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      From Hollywood, California, to Heywood, Arizona, trouble follows her…

      After her husband’s brutal killing and her fall from the Hollywood elite, the disgraced Samantha Rathbone moves to Heywood hoping to forget her past and live a quiet life of anonymity as Sam Jones.

      When she takes a job at the local herbal shop, Sage Advice, and the owner is found murdered, Sam is pushed back into the unwanted spotlight when she becomes the number one suspect. As she wades through  ugly family drama, the questionable business practices of others, and the lies embroiled in a small town, she searches for the true killer, hoping to save herself.

      Will Samantha be able to find the murderer before she’s put away for a crime she didn’t commit?
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      I slammed on the brakes, closed my eyes, and gripped the steering wheel so tightly, I briefly worried it might snap in my hands. For a few seconds, I thought about dying, my life flashing before my eyes. My horrible childhood. My rise to fame and fortune. The crash and burn when it was all taken away from me. I’d come darn close to death once, and it seemed it may be knocking on my door again. And this time, I still wasn’t ready.

      I waited for the impact from the front, but thankfully, it never came. Instead, my vehicle stopped with the sound of crunching metal from the passenger’s side. As I opened my eyes, I released my grip on the steering wheel, my hands aching. I’d overcorrected and landed in the trees on the side of the road. Across the two-lane highway stood the deer I’d almost hit.

      As our gazes met, I sighed in relief. Such a beautiful animal. One that could’ve easily killed me if it had come through the windshield after impact.

      I opened my door and it sprinted away into the forest. Groaning, I stood. Every muscle in my back and shoulders tensed. I walked around the front of my white BMW to study the damage, thankful the cool breeze calmed my raging hot flash. Menopause was the worst.

      Impact had taken place at the front wheel panel and the door. The tire had crushed inward at a strange angle, and my door no longer followed the lines of the car, the bottom protruding outward. Car meets tree; tree wins.

      With a sigh, I pulled out my phone. No service, either. The day was going splendidly. I took some deep breaths and tried to calm my racing heart.

      It hadn’t started out this way. I’d risen early and driven to Sedona, Arizona, to pick up some fresh herbs for the herbal apothecary I worked at in Heywood. The trip had provided me with breathtaking views of the red rocks Sedona had to offer, gorgeous sights of the forest, and a lot of time to relax and think about my life, something I didn’t like to do. I was busy rebuilding from a past that had brought me anger, bitterness, and profound sadness.

      I leaned against the driver’s side. Hopefully, someone would come around. Heywood was about fifteen miles up the road and the residents I’d met were very nice people. Hopefully someone I knew would stop to give me a ride. Until then, I’d soak up the fresh air and the sounds of the forest surrounding me.

      Birds. The wind whispering through the large firs. A squirrel crossing the road. Nature at its best.

      Ten minutes later, a pickup truck pulled up behind my car. A huge man standing over six feet exited, clad in coveralls and a thick gray beard. With his bright smile and being in his seventies, he reminded me of Santa.

      But bad things always happened when a man approached a woman in the middle of the forest. Dozens of slasher movies had proved that.

      “What happened?” he asked as he approached.

      “I almost had a run-in with a deer.”

      “Well, at least it wasn’t a Sasquatch encounter.” Was he serious? He shook his head and placed his hands on his hips as he studied the damage, but his face remained somber, which made me wonder. “You okay?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      He walked around to the front of the car, giving me a wide berth, which made me feel slightly safer. “You’re not going anywhere,” he said, assessing the damage.

      “I know.”

      “Did you call someone?”

      “No.” I held up my phone. “No service out here.”

      “Figures. No one has service in these parts, no matter who their carrier is. Where you headed?” he asked, running a hand over his beard.

      “Heywood. I live there.”

      “I’ve got a farm on the other side of Heywood, so I can give you a lift if you like.”

      Pursing my lips, I’d been hoping it was just my phone provider that didn’t cover the area and he’d be able to make a call for me. Getting into a stranger’s car wasn’t something I was too keen on doing.

      “I’m not going to bite,” he said, holding both hands up in front of him. “I’m one of the good guys.”

      And Ted Bundy had probably claimed the same thing.

      Quickly weighing my options, I realized I didn’t like either. I could walk, or I could accept his offer.

      “My name’s Charlie Tupper,” he said, stretching out his hand. “I’ve lived in the area my whole life. My family has been farming the same piece of land for four generations.”

      With a sigh, I took his calloused palm. I’d have to trust him. “Sam Jones,” I said. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “Sure. Come on, Ms. Jones. Let’s get you home.”

      I grabbed my package of herbs from the backseat of my car and crawled into the cab of Charlie’s truck. I was met by a Golden Retriever in the back seat who promptly said hello by licking my face.

      “That’s Daisy,” Charlie said. “If she’s anything, it’s over-friendly, so I apologize in advance.”

      While Daisy’s tail thumped against the seat, she tasted my cheek once again and I ran my hand over her soft head. I felt a little better having accepted the ride from Charlie. No rapist or killer would own a dog like her.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you look like that actress? What’s her name… Andi McDowell?” He pulled out on the highway.

      I smiled and kept my gaze focused on the road ahead. “Yes, I’ve heard that before.” Many times, in fact. Once, I was told that I looked just like the actress, except I wasn’t as pretty. But that had been in my former life, the one I was trying to forget.

      “So, where are you from? You didn’t grow up around these parts, or I’d know of you.”

      “Los Angeles. I moved to Heywood about three months ago.”

      “Huh. Los Angeles to Heywood is a pretty big jump. What happened? Did Mickey Mouse chase you out of town?”

      I chuckled, but he had no idea how close he was to the truth.

      “How do you like the little gem in the forest?” Charlie asked.

      Pausing a moment, I considered my answer. I was still raw from my previous life burning to the ground both figuratively and literally, but every day I seemed to heal just a bit more. I appreciated my job and the knowledge I was gaining, and I did love Heywood—a little town situated on the banks of a river nestled in the middle of the forest. “I really like it,” I said, meaning every word. “It’s beautiful.”

      He spoke of a few people in town, asking if I knew them. A couple, I’d met. Most, I hadn’t. “What about Bonnie?” he asked. “She runs Sage Advice.”

      “She’s my boss,” I replied, grinning while I pet Daisy again. “I live in the apartment upstairs from her store.”

      Charlie laughed and tapped his hand against the steering wheel, obviously thrilled we knew someone in common. “Ah… Bonnie and I have some history. She’s a good woman. Do you like goats?”

      From Bonnie to goats. The change in conversation threw me off a bit. “I’m... I’m not really sure.” Had I ever met one? I couldn’t recall. They weren’t a common sight in Hollywood, but I thought of my travels abroad and still came up empty.

      As I listened to his tales of baby goats and building a petting zoo on his farm for his grandkids, I found myself enjoying his company and the simplicity of his life as he described it—a direct contradiction to the existence I’d left three months ago. Back then, I’d been lectured about being a fifty-four-year-old woman, my weight, whether or not I needed more Botox, and why in the world did I have gray hair?

      But that was Hollywood. I much preferred the minimalism of Heywood.

      “We’ve got miniature cows as well,” Charlie continued. “Cutest dang things I’ve ever seen. You should come out sometime and see them and the baby chickens. Little balls of yellow fluff running around. The grandkids love them.”

      By the time he dropped me off in front of Sage Advice, we’d exchanged phone numbers, and he made me promise I’d be out to see his farm soon.

      I smiled as I entered the store.

      “Sam!” Bonnie said, rounding the counter. “I’ve been worried sick! Where have you been?”

      She embraced me, and I closed my eyes for a second, appreciating the warmth and concern. “I almost hit a deer. Instead, I ended up in the ditch. Charlie Tupper stopped to help me.”

      “Oh, he’s a good man,” she said, holding me at arm’s length and studying me from head to toe. “You don’t look injured. Are you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine. My car isn’t, though. I need to call a tow truck.”

      “Go ahead and do what you need to do,” she replied, taking the bag of herbs from me. “I’ll take these in back.”

      “Do you mind if I go upstairs?” I asked. My neck had started to ache and a cool cloth, along with some ibuprofen, had become mandatory.

      “Of course not, dear. Take your time. I’ve got nowhere to be but here.” As she smiled, her face wrinkled up like a Shar-Pei puppy’s, but her eyes twinkled with youth and health. In her seventies, she was the most vibrant person I’d ever met.

      I followed her through the back room, then headed up the stairs to my apartment. When I’d first arrived in Heywood three months ago, I’d had very little money, no job, and nowhere to live. Bonnie had been my savior, providing me with all of the above.

      As I made some turmeric and vanilla tea in the small kitchen, I waited on hold for my insurance agent. When I explained the accident and gave her the mile marker where the car could be found, she promised to take care of it and have the car towed to the garage in Heywood, Tinkering on Trucks. After they examined it, she’d be back in touch.

      I sat for a few moments with a cool cloth on my head. Good thing Heywood was small enough that I could walk from one end to the other. Honestly, I almost hoped they totaled the BMW. It was the last reminder of my former life, and I liked the idea of driving one of those big Ford F150s, preferably in cherry red. Or, if they did total it, I could pocket the money since I really didn’t need a vehicle to get around in Heywood.

      Voices filtered up the stairs, which wasn’t an odd occurrence. Living above the store, I always heard people talking during business hours. However, this wasn’t a normal conversation. No. Someone was very, very angry.

      I stood and hurried out of my apartment, taking the stairs two at a time. Rushing through the back room, I found Bonnie behind the counter, smiling, while Doctor Garrett Butte yelled at her.

      “You can’t just prescribe any potion you come up with to my patients!” he screamed, his face so red, if he dropped dead of a heart attack, I wouldn’t be surprised. Considering he was the same age as Bonnie, it wasn’t a far-fetched idea.

      “I don’t prescribe anything,” Bonnie said. “What I do is suggest what herbs may help with someone’s malady and advise they talk to their doctor about using them.”

      “Herbs aren’t medicine!” he yelled. “They’re plants! What you do here is nothing short of witchcraft!”

      Bonnie rolled her eyes. “Garrett, don’t be silly. I’ve told you this a dozen times. Herbs have been used for centuries around the world by almost every culture to promote health and healing. Not all good things come in a prescription bottle.”

      “I don’t want you messing with my patients!” he said, pointing his finger at her face.

      “Is this about Debra?” Bonnie asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      His bluster faded for a brief moment.

      “She hasn’t had any issues with her G.E.R.D., has she?”

      Garrett remained silent.

      “Here’s the deal, doc,” Bonnie continued. “You’ve had her on four different medications over the past six months, most of which did nothing, or only helped for a short while. She came to me asking for help. I gave her some ginger and chamomile but told her to go see you before taking it. I’m sorry she didn’t follow my advice.”

      His face paled into a somewhat normal color for a white man in his seventies.

      “But isn’t the fact that she’s feeling better the result we all wanted?” Bonnie asked.

      Left speechless, Garrett shook his head and stormed out of the store.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      Bonnie sighed as she stared at the door. “There will always be a war between herbal medicine and pharmaceutical medicine, Sam. He’s upset I was able to treat Debra so easily. Gone are her monthly visits to his office, and all the drugs he’s prescribing. Some doctors even get kickbacks for drugs they give their patients, so he may have lost money there, as well. For him, it’s not about curing, but managing enough so the patient needs to keep coming back.” She shook her head and shrugged. “More office visits, more drugs.”

      “You think he’d just be happy his patient is feeling better.”

      “You’d think,” she said. “But Garrett has been angry at me for years because my “silly” plants always seem to outperform his pills. This isn’t the first time he’s been in here screaming at me, and I assure you, it won’t be the last. If that man put a knife in my back tomorrow, I wouldn’t be surprised.”
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      When I’d arrived in Heywood three months ago, one of the first things I had done was walk into Sage Advice. Call it karma, kismet… whatever. There had been two simple reasons: first, I had a passing interest in herbs and their healing abilities. I was a hobbyist. Second, I’d gone from wealthy to almost flat broke in a matter of days, and I desperately needed a job. At that time, I’d told Bonnie I knew enough about herbalism to realize I didn’t know much, and she’d hired me on the spot. Who could’ve guessed that would be the right answer?

      The first thing she taught me was the language of an herbalist. We were not doctors. We didn’t diagnose, treat, or prescribe. We educated and consulted. We spoke of balance and nurturing our bodies. People needed doctors and should see them for their concerns. Bonnie had shared that many times, her store was the last stop for a frustrated person who just wanted a bit of relief, as had been the case with Debra.

      I’d been at the store the day Debra had come in with tears in her eyes. Not only had she been on numerous medications, but Dr. Butte was also talking about scoping her stomach and running other tests, which Debra didn’t want to do unless absolutely necessary.

      “I can’t afford all that, even with insurance,” she’d said, wiping the tears tracking down her cheeks. “I’d have to save up for months. I just want to sleep through the night without my stomach feeling like it’s on fire.”

      Bonnie had gone over her diet, told her to cut out the fried foods and sent her on her way with some ginger and chamomile capsules, along with the warning to consult her doctor about taking them. Apparently, Debra hadn’t heard that part—or simply chose to ignore it. Dr. Butte seemed truly angry at how easy it had been to help Debra. A change in diet, a couple of soothing plants. Who would have thought?

      Not all doctors were bad, but if what Bonnie had said about Garrett Butte was true, he fell into that category.

      The second thing Bonnie had taught me in my short time was that I had a long way to go to educate myself. Some herbs shouldn’t be taken with others. Some shouldn’t be taken with modern day medication. Bonnie had thick tomes full of recipes and information for me to study and digest, which I did in every free moment. I appreciated the focus needed in order to learn as it kept my thoughts from straying to my past and me wallowing in the hurt and bitterness.

      Before opening the store the next morning, I did some yoga in my little living room. Going from a six thousand square foot house to my one-bedroom apartment had been quite the culture shock at first, and had even resulted in me experiencing some claustrophobia. However, the small space had grown on me quickly. Done in pastel greens and blues, I found the apartment soothing and comforting.

      After my yoga, I had two cups of coffee, and scanned my laptop for any news about me in my former life. I hadn’t found anything in the past month, but I continued to search. Did they think I was alive? Dead? Did anyone in Hollywood really care at this point? And why should I bother about their speculations? Because I’d walked away from the fraudulent mess my husband had made and I probably should’ve stayed to see it fully cleaned up. But, I hadn’t—and I’d yet to regret it. If I had someone coming after me, be it law enforcement or a hit man one of my former colleagues had hired, I wanted to be as aware as possible. Had I broken any laws? I didn’t think so. I’d done nothing wrong, but had been caught up in my husband’s crimes nonetheless.

      I grabbed a quick bowl of cereal and almond milk, took my herbs to promote cell regeneration and energy, then headed downstairs. As I strode past Bonnie’s apartment, I didn’t hear her television on, which was odd. Usually, she’d be watching the morning news. Maybe she’d been up reading late into the night, which also happened frequently.

      After I flipped on the lights in the store, I did a quick dusting of the glass display tables containing different soap sets we’d made, and specialty teas and tinctures, each arranged in a way that really focused on the colors and beauty of the product. The shelves on the right-hand wall showcasing glass bottles of dried herbs stretched to the ceiling, requiring me to pull out a small ladder to reach the top. Each bottle was marked with a color-coded label and wording written in a calligraphy flourishing style, all of which was my doing. I’d discovered I had a talent for displaying our goods in such a manner, and our sales increased by twenty percent since I’d arrived. I may not know all the ins and outs of herbs, but I apparently could rock a display like no one’s business.

      “Good morning, good morning!”

      I turned to find Annabelle Granger, another employee, strolling in through the front door. Even though she was about my age, she was a California Valley Girl firmly stuck in the 80s in her attire. She wore her bleached blonde hair crimped and used copious amounts of hairspray to achieve the volume, especially in her bangs. Blue eyeliner ringed her eyes, and today she wore a Bon Jovi T-shirt and legwarmers over her jeans.

      “Good morning,” I said, smiling. Besides her being a caricature of a long-ago decade with a tendency to be a little ditzy, she knew herbs almost better than Bonnie. I enjoyed her company immensely and if I ever wanted any friends, she’d be at the top of my list.

      “Did you know they were playing Def Leopard on the oldies station today?” she asked as she set her bag behind the counter. “Like, what kind of nonsense is that?”

      I didn’t answer, but instead returned to my dusting.

      “It’s just a travesty, if you ask me. I mean, that’s the best music. It should be played on the regular station, not the oldies. That’s for, like, old people.”

      I didn’t bother to point out she was in her fifties, whether she liked it or not. No, we weren’t old, but we weren’t young, either. That’s why they called it middle age.

      She flipped through the calendar. “Oh! Monica’s coming in today! I wonder if that comfrey soap helped with her acne. I’d better figure out a plan D if it didn’t.”

      Monica, a local teen in town, had one of the worst cases of acne I’d seen in my life. After being to four different dermatologists in the surrounding area and being given some pretty heavy medication with little results, she’d come to Sage Advice. Annabelle had made three different soaps for her. The first three hadn’t produced the clear skin she’d strived for, but she had high hopes for the comfrey.

      Once I turned the door signage to open, the morning progressed very quickly. I helped customers in the front, while Annabelle flitted from the counter to the back room where she worked on our specialty orders.

      After a couple hours had passed, she pulled me aside. “Where’s Bonnie?”

      I checked the clock on the wall. “What does the schedule say?”

      “She was supposed to be here an hour ago.”

      I furrowed my brow, debating what to do. Should I go upstairs and check on her, or let her be for now? It wouldn’t be the first instance where she lost track of time.

      “Maybe she’s not feeling well,” Annabelle said. “Let’s give her another hour, then we can, like, make sure she’s okay.”

      Glad I wasn’t the one to make the call, I got back to work. But we decided it was time to intervene when lunchtime rolled around.

      “I’ll go check on her,” she said as I straightened up one of the display tables. When she returned moments later, she shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “Was her door unlocked? Did you go inside?”

      “Yep. She’s, like, not there. Did she tell you about any appointments she may have had?”

      I shook my head. “Let me call her.” Worry coursed through me as I pulled my phone from my back pocket and dialed. It rang and then went to voicemail. “Hey, Bonnie. Annabelle and I haven’t heard from you all morning, which is unusual. Can you give us a call and let us know you’re okay?”

      After I hung
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