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Halloween has always been kind of a big deal in Westhaven, but this year it seems like everyone is celebrating for all they’re worth. After last year's disaster at the Winter Pie Festival, people are doubling down on Halloween. And nowhere more so, I think, than here.

Melissa's Magical Elixirs.

When my friend Melissa Barnes announced she was turning her herbal remedies business into an actual brick-and-mortar store, I couldn’t imagine it working out. Now, with queues all the way out into the street, I wonder why I ever doubted her.

The small store is crammed full of people, and every available surface boasts bottles and jars of mysterious-looking pills, potions, and packages. Melissa has certainly got her apothecary aesthetic spot-on, and there’s a crowd of happy customers eager to part with their hard-earned cash. Well, mostly happy customers.

“I think I’ve been poisoned!”

A theatrical shriek breaks through the contented chatter of shoppers, and I see Joanna Robert, an extroverted mother of two with a flair for the dramatic, clutching her throat. She clutches a half-empty bottle of something pink and sparkling and lets out another wail. “And she sold it to me!”

Welcome to another day in the life of a Private Investigator in the small town of Westhaven, I think, as I try to catch hold of the bottle and ease it gently out of Joanna’s hand. There’s never a dull moment.

“It’s poison!” Joanna exclaims again, before gagging theatrically enough to make both me and her would-be killer take a step back.

“It isn’t poison,” Melissa Barnes says calmly, as she goes back to organising a small display of charms and trinkets near the register.

“Uh, Melissa?” I turn the bottle so she can see what I can see. “Pink Poison.” I tap the label with one fingernail. “Says so, right here.”

“That’s just the name.” She smiles at Joanna. “It’s sugar water, honey. Completely harmless, when used as directed.” She arches one eyebrow and Joanna sniffs, then bolts for the door, suitably shamed for the scene she tried to create.

Melissa turns to me, a nervous smile brightening her countenance.

“Well?” she asks, her eyes impatiently scanning my face for a reaction. “What do you think?”

“I think you are great at handling awkward customers. But your packaging could use a little work.” I squint at another label, wincing as I read the description. “You need to be really clear about what these pills and potions actually are.”

“But that will destroy the illusion!” Melissa says, with a laugh that grows nervous. “Besides, everybody knows this is just a bit of fun. It's not like I'm a real witch.”

I open my mouth to make a joke, but there’s something so earnest about my friend that I close it again without saying a word. What I had thought, but not said, was that if Melissa isn't a witch, she certainly looks the part. Well known for her flamboyant outfits and cascade of graying curls, Melissa has gone all-in on the effect in honor of the season. She wears a floor-length, long-sleeved black dress, topped with spiderweb lace. Her hair is tied back with one of those silk scarves I saw displayed for sale, and her earlobes, neck, and wrists all jangle with beads. She takes a step towards me, and I swear I hear bells jingling. Ankles too, I think. This store certainly isn't the place to come for peace and quiet.

“Oh, excuse me, Ronnie,” Melissa says, patting me lightly on the arm, as she turns to give her full attention to a queue of new customers, eagerly clutching their purchases.

I have to hand it to my friend; she has certainly done a good job of setting up her store. When she started selling these herbal remedies, I wasn't sure she'd ever make a go of it. I know my friend TJ kind of hoped she wouldn't. I can't help but smile to myself as I survey the bustling interior of her store. He is going to love this. Of course, a snide voice I have been trying to ignore pipes up inside my head. For him to have any kind of feelings about it, he'd have to come back to Westhaven and see it with his own two eyes.

I'm still a little bitter about my friend’s extended absence from our shared hometown. It's not like I have any claim on TJ's time, not really; we’re just friends. But when I first returned to my hometown a year ago, he was the one person who really made me feel welcome. And I have to say I miss him. He's been caring for his sister while she recuperates from an injury, but the last I heard, she was fighting fit again, and TJ is still nowhere to be seen. I'm just waiting for the call that tells me he's decided once and for all to stay gone.

As if I possess the power to make a thing happen simply by thinking it, my phone starts to ring. Checking that Melissa is still fully engaged in serving her customers, I fumble for the phone, accept the call, and press it to my ear. It isn't TJ though, but somebody else who really wants to talk to me.

“Veronica? Veronica Swan, is that you?”

“It certainly is. Who is this?”

“Your client!” My smile fades, and I can picture the imperious owner of this imperious voice, right down to the way he’ll be standing to attention as he makes this call. “Christopher Arthur Bell.”

“Mr. Bell! What can I do for you this morning?”

“Developments in our case, Ms. Swan.”

Our case. When Christopher Bell, former Mayor of Westhaven, hired me in my capacity as a private detective, I didn't think there was going to be much to the job. Pumpkins, he had declared, waving a yellowed leaf in my face. Nonplussed, it had taken all the diplomatic skill of his wife, the real power behind the throne, to explain the problem. Since retiring as Mayor of Westhaven, Christopher Bell has been on a mission to find his new all-consuming interest. He's burned through golf, civil service, and even partaking in the occasional poker game, although I didn't hear that from him, but gardening seemed to have become his niche, and he was determined to grow the biggest and best pumpkins Westhaven has ever seen. You know, he'd said, for Halloween. We always have a little friendly competition over carving the best jack-o'-lantern in town. Of course, most people just buy their pumpkins from a store. Not me! I've grown the thing from seed; it's going to be a beauty. And it might have been, if Mr. Bell hadn't become convinced that somebody was sabotaging his pumpkin plot. 

“What developments?” I ask him, pressing the phone a little closer to my ear. It really is noisy in here, but I don't like my chances of fighting through the crowds to the exit. I back into a quiet corner of the store, and strain to hear Mr. Bell over the low hum of the crowd.

“He's been at it again! The poisoner!”

Poisoner?

“Saboteur, dear,” I hear Mrs. Bell in the background, and her voice sounds as weary as I feel. She is at least a little more indulgent than me. “I think the word you're looking for is saboteur.” 

“The word I'm looking for,” Mr. Bell says, speaking through gritted teeth, “I can't say, out of fear it will make my phone burst into flames.”

My eyebrows lift. My memories of Christopher Bell as the mayor of Westhaven dripped with politeness and exceedingly good manners. It seems retirement has changed more than just his choice of hobbies.

“What has this - uh - saboteur done?” I ask.

“Well, he's only gone and laid poison all around my pumpkin patch. Poison, Ms. Swan. That must qualify as direct and intentional sabotage, don't you think?”

“What kind of poison?”

“What kind of...?” Mr. Bell splutters. “I don't know what kind of poison! The deadly kind! Fortunately, it seems to have spared my pumpkins for now, but there's already been one fatality, and I'm sure I'll find more before the morning is out.”

One fatality. My mind is racing. He can't mean...

“A rat, Ms. Swan. There is a dead rat in my pumpkin patch.”

“My dear,” Mrs. Bell says again, trying to pour oil over troubled waters. “Surely a dead rat is better than a live one, where your pumpkins are concerned. And you might want to mention the cigarette butts we saw buried in the dirt this morning.”

“Never mind about cigarette butts. It’s the rat I’m concerned about.” Mr. Bell pauses to consider this. “Although I suppose I should be grateful that this furry little martyr has brought my attention to the fact that somebody has been deliberately sprinkling poison all around my pumpkin patch. Ms. Swan, I have no doubt you’ll wish to come and view the crime scene for yourself. Jane and I haven't touched a thing. She has a meeting, but I'll be right here waiting for your visit.”

I open my mouth to protest, but before I can say a word, there’s a beep and the phone line drops out. So, I guess I know where I'm going to be as soon as I finish up here.

I suppose I shouldn't complain. Since starting work as a private detective, my caseload has been slowly but steadily picking up. I just wish I could land a case a little bit more interesting than dead rats and poisoned pumpkin patches.

“It would be nice to have something really meaningful to investigate,” I murmur wistfully to myself, as I examine a shelf of mystical books, papers, and hand-decorated grimoires that Melissa has painstakingly collected to add to the ambience of the store. “What I could really do with is a nice juicy murder.”

I hear a sharp intake of breath, followed by a low chuckle, and I know exactly who I'm going to see before I turn around.

“You know, Ms. Swan, you might want to be careful about admitting that right in front of the local sheriff.”

I'm lucky that Sheriff Seth Foster knows me well enough not to take my idle musing very seriously. I turn to greet my sometime friend with a wry smile.

“Sheriff.”

“Veronica.”

“I didn't take you for the love potion type...” I frown. “Or, let me guess, you're here to investigate a crime?”

“Yes, these prices!” Sheriff Foster says, under his breath, before shooting me a sly grin.

Seth is a newcomer to Westhaven, relatively speaking, and he'd only been in town a couple of months before I came back. I guess that makes us both outsiders, kind of.

The store is so busy I can see I'm never going to get a chance to talk to Melissa again, so I wave at her and retreat, fighting my way back out of the crowd and into the crisp fall morning. Sheriff Foster follows me, adjusting his hat as he steps out into the street.

“The Private Detective is business treating you well, then?” he asks, with a mischievous light in his dark eyes. I don't think he's ever quite forgiven me for opting to be my own boss and staying independent, rather than taking up the job as deputy at the Westhaven sheriff's department. Not that that job even exists anymore. Despite his teasing, Sheriff Foster was very quick to fill the vacancy with an old friend of his own.

“I'm busy enough,” I say, without going into detail. I don't need him to know that my current biggest client wants me to investigate a rat homicide in his pumpkin patch. I decide to flip the question. “What about you? What great misdeeds has the community of Westhaven been committing lately to keep you and Deputy Reeves busy?”

“Oh, just the usual. Murder, mayhem, chaos...”

I laugh until we come face to face with a dead body.

“Hey, careful!” Seth is quick to catch my arm before I crash into the surprisingly realistic zombie dangling from the front porch of Tom Hennessey’s hardware store. He lets out a low whistle. “People really go all out for Halloween around here, don’t they?”

“This year, yes.” I can feel my heart jumping in my chest, and I notice it takes Seth a moment to let go of me. I shoot him a smile. “Thank you. I can see I’m going to have to keep my wits about me today.”

“All part of the service.” He winks and heads back to the sheriff’s station which is, I’m pleased to see, entirely devoid of decoration. At least one quiet corner of Westhaven hasn’t gone creep-crazy this year. 

Speaking of... I decide on a whim that Christopher Bell and his pumpkin paranoia can wait an hour. What I want first - what I need first - is a quiet cup of coffee at my favorite spot in town.

The Slice of Life diner was once my dad's pride and joy, my home from home throughout my childhood. Now that it's run by my friend, Matt, I have the perfect excuse to keep hanging out there. Only today, I begin to rethink the idea. If Melissa’s store is embracing spooky season, then the diner has been completely bewitched. Wandering closer, I spy tombstones lining the walkway. There are skeletons hanging from the roof, and as I make my way up the path, something, somewhere lets out a sudden, ear-piercing shriek which makes me jump. I look around for the source of the scare and spot a garish plastic witch sitting propped up on the path leading to the diner’s cobweb-covered front door. Deciding my friend has gone temporarily insane, I invoke previous-owner privileges and cut around to the back of the store, to the kitchen door I know is always propped open with a brick, in a clear violation of the fire code. It works in my favor today, and I carefully pick my way past faux-stone grave markers and a fake dead body or two, already rehearsing the questions I’m going to have for Matt when I see him again.

“This party is going to be so much fun!”

“I know. I’m so glad Matt agreed. Everyone needs a chance to blow off a little steam around here - oh. It’s you.”

I guess I’m not the only one who knows about the back entrance to the diner, and I narrowly avoid a collision with two women coming out of the door I’m about to open. Taking a swift step backwards out of their way, I plaster a smile onto my face and try not to notice the matching looks of
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