to listen in, but another thought struck. “Don’t you think we should call her a⁠—”

      Annabelle held up her hand, motioning me to be quiet.

      “Well, Ms. Dunner, you claim to be innocent. How exactly do you explain the death of your ex-husband?” I recognized Sheriff Mallory Richards’ voice.

      With File It Away being a nail salon, I found it fitting that Ralph had died with his head in one of the taupe-colored foot bowls.

      “I have no idea,” Gina said, her voice quivering slightly.

      “He was drowned,” Jordan said. “Someone had to hold his head under the water.”

      “We’ll have to run toxicology, but that’s what it looks like to me as well,” the sheriff replied. “How did you do it, Ms. Dunner? Did you drug him first?”

      Gina snorted and I imagined her shaking her head. “He probably drugged himself.”

      “What does that mean?” Mallory asked.

      “It means he was a dumb druggie who never paid his child support,” Gina shot back.

      “How much did he owe you?” Jordan asked.

      “I lost track after a couple of years,” Gina replied. “He quit paying when our son was eight. Haven’t seen a dime since.”

      “How old is your child?” the sheriff asked.

      “Seventeen.”

      Someone let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of child support he missed out on,” the sheriff muttered.

      “She shouldn’t have said that,” Annabelle whispered. “That’s a reason to kill him right there.”

      I nodded. The more Gina talked, the deeper in trouble she would find herself. I also knew that from experience.

      Revenge for not paying, or hoping to collect after Ralph’s estate
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