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      Winnie Pembleton is the long-absent black sheep of the Pembleton family—and Eunice Pembleton’s twin sister.  Fiercely independent, sharp-tongued, and unapologetically unconventional. Once a Castle Point local, she left town over two decades ago under a cloud of family tension and whispered scandal. Now in her mid-fifties, Winnie returns with a past she’d rather forget and secrets that refuse to stay buried. Beneath her tough exterior lies a woman shaped by heartbreak, loyalty, and more regret than she’ll ever admit. Whether Castle Point is ready for her or not, Winnie Pembleton is back—and she’s not leaving quietly.
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      Franklin Gable is a quiet, calculating former café manager with a talent for keeping things neat—on the books and off the record. Once a trusted fixture at The Chatterbox Café, Franklin faded from Castle Point’s spotlight years ago, leaving behind little more than whispers. Now older, grayer, and harder to read, he's a man who knows how to keep a secret… and just how far he’ll go to protect one.
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      Clyde Pembleton is a gruff, tight-lipped handyman with a past he’d rather not discuss and a temper that simmers just below the surface. A lifelong Castle Point local, Clyde is the kind of man who keeps to himself, works with his hands, and trusts very few—especially family. As old secrets resurface, Clyde finds himself drawn into a mystery that threatens to expose the mistakes he thought were long behind him.
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      MORNING WHISKERS

      Yawning into the soft morning light, I nudged my feet into fuzzy slippers and stumbled out of bed. The usual suspects, a feline quartet of purrs and paws, trailed me like I was the pied piper of kibble.

      Alfie leaped onto the counter with a grace that always made me envious, especially before my first cup of coffee. Binx followed suit, then squeezed into yesterday's abandoned popcorn bowl, his emerald eyes glinting with mischief. Casper, regal as a Persian could be, sat waiting by her dish, while Dora rubbed against my leg with motherly affection.

      "Alright, you ravenous little critters," I mumbled, scooping generous portions of cat food into their bowls. "Feast like the kings and queens you are."

      Their only response was the chorus of crunching that signaled a temporary end to their morning serenade. With the cats occupied, I seized the moment to brew a strong cup of joe and escape to my patio sanctuary.

      The first sip was always heavenly—bitter, robust, a liquid lifeline. I settled into a patio chair as the spring air wrapped around me like a cool shawl. The garden was coming to life in bursts of color; tulips and daffodils danced in the breeze while bees buzzed their early hymns.

      "You sure know how to savor a morning," came Horace's gravelly voice from over the fence.

      I nearly spilled my coffee. My next-door—and rather nosy—neighbor, Horace, had a knack for appearing just when I found a moment's peace.

      "I see the spring weather has brought you out to your little Garden of Eden, Carrie," he continued with a sly grin that etched his weathered features as he peeked over the top of the wooden divide.

      "And you, Horace. However, you've got your own flora to mind, dear sir. No need to nose your way over to mine."

      "Ah, but it's not just the flora that catches my eye," he said with a wink. "It's the fauna too."

      I forced a chuckle. "Keep your eyes on your own fauna, Horace." I rolled my eyes but couldn't suppress a smile at his relentless attempts at flirtation.

      Horace chuckled. "But the view is best on your side!" He smiled. "You got plans today? Maybe gallivant around town, stirring up some kind of trouble?"

      "No kerfuffle on the schedule," I replied. "Just some peace and quiet—if I can manage it."

      "You? Quiet? I don't believe it for one second." Horace shot back. "Wherever you go, chaos is sure to follow."

      I took another sip of coffee, allowing the steam to obscure my face as I plotted my next move in this daily dance with Horace.

      "Believe what you want," I countered. "But this morning is all about relaxation."

      Horace tsked. "And here I was, hoping for some excitement."

      Alfie squeezed through the cat door and appeared on my lap with impeccable timing, cutting our banter short as he demanded attention with his persistent purring.

      "Well," I said to Horace while scratching behind Alfie's ears, "you'll have to find your excitement elsewhere this morning."

      Horace tipped his hat—a straw number that had seen better days—and finally retreated from view. As much as Horace could be a handful, there was something comforting about his familiar presence—a reminder that life in this quirky town could be normal, no matter what chaos unfolded.

      Alone again with my thoughts and feline companions, I breathed in the scent of blooming lilacs and let out a long sigh. This was Castle Point in spring: unpredictable weather, neighbors coming out from under winter's chill, and an undercurrent of the supernatural humming just beneath the surface.

      I glanced at the Critt Memorial Gardens to the left of my house—Horace's house being on my right—and noticed the budding leaves on the trees that peppered the graveyard behind Critt Family Funeral Home—the business I inherited from my father, Caspian Critt, who died in a suspicious hit-and-run accident over fifteen years ago.

      I had worked with my father for several years before his demise, and was honored to continue his work, being dubbed the amusing moniker of "Corpse Collector" because body removal was part and parcel of the business.

      Binx leaped onto the patio table and nosed his way under my newspaper to hide, tipping my coffee cup, the remaining bit of liquid spreading over the paper. Alfie lapped at it.

      "Binx!" I protested half-heartedly as he nuzzled against my hand. "What am I going to do with you?"

      He simply blinked up at me from his vantage point under the daily news before settling in for his first nap of the day. It was hard to be annoyed when he looked so content in his paper bed.

      Casper sauntered out through the kitty door and leaped onto the table, then crept onto my shoulder, laying across the back of my neck like she fancied herself a boa. Her cool blue eyes seemed to judge the other cats impartially before she began purring contentedly.

      "Well," I said finally, after taking stock of my clowder of cats while listening to the overzealous neighbor battling his garden supplies. "I'd better get going before I'm stuck in this chair all day." I grinned as Casper purred into my earlobe and Alfie continued to demand attention from my lap.

      After gingerly removing my feline family from my body, I took a hot shower and slipped into my most forgiving pair of jeans and a blouse that didn't scream, "I had donuts for breakfast—again" before hopping on my bike.

      The town was abuzz with the energy that only a sunny spring day in Castle Point could muster. Shopkeepers swept their stoops, locals meandered down the sidewalks, and the distant caw of seagulls mixed with the hum of conversation.

      As I rounded the corner onto Main Street, I caught sight of my 'Hookers' as our crochet-tastic trio was fondly referred to. Trixie Hawthorne, my bestie and owner of the Crafty Cauldron, and Radleigh, my mortician, friend and weekend drag queen Luna Eclipse, were waiting for me outside the cafe.

      Trixie's unmistakable golden locks reflected the sunlight as she waved energetically; her arm a fluttering pennant.

      Radleigh's every-changing hair color was a shade of lavender that would give spring crocuses a run for their money. His rainbow scarf fluttered like a pride flag staked on conquered territory.

      "Carrie!" Trixie called out as I skidded to a halt. "You will not believe this!"

      My gaze followed hers to the Chatterbox's door where a sign hung crookedly: "Closed for Renovations."

      "What in tarnation?" I blurted out, flabbergasted. The Chatterbox never closed. Eunice Pembleton would serve coffee in a hurricane if she had half a chance.

      Radleigh pursed his lips in a frown. "And here I was, all set for Eunice's divine blueberry scones." His Texas twang stretching the words into a cheerful melody.

      Trixie folded her arms across her chest, tapping her foot. "There goes our morning crochet ritual. This is complete poppycock!"

      I shrugged helplessly. "I don't recall Eunice telling us the Chatterbox would be closed. Maybe she's taking a spontaneous vacation? Although that seems as likely as my mother wearing polyester."

      Radleigh let out a guffaw that made passersby glance over with smiles. "Oh, honey, if Morgana wore polyester, I'd eat my wig collection."

      We stood there for a moment, adrift without our anchor of caffeine and chitchat. It felt like someone had snatched away Christmas morning—or at least the anticipation of unraveling tittle-tattle over steaming mugs.

      "So what's Plan B?" Trixie asked, already scrolling through her phone for alternatives.

      "We could head to my place," I suggested. "I've got coffee, although it's not Chatterbox quality."

      Radleigh winked at me. "Sweetheart, your coffee is like moonshine during prohibition—potent and bound to knock us sideways or land us in the slammer."

      "Is that not what we need after this predicament?" Trixie quipped with an impish grin.

      We laughed collectively—the sound mingling with the lightness of the day—and turned toward my home. But before we walked too far, Eunice saw us through the window and came hustling to the door.

      "Carrie! Radleigh! Trixie!" she called out breathlessly. Her bright dyed red bouffant hair eclipsing the morning sun as she rushed toward us. Her usually pristine apron was splattered with what looked suspiciously like construction dust.

      "Eunice, you're here!" I said, surprised. "What happened? Why is the Chatterbox closed?"

      Her bright dyed-red hair was a bingo dot under the sunny sky. "Oh dear," she panted, "you don't remember me telling you? I'm tearing down a couple of walls in the office to make a bigger storage room. The construction started yesterday after closing, but this morning has been awful!"

      Radleigh offered his arm for support as she straightened up. "Tell us everything," he urged gently.

      Eunice looked between us with wide eyes. "I came to the cafe early this morning to wait for the construction crew to arrive. As I walked in, I heard such a ruckus coming from the kitchen—pots clanging, shelves rattling! When I went to investigate..." She paused for dramatic effect—a natural storyteller despite her frazzled state.

      "Yes?" Trixie prodded eagerly.

      "I found my kitchen turned topsy-turvy..." Eunice hesitated, glancing around as if worried about eavesdroppers.

      "By what?" I asked, perplexed.

      "Well, that's just it. There was nobody there!" she finished in a hushed tone.

      Trixie's eyes grew round as saucers while Radleigh raised an eyebrow.

      "A ghost?" he asked dubiously.

      Eunice shrugged. "I don't know!" She wrung her hands, a gesture of distress I'd rarely seen from our otherwise chill friend. "And if that wasn't strange enough, there's this weird, gooey substance on almost every surface!"

      "Gooey substance?" I repeated, my interest piqued. Castle Point had its fair share of supernatural oddities, but a slimy invasion was unfamiliar territory.

      Trixie leaned closer, her nose wrinkled in disgust. "Like what? Slime from Ghostbusters?"

      Eunice nodded her head. "Like that, yes! It's sticky, and it's everywhere—on the counters, the floors, even the ceiling fan, for heaven's sake!"

      Radleigh hummed thoughtfully. "Sounds like a supernatural snafu to me. Maybe some ghostly baker got a little overzealous with their ectoplasmic eggs."

      My heart raced at Eunice's revelation—a spectral visitor causing gooey chaos at our beloved café? It was right up my alley.

      "Well," I said decisively, my detective senses tingling beneath my skin, "it looks like we have ourselves an unexpected mystery on our hands."

      Radleigh sighed dramatically, but his eyes twinkled with amusement. "And here I thought we were having a day off from all shenanigans."

      Eunice continued to wring her hands. "Please, Carrigan," she pleaded, "you've got to help me!"

      "Don't worry Eunice," I assured her while exchanging glances with Radleigh and Trixie, who nodded their support. "We'll sort this higgledy-piggledy situation lickety-split. Mind if we look?" I asked, stepping forward. "Maybe we can help clean up and figure out what happened."

      Eunice's eyes lit up with gratitude. "Oh, would you? I'm at my wit's end here!"

      She opened the door, and we filed into the Chatterbox. The sight that greeted us was beyond what I had imagined.

      The café looked like it had been through a food fight of epic proportions—except there was no food in sight, just gobs of translucent goop hanging off every conceivable surface, like a scene from an alien invasion movie, or—as Eunice had affirmed; slime from Ghostbusters.

      Radleigh gingerly touched a strand dangling from a table and quickly recoiled. "Yuck! This stuff is like ghost snot!"

      Trixie grimaced as she surveyed the chaos. "This is no ordinary mess," she said solemnly. "This has supernatural written all over it."

      I nodded in agreement, feeling a familiar tingle of curiosity mixed with dread. Since turning forty, my ability to communicate with spirits often meant that I was the go-to gal for all things ghostly in Castle Point, but goop-slinging entities were new to me.

      "Eunice," I began cautiously, "has anything...out of the ordinary happened recently? Other than the start of the renovations?"

      She tapped her chin thoughtfully before shaking her head. "Nothing comes to mind," she replied. "But it seems absurd that this…whatever this is, only started the same time as construction."

      "Could there be someone on the construction crew pulling a prank?" I asked.

      Eunice shook her head. "I can't imagine so. I'm using the most reliable contractor in Castle Point!"

      I glanced out the windows. "When will they arrive? I'd like to question them…"

      Eunice shook her head again. "I called right after I found the place in shambles and told them to hold off for a few hours. I didn't want anyone seeing this…disaster!" Tears formed and spilled onto her cheeks. I put an arm around her, in a distracted attempt at comfort.

      Trixie gave Eunice a hug and then tied her blonde locks into a ponytail. She walked into the kitchen, put on an apron, and pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. "Well, let's not dillydally any longer," she declared. "Time to clean up so construction can continue."

      Radleigh sighed dramatically but joined in, donning an apron, then grabbing a bucket and mop from the storage closet.

      I couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this than a prank gone wrong. It seemed there was intent behind this chaos—a message or warning, perhaps?

      We spent a couple of hours scrubbing and scraping at the stubborn goop until our arms ached and our spirits sagged.

      Eunice brewed us some strong coffee while we took a break, perched on whatever clean spots we could find amid the café's disarray.

      "So," Trixie said between sips of her coffee, her voice low so only Radleigh and I could hear, "what do you think really happened here?"

      Radleigh set down his mug. "Well, I don't think we can rule out ectoplasmic expulsion..."

      I hid my smirk behind my mug; Radleigh loved his supernatural theories as much as he loved glitter eyeshadow.

      "I agree, Rad. This has 'supernatural shenanigans' written all over it," I interjected gently before he could spin off into another tangent about ghostly gastronomy gone wrong.

      Eunice approached us with a basket of day-old scones. "I can't thank you enough for helping me clean up this... mess," she said earnestly. "But do you think you can find out who—or what—did this?"

      Trixie nodded while Radleigh gave Eunice an encouraging pat on the back. "We'll do our best," I promised with more confidence than I felt at that moment.

      This was the first time that I'd experienced ectoplasmic goo—assuming that's what it was.

      Question was…where—and who—was the ghost that put it there?
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      THE GHOST IN THE OFFICE

      Eunice's hands jittered as she poured more coffee into our cups, spilling a drop or two of the bitter brew. Trixie wrinkled her nose as she bit into a day-old scone, crumbs cascading down her apron like a miniature rockslide. "These could double as hockey pucks," she mumbled, her voice muffled by the dense pastry.

      Radleigh slathered his scone with an ungodly amount of jam. "Adds moisture…" he declared. "And possibly a few calories."

      I sipped the coffee, my eyebrows lifting in surprise at its strength. It was the least like Eunices reliable go-go juice and more like my home brew—strong enough to wake the dead—or at least a funeral home director who conversed with them regularly.

      The coffee Eunice served could've stood a spoon up straight, but I took another gulp, hoping it'd help me make sense of the hullabaloo unraveling before us. "So, Eunice," I started, "tell me about this construction. What exactly happened yesterday?"

      Eunice leaned in close, her chunky bracelets and plastic beaded necklaces clinking like a wind chime in a hurricane. "Well, it all started with one wall in the office." She pointed toward the office door, covered with a tarp that billowed like a sail in a storm from the breeze through the cafe's open windows.

      "They tore it down after closing," Eunice continued, "and then we left—I locked up behind us. It was only this morning that I saw things had been moved around, and…well, that goo..." She shuddered theatrically.

      I leaned back in my chair, eyeing the tarp that hid the construction mess. "And the crew is coming back soon to take down another wall?" I asked.

      Eunice nodded vigorously. "Yes, any minute now, and I'm scared to bits about what tomfoolery might be unleashed when they do!"

      Radleigh reached over to pat her hand. "Don't you worry your bright red head, Eunice. Carrigan's on the case." He gave me a wink.

      Trixie leaned forward. Her curiosity piqued as much as mine. "Can we look around the office?"

      Eunice pulled back the tarp and showed us into the office, her floral perfume wafting toward us as we slipped into the space, mingling with the scent of sawdust and coffee. The office was a chaotic symphony of strewn paperwork and displaced furniture. "Watch your step," she cautioned. "I'll go make us some sandwiches before the construction crew arrives."

      I navigated a minefield of notes and old drywall and wood. "Looks like quite the production," I said, trying to keep the mood light despite the eerie atmosphere.

      Trixie crinkled her nose. "This place looks like my craft room after a weekend bender of scrapbooking."

      Radleigh chuckled. "How could you tell? Your craft room is always in a state of creative chaos."

      As we bantered, I felt a familiar chill creep up my spine like an unwelcome draft. My breath hitched slightly as I saw it—a ghost. A figure shimmered into view, hovering where the wall used to be.

      I blinked hard, making sure I wasn't seeing things—well, things that weren't there to see. "Um, guys?" I began hesitantly, "We've got company."

      Radleigh and Trixie turned their attention from the cluttered office to me, following my gaze toward the specter, whose translucent form was now fully materialized and visible only to me.

      "Is it Casper-friendly, or do we need to skedaddle?" Radleigh asked in a whisper.

      Trixie just stared, mouth agape as if she could see him too—which I knew she couldn't.

      I took a deep breath and addressed our ethereal visitor. "Hello there," I greeted him with all the warmth I could muster.

      The ghost swayed like a ship caught in a tempest. His gauzy form was wearing bell-bottoms and a long-tapered collared shirt in a swirly pattern. His hair and long sideburns reminded me of the artist Bob Ross.

      Clearly, this fella stepped right out of the seventies.

      "What's all the ruckus, man? You're disturbing my peace!" he bellowed, though the sound was more like a draft through an old chimney than a man's voice.

      His translucent hands flailed, grasping at the air where the wall once stood. Ectoplasmic goo ejected from his mouth like spittle as he yelled. It materialized and splattered Trixie and Radleigh.

      Radleigh screamed, Trixie cried out, and both ran from the office, tripping over their feet, the tarp, and each other in their rush.

      I squared my shoulders and did my best to appear nonchalant. "Cute trick, 'man'. Sorry to disturb your, uh, peace," I offered. "But you see, there's a bit of renovation going on."

      The ghost huffed; the action sending a ripple through his spectral form. "Renovation?" he echoed with disdain. "More like ruination!"

      Radleigh and Trixie, now wiped clean of ectoplasmic goo, peered into the office, holding the tarp as protection from further gooey antics. But I didn't require their input; this was my circus and my ghostly monkey.

      "May I ask your name?" I said, inching closer to the spectral character, who reminded me of  a participant in "Soul Train".

      He looked at me with narrowed eyes, suspicion written all over his ectoplasmic face. "Jed," he finally muttered, like he was dusting off the word after years in storage. "Jed Folsom".

      I gave him a curt nod. "Well, Jed, nice to meet you. I'm Carrigan Critt." I continued, trying to infuse sincerity and avoid the plasmic-spitter. "Can you tell me what you're doing here?"

      Jed scratched his head, causing his hat to tip precariously. "I'm stuck," he said simply.

      "Stuck how?" I asked, confused. It seemed to me he was very unstuck at the moment.

      He glared at me, and I felt the temperature drop a few degrees. "Don't get smart with me, young lady. I don't know why I'm stuck. One minute I'm resting peacefully; the next, there's all this ruckus! How's a guy supposed to get any sleep…"

      I nodded sympathetically. Poor Jed probably hadn't expected to 'wake up' to a demolition derby in his eternal resting place, wherever the heck that was.

      The appearance of this ghostly fella without evidence of a body was disconcerting, and something I'd never encountered before, aside from the very first time I'd ever seen a ghost, a month after my fortieth birthday.

      I said as much, out loud, to my companions.

      Trixie piped up from behind the tarp, maintaining a safe spitting distance. "Maybe he's tied to something here? You know, like a trinket?"

      Radleigh added thoughtfully, "Yeah. An object of sentimental value?"

      Jed's face contorted as if trying to remember something important, but frowned, finding only cobwebs in the attic of his memory.

      I rubbed my temples. Ghostly amnesia was common in my experience—since my job description had expanded beyond embalming and burials.

      "Okay, Jed," I said decisively. "Let's try to jog that memory of yours. Do you remember anything about this place? A favorite item? A secret stash?"

      Jed floated over to what remained of the office wall and pointed to the exposed framework.

      "There!" Jed exclaimed. "That's where!"

      "What should be there? You?" I asked, eyeing the space of empty, torn down wall.

      He squinted as if trying to bring something into focus, but failing miserably. "Yes, me…I think….Ah, nuts. I can't remember…"

      It was going to be one of those days where I wished ghosts came with instruction manuals or at least a better memory.

      "I don't suppose you recall anything else?" I asked Jed hopefully.

      His gaze turned inward as if dredging up memories from a well long sealed. "There was...music," he murmured. "Real groovy beats."

      "There was music?" I asked. The Chatterbox Café wasn't exactly known for its live bands or use of its jukebox—it was more clinking cups and eavesdropped conversations that set the rhythm here.

      "What kind of music?" Radleigh chimed in, trying to follow the one-sided conversation.

      "Disco, man," Jed replied, moving his ghostly form to a non-existent beat. "Real rockin' tunes...for dancing...boogying the night away."

      My mind raced as I tried piecing together this new sliver of information with everything else we knew about Jed and the Chatterbox Café—which wasn't much but enough to ignite curiosity like dry kindling ready for a spark.

      Eunice pulled back the tarp, confusion etched on her face as she pushed past Trixie and Radleigh, and entered the office. "What's going on in here? Who are you talking to?"

      I brought her up to speed on the Jed situation.

      Eunice's eyes widened, and her mouth formed a perfect 'O' as I mentioned Jed's full name. She clutched at her gaudy necklace, the plastic beads clicking together like a nervous tic.

      "Jed Folsom?" she repeated, her voice a mixture of disbelief and recognition. "I haven't heard that name in donkeys years!"

      I raised an eyebrow, my curiosity piqued. "You knew him?"

      Eunice nodded slowly, her gaze drifting to the exposed wall as if she could see Jed's ghostly form herself. "Oh, yes. We were sweethearts back in the day. Met right here in this very café—when it was a disco. Wait…if you're seeing his ghost, that mean…Jed's dead? Oh my…" Eunice wiped at her eyes.

      Jed's spectral face lit up like a Christmas tree. "Eunice? Is that really you? Oh, baby, you've changed!"

      I relayed Jed's question, and Eunice's eyes misted over. "Yes, Jed. It's me. I'm so sorry you're…gone…" She stared at the space where only I could see Jed's ghost.

      I smiled at their unconventional reunion. "So, you two used to come here often?"

      Eunice nodded, a wistful smile playing on her lips. "Every Friday night was open-mic night. Jed would play his electric guitar, and I'd sing. Then we'd dance the night away. Those were the days..."

      Radleigh and Trixie had inched closer, their curiosity overriding their fear of flying ectoplasm.

      "That explains the music he mentioned," Radleigh mused, his brow furrowed in thought.

      Trixie nodded. "And dancing at a disco! It must have been quite the scene."

      I turned back to Jed, who was watching Eunice with a look of longing that tugged at my heartstrings. "Jed, do you remember what happened to you? How you...passed on?"

      Jed's form flickered, and for a moment, I thought he might disappear altogether. But he steadied himself, his gaze turning inward once more.

      "I…I don't know," he said slowly, each word seeming to cost him great effort. "I was on my way here to meet Eunice. I had something important to tell her..."

      He trailed off, and I could see the pain etched on his ghostly features. I told Eunice what Jed had said. Eunice let out a soft gasp, her hand flying to her mouth.

      "Oh, Jed," she whispered, tears spilling down her cheeks. "I waited for you that night. I didn't know..."

      I felt a lump form in my throat as I watched the two former lovers, separated by time and mortality, finally have the conversation they never got to finish.

      "What did you want to tell me, Jed?" Eunice asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Jed's form became a little more solid, and for just a moment, he looked as real as any of us. He reached out, his hand hovering just above Eunice's cheek.

      "I...don't remember…just that it was important…"

      I looked at Eunice and told her what Jed had said. Sparkly tears shimmered down her face, and she sobbed, her shoulders shaking. Trixie, Radleigh and I gathered around her in a group hug.

      Jed's shoulders slumped before fading into invisibility—probably off to brood in whatever dimension ghosts hang out when they're not haunting people or giving funeral home directors more gray hairs than they'd like before fifty.

      Eunice calmed. "I'm confused. If Jed died a long time ago, why is his ghost showing up now, haunting my cafe? Do you think there could be something in the cafe that he's connected to?" Eunice asked. "Like maybe one of those time capsules people bury?"

      Eunice's café had been around long enough for many secrets to be stashed within its walls—but a time capsule?

      "I somehow doubt that's the object he's tied to, Eunice," I said. "It makes sense that he's tied to you somehow, but…" I shrugged.

      "We're going to figure this out," Radleigh assured her, and I agreed, even though I wasn't entirely convinced myself.

      Trixie leaned in. "You know what this means, right?"

      "What?" I asked warily; Trixie's ideas often led down rabbit holes lined with glitter and googly eyes.

      She grinned broadly. "We get to play detective! Let's crack this mystery wide open!"

      And just like that, we were three 'Hookers' on a mission: unraveling yarns of mystery one stitch at a time—and hoping we wouldn't end up tangled in knots ourselves.

      As we settled into a clean corner booth, I wrapped my hands around another steaming cup of Eunice's robust coffee. It felt like clutching a life preserver in the middle of a supernatural storm. Trixie and Radleigh sat across from me, their faces etched with concern and curiosity.

      "Okay, so let's go over what we know," I began, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "Jed died in the seventies. He's now a ghost—apparently tied to the cafe, and he and Eunice were sweethearts."

      Radleigh tapped his chin thoughtfully. "But how did he die? He said he was coming here to see Eunice, but…"

      I sighed, pushing away my half-eaten scone—it was still a scone-shaped rock no matter how much jam you slathered on it.

      Eunice hovered nearby, plating sandwiches as she eavesdropped on our brainstorming session. Her eyes were wide saucers of anticipation and worry.

      My mind scattered in all directions. If it could be seen from the outside, it would have looked like a road map drawn by a squirrel on an espresso binge.

      "Maybe there's another angle we're not seeing," Radleigh suggested.

      I tapped my pen against my lips. "Jed mentioned he was stuck," I mused aloud. "Ghosts usually linger because of unresolved issues or attachments. He must be connected to an object they uncovered during demolition."

      Eunice interjected then, her voice shaky but determined. "There was something odd we found yesterday when they took down the wall—a small metal box lodged between two beams."

      All eyes turned to Eunice as she continued.

      "It looked old and rusty—figured it was just junk left behind by some construction worker ages ago." She shrugged helplessly.

      "Why didn't you say something sooner?" I asked gently, not wanting to add to her stress but mentally facepalming all the same.

      Eunice bit her lip sheepishly. "I didn't think it was important until now." She shrugged. "But maybe..."

      "Where is this box now?" Trixie asked eagerly.

      "In the trash bin in the kitchen," Eunice replied, motioning for us to follow her.

      We gathered around Eunice's kitchen as she pulled open the trash bin and extracted the small metal box. The box was the size of a cigar box, and indeed old. It was coated with years of dust and grime, and I wondered if its contents could shine a light on our spectral puzzle.

      "Should we open it?" Radleigh asked tentatively.

      Trixie nodded while I hesitated; tampering with potential ghostly possessions could either solve everything or turn into an episode of 'Haunted Antiques Roadshow' and release something even more sinister.

      With bated breath and cautious hands, I unlatched the rusty clasp and lifted the lid.

      Inside were some personal items, a pocket watch, and several faded photographs—sepia-toned Polaroids of smiling faces from another era—and tucked among them was an envelope yellowed with time.

      "I've got goosebumps," Trixie whispered as we peered closer at the photographs.

      One picture stood out—it showed the Chatterbox Café as it once was: 'Harvey's Dance Hall,' according to the bold script on the sign above the door. In front of it stood Jed with his arm wrapped around a young woman who radiated happiness even through her grainy image.

      "That must be him!" Trixie exclaimed.

      "And this must be you, Eunice?" Radleigh asked. "Foxy lady!"

      Eunice peered at the picture and tilted her head, tears slipping down her cheeks. "Well…no, actually… That's odd…"

      Eunice glanced at me,  confused. I looked at the photo again. It certainly looked like Eunice—albeit much younger, with naturally ruddy red hair.

      "What does the letter say?" Radleigh asked, nodding toward the envelope still nestled within the box's confines.

      I carefully extracted it from its resting place among memories and unfolded it delicately, as if it were made of butterfly wings.

      The handwriting inside was messy, and it read:

      'My sweet Winifred:

      Plans are in place…'

      Eunice, overhearing us, snatched up the letter and read it. "Winifred? Oh, my…"

      "Eunice, who's Winifred?" I asked, my heart racing..

      "She's the woman in the photograph! My…my sister."
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      THE KITTEN IN THE OLD OAK

      My jaw dropped as I stared at the photo of Winifred with Jed and the letter mentioning her name. "Your sister?" I asked, my voice rising an octave. "I didn't even know you had a sister!"

      Eunice sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. "Winnie's my twin sister. We haven't spoken in years. She was always the wild child—the black sheep of the family."

      Mouths agape, and startled expressions frozen on our faces, we were interrupted by the construction crew's arrival before I could finish reading the letter.

      Eunice excused herself and went to greet the crew. Their boisterous voices and clanging tools disrupting our silence like bulls in a china shop...or perhaps more fittingly—a wrecking ball in a building.

      I eyed the construction crew with a mix of fascination and dread as they slipped into the office and prepared to tear down the remaining office wall. Despite pulling the tarp across the office door, dust and debris danced in the air like some chaotic ballet, and the sound of power tools drowned out any attempt at casual conversation.

      I leaned closer to Trixie and Radleigh, and continued reading the letter, hoping my voice would surf over the cacophony. The letter was nearly illegible from age and wear, but one line stood out clearly: "Meet me by the old oak tree, in the park across from the disco. Our tree."

      My pulse quickened, and I looked at the park across the street. The old oak tree—that had to be the same one everyone in Castle Point knew as 'The Hangman's Oak,' named for its grim history dating back to colonial times when it served as an execution site for witches, warlocks and thieves.

      Could Jed's ghost be connected to that tree? Was his spirit anchored not by this café or his personal effects, but by something around the tree?

      I excused myself, murmuring something about needing a breath of fresh air. Voices and construction noise faded behind me as I pushed open the front door and walked across the street to The Hangman's Oak.

      I stood before the great old tree, its gnarled branches reaching towards the sky like twisted fingers grasping for something just out of reach. The tree had an aura about it, a heaviness that seemed to seep into my bones and settle there.

      I circled the massive trunk, my eyes scanning the rough bark for any clues that might tie Jed's spirit to this spot. That's when I saw it. A little higher than my eyeline was a heart, crudely carved into the wood, weathered and faded with age. Inside the heart were two sets of initials: "JF + WP".

      JF...Jed Folsom. And WP...which must be Winnie Pembleton, Eunice's sister. The pieces of this ghostly puzzle were falling into place, but the picture they formed was far from clear.

      I traced my fingers over the carved letters, feeling the grooves and ridges beneath my skin. How long ago had this been etched into the tree? And what had happened to Jed and Winnie? And Jed and Eunice, for that matter?

      A sudden gust of wind whipped through the branches. I shivered, pulling my jacket tighter around my shoulders. The air felt charged with something, a crackling energy that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      "Jed?" I called out, my voice sounding insignificant against the rustling of the newly formed leaves. "Are you here?"

      Silence. Nothing but the creaking of the branches and the distant sound of traffic on Main Street.

      I sighed, leaning against the trunk of the tree. This was getting me nowhere. I needed answers, but Jed seemed incapable of exposing his buried secrets.

      A soft mewling caught my attention—a sound so faint I almost missed it. I peered up into the tree, where the budding leaves played tricks with my eyes.

      There! High in the oak was a small orange kitten. Its tiny body trembled, eyes wide and filled with an innocence that seemed out of place in this alley of grime and neglect.

      "Well, hello there," I cooed softly. "What are you doing all alone out here?"

      The kitten mewed again, its voice so small it could've been mistaken for a whisper in the wind.

      "You're just a little scrap of a thing," I murmured. "No bigger than a minute."

      As if sensing a kindred spirit, the kitten slowly ventured down the tree toward me with a trust that made something in me ache. For a moment, all thoughts of ghosts vanished as I urged this tiny life close.

      The kitten mewed again, its tiny paws clinging to the bark as it trembled on a high branch. My heart melted like butter on a hot skillet. I couldn't just leave the poor thing stranded up there.

      Hands on hips, I sized up the tree. It had been years since I'd climbed anything taller than a stepladder, and even then, it was a wobbly affair. But I couldn't just stand by and let this little ball of fluff fend for itself.

      "All right, Carrigan," I muttered. "You can do this. It's just a tree. An enormous, really tall tree."

      I grabbed the lowest branch and hoisted myself up, my feet scrabbling for purchase on the trunk. The bark bit into my palms as I pulled myself higher, my muscles straining with the effort.

      "Easy does it," I panted, reaching for the next branch. "Just a little further."

      The kitten watched me with wide, curious eyes as I inched my way closer. I could almost reach it now, my fingertips brushing against its soft fur.

      I noticed it flinch and it let out a pitiful mew. My heart sank as I realized the poor thing was injured. Its right hind leg hung at an odd angle, and it seemed unable to put any weight on it.

      "Oh, you poor little darling," I cooed, gently scooping the kitten into my arms. "What happened to you?"

      The kitten nuzzled into my chest, its tiny body trembling against mine. I could feel the rapid thump of its heartbeat, a fragile rhythm that seemed to echo my own rising panic. By the size of him (I checked, and it was indeed a 'he') I'd hazard a guess that he was only three months old.

      I started my descent. "Come on, little one," I coaxed. "Let's get to safety."

      But as I stretched out my hand to grab a branch, my foot slipped on the branch below. I yelped, my arm pinwheeling as I tried to regain my balance. The kitten let out a startled mew, grasping my shirt with its little claws.

      "Whoa, whoa, whoa!" I cried, grabbing desperately for a handhold. My fingers closed around a branch, and I hung there for a moment, my heart pounding in my chest.

      "Well, that was a close one," I said, blowing a strand of hair out of my face. "Let's try this again, shall we?"

      The kitten nuzzled into my shirt, its purrs vibrating against my skin. I looked down at the ground, suddenly realizing just how high up I was.

      "Okay, kitty," I said, taking a deep breath. "Now, for the tricky part. Getting down the rest of the way."

      I continued my descent, my movements awkward and clumsy using only one arm, the kitten held in the other. Branches snagged at my clothes, leaves tangled in my hair. I'm sure I looked like a right mess, but I didn't care. All that mattered was getting this little fur ball to safety.

      Cradling the kitten against me once more, I slid down to the lowest limb and jumped the rest of the way. Once my feet hit solid ground, I inspected the kitten's injury.

      The leg was definitely broken; resting at an unnatural angle. "When and how did this happen, little fella?" I winced in sympathy, my leg throbbing in phantom pain. "We need to get you to a vet," I murmured, stroking the kitten's head with a gentle finger. "But first, let's get you somewhere safe and warm."

      The kitten mewled as we headed back to the café. Trixie burst through the door looking for me.

      "Carrigan! Where did you go—Oh! What do you have there?"

      Before I could answer, Trixie scooped the kitten from my arms and cooed over it like it was made of spun sugar and magic—which wasn't far from how it felt cuddled against her chest now.

      "Careful, Trix. The little guy is injured." I said simply before sharing what I found etched on the bark of The Hangman's Oak.

      Trixie listened intently as we walked back inside, where Radleigh awaited our return—eager for updates on both our ghostly mystery and our unexpected four-legged find.

      I watched as Trixie doted on the little orange fur ball, her eyes lighting up with each tiny mew. Radleigh was already suggesting names fit for a feline queen. "How about 'Princess Paws' or 'Lady Paws-a-lot'?" he cooed, clearly enamored.

      I cleared my throat. "Guys," I began, struggling to refocus their attention. "First of all, the kitten is a boy. Second…he's injured..."

      Trixie glanced up, cradling the kitten in her arms. "I see that! We need to take him to the vet-asap!"

      I turned to see Eunice bustling towards us, her eyes widening as she caught sight of the kitten nestled in Trixie's arms. "Well, I'll be a monkey's uncle!" she exclaimed. "Where did you find that little scrap?"

      "Up Hangman's Oak," I replied, gesturing vaguely towards the park across the street. "Poor thing's got a broken leg."

      Eunice's face softened, her maternal instincts kicking into high gear. "Oh, the poor dear! Let me get a saucer of milk."

      She hurried off to the kitchen, leaving the three of us to marvel at the tiny creature that had so quickly captured our hearts.

      "He's a fighter, this one," Radleigh murmured. "Reminds me of someone else I know." He shot me a pointed look, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      I raised my eyebrow at him, “If you’re talking about me fighting to stay upright while putting on pants, you hit the nail on the head, Rad! Balance is a tricky business…”

      Eunice returned with a saucer of milk, setting it down on the table. Trixie lowered the kitten gently, watching as he sniffed at the offering before lapping at it with a tiny pink tongue.

      "There you go, little one," Eunice cooed. "Drink up. You need your strength."

      As the kitten drank, I filled Eunice in on what I'd discovered at the Hangman's Oak. Her face paled as I mentioned the initials carved into the tree—JF and WP.

      "J.F. and W.P.?" she gasped. "Tarnation! I can't believe they were…involved!" She pounded her fist on the nearest table and started stomping around the cafe. "That two-timing, yellow-bellied, lying son-of-a-b. And Winnie! Arrrrgh!" Eunice cried out, flailing her fists in the air.

      Trixie, Radleigh and I stared at Eunice's escapades, stunned, but not completely surprised. Eunice had a personality as colorful and brash as the clothes she wore and the hair she dyed.

      "That sneaky little witch! She always wanted what I had, and was never afraid to take it. Winnie was always the one who pushed boundaries. Anything she did would only lead to trouble. "

      Trixie and Radleigh exchanged a look, their faces mirroring my concern. "What kind of trouble?" I asked gently, slightly afraid of Eunice at that moment, to be honest.

      Eunice's breath slowed, her shoulders slumped. "The kind that tears families apart," she said as tears glistened in her eyes. "If she and Jed were involved, it wouldn't last. And when it flamed out, it would leave nothing but ashes in its wake."

      She shook her head, as if trying to dislodge the painful memories. "You know what? It doesn't matter. Let bygones be bygones. My relationship with Jed happened a long time ago, and the five husbands I've had since Jed have wiped the slate clean. What matters now is figuring out why Jed is haunting my place and how and where he died."

      I nodded, my mind already racing with questions about Winnie and Jed's past. But Eunice was right—finding out why Jed was suddenly haunting Eunice's cafe took precedent.

      The kitten mewed, getting my attention. "I'll call the vet," I said, pulling out my phone. "We'll get him fixed up in no time."

      I dialed the number, but hung up abruptly before anyone could answer. I could feel the chill of another worldly presence enter the space.

      "Guys, Jed's back…" I told the others, halting their chatter.

      He materialized near the café's old jukebox, his spectral form flickering like a faulty neon sign. Jed's gaze drifted curiously toward the kitten nestled in Trixie's arms before his ghostly features softened with recognition.

      "I remember," he murmured, his voice carrying a weight that silenced the room. "I had an orange cat just like that one."

      I turned to look at him, relaying Jed's memory to the others. Trixie held the kitten a little tighter, as if afraid Jed might try to claim it from beyond the grave.

      "His name was Eddie," Jed continued, a wistful note in his tone that tugged at my heartstrings.

      Eddie—the name resonated with me. It seemed fitting to honor Jed by naming our new furry friend after his beloved pet.

      "That settles it then," I declared. "We'll call him Eddie."

      Trixie beamed at me, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears. Radleigh placed a hand over his heart, overcome by our collective sentimentality.

      "Welcome to the family, Eddie," he said grandly.

      Jed seemed pleased by this turn of events, his presence becoming more pronounced as if drawn closer by this simple act of remembrance.

      "Now that we've got that settled," I said slowly, watching Jed for any further clues. "Maybe you can explain a couple of things?"

      "I can try, but the head ain't workin' like it used to," he admitted after a pause. "Everything's all jumbled up."

      "Jed, we found a letter to Winnie Pembleton in a metal container the construction workers found inside the wall. It mentions the old oak tree. I found your initials carved in the tree…yours and Winnie's…"

      His voice trailed off into nothingness before he snapped back to us with sudden clarity. "Winnie and I…that's where we were going to meet before leaving…"

      "Leaving? Leaving what? Town?" I asked, relaying what Jed said to the others.

      Eunice piped up, "and what's this about you and Winnie, anyway, you two-timing nincompoop!" She threw her fists around in the air, hoping for a direct hit, which, of course, she would never get. Not for lack of trying.

      So much for bygones being bygones…

      "I'm sorry, Eunice! I…think I loved you both…I…." Jed stammered. I tried my best to explain his response to the flailing Eunice.

      Eunice calmed down, put her hands firmly on her hips and huffed out a "Fine. Whatever," before stomping into the kitchen.

      Jed nodded slowly before fading into whatever limbo held him captive between worlds.

      Radleigh sighed deeply and looked at me with concern. "Does he remember anything else?"

      "Not so far, no." Even as I spoke the words, frustration curled around them like smoke from an extinguished candle.

      Trixie shifted Eddie into her arms and reached out to squeeze my hand reassuringly. "We'll figure this out, Carrie," she said firmly.

      Eddie mewed again, pulling my attention back to him as he licked his injured leg. My heart broke. Here I was dealing with the codswallop of a long-ago murder when there was a tiny, living presence requiring attention.

      "Trixie, can you please take Eddie to the vet? I'll stay here with Radleigh and noodle around some more."

      Trixie nodded, picked up Eddie carefully, and rushed out the door.

      A sudden commotion from the office cut through our musings like a scythe through wheat. Shouts—sharp and urgent—sent Radleigh, Eunice, and me scrambling from our spots. We dashed toward the source of the hullabaloo, our hearts thumping a frantic rhythm.

      I burst into the office first, my eyes darting around for any sign of danger. The construction workers were clustered around a gaping hole in the wall, their faces a mixture of confusion and fear. Plaster dust hung in the air like fog, and the scent of old wood and mustiness invaded my nostrils.

      "What's all the kerfuffle?" I gasped out, sidestepping a toolbox to get closer.

      One worker, a burly man with a handlebar mustache, pointed at the hole. "We found somethin'," he said, his voice gruff.

      My pulse quickened as I edged nearer, peering into the dark recess they'd uncovered. Amidst the rubble and exposed lath, there was something decidedly out of place.

      Eunice squeezed past me, her bright red hair looking even more fiery in contrast to the pale dust. "Goodness gracious," she breathed out. "Is that what I think it is?"
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      THE WALL OF SECRETS

      The Chatterbox Café's office felt like a walk-in fridge. The cold I felt had nothing to do with weather and everything to do with the otherworldly. I shivered, rubbing my arms as Radleigh, Trixie, and I crowded around what the construction worker had uncovered.

      The sight before us would've sent anyone running in terror.

      Wrapped in plastic like leftovers nobody ever wanted to find again was a body.

      I took a step closer, my heart hammering a mile a minute. I pulled back the plastic just far enough to see that the skeletal remains were dressed in dusty fashions straight out of the seventies that matched one particular ghost; Jed Folsom.

      "Goodness gracious," Radleigh whispered, his eyes wide with shock.

      "Eunice, did you know about this?" I asked the silly question without taking my eyes off the body.

      If Eunice knew, you'd think the entire town would as well. Unless Eunice was part of the reason, the body was here… I shook off the thought.

      The café owner shook her head frantically. "I swear on my mother's secret pancake recipe. I did not know!"

      I nodded. "Of course. Silly question…" Otherwise, why would she have hired the construction crew to tear down the walls in the first place?

      The construction crew seemed unsure of what to do. I motioned for them to step back. "Fella's, perhaps you should take a break…" I said, quickly stepping aside as they rushed off, brokering no argument.

      Jed's spirit had resurfaced in the upper corner of the room. I glanced at the disturbed spirit hovering above us, his ethereal form flickering like a faulty neon sign.

      "So, this is why you've suddenly appeared here, isn't it? You were buried in the wall, and now…with the wall coming down…" I stated, the puzzle clicking into place.. "you were no longer 'stuck'."

      Jed just hovered there, silent and brooding like a thundercloud ready to burst. Eunice followed my gaze to where Jed's ghost hovered above us.

      "Tarnation, Carrigan! Is this why Jed has suddenly been turning my café into a goo factory? We broke into his crypt?"

      "I have to assume so," I muttered. I assumed, because this was unlike anything I'd ever seen before.

      I glanced at Jed's spectral form. His confusion was palpable. He seemed to flicker in and out of focus, like a TV struggling for a signal, and his agitation was rising like the mercury in a thermometer on a hot August day.

      His eyes, or at least the eerie glow where his eyes should have been, fixed on his remains.

      "They didn't have to do it like this," Jed wailed repeatedly. His voice carried the weight of a man who had just realized he'd been duped into buying a lemon of a car.

      "Jed," I started, my voice gentle. "Who didn't have to do it like this? Who did this to you?"

      He shook his head. "It's all...muddled…up here," he said, tapping what his temple. "But whoever it was…they didn't have to do it like this."

      I relayed what Jed had said to the others. Radleigh inched closer to me. "What do you think happened?"

      I shrugged slightly. "Not sure yet. But he didn't shove himself into the wall..."

      Radleigh let out a long sigh and turned to Eunice. "Honeybun, do you have any idea who might want to turn your café into their personal episode of 'I've Got A Secret'?"

      Eunice's lips were pursed so tight they looked like they could disappear. "If I knew that, I'd have spilled the beans faster than you can say 'four-alarm chili.'"

      Jed's form began pulsating with an energy that made my skin tingle and my hair stand on end. "The...they nabbed me," he whispered hoarsely.

      "Nabbed you? Who nabbed you, Jed?" I asked.

      For a moment, it looked as though clarity hit him like a bolt of lightning. "They said I had run out of options…" Jed continued as his form became more agitated, hands clenching and unclenching, as if grappling with an invisible adversary.

      Jed's ghost was now floating back and forth so quickly it was making me dizzy just watching him. He kept repeating phrases that sounded like nonsense mixed with regret: "They threatened me…they lied…"

      I tried piecing together his fragmented confessions like Trixie does when she's knitting something particularly complicated—carefully and patiently.

      "Jed," I interjected as soon as there was a pause in his ramblings. "You must have been involved in something illegal—or really pissed somebody off—which led to...this." I gestured towards his plastic-wrapped former shell. "Can you remember anything else?"

      His face contorted in what looked like anguish. "It wasn't supposed to go down like this... I was doing what they asked..."

      I relayed what Jed had told me to the others. "Some sort of deal got him killed?" Radleigh asked incredulously.

      Jed nodded miserably before something else seemed to strike him; his entire form shook violently as though he'd just walked through an electric fence designed for ghost cattle.

      "They were here!" he exclaimed suddenly, looking around wildly as if expecting those treacherous people to jump out from behind Eunice's espresso machine.

      "Who were here, Jed?"

      But instead of answering me directly, Jed let out a noise that could only be described as pure frustration—it sounded like someone trying to start an old lawnmower that was running on fumes.

      I covered my head, expecting ectoplasmic goo to take flight. Radleigh and Eunice saw what I was doing and understood. They scattered into the cafe.

      But no gooey raindrops came. Jed continued. "They didn't have to do it like this..." And then he just faded away—gone before we could get anything solid out of him besides vague shenanigans and accusations.

      I blew out a breath and glanced at my companions, each looking flabbergasted. Eunice looking ready to either faint or make us all pancakes. Radleigh was smoothing his hair into place.

      And then there was me, in the middle of another supernatural hullabaloo, wondering how my life got so catawampus.

      I squinted at the uncovered crime scene. The wall had been standing sentinel over secrets, and now it was crumbling, revealing its ghastly treasure. I joined the gang in the cafe

      "Eunice," I joined my friends in the cafe, trying to keep my voice level despite the goosebumps prickling my skin, "Do you have any idea when these walls were constructed?"

      Eunice blinked rapidly, her mind visibly rewinding through years of the building's history. "Well, sure. This building was built by my grand-daddy in the early 1900s and has been in the family since. Hmm, let's see...this section," she gestured towards the wall in question, "was added in the '70s. My brother, Clyde, owned it when it was 'Harvey's Dance Hall,' named after our granddaddy, Harvey Pembleton. The office was built during that time."

      Radleigh leaned against a counter, his face pensive beneath his teal-tinted bangs. "It gives us a time frame, at least."

      I nodded. The '70s made sense, given the vintage nature of Jed's spirit, clothing choice and his love of music. That Eunice's brother, Clyde, built the office put him firmly on the suspect list.

      "Alright, Eunice," I said. "Think back to that time—was there any local ballyhoo about Jed going missing? Any arguments or shenanigans between your brother and Jed that may have led to this?"

      Eunice looked at me, startled by my implication. "Honey, my brother is many things, but murderer? I think not!"

      "I'm sure you're right, Eunice, but, just for a second, let's assume…can you recall any issues between them?"

      Eunice tapped a finger on her chin. "Nothing specific comes to mind about Jed and Clyde fighting or being involved in a deal gone wrong. I only know that Jed left town abruptly, which—at the time—I found rather odd behavior, but he broke up with me just before he went missing, see?" She continued, "And I would never be involved with anything illegal." She paused, then added with a wry smile, "Though with all these husbands I've had, you'd think one of them would've dabbled in something illicit."

      Radleigh giggled and gave Eunice a playful smack on the shoulder.

      "I guess we'll need to dig a little deeper," I mused aloud. "Do you have any old files that we could look through?"

      Eunice's eyes brightened. "Oh! I have many records here! My brother Clyde—and daddy and grandaddy—kept everything from business licenses to employee records. I've been meaning to go through it all, but never seem to have the time." She scurried to the office.

      As we waited for Eunice to return with her trove of historical documents, Radleigh sighed dramatically and flopped onto the bench seat.

      "This is turning into quite the drama," he lamented.

      I nodded sagely. "If these walls could talk... Well, I guess they sort of did."

      I glanced back at where Jed's ghost had been moments ago. If only he could've given us more than fragmented rants. Ghosts were never straight shooters; their truths were always wrapped up in enigmas and emotional baggage from beyond the grave.

      Eunice returned lugging a dusty filing box labeled 'Archives.' My detective senses tingled with anticipation. We gathered around as she opened it and began sifting through papers that smelled like mothballs and mouse droppings; neither appropriate for a place where quality standards needed to be at their highest.

      "Here we go!" she exclaimed triumphantly, pulling out a yellowed paper with a faded polaroid attached. "This is from when they started the office."

      I took and peered at the black-and-white photo depicting a group of men and one woman shaking hands in front of what looked like our infamous wall-to-be.

      Radleigh leaned in for a better look. "Anyone there look familiar?"

      I studied each face carefully—their features frozen in time beneath jaunty fedoras and pick-combed perms. None struck me as guilty at first glance.

      "Unfortunately, no," I admitted, with frustration edging my voice.

      Eunice peered at the photo and spoke up. Her voice was gravelly from her recent outbursts. "That's my sister, Winnie!"

      I looked closer at the woman in the picture. Even though the polaroid was faded, I could see the similarities between her and Eunice. But there was a defiance in her eyes, and a set of her jaw that Eunice lacked. She looked like a person who'd rather ride a Harley into the sunset than settle down in a quaint little town like Castle Point.

      I turned back to Eunice. "Any idea where we might find her?"

      Eunice shook her head. "Last I heard, she was living somewhere out west—Arizona or New Mexico, maybe. But that was years ago. She left around the time that Jed did, I think. Funny how I never guessed that she and Jed were involved, but…now that I think of it, they both 'disappeared' around the same time, so maybe…" Eunice's eyes widened, "Gosh, golly, maybe Winnie had something to do with Jed's death!"

      I tapped the photo thoughtfully. "Well, I must admit, she was at the top of my list before you mentioned Clyde. A long-lost sister who disappeared the same time our ghostly friend here did, is indeed suspect."

      "Alright, gang," I said, handing the photo back to Eunice. "Let's see what else we can dig up on Winnie and her connection to Jed. Eunice. If you could make some calls to your family, that would be amazing. If she's out there somewhere, we have to find her."

      Eunice nodded. "I need to call Clyde anyway—obviously."

      As we dove back into the archives, I felt like we were on the cusp of something big. A sister with secrets, a ghost with unfinished business…it was like the universe had handed us a mystery wrapped in an enigma, tied up with a bow of supernatural shenanigans.

      I reached for another document—this one an employee list from around the same era. I noted that a Franklin Gable was the disco manager around that time. I showed the others. "If we can find Mr. Gable, or any living relatives or old co-workers who worked for him or knew our ghostly friend Jed here..." My voice trailed off as I scanned names that read like a who's who of Castle Point's yesteryears.

      "This will take some going over. There's a lot of stuff here." Radleigh mused as he flipped through a few more files. "And Charlie needs to know about this…"

      Radleigh had a point. As much as I wanted to solve this cold case with just my wits and ghost-whispering skills, we were in the territory of the living now.

      "Yes," I agreed. "I'll call him." My tummy did a little flip. Calling Charlie meant inviting those amber eyes to assess the situation—and me—with that piercing gaze that seemed to make me bluster.

      I pulled out my phone, its screen cracked from one too many encounters with my clumsiness. My fingers hovered over Charlie's number before pressing 'call'.

      It rang once, twice, and then his deep voice came through, all business. "Best here."

      "Hey Charlie, it's Carrigan," I started, trying to keep my tone steady despite the adrenaline rush. "We've got a situation at the Clatter ox Boufay. Er, Chatterbox Cafe, rather." What an opportune time to become tongue-tied.

      There was a brief pause on the other end before he responded. "What kind of situation?"

      "Well," I glanced at Radleigh for moral support, "we found a body."

      "A body?" His voice shifted from calm to alert faster than Eunice could spread the latest gossip.

      "Yeah, but it's not fresh out of the oven," I added quickly.

      I could practically hear his mental gears shifting as he processed this new piece of information. "How old are we talking?"

      "From a time when bell-bottoms, permanents and discos were ultra-cool. The 70s," I replied.

      Charlie didn't miss a beat. "I'm on my way."

      I ended the call and looked at my friends. "He's coming," I said, my voice a mix of relief and trepidation.

      Radleigh leaned back against the counter with an exaggerated slump. "Well, darlin', once Deputy Best gets here, it's gonna be quite the commotion. They'll be taking all the files, too. Hopefully, Charlie will want your help with this..."

      I knew he was right. Even though we got off to a bumpy start when Charlie first arrived in Castle Point, he now had a way of making me feel like I was part of his investigation team—and I loved it.

      We waited in an awkward huddle until we saw Charlie's police cruiser approaching—a sight that never failed to send a chill—and a thrill through me.
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      FAMILY TIES AND FRAGMENTS

      The bell above the door jingled merrily as Charlie Best walked in—the epitome of law enforcement and 'Magic Mike' rolled into one. His deputies walked in behind him, nodding their greetings and surveying the cafe.

      "Afternoon, Carrigan, Radleigh, Eunice." he greeted us with that subtle half-smile that always set my stomach doing somersaults.

      "Charlie," I acknowledged with a half-smile of my own. His arrival meant this case just got real—and complicated—because it meant I would have to share every piece of info I got my hands on.

      "What's the situation?" he asked briskly.

      I stepped toward the office. "We've got a body behind the wall and one very upset ghost on our hands."

      Charlie cast a semi-skeptical glance at me. His brow furrowed slightly as he jotted down notes in his pad—he was never thrilled about jotting down 'ghost' as part of his report. It was something he was learning to deal with, however. Not that he had a choice whenever I was involved in a case where the dead still had something to say.

      Which was always.

      "Show me, please." Charlie asked. I complied, entering the office, making way for Charlie as he approached the plastic-wrapped figure cautiously.

      Charlie's deputies carefully peeled back the remaining drywall to reveal the plastic-wrapped secret it had kept for years. It was like watching bees meticulously work on a hive—except a lot more macabre.

      They pulled the remains from the wall and laid it on the floor with a reverence that belied their grim task. As Charlie carefully donned a pair of latex gloves and peeled back the plastic like he was unwrapping a nasty present, we braced ourselves for what lay beneath.

      The outfit was unmistakable. There was no question who it was.

      "That's Jed Folsom," I said to Charlie, nodding toward the remains. Jed's spectral figure hovered above, his ghostly expression one of dismay. He looked like he was reliving his last moments, his eyes filled with an echo of fear and betrayal.

      Charlie's amber gaze met mine, searching for an explanation.

      "The ghost I've been chatting with? That's his outfit…"

      Charlie nodded and inspected the body without touching. "Any idea how he ended up behind a wall?"

      I glanced at Jed's spirit for answers, but found none. "None so far," I offered. "The few details he has given me are fragmented memories as clear as mud."

      "Right," Charlie said, straightening up. He turned to his deputies. "Let's get the remains catalogued."

      Eunice chose that moment to sidle up to Charlie, her face ashen beneath her fiery red hairdo. "I swear on my secret muffin recipe; I did not know about any...any of this." Her eyes flicked from me to the body to Charlie.

      "Don't worry, Eunice," I assured her with more confidence than I felt. "We'll sort out this kerfuffle."

      Eunice clutched her apron tightly. "Please do, Carrigan. This place is all I have. Finding a body buried within the walls could ruin business."
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