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      “ARSENIC & ALIBIS” SUSPECTS AND VICTIMS:

      
        
        Lydia Grant: Owner of a local cosmetic shop specializing in a world-renowned botanical and natural product beauty line. Originally from Portland, Lydia and her husband, Robert Grant, moved to Castle Point because they wanted a simpler life. She is in direct competition with Marcia Wells, as Marcia is introducing a botanical, organic line of skincare and cosmetics to her Trend Savvy line.

      

        

      
        Marcia Wells: Owner of a world-renowned cosmetic line called "Trend Savvy,” Marcia has a more modern and aggressive formula and marketing approach. Her customers request cosmetics made with more natural ingredients, so Lydia Grant has become her direct rival.

      

        

      
        Robert Grant: Lydia's husband and somewhat disinterested party in the cosmetic business, focusing more on his real estate ventures; he and Lydia still share their home in Castle Point, but they are estranged.

      

        

      
        Julian Ravenscroft: A prominent lawyer in Portland and Castle Point's elite, known for his legal prowess and his role in the town's high society. His relationship with Marcia Wells, a beauty industry magnate, intertwines professional and personal spheres.

      

        

      
        Elizabeth Vincent: Better known as Liz, is the epitome of ambition veiled by charm. As Marcia Well's cosmetic chemist in Portland's bustling beauty industry, Liz portrays herself as a dedicated and loyal ally.

      

        

      
        Victor Venn: An obsessive, cunning genealogist with secrets deeply rooted in the past. He harbors a grudge with Marcia that has festered over generations.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CORPSE COLLECTING

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes flew open as my furry alarm clock, Alfie—my gray-striped tabby cat—sat on my chest, his meows broadcasting his breakfast needs. I swear, he’s louder than a megaphone-wielding rooster at dawn. I'd probably complain about his persistence, but seeing as he's the only man in my life, I put up with his ‘cattitude.’ Following the passing of a well-loved Castle Point resident, I welcomed the furry fellow into my home. He exuded an air of distinction, so Alfie seemed a fitting name.

      "Okay, handsome fellow." I stroked his short, soft fur, "get off and let me up." Alfie bolted from the bed and, head and tail held high, marched to the kitchen.

      Groaning, I followed, staggered into the kitchen, and dropped a generous scoop of kitty kibble into a dish—enough to appease my feline overlord. Once his incessant meowing ceased, I fired up the coffeemaker. As Alfie filled his gaping maw with kitty chow, I sipped on the first, too-hot gulp of my caffeine fix and scalded my mouth, leaving me in caffeinated pain.

      Nursing my scorched palate, I stepped onto the tiny back deck into the crisp morning air. My ivy-covered brick home seemed to shimmer under the pale morning light and cast a small shadow across the large heritage-home-turned-business—The Critt Family Funeral Home and Memorial Gardens. I inherited the business from my father, Caspian Critt, who died fifteen years earlier. Sipping my coffee, I savored the morning’s tranquility and the gravestones’ silence and stillness beyond the fence.

      A deep male voice tinged with a lascivious undertone cut through my reverie.

      "Mornin', Miss Critt.” I froze as reality hit me like a tidal wave - It wasn’t a ghost from the grave. It was the neighbor on the other side of me, Horace—an elderly man with a penchant for inappropriate comments.

      And I was standing there in all my nightgown-clad glory, reminiscent of an 80-year-old teacup-collecting shut-in.

      My thin nightgown.

      Fiddlesticks! Why couldn't I have been wearing my flannel PJs?

      Because they were too hot, and menopause is a thing.

      "Horace! For God's sake, man. Keep your literal nose on your side of the fence!"

      "But, the view is best on your side." he winked.

      I wrapped my arms around my chest, my coffee cup straining under the pressure of my tightly wrapped fist. "I appreciate the compliment, Horace. Now, shoo!"

      With lightning speed, I dashed back inside, not before tripping on the edge of the step and spilling coffee down my front. Screeching and pulling the hot fabric away from my sensitive lady parts, I cursed my clumsiness and the uneven steps!

      I should be grateful for Horace's compliment, as I received very few. My generous height and size rarely rendered niceties from the male 'sex.' I blushed, even thinking about the word. Not that I'm a prude, but as I mentioned, men view me more like a mastodon in a historical museum than a voluptuous, tall, graceful woman.

      Okay, graceful was a stretch. I snorted at the double meaning, nearly blowing hot coffee out my nose. I was often called ‘stretch’ in high school because I towered over most of the kids in my class.  Grabbing a tissue, I blotted at my nose and then my nightdress. It was time to shower and change.

      The fact was, I cared little about my looks or tried, with some effort, to accept myself as I was. I took after my father–God rest him– in more ways than my career. He was also a man of substantial height and a tad frumpy with his penchant for elbow-patched sweaters, wool slacks, and thinning drab hair. In looks, I took after my father.

      Much to my mother’s dismay.

      She considered herself an elitist in our small community. She was petite and always perfectly coiffed. More often than not, my mother commented on my plain looks, black wardrobe, and generous size, and her comments were…a tad unsupportive.

      My phone rang, jolting me from my state of mid-dress. I answered, only to be met with a crackly voice on the other end. It was Agnes, a seasoned nurse from the local aged care home. She was a sweetheart, but her hearing wasn't what it used to be.

      "Carrigan! Can you hear me, dear?" she shouted.

      I held the phone away from my ear. Just because she couldn't hear, she assumed nobody else could, either. "I can, Agnes! How are you?" I shouted into the phone, trying not to startle Alfie.

      "Oh, I'm just fine, dear. Listen, I'm afraid we've had a passing at the home. Mr. Thompson. Such a lovely man."

      I nod, even though she can't see me. “Yes, I remember him; he was a good friend of my father’s. It's such a shame, but I suppose it's a blessing after years of having dementia. He'll be missed.”

      “Yes, too true. When can you retrieve his body? Not to rush you, dear, but others need the room.” Agnes, ever the sweet yet practical nurse, said.

      “I'll come pick him up as soon as I can.” The nature of my business caused me to be both apathetic and level-headed.

      Death was, after all, a part of life.

      And death was my business.

      "Thank you, dear. You're always so kind. And thank you for taking the time. I know you're busy with your... corpse collecting."

      I can't help but chuckle at the nickname certain townsfolk called me. "Corpse Collector.”  It's not the most flattering moniker, but it's fitting, given my line of work. After all, I owned the only funeral home in town, and body removal—‘collecting corpses’—was part and parcel of the business.

      After hanging up with Agnes, I quickly showered and dressed, opting for my usual black slacks and baggy sweater. As I pulled on my knee-high stockings, I ripped the first pair. As I carefully pulled the second pair into place, I noticed the hair on my legs had grown past stubble to full-blown, strokeable locks. I hadn't shaved in ages, and it showed.

      "Alfie! Remind me to make a waxing appointment!" I called out, knowing full well that he was a terrible note-taker. Maybe these 'Alexa' loving goons were onto something. With a sigh, I carefully slid the stockings on, ensuring I did not snag my last pair.

      I slipped on my favorite black flats and gave myself a once-over in the mirror. My hair was messy and a bit sassy, which I loved, but I knew that once it dried, it would return to its poker-straight, limp-lock style.

      As I headed out the door, Alfie peered up at me and swatted at his backpack cat carrier. "Oh, don't give me that look, Mister. I have things to do and bodies to attend to, and you know I can't take you with me. I promise to bring you back a treat from the cafe."

      He wouldn't take 'no' for an answer. He gripped the carrier’s zipper with a surprisingly strong paw and dragged it open. I studied him, mildly terrified and impressed all at the same time. Then, I gave in. "Fine! Get in, you great baboon."

      Cursing the carrier and Alfie’s previous owner, who trained him to love it, I opened it the rest of the way. Alfie happily jumped inside. The carrier reminded me of a piece of carry-on luggage but with backpack straps and an astronaut-looking bubble poised front and center. He could see all and be seen by all. Great. Now, I would look like a ghostbuster as I collected poor Mr. Thompson.

      The drive to the care home was short, and I used the time to mentally prepare for the day ahead. I've always been a multitasker, but juggling various roles could be exhausting. Still, I wouldn't have it any other way.

      When I arrived at the care home, Agnes greeted me warmly. "Carrigan, dear, thank you for coming so quickly. And I see you've brought a friend!"

      "Of course, Agnes. It's no trouble at all. And yes, Alfie wanted to come to say 'hi.'" Alfie meowed. I slipped the carrier off my back and unzipped it. Alfie popped out and immediately started rubbing up against Agnes's legs. She bent down to pat him, then led me to Mr. Thompson's room.

      I took a deep breath as I entered the room, steeling myself for the task ahead. Agnes gently squeezed my arm before leaving me to do my work. I appreciated her understanding; she knew this process required respect and care.

      As I prepared Mr. Thompson for transport, I felt a sudden chill in the room. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I knew without a doubt that Mr. Thompson's spirit was present. Alfie's howl punctuated this as he looked directly at the wall beside me.

      I took a deep breath and focused my energy, opening myself to his presence.

      "Mr. Thompson," I whispered, "I'm here to help you on your journey. You don't have to be afraid."

      The chill intensified. I looked to my left and saw Mr. Thompson's hazy form develop—exactly where Alfie was looking. Alfie meowed as I offered Mr. Thompson a small smile, which he returned.

      Mr. Thompson reached out to pet Alfie, who attempted to push himself into Mr. Thompson's ghostly hand. I smiled. It was cool that I had a paranormal companion in my cat—the ghost whisperer.

      Mr. Thompson moved his hand to my shoulder. A chill rushed down my arm into my hand. “I’ll be seeing Caspian soon, I expect,” he said, referring to my father.

      “Yes, you will indeed. Please give him my love?” I asked, a tear tickling my cheek.

      “Of course, of course. After all these years of suffering a muddled head, I’m happy to be reunited with my friend.”

      I nodded. “Dementia is a beast of a thing. I know you suffered from it for so long.”

      “Yes, I’m so glad to be done with that nonsense. It is so difficult to remember things. Important things…”

      “I’m glad you’re at peace now, Mr. Thompson. Take all the beautiful memories you have with you.” I smiled.

      Mr. Thompson returned the smile. He turned away from me, looked out the window, then turned back. “Carrigan, something is…I’m remembering…your father…”

      My interest was piqued. “Yes…?” I prodded.

      “He…he left something with me…for you…so long ago…I was supposed to give it to you, but I didn’t. I’m having difficulty remembering…”

      Excitement shuddered through me. “Oh! Mr. Thompson, try to remember. What was it?”

      His brow wrinkled. Placing a finger to his lips, he muttered, “It’s…no, I can’t recall. I’m so sorry.”

      I sighed.

      “It's alright, Mr. Thompson. My father would have given it to me directly if it was important.”

      He nodded, placing his hand on my shoulder once more. “I suspect you’re right. Goodbye, Carrigan.”

      After a few moments, the chill and Mr. Thompson's ghostly form dissipated, and I knew that his spirit had moved on. I took a deep breath, feeling a sense of peace. Knowing I've helped someone find their path to the beyond was always a bittersweet moment.

      With a grateful heart, I stuffed Alfie into his carrier and transferred Mr. Thompson’s body from the bed to the gurney—quite an easy task for someone my size and strength—and wheeled him out of the room with a nod to Agnes, who'd been waiting patiently in the hallway. She handed me an envelope with Mr. Thompson's requests and his last remaining personal effects, and I wheeled the gurney out of the building and into the hearse.

      After a last check to ensure everything was secure, I climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine. As I drove back to the funeral home, I thought about how much had changed in my life since I turned 40.

      Having worked in my father's funeral home before his passing and my subsequent inheriting the same, I wasn't new to the game of life and death.

      Discovering my ability to communicate with spirits, however, was a game-changer. It happened shortly after my 40th birthday and has been a blessing and a curse since then.

      The curse was mostly the first terrifying time when I had seen the ghost of a headless man. A demon or some other such ghastly thing took the poor man’s head. The details are foggy, but knowing that witches were alive and well in the world and able to battle demons and the like was a relief. It meant I never had to deal with such nonsense in my tiny corner.

      The other curse was that I had never seen my father’s ghost, assuming because he passed long before my ability came to light. The rest of the time, my newfound ability was mainly a blessing. It's not a skill you can put on a resume, but it has come in handy more times than I can count.

      I pulled into the funeral home's parking lot and saw Radleigh, my friend and mortician, waiting for me by the back entrance. He was wearing a bright pink blazer and a matching bow tie, and his ever-changing short, colored wig for everyday use was a bright purple hue.

      Radleigh saved his outlandish, bouffant wigs for his alternate persona—drag queen ‘Luna Eclipse.’ Radleigh—a mortician by trade—performed as a drag queen on alternate weekends at drag shows in Portland and other cities.

      "Morning, sunshine!" he called out in his East Texas accent, waving enthusiastically. I see you’ve got a new friend with you.” Radleigh nodded toward the body bag, scooping Alfie out of his carrier for a good snuggle before letting him go. Alfie ran to the funeral home’s door and patiently waited to be let inside.

      "Good morning, Radleigh. Yes, this is Mr. Thompson. He passed away at the care home this morning."

      Radleigh's face softened, and he offered a sympathetic nod. "Well, we'll take good care of him, won't we, honey?"

      Together, we wheeled Mr. Thompson into the preparation room. As we worked, Radleigh filled me in on the latest town gossip, his voice comforting in the otherwise somber atmosphere. When we were finished, Radleigh and I gathered around the small table in the break room. We sipped coffees while reviewing the details of Mr. Thompson's funeral arrangements. I smiled at Radleigh's enthusiasm, even at this early hour. He was a gem, that one.

      "Alright, Radleigh," I began, flipping my notebook open and shuffling through the envelope Agnes had given me. "Mr. Thompson has requested a traditional service."

      Radleigh flipped open his sparkly pink unicorn-adorned notebook. "I'll take care of the makeup and dressing," He assured me. "And I've got a new shade of lipstick that will suit him perfectly. 'Cherry Ghost'—it's to die for!"

      Radleigh's expertise in theater makeup is unparalleled, thanks to his years as his alternate persona. I trusted him implicitly to ensure Mr. Thompson looked his best for his last farewell.

      I laughed at Radleigh's enthusiasm and terrible joke. "Sounds perfect, Radleigh. I know you'll do a wonderful job. Just don't overdo the eye shadow."

      Radleigh giggled. "Now, when have you ever known me to overdo anything?"

      I slapped the table and snorted. "Never, Rad, not you." I winked. "I'll speak with Reverend Holt about conducting the service. I'm sure he'll be more than happy to oblige."

      Radleigh nodded. "I'll ensure the chapel is prepared and fresh flowers are arranged. What about the casket?"

      "It looks like Mr. Thompson had chosen the Rosewood model," I replied, consulting his instructions. "If you could place the order, it should be delivered next week.”

      "Perfect, will do," Radleigh said, his pen scratching across the paper. "I'll make sure it's polished and ready for viewing."

      "And we can set the funeral for next Saturday. The Historical Festival starts this weekend, so we need time to manage both. Can you be in attendance? Or do you have a drag show in Lexington or Portland?"

      "There are no shows this weekend because of the festival, thankfully." Radleigh swiped his hand across his eyes dramatically. "But I have back-to-back shows after that. I'll write them all on the calendar."

      "Thanks, Rad. Perfect."

      I shuffled through the remaining papers from Mr. Thompson’s package, and among a few loose photos and a tie-clip was a small yellowing envelope.

      With my name scrawled across it.

      In my father’s handwriting.

      I grasped the envelope, a shiver running through me.

      “Carrie? You okay?” Radleigh put down his sparkly pen.

      “There’s an envelope here. For me. I think it’s from my father.”

      Radleigh got up and came around behind me, placing a warm hand on my shoulder. “Well, don’t just sit there like a tumbleweed in a snowstorm. Open it!”

      My fingers shook as I opened the small envelope and pulled out a thin, folded paper. Unfolding it, I read one simple sentence.

      “Carrigan, if you are reading this, it means I failed, and they got to me. I love you and your mother. I’m sorry. Dad.”
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            SECRETS & SCANDALS

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood up suddenly, my chair skittering backward, nearly taking Radleigh out. The letter from my father slipped from my clammy hands and floated to the floor.

      “Carrigan! What…?” Rad spotted the letter, picked it up, and read it. “What does this mean?”

      I paced around the office, my mind ticking a mile a minute. “I’m…not sure, exactly. I mean…I think…”

      “Carrie. Sit down for the love of  Ru Paul, and tell me what’s going on?” Radleigh took my hand and led me to the small sofa. I sat and sighed heavily. Rad held my hand, looking into my eyes expectantly.

      “My father. He…died.”

      “Yes, honey, I know he did. A long time ago, isn’t that right?”

      “Yes. About…well, over fifteen years ago. A hit-and-run.”

      Radleigh gasped. “Oh, sweetheart, you never told me that! I mean, I knew he’d died prematurely long before we met, but I just thought perhaps his cholesterol was too high!”

      I sniffed out a laugh. “No. He was quite healthy. He was hit by a car when he was away on business in Portland.”

      “Did they ever catch the guy…?”

      I shook my head. “No. Never.”

      “Well, that’s a terrible shame. But if it was a hit-and-run, what’s this letter about?”

      I took the letter from Radleigh. Rereading it, the heavy burden of grief sat firmly in my belly. “I think it means he was murdered.”

      “Murdered! Are you sure?”

      I got up and started pacing again. “Yes, well, no. Not at all. I’ve just…had a feeling.”

      “A feeling? I suppose the authorities didn’t agree with your feeling?”

      I rolled my eyes and huffed out a breath. “No, not at all. ‘A clear case of hit-and-run’. Case closed faster than Blockbuster after Netflix became a thing.”

      “Oh, honey. That’s unfortunate. I hate to say it, but they could be right.” Radleigh spoke gently.

      I nodded my head. “I know, I know. But this letter–”

      “Tells a different story. Potentially. Let’s not let our imaginations run wild.”

      I grabbed a thumbtack from the bulletin board beside my desk and tacked the letter. “True. But…”

      “Have you ever talked to your dad? You know…his ghost?” Radleigh asked.

      I shook my head. “No. My abilities came in long after Dad passed. I sure wish I could talk to him now.”

      “That’s too bad, honey. But…if I could put my friend hat on here…perhaps it’s best to let the past stay in the past. At least for now?”

      I nodded, sitting at the table and pulling my notebook toward me. “Agreed. There’s not much I can do about it now. Let’s get back to it, Rad.” I smiled. “Thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime, sugar. Anytime.”
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        * * *

      

      After finalizing Mr. Thompson’s funeral arrangements, we focused on the upcoming annual Historical Festival. As the organizer for this popular event, I took pride in showcasing Castle Point's rich history.

      As we chatted, the door to the back room swung open, and Morgana Critt—my mother and reason for needing therapy—swept in. Her high heels clicked against the tile floor. They sounded like a swarm of cicadas coming in for the kill—and caused a literal sweat of dread to fall down my back.

      She was dressed impeccably, as always, in a tailored light blue day suit and a string of pearls. "Carrigan, darling," she said, her voice dripping with saccharine sweetness. "I was just passing by and thought I'd pop in to see how you're doing."

      I forced a smile, bracing myself for whatever criticism or unsolicited advice she would offer. "Hi, Mother. We are just preparing for the festi⁠—"

      "Such fun!" she said, cutting me off.

      She looked me up and down disapprovingly over my simple black outfit and cardigan. "Carrigan, must you always dress so... frumpy? You're a funeral director, not a mourner."

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. "I'm dressed appropriately for the job, Mother. And besides, it's not like I'm trying to impress anyone."

      Mother's eyes twinkled mischievously. "Well, that has to change. I've arranged for you to go on a date with a lovely young man I met last week at the country club. He's a lawyer from Portland who's just come to town for the festival and to visit his mother. His name is Julian Ravenscroft, and he's absolutely to die for! I think you two would hit it off splendidly."

      Mother’s ongoing desire to marry me off to any man with a pulse never ended. "Mother, don't…"

      She waved a dismissive hand. "Oh, don't be so dramatic, Carrigan. It's just a little dinner. You could use a break from all this death and gloom, don't you think?"

      I exchanged a helpless look with Radleigh, who was trying his best to suppress a grin. "Mother, I appreciate the thought, but I'm not interested in dating right now. I've got too much on my plate with work. The Historical Festival opens Friday evening!"

      Mother sighed, shaking her head. "You're always so focused on your work, Carrigan. Don't you ever think about your personal life? You aren't getting any younger!"

      I took a deep breath and counted down from ten in my head, trying to keep my temper in check. "Of course I do. But right now, my work is my priority. And besides, I'm perfectly happy being single." My eyes flitted to the floor, hoping to hide the tiny lie.

      Mother looked unconvinced but succumbed. "Fine, have it your way. But don't say I didn't try."

      Mom spun on her tiny heel. As she did so, I glanced away, trying to hide my frustration, when my eyes locked with the letter from Dad tacked to the bulletin board. “Mother! Wait.” I pulled the letter from its place and showed it to her. “I found this in Mr. Thompson’s effects. It’s from Dad.”

      Mother snatched the letter from my hand and read it. Her eyes narrowed. A look I couldn’t quite pin down flitted across her face. “What of it?”

      I was gobsmacked. “What of it? Mother, doesn’t this seem…suspicious to you?”

      She waved it away. “Your father and old Thompson were always up to something. Pranksters. It’s a joke. Nothing more.”

      “Mother,” I struggled to keep my voice steady, “what if Dad's accident wasn’t an accident?”

      Mother tossed her head back and laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous! Your father was struck down by an idiotic driver–probably drunk–end of story. Why must you dredge this all up now? Have you no sympathy for my poor nerves?”

      I peered at Radleigh, who rolled his eyes. “Sorry, Mother, forget I mentioned it. Have a lovely day. And no more fix-ups!”

      With a final air kiss, she turned on her heel and exited the room, leaving a waft of heady perfume and me to wonder if I could ever convince her I was content with my life just the way it was.

      Sort-of.

      I mean, a boyfriend would be lovely. But I had Alfie. And my friends.

      Radleigh gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. "Don't worry, Carrigan. Your Mom means well. She wants to forget the past as much as she wants you to be happy."

      I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I know she does. But sometimes, I wish Mother would talk about my father more instead of sweeping his life under the rug, as much as I wished she would accept me for the mastodon I am!”

      Radleigh nodded and held up a hand. "Preach, sista! And, if it helps, I wish I had your height and stature. Finding gowns for my drag show would be so much easier! Now, let's focus on making this festival the best one yet. We've got a lot of work and little time to do it."

      I forced a smile, grateful for Radleigh's support. He was more than just an employee; he was a genuine friend. "You're right. Let's get back to it."

      We reviewed the festival logistics for the next few hours, ensuring everything was covered. Every detail, from vendor booths to food trucks, was too important to overlook.

      "Alright, Radleigh," I said, closing my notebook and standing up, towering over my gorgeous man-friend. "I think we've got everything covered. Let's get to it!"

      Radleigh stood beside me, a petite frame shadowed by mine. He beamed at me, his eyes sparkling with excitement. "You can count on it, darlin'. It's going to be a week to remember!"

      "I'm heading out for lunch with Trix. Would you like me to grab you something?"

      "Oh, yes, please! A Monty Cristo. In the flesh, if you can find him." Radleigh tittered.

      "I can manage the sandwich, Rad, not the man," I replied dryly as I headed out the door to the café.
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        * * *

      

      The familiar jingle of the bell on the door announced my arrival at the Chatterbox Cafe. The cozy interior, with its checkered tile floor and vintage decor, always made me feel right at home.

      Eunice, town gossip and owner of the Chatterbox appeared at my side, a steaming mug of coffee in hand.

      "The usual?" she asked, her bright blue eyes sparkling with mischief. Sunlight gleamed off her bold red bouffant hairdo. I squinted down at her.

      "You know me too well," I replied, gratefully accepting the mug.

      My best friend Trixie spotted me from the seating area and waved enthusiastically. "Carrigan! Over here!" she called out, gesturing to an empty table by the window.

      Trixie, a mad crafter and crochet enthusiast, owned The Crafty Cauldron, the local arts and crafts store. She taught me and Radleigh how to crochet, which ‘hooked’ us, so now we have regular crochet sessions together, calling our little band of merry crafters ‘The Hookers.’

      I never tire of a good bit of wordplay.

      Trixie settled into the chair across from me, her blonde hair brushing the top of her shoulders in loose waves. She wore her signature floral leggings and un-matched top adorned with tiny hummingbirds. A crochet hook resting on one ear jutted out from her hair. I leaned over, snatched it, and handed it to her. She smiled, wrapped her hair up into a small bun, and secured the hook through the bun, holding it in place.

      "So, what's new with the 'Corpse Collector'?" she asked, sipping her herbal tea and crocheting. Trixie never went anywhere without a crochet project, multiple balls of yarn, and hooks on hand.

      I pulled my crochet project from my bag—a rainbow scarf for Radleigh—and started stitching. "Honestly, it's been a pretty quiet day so far. I just picked up Mr. Thompson from the care home this morning."

      Trixie's expression turned serious for a moment. "Oh, I'm so sorry to hear that. He was such a sweet man."

      "He was," I agreed, sipping my coffee. "But at least I can help him find peace in the afterlife."

      Trixie nodded, her eyes filled with understanding. She and Radleigh were two of the few people in town who knew about my unique ability.

      "Speaking of the afterlife," I said, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "there was a letter addressed to me in Mr. Thompson’s personal effects. From my father."

      Trixie leaned forward, her eyes wide with excitement. "Really? What did it say?"

      I told Trix about the letter and my thoughts on the subject.

      Trixie gave me a small smile and patted my hand. “I know it seems fishy, but let’s not jump to any foregone conclusions, okay?”

      “That’s what Radleigh said, too.”

      “Well, good advice. No need to worry about something that might mean nothing.” Trixie said as she slid a few more stitches into place.

      Eunice bustled over to our table with a knowing smile. "So, have you two heard about the latest supernatural happenings at the lighthouse?" she said. Eunice wore hearing aids, finely tuned to any bit of gossip. Her eyes twinkled with amusement.

      Trixie and I exchanged a guilty glance before bursting into laughter.

      "I have to admit, I'm not surprised," I said, wiping a tear from my eye. "Dealing with the supernatural is part of my daily routine, Eunice." Castle Point was full of supernatural occurrences. In a town where witches were real and ghosts existed, Eunice's "gossip" didn't faze me.

      Few residents could communicate with the departed, so I took comfort in knowing I was one of that select group, another of which was my therapist, Alexandra Heale. She wore many hats: therapist, witch, apothecary owner, and wife of our illustrious sheriff, Blake Sheraton, also a witch. I admired their relationship and secretly hoped that I would find someone with as much in common with me as those two.

      No matter how common the 'seeing ghost' ability was, I kept mine to myself, as not everyone viewed it as 'normal.’ Especially not my Mother. When I tried to share the news of my newfound abilities with her, she shrugged it off with such apparent disbelief that I hadn’t bothered to bring it up with her again.

      Eunice chuckled, shaking her head. “I heard the ghost of Captain Morgan himself appeared there.”

      I laughed. “Really. What was he searching for? His missing bottle of rum?” My laughter turned infectious as Trixie joined in on the fun.

      “Oh, you two..." Eunice laughed before returning to the counter, her chunky bracelets jangling on her wrists.

      Trixie leaned in, her eyes gleaming with tears from laughing too hard. "Hey, do you want to check out the lighthouse tonight? Maybe we'll glimpse Captain Morgan's ghost!"

      I raised an eyebrow, a smile playing at the corners of my mouth. "Perhaps help him drink his rum?"

      Trixie shrugged, a mischievous grin spread across her face. "Why not? It could be fun!"

      I momentarily considered her proposal: "I'm afraid I can't tonight. The Historical Festival starts tomorrow, and there's still much to do."

      Trixie's eyes lit up. "I can't wait! We can cruise the lighthouse another time."

      Eunice rejoined our table with a fresh pot of coffee and sat beside Trixie. We continued our lively conversation, highlighting the festival. Eunice was in charge of the food vendor trucks, and Trixie was head of the entertainment committee.

      I couldn't help but feel grateful for the friendship and camaraderie that came with living in a small town. Sure, it had its share of supernatural undercurrents, but the people made it special.
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      The festival grounds burst into life as I stepped through the wrought-iron gates, the scents of cotton candy and fried dough battling for dominance in the crisp fall air. Strings of lights crisscrossed above, casting a warm glow on the faces below, each one lit up with that special joy that only a community event can brew.

      Alfie meowed happily from his carrier on my back. The little gremlin had conned his way into coming with. I don't know why I bothered fighting it. He clearly wears the pants in our household. I was already labeled the 'Corpse Collector.' Why not add 'Crazy Cat Lady' to the list?

      Children dashed past, their laughter rising like bubbles. Some stopped to wave at Alfie as parents trailed behind with a watchful eye and indulgent smiles. Artisans lined the walkways, their tables a kaleidoscope of Castle Point's creativity—hand-knitted scarves in every shade, pottery glazed like the ocean at dawn, and paintings that captured our town's unique charm. Local witches manned their booths festooned with potions to cure every ailment, from asthma to warts, intermingled with psychics and tarot readers, all representing the other-worldly aspect of our town.

      The rhythmic beat of live music beckoned me toward the center of the festival, where a makeshift stage hosted a local band. Their folk tunes were familiar—comfort food for the soul that had everyone tapping their feet.

      I spotted Trixie near the front, swaying to the music with a dancer's grace. Her multicolored crocheted skirt swirled around her like petals in the wind, drawing eyes and smiles from those around her. She caught sight of me and waved exuberantly.

      "Carrigan! Come dance!" she called out over the music.

      "Two left feet are part of my mastodon charm, but why not?" I placed Alfie's carrier on the grass beside my tote bag and pony-pranced—finger-guns at my hips—toward her as though in a cowboy western. I dropped the 'guns' and grabbed Trixie, spinning her around and around, her skirt flying in all directions, exposing her literal bloomers beneath before spinning her off toward the band, saluting and taking leave.

      She laughed and waved, turning back to let the music move her in ways I could only dream of. Collecting Alfie, who was now sleeping soundly at the bottom of his carrier, I was drawn to a quieter corner where an elderly couple sat sharing a funnel cake, their heads close together as they spoke in hushed tones.

      A warm feeling settled over me as I watched them—my life might be full of ghosts, but these moments among the living haunted my heart.

      A sense of duty nudged me away from the couple's sweet scene, reminding me of my role. I had donned my Event Organizer hat—a felt number with a wide brim that shaded my eyes and, I liked to think, lent me an air of authority and mystery as I walked to the organizer’s tent.

      Radleigh stood out even in a crowd—the man whose personality seemed too large for his body. His colorful attire, a bright orange suit with a fall-colored floral spray at his lapel and his wig—today an ombre tone—was always matched by an even brighter smile.

      "Radleigh!" I called out as he organized a stack of chairs into neat rows.

      "Carrigan! Darlin'!" He spun around with theatrical flair before enveloping me in an embrace that smelled faintly of sandalwood and hairspray.

      Once he released me from his grip, I asked him, "Are you managing all the set-up tasks, okay?"

      "On it like glitter on lip gloss," he quipped.

      “Excellent. I will visit some booths and check on our vendors.”

      “Check away, oh Cap-i-tan.” Radleigh bowed dramatically.

      I laughed and tugged a clipboard from my tote. Its pages were brimming with layouts and lists, each vendor's name a familiar friend. My first stop was Marcia Well’s booth. Marcia and her assistant, Liz, were from Portland and were one of the many out-of-town vendors taking advantage of the well-attended festival.

      Her booth was a treasure trove of her cosmetic line, "Trend Savvy." Keeping with the historical theme, she also included a glass case hosting vintage cosmetics that promised a journey back in time. An overhead banner boasted "Beauty Through the Ages," and I was curious.

      Pausing before her exhibit, I asked, "Everything okay here?" as I dodged an overenthusiastic toddler hopped up on cotton candy. I perused her range of vintage cosmetics in the display case: glass bottles with ornate labels, powder puffs as soft as whispers, and lipsticks in shades that highlighted the style in decades past. The booth was a patchwork of eras, each a snapshot of bygone beauty standards.

      "Quite something, isn't it?" Marcia's voice cut through my reverie.

      I turned to find her behind me, her smart navy suit and sharp features softened by a genuine smile. "It's fascinating," I admitted. "These little pieces must tell some vivid stories."

      She nodded, "Oh, indeed. But some things don't change—the lengths we go for beauty." Her gaze shifted to a small vial with a skull and crossbones etched onto its surface, set inside a locked display of antique lipstick tubes and compacts.

      My eyebrows rose as I leaned closer. "Poison?"

      "Arsenic," she confirmed with a wry grin. "It was used in cosmetics to flush the skin by raising the capillaries to the surface. It was all the rage until people realized it was harming them."

      "A deadly beauty," I mused aloud.

      "Literally." Marcia's tone was light but carried an edge of criticism toward the reckless vanity of our ancestors.

      Alfie started growling low and deep from his backpack behind me, which caused Marcia to give me a puzzling look.

      "I'm afraid I'm your worst customer," I admitted, as I wiggled, hoping to calm Alfie down, but only made myself look like a writhing lunatic. "I don't wear a stitch of makeup. Never have."

      "You have natural beauty." Liz, Marcia's head cosmetic chemist, joined us. She was dressed as smartly as Marcia, with her almond-brown suit and equally sharp features. Her long, dark hair was a match for Marcia’s as well. Both women wore their locks pulled back into a severe bun, secured with crystal and pearl-studded barrettes that glinted in the sunlight.

      "Thank you, Liz, although my mother wouldn't agree." I rolled my eyes.

      My interest was piqued by the vintage hair permanent products labeled with promises of 'eternal curls' and 'unyielding hold.' These were products that my straight, flat hair could benefit from.

      Although the last time I had a permanent, I looked like a frizzy-haired show dog for the criminally insane for six to eight weeks until it wore off. My mother was mortified.

      Liz's laughter rang clear as she picked up a small tin canister. "Hair removal cream from the '40s—supposed to leave you smooth and flawless." She paused for effect. "Except it often left you hairless and red as a lobster."

      I winced in sympathetic pain. "That's one way to stand out at a party."

      "Indeed." Liz shook her head with mirth twinkling in her eyes.

      My gaze traveled over more relics—an eyelash curler that seemed more suited for medieval punishment than beauty enhancement and perfume bottles that smelled like a cross between vinegar and my mother's flower garden.

      "The pursuit of beauty has always been a bit... toxic," I said, thinking aloud.

      Marcia leaned against her table, her posture relaxed, but her eyes were sharp as ever. "True—historically, at least. And then there's this." She held up a bottle filled with murky liquid—its label faded but still legible: 'Radiant Radium Cream.'

      My stomach turned at the thought. "Radium? As in radioactive?"

      "The same." Marcia replaced the bottle carefully. "Promised to rejuvenate skin; instead, it..." She trailed off but didn't need to finish—the implications were clear.

      "A glowing complexion had a whole new meaning," I said dryly.

      Marcia chuckled. "Beauty standards are mirrors reflecting our fears and desires—sometimes dangerous or absurd." She waved her hand across her collection, which included beautiful, gold-sculpted lipstick tubes. "It’s all here—the good, bad, and outright ridiculous."

      A gaggle of teen girls and their Mother Hen approached their curious expressions, drawing them toward Marcia's booth like moths to a flame. Marcia and Liz seamlessly entered sales mode as I left unnoticed; there were still many booths to visit before the afternoon turned into evening.

      My stomach growled, reminding me I'd missed my mid-afternoon snack and the dinner bell was fast approaching. Alfie's howl from the carrier marked his agreement.

      Wandering past the patchwork food trucks, I marveled at the cornucopia of scents and sights they offered. A food truck buffet of seafood delicacies harked back to our fishing village days, and more recent imports mirrored the diversity of our little town's growing population.

      Eunice Pembleton, the unofficial queen of Castle Point's palates and gossip, stood at the helm of this culinary fleet. She was surveying her kingdom, a clipboard in one hand and a steaming cup of something aromatic in the other. Her red hair seemed to have its own life, defiantly vibrant against the gray sky that promised an evening chill.

      "Eunice," I called out as I approached, my breath forming small clouds in the cool evening air.

      She turned with a smile that could outshine any lighthouse beacon. "Carrigan! Isn't this just splendid?" Her eyes swept over her well-orchestrated arrangement of food trucks with pride. Eunice wore her usual bouffant hairdo, overdone makeup, a loud dress, and a string of large blue plastic beads around her neck. She was always a sight that defied convention and a personality to match.

      "It's incredible," I agreed, my stomach seconding with an enthusiastic growl. "You've outdone yourself." I unzipped Alfie's backpack and pulled him out, opened a can of cat food, and watched as he scarfed it down.

      Eunice chuckled, her gaze fond but calculating as always when she took in the goings-on around her. "Well, it's not just about feeding bodies; it's about feeding souls—with a side of juicy tidbits I pick up along the way."

      That piqued my interest as surely as any ghostly whisper might. "Oh? And what might today's menu include in terms of news?"

      Her grin broadened as she leaned closer, conspiratorial. "Well," she began in a hushed tone—however, her voice still carried enough to ensure we would be overheard by anyone who wasn't meant to hear—such are the devious ways of the gossip monger. "You didn't hear it from me, but Marcia Wells is planning to expand her Trend Savvy line—thinks she'll take over the cosmetic world with some kind of exclusive botanical line."

      My eyebrows shot up; Marcia was ambitious, but this seemed like quite the leap. "Exclusive? How so?"

      Eunice shrugged nonchalantly, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. "Something about a revolutionary botanical skincare range. Claims it'll change beauty as we know it." She paused for dramatic effect. "Of course, Lydia Grant already has something similar..."

      "That's... interesting," I said slowly, digesting this new morsel of information.

      Eunice wasn't done yet. "And speaking of Lydia," she continued, her voice dropping even lower. “I heard she and Marcia had a row last evening when setting up their tables. Radleigh had to move them apart!”

      Lydia Grant moved to Castle Point from Portland last year to open a shop here. She was Marcia's direct competitor, even though Lydia's products boasted using natural ingredients. Her belief in using products derived from nature made her judgmental of anyone who didn't share that belief—Marcia being one of them.

      From Eunice's bit of gossip, it would appear that Marcia planned to take her share of the botanical product market. Being as cutthroat as it was, the cosmetic industry likely created quite a rift between the two ladies who were annual festival attendees.

      Eunice's tidbit about Lydia and Marcia clashed like cymbals in my mind. The thought of Radleigh playing peacemaker between two feuding beauty queens brought a smirk to my lips. I'd have to thank him for sparing me that drama.

      "I appreciate the intel, Eunice," I said, tucking the nugget of gossip away for later.

      She winked, silently acknowledging our shared understanding that information was as much a currency in this town as the dollar bills exchanged at the festival booths.

      The surrounding air filled with the sizzle and pop from one truck as someone flipped burgers—a sound that momentarily brought us back to the present festivities and my growling stomach.

      Leaving Eunice to her realm, I scooped up Alfie, snagged a burger from one vendor, and navigated through clusters of festival-goers toward the management booth to chat with Radleigh.

      "Radleigh!" I called out as I approached. His head whipped around, his ombre wig color catching the light.

      "Carrigan!"

      I let Alfie out of his carrier to roam the booth. "Eunice filled me in on your heroics around Marcia and Lydia's fight."

      He waved a hand dismissively, though his chest puffed out with pride. "Oh, it was nothing. Squabbling over booth placement or some such thing." He leaned in closer, lowering his voice to a playful whisper. "But between you and me, there's enough bad blood between those two to warrant an entire season of soap operas."

      I shook my head, amused by his theatrics. "Well, keep me posted if anything else happens."

      "You'll be the first to know," he winked.

      We chatted while I finished my burger before my responsibilities tugged me away from Radleigh's magnetic pull. I left Alfie in Radleigh's care and headed to Lydia Grant's booth. Knowing her conflict with Marcia Wells made me tread more carefully as I approached.

      "Carrigan!" The voice came from behind me—a woman who'd approached without my noticing.

      I turned to find my mother sweeping toward me like royalty, gracing her subjects with her presence and reminding me to make an appointment with my therapist, Alexandra.

      She was dressed impeccably, as always. Today’s choice was a hat that could have served double duty at any Derby Day event.

      "Mother," I groaned.

      Mother's arched brow spoke volumes without uttering another word. "Carrigan, there you are! I've been looking all over for you."

      "I've been making rounds. I was just about to…" I explained hastily before she could launch into one of her lectures about being more 'visible' at events like this one.

      "Such fun!” She waved off my words with an elegant flick of her wrist, adorned by one too many bracelets jangling together in harmonious discordance.

      "Well," she began, looping her arm through mine with proprietary grace, "you must join me at Mrs. Alcott's booth—she has the most divine hats this year."

      My mouth opened to protest—to remind her that duty called—but Mother had never been one to take 'no' for an answer without putting up quite the fight.

      "Just for a moment," she coaxed, tugging gently but firmly on my arm.

      With an obvious sigh, I allowed myself to be led away by the grand dame of Castle Point society, whose primary hobby seemed to steer my life as one might navigate through treacherous waters with determination and no small amount of flair.

      As we walked arm-in-arm toward Mrs. Alcott's booth—the hat emporium Mother so adored—I prepared myself for the inevitable array of chapeaus she would insist on trying on my head while offering unsolicited advice on everything from fashion choices to personal life decisions, a Critt family tradition as enduring as any other.

      Mother examined an ostentatious fascinator adorned with peacock feathers before turning to me, forcing my head down, throwing off my felt hat, and clipping the fascinator onto my head.

      "Mother! Ouch!"

      "Oh, you look fabulous. See?" she shoved a hand mirror in my direction.

      I peered at the image in the mirror, the peacock feathers in the fascinator bobbing about. "I look as though I'm about to take flight. Hard pass, Mother.” I yanked the fascinator from my head, pulling out precious strands of my thinning hair in the process.

      Standing beside the feathered hats and my mother's hopeful gaze, I gently set the fascinator down. "Another time," I said, offering her a compromising smile before excusing myself from Mrs. Alcott's haven of millinery marvels.

      As I weaved back through the crowds toward Lydia's booth, I noticed it was conspicuously unmanned. Her powder puffs and rouge pots sat untouched under a protective sheet.

      A tingle of concern pricked at the back of my mind as I searched above the crowd for any sign of her.

      Lydia was nowhere to be seen.
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      I caught sight of Marcia Wells, her cosmetic booth buzzing with activity close to Lydia's quiet display. She hawked her wares with the zeal of a carnival barker, drawing in a gaggle of eager customers.

      "Marcia," I called out as I approached her booth. "Have you seen Lydia today?"

      She paused mid-pitch, eyes narrowing slightly as she registered my presence. "Carrigan," she said with a syrupy sweetness that failed to mask her annoyance. "Why would I keep tabs on Lydia? I'm busy enough running my business to give a damn about hers.”

      Her snark hung in the air like an unwelcome perfume as she turned back to her customers. I muttered a thank you that went unheard—or ignored—and backed away from the booth.

      Something felt off. I fished out my phone and dialed Lydia's cell. It rang and rang before I received an indifferent voicemail response.  I tried her shop number next. No answer.

      Sighing, I slipped the phone back into my pocket, collected Alfie and my bicycle, and pedaled madly to Lydia's cosmetic shop on Main Street. The shop was closer to the festival than Lydia’s home, which she shared with her husband, Robert. I'd check with Robert next if she wasn’t at the shop.

      There were no lights on, inside or out. I pushed the front door, expecting it to be locked, and was surprised it wasn't. The bell above the door announced my arrival into an empty shop filled with silence.

      "Lydia?" The name escaped me as a whisper

      No reply.

      The quaint interior seemed in order—shelves stocked with beautifully labeled jars and bottles, all boasting natural ingredients. Alfie howled, so I let him out of his carrier. He immediately ran toward the counter and howled again.

      "Alfie, what's the⁠—"

      Lydia Grant lay on the polished wooden floor behind the counter, still as the glass vials around her.

      "Lydia!" I yelled, though, judging from her pallor, I knew she wouldn't answer.

      I crouched beside her, searching for any sign of life—a breath or a flutter beneath closed eyelids—but nothing. My fingers found her wrist, hoping for a pulse. It wasn't there. I kneeled there momentarily, the world narrowing to Lydia Grant's still form. My heart drummed a frantic beat, drowning out the distant laughter and music of the festival.

      The shock of finding her, Lydia, with whom I'd shared countless cups of tea, sent a chill through me. I forced myself to breathe, to focus on what lay before me. Rays of morning sunlight streamed through the shop window and fell across Lydia's face, her skin pale against the dark wood floor. Her short brown hair framed her face in a messy halo from her fall—or possibly from being struck. My gaze swept the surroundings. On the counter above her lay an open book on botanical extracts and a dainty teacup and saucer with remnants of herbal tea leaves dotting the inside.

      Alfie was swatting at something shiny near Lydia's body. He continued to bat at it until it came into view.

      I gasped.

      A lipstick tube lay beside her outstretched hand, its cap off as if it had just been used. I glanced at Lydia’s lips. The color in the tube and her lips appeared to be a match—a vibrant red that certainly wouldn’t have been Lydia’s choice. But the lipstick wasn't one of Lydia's creations—I was sure of that. I recognized the vibrant art déco design from Marcia's booth, the vintage line she boasted about just that morning.

      My fingers itched to pick up the tube for closer inspection, but I resisted. Contaminating a potential crime scene was out of the question.

      I stood up carefully. Trembling, I pulled out my phone and dialed 911.

      "Castle Point Emergency Services, what's your emergency?"

      "There's been... there's been a death," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "Lydia Grant. At her shop on Main Street." I provided the operator with the details. The operator assured me help was on the way and advised me not to touch anything or leave until officers arrived. I agreed mechanically and ended the call.

      I looked over the room again, committing every detail to memory: the slight smear of lipstick on her bottom lip that seemed too bright against her pallor, the scattering of papers on her desk suggesting haste or struggle.

      As I waited for sirens that seemed to take an eternity, my mind raced with questions. Why would Lydia use one of Marcia's vintage lipsticks? They were competitors in business and philosophy—Lydia's dedication to natural ingredients clashed sharply with Marcia's embrace of modern marketing and vintage allure. The realization hit me like an icy wave: Could it be laced with poison? As Marcia confirmed, arsenic was once a common ingredient in such products. The thought twisted my stomach into knots.

      I stood there, feeling a little like the wallpaper—present but fading into the background—as the local authorities arrived and shuffled in and out of Lydia's shop. The hum of their procedural chatter and the crackle of radio static filled the air, which seemed to have thickened with tension since I made the call.

      The bell over the door jingled, heralding another arrival. I turned and found myself face-to-face with Deputy Charlie Best. I'd heard about the new deputy in town–sure, a small town—but we'd never met.

      Nobody mentioned he was... well, his looks could stop traffic on Main Street—and not in a 'great googlies, look at that terrifying ogre’ kind of way.

      No, siree Bob. He was tall–taller than me, much to my delight. His features were rugged—the kind that made you think of old-school cowboys—minus the ten-gallon hat. His hair was a shade of brown that sunlight loved to dance in, and his lean build hinted at weekends spent hiking or chopping wood. But his eyes—sharp, assessing, a deep shade of amber—were filled with a profound intellect, reminding you he wasn't just a pretty face.

      "Deputy Best," one officer called out, nodding towards me. "This is Carrigan Critt. She found the body."

      Charlie approached with a box of donuts and a tray of coffee cups. "Miss Critt," he said in a voice that was both authoritative and gentle. “I'm sorry for this ordeal.”

      He offered me a small, sympathetic smile that sent my pulse into an embarrassing flutter. I looked up at him—not ignorant of the fact that I had to tilt my head upward to meet his gaze--then reached with a shaky hand to take one of the coffee cups, trying to seem unaffected by his rugged charm.

      "Thank you, Deputy Best." I squeaked out, aiming for composure but landing somewhere closer to a clumsy teenager. "Lovely name. You must be the ‘best' deputy," I said with a slight smile. "Everyone's ‘bestie’. The ‘best of the best,’ ‘bosom best friend’ perhaps? No?"

      He raised an eyebrow and offered me a donut. "Here. You look like you could use some sugar."

      I hesitated, wanting to argue that I was sweet enough, but took one anyway, thinking a bite might steady my nerves—bad idea. My attempt at a casual nibble resulted in an awkward chunk breaking off and lodging in my throat.

      Panic set in as I tried to cough it up discreetly—another bad idea. My face must have been quite the shade of purple because Charlie's concern morphed into action as he set down the coffee tray and moved behind me.

      "This may be unpleasant," he warned before delivering a firm Heimlich maneuver that sent the rogue chunk of donut flying across the room.

      I gasped for air, mortified beyond belief as tears sprang from my eyes—both from choking and sheer embarrassment.

      "Are you alright?" Charlie asked, steadying me with hands on my shoulders as I fought to regain dignity.

      "Yeah," I croaked out, then cleared my throat. "Yes, thank you."

      He handed me a cup of water someone had thoughtfully provided during my ordeal. As I sipped and tried not to look anyone in the eyes, Charlie shifted back into professional mode.

      "So, how did you know Ms. Grant?" he asked gently.

      I took a deep breath before answering. "She's an acquaintance. You see, I'm the Historical Festival Coordinator. HFC, if you will. ‘Carrigan the Historian,’ they call me. No, they don’t. Nevermind. What was I saying? Oh right, Lydia hadn't shown up at her festival booth today," I explained, keeping my voice steady despite the lingering redness in my cheeks from both choking and embarrassment. “And she wouldn't answer her phone either, so we came to check on her.” I nodded toward Alfie, perched atop the counter, his head bobbing up and down and side to side, watching the officers intently.

      Charlie nodded as he jotted down notes on a small pad he'd pulled from his pocket.

      "And when was the last time you saw her?" His pen paused above the paper, waiting for my response.

      "Yesterday," I said. "When she was setting up her booth at the festival grounds."

      "Miss Critt, do you know what happened to Ms. Grant?" Charlie asked, pencil poised.

      I nodded. "Possibly. Well, a bit of gossip, really. I heard she had an exchange with Marcia Wells yesterday," I continued after a beat, pushing past the lump forming in my throat at recalling Lydia's vitality just 24 hours prior. "It was apparently... heated."

      Charlie's brow furrowed slightly—a tiny line appearing between his eyes—and I realized how even that minor detail seemed important to him.

      "Heated, how?" He leaned slightly forward, encouraging me to elaborate.

      The scent of his musky cologne tickled my nose hairs. I placed a finger beneath my nostrils, attempting to avoid a sneeze while looking intelligent and thoughtful.

      "They were arguing about booth placement, apparently. But I believe it was possibly more about their rival cosmetic lines." I remembered Eunice's gossip about their confrontation. "This is all circumstantial, however. I'm relaying what I heard from Eunice Pempleton."

      He nodded again as he scribbled notes, filing away every word.

      "And this argument happened where?"

      "At Lydia's booth when they were setting up," I said. "Marcia had approached Lydia; they caused a real ruckus. My friend Radleigh had to break them apart."

      Charlie closed his notepad with a soft snap and met my gaze squarely. There was an intensity there now. Despite our earlier awkwardness—he was taking every detail seriously.

      "Thank you for sharing that," he said solemnly before giving me another brief smile that did funny things to my stomach. "It helps build a picture of what might've happened."

      His gaze lingered on mine for a heartbeat before he turned away to continue his investigation. Left standing amidst officers and fluttering crime scene tape, clutching an empty paper cup like some lifeline, I watched him go about his work with quiet efficiency. I couldn't help but wonder if our paths would cross again under less... chokingly pooptacular circumstances.

      My heart finally settled into a rhythm that didn't feel like a drum solo, and I could focus on the task. I followed Deputy Best over to where Lydia lay. The sight of her was jarring.

      "Deputy," I began, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear to regain some semblance of professionalism, "I noticed something that might be important."

      Charlie turned to me, his expression open yet cautious. "Go ahead."

      "It's the lipstick next to Lydia's hand," I said, pointing discreetly toward the tube on the floor. "It's from Marcia Wells' vintage collection. I can't imagine Lydia using it given their differences and the possibly lethal ingredients."

      His gaze followed my gesture, settling on the tube before snapping back to my face. My heart fluttered irritatingly. "Lethal ingredients?"

      "Yes, Marcia has a rather impressive cosmetics collection from the flapper era. Many of the cosmetics of that age contained a poison of one sort or another. The lipstick in the tube matches the lipstick on Lydia’s lips. Perhaps it’s the reason she’s…” I couldn’t go on.

      "That's an interesting observation, Miss Critt." Charlie stepped closer to the body, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studied the scene. I couldn't help but admire how he seemed to shut out everything else around him when he was focusing. He crouched down beside Lydia, careful not to disturb anything around her. His fingers hovered above the lipstick as if he could absorb its secrets through proximity alone. He made a note on his little pad, then stood back up, meeting Alfie’s gaze and mine.

      “This the deceased’s cat?” he asked, pointing to His Majesty.

      “He’s mine, actually—Alfie’s his name. I can credit him with finding the tube of lipstick beside Lydia’s body. You may find tiny paw prints on the tube, I’m afraid. I can assure you, he’s not the culprit.”

      "Thanks for clearing that up and for pointing this out," he said with a smile, showing what appeared to be genuine appreciation.

      Feeling slightly buoyed by his acknowledgment, I offered, "I'd be happy to help with the investigation in any way I can."

      He glanced around at the other officers, who were diligently cataloging evidence and photographing the scene. “I appreciate that,” Charlie replied with a polite nod. But we have protocols to follow. We'll handle it from here."

      His words were kind but firm, and I felt a small stab of embarrassment for overstepping my bounds. Of course, they had protocols—what was I thinking?

      I bit my lip and nodded in understanding. "Of course, Deputy Best. Just let me know if you need help or... anything else." The words tumbled more awkwardly than a seventh grader at a school dance.

      Charlie offered another small smile that seemed reserved for me—or maybe it was just dreaming on my part.

      "We'll be in touch if we need your…expertise," his smug smile defined the humor he found in my offer. "Right now, I must arrange for body removal once we've completed our evidence collection."

      I opened my mouth to tell him I was the one to call, but he raised a finger and turned, moving a few steps away. I closed my mouth and watched as he consulted his notepad for my number and punched it into his phone.

      My phone, tucked in my back pocket, started vibrating. I took a deep breath and answered, "Critt Family Memorial Services, Carrigan Critt, resident Corpse Collector speaking."

      "What? Oh, yes, It's Deputy Charlie Best. We require your services at…wait…" Charlie turned toward me.

      With the phone still perched at my ear, I waved. "You were saying, deputy?" I continued the call, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      Charlie eyed me. "You?" I nodded. Charlie laughed, hung up, and walked toward me. His laugh jolted my belly, turning my recent hamburger into pudding. The officers working the scene peered at him questioningly. What could be so funny at a crime scene?

      Charlie looked at me from the top down, raised an eyebrow, smiled, and returned to his duties. “I’ve heard the deputies refer to the ‘Corpse Collector’ before—I had no idea that was you. Interesting moniker.” he smiled, melting my insides.

      ’Tis me, kind sir. Ready for duty.” I gave a jazzy salute, then scolded myself silently for being such a klutz around him. Not only had I choked on a donut, but now I was practically throwing myself at the deputy—eager to help with an investigation that he considered clearly outside my purview.

      With one last glance at Lydia's body and the bustling officers around her, I stepped outside into the fresh air. The festival sounds seemed distant now, like echoes from another world.

      I scooped Alfie up and snugged him into his carrier. Speaking to another officer, I told him I would drop off my cat, pick up my hearse, and stop at the festival to close Lydia's booth before coming back to collect her body.

      I couldn't shake off the feeling that there was more to this than met the eye—and that somehow, someway, I was going to find out what it was, even if Deputy Charlie Best thought I should keep my distance.
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            GHOSTS & GUILLE

          

        

      

    

    
      The festival buzz had settled into a gentle hum in my head, background noise to the cogs churning in my brain as I discreetly packed Lydia's things. Radleigh and Trixie were both joyfully occupied with their festival duties. I didn't want to put a damper on their day by telling them about Lydia. Not yet, anyway.

      I had just about finished packing the last box when my phone buzzed against my butt. It was a call to duty. Lydia's body was ready to pick up.

      Tucking my phone away, I stacked the packed boxes at the back of Lydia’s booth and strode briskly toward where I'd parked the hearse. As I slid into the driver's seat, the weight of what awaited me pressed coldly against my chest. Lydia Grant—passionate, dedicated Lydia—was gone, and it was my job to collect her from her last moments on this earthly plane.

      The drive to Lydia's shop was a blur from the tears burning my eyes. Pulling up outside Lydia's shop, I spotted Deputy Best standing sentinel at the entrance, his presence both comforting and commanding. I stepped out of the hearse and approached him, my boots clicking solemnly on the pavement. He nodded in acknowledgment as I approached, his eyes carrying the day's weight.

      "Hey, Deputy Best," I greeted him with practiced neutrality.

      "Miss Critt." His voice held steady. "Thanks for coming back."

      "Oh, think nothing of it, it's…"

      I glanced past him into the shop, where Lydia's body lay

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Arsenic & Alibis
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            Cast of Characters
          


          		
            1. Corpse Collecting
          


          		
            2. Secrets & Scandals
          


          		
            3. Festival & Folly
          


          		
            4. Deadly Beauty
          


          		
            5. Ghosts & Guille
          


          		
            6. Estranged & Envious
          


          		
            7. Arsenic & Alibis
          


          		
            8. Pilfer & Predicament
          


          		
            9. Missed & Dissed
          


          		
            10. Prep & Prance
          


          		
            11. Gala & Goons
          


          		
            12. Stitch & Straighten
          


          		
            13. Ghosts & Graves
          


          		
            14. Death & Despair
          


          		
            15. Coffee & Crochet
          


          		
            16. Bombs & Beauties
          


          		
            17. Alibis & Affairs
          


          		
            18. Under-wire & Urgency
          


          		
            19. Danger & Discovery
          


          		
            20. Love & Betrayal
          


          		
            21. Tension & Truths
          


          		
            22. Threats & Throats
          


          		
            23. Endings & Ethers
          


          		
            Crochet Trixie’s Rainbow Skirt!
          


        


      


      		
        Bodies & Bridezilla
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            Cast of Characters
          


          		
            1. A Wedding to Die For
          


          		
            2. Bridezilla
          


          		
            3. The Ghostly Groom
          


          		
            4. Think and Tinker
          


          		
            5. A Name from the Past
          


          		
            6. Meeting with Mother
          


          		
            7. The Anonymous Threat
          


          		
            8. The Boathouse
          


          		
            9. Gabriella St. Claire
          


          		
            10. Olivia St. Claire
          


          		
            11. Henry Matthews
          


          		
            12. Jasper Holt
          


          		
            13. Alfie vs. Binx
          


          		
            14. Martha et al
          


          		
            15. Think and Tinker 2
          


          		
            16. Murder at the Manse
          


          		
            17. Some Answers
          


          		
            18. Murder Board
          


          		
            19. Mother...again
          


          		
            20. Henry & Olivia...again
          


          		
            21. Gabriella and Violet...again
          


          		
            22. Threatening Twist
          


          		
            23. Wired for Secrets
          


          		
            24. Boathouse Surprise
          


          		
            25. All Hell
          


          		
            26. Confessions and Confections
          


          		
            27. Un-pinning the Board
          


          		
            Crochet Hair Clips Pattern
          


        


      


      		
        A Christmas Crochet Catastrophe
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            Cast of Characters
          


          		
            1. Deck the Halls with Yarn
          


          		
            2. Crocheted Catastrophe
          


          		
            3. Tangled Threads
          


          		
            4. Stitch by Stitch
          


          		
            5. Knit, Purl, Panic
          


          		
            6. Sleuthing with Stitches
          


          		
            7. Patterns and Pleas
          


          		
            8. Tangled in Time
          


          		
            9. The Final Stitch
          


          		
            10. A Merry Ending
          


          		
            Crochet Snowman Pattern
          


        


      


      		
        Corpse & Cards
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            Cast of Characters
          


          		
            1. Chatter in the Box
          


          		
            2. Terrible Tarot
          


          		
            3. Death and Donuts
          


          		
            4. Suspicion and Sorrow
          


          		
            5. The Nightshades
          


          		
            6. Leo Dawson’s Tricks
          


          		
            7. The Amule
          


          		
            8. The Mentor
          


          		
            9. Seraphina’s Past
          


          		
            10. The Lockbox
          


          		
            11. Hidden Treasures
          


          		
            12. Interpretation
          


          		
            13. Confronting Thalia
          


          		
            14. Shark Bait
          


          		
            15. Think & Tinker
          


          		
            16. Break In
          


          		
            17. Cue the Culprit
          


          		
            18. Loose Ends
          


          		
            19. The Mystic Yonder
          


          		
            20. EPILOGUE - The Murder Board
          


          		
            Crochet Poncho Pattern
          


        


      


      		
        Spirits & Speed Dating
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            1. Showdown
          


          		
            2. Valentine Vomit
          


          		
            3. Henry Beauregard
          


          		
            4. Henry's Problem
          


          		
            5. Finally...Charlie
          


          		
            6. Secret Passages
          


          		
            7. Found
          


          		
            8. Luna Eclipse
          


        


      


      		
        Death & Dog Shows
        
          		
            Contents
          


          		
            Cast of Characters
          


          		
            1. Furry Neck Warmer
          


          		
            2. Puppy Love
          


          		
            3. The Missing Handler
          


          		
            4. The House Call
          


          		
            5. Cat-astrophe
          


          		
            6. Search Party & Suspicion
          


          		
            7. The Ex
          


          		
            8. Found
          


          		
            9. Suspiciously Clean
          


          		
            10. Judging Everyone
          


          		
            11. Patrick Keaton
          


          		
            12. Attempted Hit-and-Run
          


          		
            13. Ghostly Chat
          


          		
            14. Uh oh
          


          		
            15. The Puppy Clue
          


          		
            16. Break and Enter
          


          		
            17. Confession
          


          		
            18. The Final Reveal
          


          		
            19. Closure
          


          		
            20. At Peace
          


          		
            Crochet Cat Sweater
          


        


      


      		
        About the Authors
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Authors


    


  




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/shale-empire-press-logo.jpg
Shale Empire Fress








OEBPS/images/books-1-4-plus-2-short-storys-1.jpg
Corpse Coll

— : Tammy Tyree
m m o S &
I ammy 1 yree & Chloe Hale

& Chloe Hale

o Gorp;c’Coll"cglolj Scrics: Book 3

,
2 y/)
4
)
» B

Tammy Tyrce
& Chloe Ilale









