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            PREVIOUSLY IN THE HEYWOOD HERBALIST COZY MYSTERIES…

          

        

      

    

    
      Previously in the Heywood Herbalist Cozy Mysteries…

      In Herbs and Homicide, daytime soap opera star Samantha Rathbone flees Hollywood, leaving her life literally on fire, and she ends up in Heywood, Arizona. Adjusting to the small-town life isn’t easy, but she finds the locals welcoming despite her worries that her true identity will be discovered. She takes a job at Sage Advice, the local apothecary, and tries to settle into a life of anonymity.

      When Sam finds her boss, Bonnie, dead, she quickly becomes the main suspect. Surprisingly, Bonnie has left Sage Advice to her and Sam has the most to gain by her death. As Sam struggles to catch the real killer, she also finds herself in a position where she can’t trust anyone. Is the killer Bonnie’s daughter? Annabelle, Sam’s co-worker? Doctor Garrett Butte, the physician who hates Bonnie? Or maybe Doug, the local homeless man who lives under the bridge? He was there that morning…

      Meanwhile, in Lavender and Lies, Deputy Jordan Branson continues to remind Sam of George Clooney—except when she’s mad at him, which is quite frequently. She also discovers her employee and friend, Annabelle, enjoys exacting revenge on those who wrong her and the people she cares about. When their friend, Gina, the dog rescuer / nail salon owner / writer is accused of murdering the most hated man in town, who also happens to be her ex-husband, Sam finds herself once again embroiled in a murder investigation. Heywood is an old town with many secrets, and Sam slowly begins to uncover some of them. This leads to her being able to prove Gina wasn’t the killer, yet when the real murderer is revealed, Sam feels terrible about exposing them.

      In Mint and Murder, Deputy Jordan Branson is accused of killing a woman in order to cover up a departmental investigation into his alleged wrongdoings. When he is relieved of his job, he asks Sam to help find the real killer.

      The problem?

      She’s not sure he’s innocent as all clues lead back to him. Then there’s that horrible story in his past that mirrors the current charges…

      The investigation leads Sam and Gina to sign up for dance lessons at Groove and Go Dance where they both discover they’re really terrible at dancing, but it’s also where they find the real killer.

      And now on to Mistletoe and Mayhem…
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      Deck the Halls… with a dead body?

      

      When Mrs. Claus is found murdered days before the Annual Heywood Christmas Festival, Sheriff Mallory Richards cancels the beloved event.

      As the flu takes out the whole sheriff’s department—except for Deputy Jordan Branson—he begs Sam to help him find the killer.

      She and Annabelle set out to catch the murderer but land themselves in a tangled web of deception and danger.

      Will they be able to find the killer and save the Christmas Festival, or will Sam and Annabelle get too close to the truth and end up silenced?
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      Christmas. My favorite time of the year. I loved everything about the holiday: the decorations, the food, and… the Christmas songs were wonderful—until they weren’t.

      You know that song, “Last Christmas I Gave You My Heart,” by Wham!? The beautiful pop-like ballad oozing so much emotion, tears may spring to your eyes while listening to it?

      Yes, it’s one of my favorites. Well, it was until my friend and employee, Annabelle, decided to play it on loop.

      “Can we listen to something else?” I asked after the fourth time of listening to her belt out the song off tune.

      “Don’t be such a Scrooge,” she said. “Who doesn’t love this song?”

      I knew quite a few people who couldn’t stand the tune, but I’d let that one slide. “There are a million other Christmas songs so let’s go for some variety, okay?”

      She ran a hand over her crimped blonde hair as I returned to my task of tying bows on the gift baskets of products made from my store, Sage Advice. With Christmas only a week away, we’d been working overtime to fulfill the online orders, as well as those from the locals of Heywood, Arizona, where we lived. But these particular baskets were for the Christmas festival being held in a few short days.

      Finally, Bing Crosby’s smooth voice filled the air singing “White Christmas.” I loved George Michael, but not enough to listen to his song on repeat. Annabelle, however, had a dedication to the 80s I’d never seen in anyone before… and it wasn’t just the music. Her hair, the way she dressed, her vintage t-shirts… Sometimes, I wondered if it could be a little unhealthy and she should leave the past where it was.

      “Did you ever meet him?” she asked.

      “Who? Bing Crosby? I’m not that old, Annabelle.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes.

      “No, silly! George Michael! Did you ever meet him?”

      As a former Hollywood starlet, I’d had the opportunity to meet a lot of famous people. “Yes,” I said.

      She squealed and clapped her hands together. Although she was in her fifties, she sometimes acted childish, which I appreciated because it made me feel younger as well. “Tell me everything! Was he as sweet as he seemed in interviews?”

      I nodded and set down my scissors. “I’d been invited to a dinner party at a producer’s house. There were about twenty of us. He was very kind and soft-spoken. Quite funny. I really enjoyed that evening.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Annabelle said. “I envy your former life so much!”

      Smiling, I returned to my task. My former life had been great in some respects, like meeting George Michael, having rabid fans for my soap opera, As The Years Turn, and being quite wealthy. But there were downsides as well. Hollywood could be a cruel place and I’d suffered greatly at its hands when my husband had been murdered. All in all, I preferred my anonymous life in Heywood, running my herbal store.

      “We just need to finish the bows on these, then they’re ready to go,” I said. “Next, we better make some more sage soap.  Those seem to be flying off the shelves.”

      “Agreed,” Annabelle said. “We should also put out more Elderberry tinctures. Everyone’s trying to stay healthy for Christmas.”

      With the flu going around Heywood, people were getting sick faster than I could keep track.

      “We should also get set up at the Christmas Festival,” Annabelle said. “Hopefully they gave us a prime table to show our gift baskets. We have to be there by six.”

      I hadn’t been sure about participating in the festival, but Annabelle had convinced me it would be a great idea for the business. I glanced at the clock. Gosh. Where had the day gone? It was just after five, and although I’d been working since seven this morning, I’d been so busy, time had flown by. I’d even skipped lunch. “You’re right. We better get moving.”

      After loading the gift baskets in the back of Annabelle’s car, saying goodbye to my cat, Catnip, and locking up the store, we drove a few blocks to the community center. Normally, I would’ve walked the short distance, but we’d received even more snow and the roads were slippery.

      “There’s supposed to be a dress rehearsal tonight,” Annabelle said. “The choir is going to work out their placement on the stage, Santa and Mrs. Claus are going to practice their entrance, and the cheer team from the high school will also be going through their performance. I love watching it all come together before the big night.”

      The big night, as she called it, consisted of the whole town gathering to watch the show, kids getting their pictures taken with Santa and Mrs. Claus, a Christmas pie and cookie bakeoff, and singing carols. Not to mention people being able to complete their last-minute shopping from local vendors. Annabelle had told me stories of fists flying when one baker felt slighted in the judging portion of the night. I couldn’t imagine getting upset over someone liking another person’s cookies more than mine, but I also couldn’t bake worth a darn.

      As we drove, I stared out the passenger window at the transformation of Heywood. Lights decorated every store. Most had wreaths hanging from their doors and Christmas offerings showcased in their display windows. Small Christmas flags and garland decorations hung from the streetlights while Christmas music played from speakers around town I hadn’t even known existed. The place looked like something out of a Hallmark Christmas movie, and I was still in awe of its beauty. It had all begun the day after Thanksgiving and it seemed like all the merchants were working in coordination to get it done a few days later.

      How different this holiday was from my Hollywood years.

      First, I never decorated. My housekeeper and I came up with a theme sometime around Halloween, and then she contacted a professional decorator. I literally arrived home from work one evening and found my house transformed into a wonderland of beautiful, sparkly baubles. Every year, my husband, Gerald, and I held a catered Christmas party. All our so-called friends would come to the outdoor gathering where our backyard was also transformed into a winter wonderland, even though we lived in Los Angeles. Ice sculptures and piles of fake snow were placed strategically around our yard while Santa and a live reindeer or two were available for pictures. A first-class buffet was tended to by servers in bowties, bringing around trays of champagne from the open bar.

      This Christmas, I was headed to the Heywood Community Center to set out my handmade gift baskets with the hope people would buy them. And I was worried about how I would afford Christmas gifts for Annabelle and my friend—who might have been my boyfriend if I dated—Deputy Jordan Branson, as well as my other friend, Gina, the dog rescuer, ghost writer, and owner of a local nail salon.

      Once we arrived at the Community Center, I exited the car and glanced upward as snow began to fall once again, the flakes hitting my cheeks.

      “I wonder where everyone is?” Annabelle asked, opening the trunk to her car. “I thought more store owners would be here to set up their tables.”

      Glancing around the parking lot, I realized we were the only ones there, but the footprints in the snow indicated some people had been in and out. “Looks like they were here earlier,” I said, pointing at the ground.

      I grabbed as many baskets as I could carry and carefully treaded through the calf-high snow. Unfortunately, the town snowplow had some mechanical issues and hadn’t been able to clear the roads and parking lots in two days. As the gentle flakes continued their beautiful descent, cold silence engulfed us. A chill ran down my spine and I felt as if we were the only two people left in Heywood… or in the middle of a horror movie.

      Lights blazed from the building ahead, and when we got closer, I heard “Silent Night” playing from within. Hopefully, setup would be quick and easy as I was longing to curl up on my couch with Catnip and have a glass of wine or two. My shoulders slumped with exhaustion, and I realized the holidays were a lot of work when I couldn’t pass the duties to someone else.

      Annabelle balanced her baskets on her leg and pulled open the door. Once inside, we stamped our boots on the large red welcome rug to remove the snow.

      “The wood floor gets a little slick when it’s wet, so watch your step,” Annabelle said.

      Great. Just what I needed—another fall. I’d already had three since the snow started about two months ago, and my distaste for winter grew with each day. I loved looking at the snow, I just didn’t like trying to live my life in it.

      We walked through the foyer, hung a right, and headed for the big gymnasium. A strange odor of pine needles, cinnamon, and sweaty shoes engulfed us the closer we got, causing me to grimace. It was my understanding that the boys’ basketball teams often practiced here, which explained the sweaty shoe smell.

      When we entered the huge space, I gasped, forgetting the odor. Never would I have imagined a gym could look so pretty.

      A large Christmas tree twinkled in the middle of the basketball court while thousands of tiny lights had been strung across the ceiling and along the walls, all glittering and giving off enough illumination the harsh, fluorescent lights weren’t necessary. In a corner sat two high-back red velvet chairs with silver legs and gold and silver intricacies woven into the fabric, placed on a red and green rug. “That’s for Santa and his wife,” Annabelle said, pointing at them. “Last year they had elves as well. I don’t know if they’ll do that this year, though.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, Santa, like, has a bit of a drinking problem and him and one of the elves he’d been boozing with got into a fistfight.”

      “Oh, my.”

      “Yes. They were rolling on the floor with fists swinging, cursing at each other. It wasn’t one of Heywood’s finest moments.”

      “Why don’t they get a new Santa?” I asked.

      “Wait until you see him,” she said. “You couldn’t find a more perfect Santa. He’s been playing the role for fifteen years now and loves it. He plans for it all year long.”

      Along the walls sat empty tables. I noted a few had been decorated with tablecloths and had goods arranged on them. “See? I told you we weren’t the first ones here,” I said, pointing at them.

      “Apparently not,” Annabelle, replied. “Let’s find our table. Hopefully we’ve got a good one close to the door.”

      We found our spot along with a couple fold-out metal chairs labeled Sage Advice, fourth in from the door, in between Jemisphere, the local jewelry shop, and Locked and Loaded, the gun store.

      “This is great!” Annabelle said as we set down our baskets and purses, then I stripped out of my coat as a hot flash hit while Annabelle kept hers on.

      “Who’s going to buy someone a gun for Christmas?” I asked, pointing at the Locked and Loaded table.

      “Your California mentality is showing,” Annabelle muttered, rolling her eyes. “I love getting guns and gear to go with them for Christmas.”

      Huh. Well, at least I knew what to put under the tree for her.

      As Annabelle danced around to “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” coming through the gymnasium speakers, we set out our own tablecloth—green with red and silver trim bearing the store’s name—to cover the old, worn table.

      Our gift baskets were tied with red or green bows, a sneaky idea we’d come up with while preparing them. A red bow meant one price, a green bow meant another. That way we’d know on sight how much to charge the customer. Genius, if you asked me.

      We arranged the display, adding a few embellishments like the candy dish full of candy canes and a few bows we pinned on the front of the tablecloth surrounding the store’s name, as well as a string of small white lights to go around the table. We then placed our inventory underneath and stepped back to admire our work.

      “That looks fantastic,” Annabelle said. Glancing around at the other tables, she leaned in and whispered, “Much better than the other ones that have been set up.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Let’s go take a closer look.”

      We walked around, stopping at Knit Wit’s table to check out her offerings. Since the physical store sat next to mine out on Comfort Road, I knew the owner, Mrs. Mason, well. She was offering knitted dolls and discounts on knitting classes.

      “Gina’s going to try to adopt out some of her rescues,” I said, pointing at a sign that read Heywood Hounds, the name of Gina’s rescue business.

      The next table took us to the other side of the gym where we found Too Hot To Handle, a hot sauce joint.

      “I wonder how hot that Devil’s Juice is,” Annabelle said, pointing to the jar. “I imagine it would fry off your eyebrows.”

      “Probably.” I turned to glance at the tree and a scream stuck in my throat as I grabbed Annabelle’s arm.

      “What?” she asked.

      I pointed at the tree, still unable to speak.

      “Oh my gosh!” she yelled. We ran over to find a woman dressed in a Santa suit staring up at the ceiling with milky, dead eyes, a small pool of blood surrounding her head. Annabelle fell to her knees and felt for a pulse, but I already knew the answer.

      She turned and looked up at me, tears brimming in her eyes. “Who in the world would kill Mrs. Claus?”
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      "We aren't certain if someone killed her," I said, immediately doubting my own words.

      "How can you say that! Look at the blood!"

      "I'll call Jordan," I said, backing away while Annabelle jumped to her feet. I pulled out my phone while she began to pace, cursing fiercely under her breath.

      "Did she, like, trip over?" Annabelle said, her voice loud and pitched with panic. "And what did she hit her head on? The floor? Can banging her head against the floor make this mess?"

      Thankfully, Jordan had been reinstated as a deputy after being arrested for murder. Threatening to sue Sheriff Mallory Richards had guaranteed he’d keep his job, but he still held ill-will towards his boss, which was completely understandable. He answered on the third ring. "Hey, Sam. What's up?"

      With his exhaustion evident in his voice, I hated to break the news to him. "I think you need to come down to the Community Center," I said, turning away from the body. "Mrs. Claus is dead."

      A long silence stretched between us, then he said, "You're a laugh a minute, you know that? Is Christmas now canceled?"

      "I wish I were kidding, Jordan. Annabelle and I came down to put our baskets on display for the festival and Mrs. Claus... we found Mrs. Claus lying by the tree."

      He swore as well, just not as colorfully as Annabelle. "Are you kidding me?"

      "No." Then I realized I didn't even know the dead woman's real name. "I'm sorry, I've never met her. She's dressed in an outfit that resembles Santa, so we're assuming she's the one who is playing Mrs. Claus. According to Annabelle, Mr. and Mrs. Claus were supposed to have a dress rehearsal tonight."

      "It's going to take some time for me to get there," he replied, sighing. "I'm out of town a ways, but I'll call for an ambulance and be there as fast as I can."

      Glancing over at the dead woman, I said, "Jordan, she either slipped and fell, then hit her head, or she was killed."

      "How do you know that?"

      "There's blood around her head."

      "Well, let's hope she took a fall," he muttered. I didn't have the heart to tell him I didn't think that was the case. "But I need  you two to do me a favor. Does Annabelle have her piece on her?"

      Piece? Piece of what? "I'm sorry?"

      "Her gun. Does Annabelle have her gun on her?"

      Right. The piece. One would think I knew that term by now. I turned to my friend. "Do you have your gun?"

      She nodded and pulled her coat open to reveal the holster and weapon. "I never go anywhere without it."

      Would I ever get used to the gun culture in this town? "She has it."

      "Okay. Listen carefully. I'd like you two just to walk around the center and make sure no one else is hurt."

      "Can you send someone else?"

      "No."

      "Why is that?"

      "It's a long story. I’m the only one on the payroll tonight. Just do a quick search of the building, and also stay away from Mrs. Claus. Don't go near the body."

      "Well, we already did. Annabelle checked if there was a pulse."

      More cursing ensued. "Don't touch her again. Stay ten feet away from her and take a quick look around the building."

      "Okay."

      "And Sam? Be very careful. If she was murdered, we have a killer on the loose. I don't want to see you or Annabelle injured."

      Great. Perfect. I hung up and turned to Annabelle again. "We have to search the building and make sure no one else is hurt." And hopefully not run into the killer.

      "Why do I need my gun?" Annabelle asked.

      I sighed, wishing we'd never come to the Community Center. "Jordan said he wants us to have it while we search to see if anyone else is hurt in case this is a murder."

      "So I can shoot the killer?" she asked. "That would sure save him time investigation-wise."

      "I guess so." Goodness, I hoped we didn't run into anyone.

      "Well, this evening turned out far more exciting than I could've imagined," Annabelle said, her gaze scanning the room. "I kind of feel like those two guys from Miami Vice."

      As we left the main room and followed the hallway down to another area, I stayed a couple steps behind Annabelle. She walked with the gun at her side, her trigger finger hovering on the side of the weapon. I knew she had decades of experience with guns, but it didn't make me feel any safer. Hopefully, if Mrs. Claus had been killed, the murderer had fled long ago.

      She held up her hand and we came to a halt. "Do you hear that?" she asked.

      Furrowing my brow, I listened intently. The wind had picked up outside and a whistling sound moved creepily through the building, causing my heart to race. But I had a feeling that wasn’t what she meant. "No."

      "Must be my imagination," she muttered. "I thought I heard a door close. Let's check out these rooms."

      When we entered the first one, Annabelle flipped on the lights and raised her gun in front of her, sweeping the room, while a shudder of fear went through me. Obviously, she'd watched a lot of cop shows.

      Chairs sat in a circle, the brick walls bare except a few posters touting the benefits of sobriety.

      "This is where AA meets," Annabelle whispered.

      I hadn't even known there was an Alcoholic Anonymous in Heywood. I imagined there was one in every town, but I just hadn't given it any thought. After glancing around quickly, I said, "I don't see anyone." There wasn't anywhere to hide.

      "Let's check the next room." We left, switching off the lights behind us.

      As we entered the second space and hit the light switch, it was much different. Kids’ drawings and the ABCs covered the walls, a brightly covered carpet lay on the floor, and little chairs and tables had been lined up in a classroom style. "After school care?" I asked.

      Annabelle nodded. "A few years ago, I did a -soap-making presentation for them. It was a disaster."

      "What happened?"

      "Two of them tried to eat it. I had to pull it out of one kid’s mouth. Thankfully, the second spit it out."

      I turned off the lights. I'd have loved to hear more of the story and imagined I'd laugh until I cried, but all I could manage with my current state of anxiety was a small snicker.

      We went to the next room where we found collapsed tables and chairs lined up against the wall—storage. And that wrapped up our search.

      "There's two more places to check," Annabelle whispered. "The kitchen area and the bathrooms."

      Dang it. And I thought we'd been in the clear.

      I followed her as she headed back down the hall, past the main entrance and into another passage. Down this way, the carpets were a different color than in the other hallway—more worn and I noticed some lights out. If this were a movie or television show, the killer would definitely be hiding in this area and we'd be dead within minutes. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and prayed real life didn't follow the predictable horror flick script.

      Annabelle seemed less afraid than me, which made me feel foolish and wimpy. As she pushed open the men's bathroom door, she hummed, “Last Christmas,” not seeming to have a care in the world. That quickly ended when the smell of urine assaulted our senses.

      "Why can't they ever hit the bowl?" Annabelle muttered as I covered my nose. "And who's supposed to clean this place?"

      Upon inspection, it looked clean, but the odor told us otherwise.

      "No one in here," I said, happy to be exiting. "Let's check the women's then head down to the kitchen. Hopefully Jordan will be here by then."

      We found the women's restroom empty as well and I sighed with relief.

      "On to the kitchen!" Annabelle instructed, holstering her gun. "I'm pretty sure, like, no one else is here. I mean, if Mrs. Claus was killed, I doubt the murderer is going to stick around and make coffee or anything. But when Jordan gets here, we'll at least be able to tell him we did what he asked."

      "Agreed. He sounded pretty frazzled."

      "Did he say why?"

      I shook my head as we strode down the hallway. "Just that he was out of town a ways and he was heading in after he called the ambulance."

      As we entered the kitchen, we glanced around. The coffee machine had been left on and the smell of brewing beans filled the room, along with the scent of bleach. Maybe the killer had needed a cup of coffee after his or her deed, and cleaned their hands?

      Two warming ovens sat empty, the stainless-steel tables clean and sparkling under the fluorescent lights.

      "I wonder who started the coffee?" Annabelle said. "Do you think it was the killer? Or Mrs. Claus before she died?"

      "Who knows?" I replied, shrugging. "But it makes sense. If tonight was a rehearsal, then they'd want to have coffee for everyone who wanted some." I refused to believe a murderer would want caffeine after killing someone.

      Annabelle strode over to the stainless-steel double-doored refrigerator and yanked it open. "They have cupcakes, too. And some cookies. Rehearsal was going to be one heck of a good time."

      "Not anymore," I said, crossing my arms over my chest as my stomach growled. The mention of cake and cookies reminded me that I hadn't eaten since lunch. "I think we're in the clear.”

      Just as we were about to leave, both of us stopped in our tracks, a noise catching our attention. For a moment it almost sounded like some type of motor. I turned and looked around the kitchen again, trying to figure out where it was coming from.

      "A mixer?" Annabelle whispered. "Or is it a motorcycle outside?"

      "I have no idea."

      We stood for a long moment, listening.

      "Over there," I hissed, pointing at a door I hadn't noticed beforehand. "It sounds like it's coming from in there."

      "Isn't that the pantry?"

      "I have no idea," I replied, rolling my eyes. "I've never been in here before."

      We slowly approached the door and I amended my previous thought: if there was a killer, behind the door would be exactly where he'd be hiding. And of course, Annabelle and I were stupid enough to investigate the weird sound, and therefore, stupid enough to die, according to the slasher movies. I grabbed her arm and put my mouth right next to her ear. "Maybe we should wait for Jordan."

      She shook her head and pulled her gun out of the holster again, holding it in front of her.

      What was in there? It sounded like a bear.

      "Maybe it's a coyote," Annabelle muttered.

      But how would a bear or coyote get into a Community Center pantry?

      "Open it!" she mouthed, her brow furrowed in concentration.

      After taking a deep breath, I flung open the door and turned my back toward her. Crouching down and wrapping my arms around my head, I waited for the shots to be fired.

      For a few seconds, all was quiet except for the sounds from the pantry. As I glanced over my shoulder, I noted Annabelle lowering her gun, her eyes wide.

      Slowly, I stood and joined her.

      As I processed the sight before me, I realized I'd have been less surprised if it had been a coyote. Or a bear. Or a coyote having tea with a bear.

      Instead, we found Santa slouched in a chair in the corner of the pantry, passed out and snoring with a silver flask in his lap, the air reeking of whisky.
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