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      Her past has come back to haunt her—and now she's accused of murder.

      When disgraced soap opera queen Sam Jones comes face to face with her former co-star, Bradley Bass, he threatens to destroy the quiet, simple life she's built in Heywood. As he spreads lies about her Hollywood past, Sam's reputation begins to crumble… until Bradley turns up dead behind a local bar.

      No one had a reason to want the man gone—except Sam.

      With a bloody gun planted in her car, a blackmail letter in her mailbox, and a reporter determined to convict her in the press, Sam realizes she's not just a suspect. She's a target.

      Someone is pulling strings from the shadows, and they won't stop until Sam loses everything.

      Will she unmask the real killer before her past destroys her future?
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      The autumn air nipped at my cheeks as I hurried down Comfort Road toward home. I pulled my cardigan tighter around me, wishing I’d worn something heavier. The confrontation with my former co-star, Bradley Bass, at Sage Advice had left me rattled.

      Bradley’s words echoed in my mind. I’m going to ruin you just as you’ve ruined me. The venom in his voice had been real, and the threat wasn’t empty. He’d traveled all the way from California to Heywood, Arizona, which meant he was serious about whatever revenge plot he’d cooked up in his booze-addled brain.

      “It’s always something,” I muttered as a shiver traveled down my spine.

      Since returning to Heywood from my travels with Jordan, there had been a lot “somethings.” Purchasing a house that needed so much work it probably should’ve been demolished, Jordan’s attempts at fixing it up, hiring the contractor, the dead body in the garage, attempting to buy back Sage Advice, my lawyer, Colin Breckshire, being accused of murder… Yes, it had been a lot of drama, and it seemed as though Bradley Bass had arrived in town to continue it.

      Too bad he hadn’t dropped dead.

      As I turned onto our street, I spotted Jordan’s truck in the driveway and felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders. The porch light glowed warmly, and through the front window I could see Catnip perched on the windowsill, his tail twitching as he watched for my return.

      I opened the door and was immediately greeted by Jordan, who pulled me into a hug before I could even take off my shoes.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “Rough day?”

      “You have no idea.” I kicked off my shoes and followed him into the living room, where he’d already poured me a glass of wine. “Wait, how did you know?”

      Jordan grimaced. “Bradley Bass made quite the impression in town today. Sally called me an hour ago.”

      My stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”

      “He showed up at On The River this afternoon, already half in the bag.” Jordan handed me the wine and sat down beside me on the couch. “According to Sally, he planted himself in a booth and started telling anyone who’d listen about his glory days on As the Years Turn. Then he started in about you.”

      I took a large sip of wine, already dreading what came next. “How bad was it?”

      “Bad enough that Sally had to kick him out.” Jordan rubbed the back of his neck, a sure sign he was stressed. “He was screaming about how you ruined his life and his career, how you were selfish and vindictive. Said he was going to make sure everyone in Heywood knew the ‘real’ Samantha Rathbone.”

      “He’s using my stage name,” I muttered. “Great.”

      “Sally said he was making wild accusations, claiming you framed him for things on set, that you stole roles from other actors, that you were impossible to work with.” Jordan reached for my hand. “No one who knows you believed any of it, but he was loud and persistent.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the couch. “He came to Sage Advice this afternoon and threatened me. Said he was going to stay in Heywood and destroy my reputation here just like I supposedly destroyed his career.”

      “Sam.” Jordan’s voice was firm. “You didn’t destroy his career. He did that all by himself with his drinking and his attitude.”

      “I know that. You know that. But Bradley’s convinced himself I’m the villain in his story, and now he’s here to make sure everyone else believes it too.” I opened my eyes and looked at Jordan. “I finally got Sage Advice back. Annabelle and I are building something really good there. This town... these people... they’re my home now. And he’s going to try to destroy it for me.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Jordan said. “Tomorrow, we’ll talk to Colin about getting a restraining order or something. There has to be legal recourse for this kind of harassment.”

      I wasn’t convinced a piece of paper would stop Bradley Bass, but I appreciated Jordan’s optimism. “Maybe. For now, I just want to pretend he doesn’t exist. Can we go to dinner? I don’t feel like cooking, and I could really use some of Sally’s comfort food.”

      “Already made a reservation.” Jordan grinned and stood up, offering me his hand. “Come on. Let’s go remind ourselves why we love this town.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, we walked into On The River, and I immediately felt better. The familiar warmth of the restaurant, the crackling fireplace, the soft murmur of conversation from other diners—it all wrapped around me like a security blanket. This was my place, my town, my life. Bradley Bass wasn’t going to sour everyone on me.

      “Sam! Jordan!” Sally raced across the restaurant, her face lighting up when she saw us. She gave me a quick hug. “I’m so glad you came in. I wanted to apologize for what happened earlier.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” I asked. “It was Bradley making a scene, not you.”

      Sally’s expression darkened as she pushed her glasses up her nose. “That man is a piece of work. I’ve dealt with plenty of drunk customers over the years, but he was something else entirely. I should’ve kicked him out much earlier.” She glanced around the restaurant, then lowered her voice. “Come on, I’ve got a great table open I’ve been reserving just for you. Wait until you see the sunset!”

      We followed her to a table right next to the large window. The setting sun cast orange and pink streaks across the sky. I slid into the seat and let out a content sigh.

      “Nature is showing off,” I said, smiling.

      “Yes, she is,” Sally replied. “I’ll give you two a minute with the menus. The usual on the cocktails?”

      Jordan and I nodded, and Sally scampered off.

      I tore my gaze away from the sunset and studied Jordan. Were there more grays at his temples? He smiled, and the lines around his eyes seemed a little deeper. Time was moving so fast.

      When Sally returned, she set down our drinks, then placed her hands on her hips. “I need to tell you—that man said some terrible things about you. I want you to know that nobody who was here believed a word of it.”

      “What exactly did he say?” I asked. Jordan had already given me the rundown, but I wanted to hear it directly from Sally.

      Sally narrowed her gaze, her mouth flattening in anger. “He claimed you were a nightmare to work with, a terrible diva, that you got people fired if they crossed you, that you threw tantrums and demanded special treatment.” Sally crossed her arms. “He also said something about you being involved in some kind of embezzlement scandal, which I know is complete nonsense. You were cleared of that by the LAPD, right?”

      My cheeks flushed hot. The embezzlement accusation had been partially true—except it hadn’t been me. It had been my now-dead husband. The crime had been investigated, and after a few years, I was cleared of all wrongdoing. However, the rumor still had legs. Hearing Bradley dredge it up again infuriated me.

      “He’s trying to rewrite history,” I said through clenched teeth. “Make himself the victim and me the villain.”

      “Well, he’s not going to succeed. Not in my restaurant, not in this town.” Sally squeezed my shoulder. “Now, you’re going to have a nice dinner and forget about that awful man. Okay?”

      I managed a smile. “Thanks, Sally.”

      We placed our order and after she left, Jordan reached across the table and took my hand. “She’s right, you know. Everyone in Heywood knows who you are. One drunk actor spouting lies isn’t going to change that.”

      “I hope you’re right. I just wish he’d drop dead and leave me alone.”

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, and they hung in the air between us. Jordan’s eyes widened slightly, and I realized how harsh it sounded.

      “I don’t mean that,” I said quickly. “Well, not literally. I just⁠—”

      “Sam, it’s okay. We all say things like that when we’re frustrated.” Jordan glanced over his shoulder. “Though maybe keep your voice down. People might get the wrong idea.”

      I looked around the restaurant and realized with growing horror that the reporter, Barry, from the Heywood Sentinel was staring at me. Since he’d been a thorn in my side when I first moved to Heywood, I went out of my way to avoid the reporter, and I hadn’t noticed him when we walked in.

      “Perfect,” I muttered, slumping down in my seat. “Just perfect.”

      I turned my attention to nature’s display and ignored Barry. My phone buzzed with a text from Annabelle.

      OMG heard about Bradley at On The River. You okay?

      I’m fine. At OTR now. Talk tomorrow.

      “Annabelle?” Jordan asked, and I nodded.

      “Word travels fast in a small town.”

      “It does.” He sipped his beer. “Which works in your favor. By tomorrow morning, everyone will know Bradley was kicked out of here for being a belligerent drunk.”

      Our food arrived, and for a while I managed to lose myself in the delicious French dip. Jordan told me about a consultation he’d done earlier in the week for a cold case in Flagstaff, and I shared some ideas Annabelle and I had for expanding Sage Advice’s online presence.

      It was almost like a normal evening.

      Then Jordan’s phone rang.

      He glanced at the screen and frowned. “It’s Trevor.”

      I sighed as my stomach clenched. Trevor didn’t usually call Jordan in the evening unless something was wrong.

      Jordan answered. “Hey, what’s up?” He listened for a moment, his expression growing more serious. “Where? ... Okay, yeah, I can be there in fifteen minutes.” He paused. “No, we’re at On The River. I’ll head out now.”

      He hung up and looked at me apologetically. “There’s been a bad accident on the highway. Multi-car pileup. Trevor needs me to help with the investigation because it looks like one of the drivers might have been impaired.”

      Jordan still did consulting work for the sheriff’s department. I knew it was important work, but it also took him away from me more than I liked. I really didn’t want to be alone tonight.

      “Go,” I said, because what else could I say? “I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? I can ask Trevor to get someone else⁠—”

      “Jordan.” I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “People could be seriously hurt. Go. I’ll finish dinner and head home.”

      He stood, then leaned down to kiss my forehead. “I’ll probably be out most of the night. Don’t wait up.”

      “Be careful.”

      I watched him leave, then glanced over at Barry. He was still staring at me, but also glanced in the direction of the door as if he wasn’t sure what story to follow. The former actress who’d said she’d wanted her former co-star to drop dead, or an accident with potential fatalities? I longed to tell him to mind his own business, but I didn’t want to encourage a dialogue.

      I sat alone at the table, staring at my half-eaten sandwich. Jordan had cleared his plate. The warm, cozy feeling from earlier had evaporated, replaced by a creeping sense of unease.

      Sally appeared at my table. “Jordan get called away?”

      “Highway accident,” I confirmed. “Can I get this boxed up? I think I’m going to head home.”

      “Of course, honey.” She started gathering my plate. “Don’t you worry about anything. Bradley Bass has probably already left town with his tail between his legs.”

      I nodded, wanting to believe her but knowing in my gut it wasn’t true. Men like Bradley didn’t give up that easily.

      I drove home through the quiet streets of Heywood, my headlights cutting through the darkness. The house felt too big and empty when I walked in, even with Catnip weaving between my ankles, demanding his evening treats.

      “Just you and me tonight, buddy,” I told him, filling his bowl with the salmon-flavored treats he loved.

      I changed into comfortable pajamas, made myself a cup of chamomile tea, and tried to settle in with a book. But I couldn’t concentrate. My mind kept replaying Bradley’s threats, Sally’s concerned face, the way Barry had looked at me when I’d said I wished Bradley would drop dead.

      At ten, I decided to take a walk around the neighborhood to clear my head and hopefully get some sleep. I slipped on my parka and walked about a mile, then went home.

      Around eleven, I gave up on the book and headed to bed. Catnip curled up on Jordan’s pillow, purring softly, and I lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling.

      Tomorrow, I decided, I’d talk to Colin about my options. I’d also have a serious conversation with Annabelle about what we should do if Bradley showed up at Sage Advice again. Maybe I’d even talk to Trevor, get his guidance on how to handle this situation.

      But for tonight, I just needed to sleep and hope that when I woke up, I’d be feeling much better about everything.

      How wrong I’d been.
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      The shrill ring of my phone broke the blessed morning silence as I sat outside in my peaceful backyard wrapped in my fluffy robe having my coffee. The trees had lost their leaves, and it wouldn’t be long before the ground would be covered in snow and I’d have to enjoy my coffee inside by the fire. Not that it was a bad thing. I enjoyed coffee just about anywhere.

      I glanced at the device and debated whether to answer it or not. When I saw Gina was calling, I picked up.

      “Good morning, Gina.”

      “You might change that thought after this phone call.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Are you sitting down?”

      Oh, no. Receiving bad news before I’d finished my coffee was not the way I wanted to start the day. “Yes. What’s going on?”

      “Bradley Bass is dead.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t process the words. They hung in the air, impossible and surreal. “What?”

      “Someone found him behind Hold Your Horses early this morning. He’s dead, Sam. And Trevor’s going to want to talk to you.”

      My heart started pounding. “Why would Trevor want to talk to me?”

      “Because Barry from the Heywood Sentinel came forward at the crime scene this morning and told Trevor he heard you say you wished Bradley would drop dead at On The River last night.” Gina’s voice was matter-of-fact, but I could hear the worry underneath. “And because Bass spent all evening at Hold Your Horses telling everyone who’d listen what a terrible person you are. He told people you killed your husband and ran away to Heywood.”

      “He what?” I stood and began to pace. “That’s insane. That’s a complete lie. I was cleared of my husband’s murder and the embezzlement!”

      “I know that. You know that. But Trevor’s going to have to investigate, and right now, there’s no one in town who had a bigger problem with Bradley Bass than you did.”

      I raked my shaky hand through my curls. “Gina, I didn’t kill him. I was home alone all night.”

      “I believe you. But alone isn’t much of an alibi.” She paused. “Look, I’m not trying to scare you. I just wanted to give you a heads up before Trevor showed up at your door. You might want to call Colin.”

      “Colin. Right.” My brain felt like it was moving through molasses. Lately, it felt like I was spending more time with the attorney than with Jordan. “Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

      “I’ll call you later. And Sam? Don’t panic. We’ll figure this out.”

      She hung up, and I sat there staring at my phone, trying to make sense of what she’d just told me. Bradley Bass was dead. The man who’d threatened me yesterday, who’d spent last evening spreading lies about me, was now lying dead behind a bar.

      And I had no alibi for last night.

      The sound of the back door opening startled me. Jordan appeared in the doorway, looking exhausted. His clothes were rumpled, and he had dark circles under his eyes.

      “Hey,” he said. “Sorry I didn’t make it home. The accident scene was—” He stopped, taking in my expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Gina just called.” My voice sounded distant as I held up my phone. “Bradley Bass is dead. They found him behind Hold Your Horses this morning.”

      Jordan’s exhaustion vanished, replaced by sharp alertness. “Dead? How?”

      “She didn’t say. But Jordan...” I looked up at him, feeling tears prick at my eyes. “I’m going to be a suspect. I have no alibi for last night, and Barry from the Sentinel heard me say I wished Bradley would drop dead.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Jordan crossed the patio and sat down beside me. “You were here all night, right?”

      “But you weren’t here to confirm it.” I sighed and closed my eyes for a long moment. “And Trevor is going to have to investigate me because I had motive and no alibi.”

      Jordan was quiet for a moment, and I could see him processing the situation with his investigator’s mind. “Okay. First things first. We need to call Colin and ask him about that criminal attorney he knows.”

      “I think that guy practices out of town. He’s not local.”

      “Have Colin step in until he can get here. Don’t talk to Trevor without your lawyer present.”

      “That’s going to make me look guilty.”

      “It’s going to make you look smart.” He stood and pulled his phone from his pocket. “Colin will know how to handle this. And we need to figure out your timeline from last night. When did you get home? Did anyone see you? Any phone calls, texts, anything that can establish you were here?”

      I tried to think, but my mind was a jumbled mess. Stupid menopause brain. “I got home around eight thirty, I think. I changed into pajamas, made tea, tried to read... I went to bed around eleven.” I shook my head. “But I was alone the whole time. No calls, no texts, nothing.”

      Jordan’s jaw clenched. “We really need to install security cameras. I’ll check with our neighbors and see if they picked up any footage of you.” He pulled out his phone. “Let me call Colin. Get dressed and make some more coffee. We need to be prepared.”

      I nodded and headed for the bedroom, my hands shaking. As I brushed my teeth and splashed cold water on my face, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. I looked pale and frightened.

      I didn’t kill him, I told my reflection. Yes, I wanted him dead, but I didn’t kill him.

      But I’d wished him dead in front of the town reporter, and now he was.

      Twenty minutes later, I sat at our kitchen table with a mug of coffee in my hands, watching Jordan pace back and forth as he talked to Colin on speakerphone.

      “...no, she was home alone,” Jordan was saying. “Yes, I understand that’s a problem. She just walked into the kitchen, Colin. Go ahead.”

      As Jordan laid the phone on the table, Colin’s calm, measured voice came through the speaker. “Good morning, Sam. Jordan tells me you’ve had a bit of an issue arise.”

      “Yes, Colin. It seems I’m smack dab in the middle of another murder investigation.”

      “Hard to believe, my dear.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Tell me about it.”

      “Well, if Trevor wants to talk to you, you should cooperate. But I want to be present during any questioning. Do not—and I cannot stress this enough—do not answer questions without me there.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “Good. I’m going to make some calls and find out what I can about the investigation, and I’ll call my friend, Joseph Smalls. He’s the criminal attorney who worked with Gina when her husband was found dead in her store. In the meantime, don’t discuss this with anyone except Jordan and me. Not Annabelle, not Gina. No one, Sam. Is that clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent. I’ll call you back within the hour.” He paused. “Sam, try not to worry. We’ll sort this out.”

      After he hung up, Jordan sat down across from me and took my hands in his. “We’re going to get through this.”

      “I know.” But I didn’t feel it. I felt like my entire life in Heywood was about to come crashing down around me. “Jordan, what if they think I actually killed him?”

      “Then we prove you didn’t.” His voice was firm, confident. “I’ve worked enough investigations to know that the evidence will tell the real story. And the evidence isn’t going to point to you because you didn’t do this.”

      I wanted to believe him. I really did.

      My phone buzzed with a text, and I glanced down to see Trevor’s name on the screen.

      Sam, I need to speak with you about Bradley Bass. Can you come to the station this afternoon? Say, 2 pm?

      I showed the text to Jordan, who nodded. “Text him back and tell him you’ll be there with Colin.”

      I did as he suggested, my fingers clumsy on the screen. Trevor’s response came immediately.

      Understood. See you at 2

      “At least he’s being professional about it,” Jordan said. “That’s a good sign. If he seriously thought you did this, he would have shown up here with a warrant.”

      “I guess.” I set my phone down and wrapped both hands around my coffee mug, seeking its warmth. “What am I supposed to do until two o’clock? Just sit here and panic?”

      “No.” Jordan stood up and pulled me to my feet. “We’re going to outline what we know and help Trevor find the killer.”

      We spent the next hour trying to piece together what we knew, which wasn’t much. Jordan called Sally and asked if Bradley had returned to On The River after we’d left, and he hadn’t. Next, he called Hold Your Horses, but there wasn’t an answer.

      “Where was Bradley staying?” Jordan asked. “Do we know?”

      I shook my head. “There’s the bed and breakfast and maybe a few houses for rent available. I have no idea.”

      Jordan tapped the tabletop with his fingertips. “I’ll call the B&B while you look up the rentals.”

      I opened my laptop and navigated to a rental site the local homeowners had put together. The fees for them listing and renting were much cheaper than with the national sites.

      And they listed direct numbers to the homeowners.

      With a sigh, I poured myself more coffee, then made my list while Jordan talked to the B&B owner.

      “There’s six houses available for rent in Heywood,” I said, once he’d hung up the phone.

      “We’ll have to look there. He didn’t stay at the B&B.”

      I scratched some numbers on a pad of paper and passed them to Jordan. “You call those, and I’ll do the rest.”

      After a few phone calls, we came up empty-handed.

      I returned to my house search, studying the listings more carefully, this time looking for rentals that weren’t available, which is what I should’ve done in the beginning. If he was staying somewhere, it wouldn’t be available to rent.

      I found three houses and called the reservation numbers. Two didn’t answer, and one wouldn’t discuss their tenant with me and told me to mind my own business.

      I set down the phone. Was that the house Bradley had rented? Perhaps the owner had recognized his name and was protecting his privacy? Or was it just someone who didn’t like intrusive people?

      “Any other ideas on what I should do?” I asked.

      Jordan shook his head and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I feel like I have sandpaper in my eyeballs and my brain isn’t working right. I’m going to get a few hours’ sleep.”

      I nodded, somewhat irritated that he was leaving me in my hour of need. However, he had been out all night and would be more help once he was rested. As he walked down the hall, I realized I needed to find something else to do besides sit at the table and think about Bradley Bass.

      I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I cleaned the kitchen while Catnip supervised with a critical eye from the doorway.

      A half hour later, I was rearranging my pantry when Colin called. “I’ve spoken with Trevor. Bradley Bass appears to have been shot.”

      “Shot?”

      “Yes. They found him around six this morning, and the preliminary estimate is that he died sometime between midnight and three a.m.”

      I sat down at the kitchen table. The fact that Bradley had been shot didn't exactly narrow down the suspects—not in Heywood. It seemed everyone carried a gun. Annabelle was always armed, even for a trip to the grocery store. Jordan had a few in the house stashed away somewhere.

      “Trevor is taking this very seriously,” Colin continued. “Bradley was a public figure, even if his star had faded. This is going to attract attention, Sam.”

      “Yes, I figured that.” Just what I needed. Bradley may have been out of work, but his death would bring the media from far and wide. I fully expected the usual gossip rags to find their way into my store, and possibly even a real publication or two.

      “I’ll meet you at the station at one forty-five. We’ll go in together.” Colin’s voice gentled. “Try to stay calm. Answer Trevor’s questions honestly and directly. Don’t volunteer information, but don’t lie or withhold anything either. The truth is your best defense.”

      I hung up and glanced around the kitchen. The truth may be my best defense in dealing with Trevor, but I also knew there was a court of public opinion where anything could be said about me. Many would have opinions and have no issues sharing them. That’s where I was going to lose the battle because I couldn’t fight back.

      The kitchen was spotless. I’d placed my soup cans in alphabetical order and tossed out the expired items from the pantry. “Now what?” I asked Catnip.

      He didn’t have an answer.

      I stood and paced around the kitchen admiring my new countertops and cabinets. Maybe some fresh air would do me good?

      After grabbing my gardening gloves, I went out back and began digging up some of the dead plants in my gardening beds, then found myself fighting an out-of-control rosebush. The battle left my hands and arms scratched up, despite my gloves. In minutes, my mind was a hundred miles away thinking about different marketing ploys to take Sage Advice to the next level. I had a feeling that Etsy store we were working on would be profitable, especially with the baskets we’d put together.

      It was obvious the critters had been digging around in the beds. Dirt had been displaced. Probably the same critters that had eaten my lettuce and rosemary during the summer months.

      When I finished digging out the flowerbed, I sat back in the grass and stared at my work, my mind returning to my Bradley Bass issue. I did have a small measure of hope. If Bradley had been that obnoxious and accusatory toward me, maybe he’d been horrible to someone else. Perhaps there was another person in Heywood who’d had enough of his toxic behavior and killed him.

      However, I wasn’t going to go down for their actions.
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