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        One letter: Immerse yourself in an unsolved mystery from a fascinating place around the world.
      

      	
        One intro card: Discover intriguing facts about each month’s locale.
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        "An exciting way to learn about real mysteries through these fictional letters. They certainly led me to a deep dive to find out more and try my own hand at being an amateur sleuth! Better yet, it’s strangely exciting to receive snail mail that isn’t junk or a bill, so I always look forward to checking the mail now!" - Katharen M. - Beta Reader
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      “Are you ready to hear about the Halloween murder?” I asked Miss Klein as she settled into the high-back leather chair in the corner of the lounge. I had already been sitting in my usual chair, watching the folks who had come to visit their families. It was another beautiful day, and I planned to go out at some point today. But for now I had a story to tell…and an eager listener.

      “I’ve been waiting with bated breath all weekend,” she said with a smirk. “I still can’t believe how that last one ended.”

      As a staff member at the home, she spent most of her break time listening to all of the old stories of Willow Creek, our small town in Eastern Pennsylvania. She was helping me get everything down on paper, so I could eventually put my macabre tales of murder and mayhem into book form. Who knew if anyone was interested in actually reading them…? But I was content in having at least one person interested in these stories, so I could get them off my chest.

      “Well, there was a lot going on in town that year,” I said, staring out the window and letting out a slow breath. “For whatever reason, the killings seemed to start when I rolled into town earlier that year.”

      I had already told her about the murder that had happened during the start of Summerfest, in June. And I had given her all the details of the second murder that year; that tragedy had occurred at JamFest in late September. On both occasions, I’d stumbled upon clues that had allowed me to help law enforcement crack both cases wide open. It wasn’t that I had wanted to investigate. In fact, I’d just wanted to run my pizza truck undisturbed. I had just started Rolling Dough that year, and running a food truck business was something that had been on my bucket list for a while. It had been after my wife Charlotte had passed, and after I had left the world of copyediting. While my kids, Amber and Jack, had been in college, I’d rolled around in my pizza truck, spreading culinary joy.

      “I’m sure it was just coincidental,” she said, brushing a strand of auburn hair out of her face. “I’m sure you didn’t have anything to do with the uptick in crime.”

      I nodded somberly. It hadn’t just been an increase in crime. These were the first murders to have occurred in several decades in our small town.

      “Okay,” I said, glancing at Miss Klein. “I’m ready when you are.”

      “Take it away, maestro.”
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      “Right turn ahead,” a robotic female voice said as I navigated the winding country road.

      It was two days before Halloween, and I had just stopped by the commissary, in the next town over from Willow Creek, to pick up the aged dough and other supplies for today’s event. We would be setting up at the Willow Creek Harvest Festival, an event that attracted people from all over the tri-state region. Each year, enthusiastic tourists would flood into town for the various activities that could be enjoyed by people of all ages. There was a pumpkin carving contest as well as hayrides for the kids. An entire farmers market was set up as well, where local growers and artisans had booths to sell their fresh produce, baked goods, and other handmade items to the droves of attendees. On top of that, there were fall-themed crafts for children and adults alike, such as pumpkin painting and leaf art.

      Rounding the corner, I glanced out my windshield. Just like every tree-lined road in Willow Creek, the lane ahead was awash in autumn colors, an array of reds, yellows, oranges, and browns. This was my favorite time of year, when the entire region was a venerable fall wonderland that attracted tourists from all over Pennsylvania and beyond.

      It was a brisk Saturday morning, the perfect weather for the festival. Business would be good today, especially with the debut of my latest creation: the autumn harvest pizza.

      But I had a few more ingredients to procure…

      Up ahead I saw the sign for Roxbury Farm, a sprawling property on the outskirts of town. There, Willow Creek native Flora Roxbury ran her organic farm CSA. Community supported agriculture, or CSA for short, was popular across the state. It was a boon to the farmers, allowing them to gain financial support from members of the local community. The local community, in turn, would be invited to make regular visits to the farm to pick up their share of the fresh, seasonal produce.

      At Roxbury Farm, I had arranged to pick up a cornucopia of organic ingredients for my new pizza. I would be getting large quantities of the farm’s amazing butternut squash, rainbow carrots, garlic, and kale. These ingredients would pair with ricotta, asiago, and fontina cheeses from Wilkes’ Cheese Shop to create what I hoped would be a runaway success.

      “Almost there, Romeo,” I said to my five-pound Yorkshire Terrier, who sat in the passenger seat of the Ford Transit commercial cargo van that I had converted into a pizza truck. After this quick visit to the farm, I planned to drop him off at my friend Jerry’s place, where Romeo could play with a Great Dane named Hendrix and Lexie the Siamese cat. I would’ve loved to have Romeo tag along with me at work, but since I was running a food business, local laws didn’t permit it. Not only that, my customers probably wouldn’t appreciate a dog running around while I prepared their food.

      Gravel crunched beneath my tires as I headed down the long, winding driveway. I parked near one of the greenhouses, and Romeo and I got out of the van. There were several outbuildings in addition to an old stone farmhouse from the 1800s. Flora had told me that the farmhouse had been built by her ancestors sometime after the Civil War. The property had stayed in the family all those years and had eventually turned into the organic vegetable farm it was today.

      Flora Roxbury approached and greeted me with a warm smile. She was a short, stocky woman with tanned skin and was one of the nicest people I’d had the pleasure of meeting since returning to town earlier that year. We had struck up a friendship, and she had been instrumental in influencing my latest pizza recipe. Running a hand through her short brown hair, her toned arms flexed, an indication of the countless hours she had laboriously worked her fields. She wore a flannel shirt with blue jeans and a pair of worn-out leather boots.

      “How’s it going, Denny?” she asked, her voice soft and smooth.

      “Living the dream,” I said with a grin.

      She hunched down, holding a hand out for Romeo to sniff. “Can he have one of my sweet potato pup treats? It’s made from the organic sweet potatoes we grow right here on the farm.”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      She pulled a small, rectangular treat out of her pocket, bending over and handing it to Romeo. He took the treat from her outstretched hand. I noticed a tattoo of an orange fox with several tails on her wrist.

      With the treat in his mouth, Romeo spun around in circles, letting it go so it launched a few feet from him. Then he pranced over to the treat and gobbled it up.

      “It’s a brand new recipe we’ve been perfecting,” Flora said, standing upright. “It’s something that we might start selling at the farmers market, and maybe even online.”

      “It looks like Romeo loves it,” I said as the Yorkie pranced around happily. “Let me know when you start selling them. I’ll buy a few packages off you.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll let you know,” she said, a hint of tension in her voice. What was up with that?

      Before I could ask Flora if she was feeling well, I heard boots crunching on the ground nearby, and a young man in denim overalls sidled up next to Flora. In his early twenties, he had the stereotypical farmer look.

      “This is Ted,” Flora said, motioning to the young man. “He’s new here, helping me harvest the fall crops. Ted’s the most dependable employee I’ve had in a long time.”

      I shook the man’s hand, noting his firm grip. He introduced himself as Ted Lancaster.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said with a sincere smile. Hearing a young man greet his elders with reverence was music to my ears. It was something that was unfortunately much less common these days than when I had been growing up.

      “So, I have everything that you ordered,” Flora said to me. “The butternut squash is divine this year, and I’m sure the kale will be up to your standards.”

      “Your produce is always amazing,” I said, adjusting my glasses. “And to think, you do all this without pesticides or harsh chemicals. It blows my mind.”

      “We pride ourselves in only using natural farming methods,” she said, scratching her chin and shifting her weight to one side.

      “I was telling my friend Jerry that your vegetables taste so much better than what we can get in the grocery store. And your prices are so much better than the organic prices I see at the large grocer in town.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “We’re a small operation, but we try to be competitive on price. Especially when we set up at the farmers market in town.”

      Near the town center, we had a thriving farmers market. It was held near the library and the monument that featured a bronze statue of the founder of the town’s park system, General Bartholomew Wexler, whose likeness sat atop a majestic steed, gazing over the town that he had helped beautify.

      “Will you be at the festival today?” I asked her.

      “We’ll be there,” Flora said with one quick nod. She motioned for me to follow her to a nearby building. Once there, she opened the door and Ted hurried inside. He came out with a wooden crate filled to the brim with rainbow carrots.

      We made quick work of loading all of the containers of produce into the back of my van. After we were done, Flora seemed a bit winded. She let out a long breath as she took an inhaler out of her pocket and shook it. Inserting the inhaler mouthpiece into her mouth, she pressed down on the button and took a slow, deep inhalation. She was one of a few people I knew who had asthma, and hers, from what she had told me, hadn’t affected her much as long as she wasn’t anywhere with a lot of smoke. Some of the town’s bars and taverns were no-go zones for her.

      I glanced around, trying to find Romeo. He was near a greenhouse and had something white hanging out of his mouth as he approached me, wagging his tail.

      “Find a new toy?” I asked him, reaching down to grab whatever he had in his maw.

      But he was too quick. He rushed off, still tightly grasping onto whatever he had found. He seemed to always be in a playful mood, and today was no exception. He raced around, showing off his new possession. It was almost like he was trying to get me to chase after him.

      Normally I would have, but today I had no time for games. I had places to go and people to feed. I didn’t want to leave my only employee, Graham, waiting for me.

      Opening the passenger door to the van, I whistled and then called for Romeo, making a few kissy noises with my lips. He trotted over to me, still holding his new acquisition. I picked him up and placed him on the passenger seat, closing the door. At the driver’s side of the vehicle, I found Flora and Ted waiting for me. I shook their hands and bid them farewell.

      “I hope your new pizza is a hit,” Ted said, both of his thumbs hooked onto the straps of his overalls.

      “It will be,” Flora said reassuringly.

      “I hope so,” I said, getting in the driver’s seat and closing the door.

      As she waved goodbye, Flora gave me a smile that didn’t quite reach her brown eyes. Maybe she was tired from a long week? Or a loved one had just passed?

      Normally, she was always bubbly and her sincere happiness was always apparent.

      But not today.

      Her small smile and the tension I had heard in her voice earlier told me that something was definitely wrong with my friend.
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      I waved goodbye to Flora and Ted as I drove off and headed back toward town, on my way to drop Romeo off at Jerry’s. I hoped that whatever was going on with Flora would resolve itself. I mentally kicked myself for not stopping to ask her if she was okay, but I was already on the road and running late. I would have to give her a call later to check in.

      It was about a ten-minute drive, and I kept checking the time as I went. I had definitely stayed at the farm longer than I’d planned.

      I pulled up to Jerry’s house and got Romeo out of the truck. Grabbing Romeo’s bag of toys, I hurried up the walkway and rapped on the front door quickly.

      Jerry pulled the door open with a smile. In his late fifties and muscular, his pale complexion contrasted his brownish-red hair. As usual, he was wearing a T-shirt with an electric guitar on it, which made sense since he was the owner of the Willow Creek Music Center in town. The words “I’d Rather Be Strumming” surrounded the fancy guitar design, and I remembered that Jerry had been selling them at his shop. In fact, it had been a top seller this year. But something was off about the guitar. The tuning pegs and fret inlays appeared to be in the wrong spots, like the artist who had designed it had no clue about guitars…
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