

  [image: Cover]




Cathlyn Sweets

The Poker Night Poisoning


A Senior Sleuths Cozy Mystery Series (Short Reads)





  
    First published by Catherine Sarantopoulou 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Cathlyn Sweets


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Cathlyn Sweets asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Cathlyn Sweets has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        Author’s Note
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Cathlyn Sweets
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Violet Hartwell had witnessed many dramatic conclusions in her seventy-eight years, but watching Mickey Sullivan collapse face-first into a pile of poker chips during what appeared to be the hand of a lifetime was definitely a new experience.

“IS HE BLUFFING?” Frank Morrison announced, his hearing aids crackling with what sounded suspiciously like radio commentary. “BECAUSE THAT’S COMMITMENT TO THE GAME!”

“Frank, people don’t bluff by falling unconscious,” Bradley Chen said, immediately rushing to check Mickey’s pulse while the other poker players sat frozen around the table.

“MAYBE IT’S A REALLY GOOD BLUFF!”

Agnes Pemberton was already documenting the scene with her usual theatrical whispers that carried clearly across the recreation room. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have ourselves another mysterious death at Sunset Manor!”

“He’s not dead,” Bradley announced, though his voice carried the tone of someone who’d learned to be cautious about premature optimism at Sunset Manor.

“YET!” Frank added cheerfully.

“Frank, that’s not helpful,” Violet said, studying the scene with her practiced investigator’s eye. Something about Mickey’s sudden collapse during the biggest pot of the evening struck her as suspiciously convenient timing.

Detective Ray Cromwell was already photographing the poker table with his professional equipment, having learned that crime scenes at Sunset Manor needed immediate documentation before well-meaning residents could contaminate evidence.

“Everyone step back from the table,” Ray commanded with professional authority. “This could be a medical emergency, but given our track record, we should treat it as a potential crime scene.”

“CRIME SCENE POKER!” Frank announced with enthusiasm. “CRIMINAL CARD GAMES!”

The poker players—George Winters, Marvin Wilson, Helen Torres, and Frank himself—remained seated around the table looking various combinations of shocked, confused, and annoyed that their game had been interrupted by potential homicide.

“I was about to win that hand,” George Winters protested, gesturing at his cards. “Three kings and Mickey collapses before the showdown.”

“Maybe that’s why he collapsed,” Helen Torres suggested darkly. “Couldn’t bear to lose to your three kings.”

“STRATEGIC UNCONSCIOUSNESS!” Frank declared. “TACTICAL FAINTING!”

“Or maybe someone helped him collapse,” Violet observed, noting the half-empty bourbon bottle sitting next to Mickey’s chips. “How much had Mickey been drinking tonight?”

“About as much as usual,” Marvin said. “Mickey always brings his lucky bourbon to poker night. Says it helps him read people’s tells.”

“ALCOHOL-ENHANCED PSYCHOLOGY!” Frank announced. “LIQUID INVESTIGATION SKILLS!”

Detective Murray arrived with her characteristic expression of resigned anticipation. “Let me guess,” she said, surveying the scene. “Routine retirement home activity becomes suspicious death involving complicated motives and multiple suspects.”

“Pretty much,” Ray confirmed, still photographing evidence. “Though this time it’s poker night instead of bingo or talent shows.”

“I’LL TAKE POKER OVER TALENT SHOWS!” Frank announced. “CARDS ARE LESS DANGEROUS THAN SINGING!”

“Apparently not,” Agnes observed, making detailed notes about everyone’s position around the table.

Bradley was checking Mickey’s vitals while coordinating with emergency services. “Pulse is weak, breathing shallow, pupils dilated. Could be alcohol poisoning, but…”

“But it could be actual poisoning,” Detective Murray finished. “Given the venue and our experience.”

“Mickey’s been drinking that same bourbon all evening,” George said defensively. “If it was poisoned, wouldn’t he have collapsed earlier?”

“Depends on the poison,” Ray said with professional knowledge. “Some toxins have delayed effects.”

“DELAYED DEATH!” Frank announced dramatically. “TIME-RELEASE MURDER!”

“Or someone added something to his drink recently,” Violet suggested, studying the bourbon bottle with her magnifying glass.

Dolores Martinez appeared from the hallway, attracted by the commotion, and immediately assessed the situation with what appeared to be professional expertise.

“Honey,” she said, examining Mickey’s condition, “that’s not just alcohol. I’ve seen this before in Vegas—someone’s been tampering with his bourbon.”

“How can you tell?” Detective Murray asked.

“The way he collapsed. Alcohol makes you sloppy, but this was sudden. Plus, see how his lips have that slight blue tinge? That’s chemical poisoning.”

“CHEMICAL EVIDENCE!” Frank declared. “SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATION!”

“What kind of chemical?” Ray asked, immediately taking photos of Mickey’s condition.

“Could be antifreeze,” Dolores said grimly. “Sweet taste, mixes well with alcohol, delayed toxic effects. Very popular with amateur poisoners.”

“How do you know so much about poisoning?” Bradley asked with concern.

“Vegas, honey. You learn things when you work around people with money and questionable morals.”

As the paramedics arrived and prepared to transport Mickey to the hospital, Detective Murray began the preliminary investigation that everyone knew would shortly become a full murder inquiry.

“I need everyone who was at the poker table to remain here,” she announced. “This is now a crime scene.”

“CRIME SCENE POKER NIGHT!” Frank announced. “DEADLY CARD GAMES!”

“Who had access to Mickey’s bourbon?” Ray asked, consulting his digital recorder.

“Everyone at the table,” George admitted reluctantly. “We all get up during the game—bathroom breaks, refreshments, stretching. The bottle was sitting right there.”

“And Mickey’s been drinking from it all evening?” Violet asked.

“Started around seven-thirty when the game began,” Helen confirmed. “Same routine every week.”

“ROUTINE MURDER!” Frank declared. “PREDICTABLE POISONING!”

“So someone knew Mickey’s habits and planned accordingly,” Agnes observed, writing furiously.

“But when was the poison added?” Detective Murray asked. “If Mickey’s been drinking all evening, the timing had to be precise.”

“Unless the poison was designed to activate after a certain amount of alcohol consumption,” Ray suggested. “Some chemicals become more toxic when combined with ethanol.”

“CHEMICAL ACTIVATION!” Frank announced. “SCIENTIFIC MURDER!”

As they discussed the technical aspects of the poisoning, Violet was studying the poker table itself, noting the positions of chips, cards, and personal items.

“This was a big hand,” she observed, examining the pot. “Looks like several hundred dollars.”

“Biggest pot of the night,” Marvin confirmed. “Mickey was betting aggressively.”

“How aggressively?” Detective Murray asked.

“All in,” George said bitterly. “Pushed his entire stack into the pot right before he collapsed.”

“DRAMATIC TIMING!” Frank observed. “THEATRICAL POISONING!”

“Or convenient timing for someone who didn’t want Mickey to win that hand,” Violet suggested.

The room fell silent except for Agnes’s pencil scratching across paper.

“You think someone poisoned Mickey to prevent him from winning the poker game?” Bradley asked.

“GAMBLING MURDER!” Frank announced. “CARDS AND CRIME!”

“I think someone poisoned Mickey for reasons we haven’t discovered yet,” Violet corrected. “But the timing suggests the poker game was significant.”

“How significant?” Ray asked.

“Significant enough to kill for,” Detective Murray said grimly, sealing Mickey’s bourbon bottle as evidence.

As the crime scene team arrived to process what had started as poker night and ended as attempted murder, none of them realized they were about to discover that Sunset Manor’s weekly card game involved much higher stakes than anyone had imagined.

After all, when money, pride, and deadly skills combine around a poker table, someone is bound to overplay their hand.

Even if that hand involves homicide.
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The investigation into Mickey Sullivan’s poisoning began the next morning with what Agnes called “comprehensive background analysis of poker night participants,” which mainly involved gossip collection and strategic eavesdropping.

“Mickey’s condition is stable,” Bradley reported from his conversation with the hospital. “Definitely antifreeze poisoning, but they caught it in time.”

“SURVIVAL!” Frank announced triumphantly. “UNSUCCESSFUL MURDER!”

“Attempted murder is still a crime, Frank,” Detective Murray pointed out, arriving with her case files and the resigned expression of someone who’d accepted that Sunset Manor investigations required unconventional methods.

“ATTEMPTED CRIME IS STILL CRIME!” Frank agreed. “FAILURE IS CRIMINAL!”

Ray Cromwell was setting up his investigation equipment in the recreation room, which still showed signs of the previous evening’s interrupted poker game.

“I’ve been reviewing Mickey’s background,” he announced, consulting his digital recorder. “Professional casino dealer for thirty years, moved here six months ago, been running the weekly poker game since he arrived.”

“Running the game how?” Violet asked, studying the poker table with renewed interest.

“Teaching beginners, organizing stakes, managing the pot,” Ray explained. “Essentially acting as house dealer.”

“PROFESSIONAL GAMBLING!” Frank declared. “CRIMINAL EXPERTISE!”

“Poker isn’t criminal when it’s played legally,” Bradley corrected.

“DEPENDS ON THE POKER!”

Agnes was consulting her extensive notes about resident relationships and financial situations. “According to my research, several people have been losing significant money to Mickey over the past few months.”

“How significant?” Detective Murray asked.

“George Winters has lost over three thousand dollars,” Agnes reported. “Marvin Wilson is down about fifteen hundred, and Helen Torres lost her entire entertainment budget for the year.”

“EXPENSIVE ENTERTAINMENT!” Frank observed. “COSTLY CARD GAMES!”

“That’s a lot of money for retirement home residents,” Ray noted. “What kind of stakes were they playing?”

“Started small,” Agnes continued, “but Mickey gradually increased the betting limits. Said it would make the games more exciting.”

“More exciting and more profitable,” Violet observed. “For Mickey.”

“You think Mickey was cheating?” Detective Murray asked.

“I think Mickey was an experienced casino dealer playing against amateur retirees,” Violet replied. “The outcome was predictable.”

“PROFESSIONAL ADVANTAGE!” Frank announced. “SKILLED EXPLOITATION!”

Dolores Martinez appeared with her bedazzled flask and what appeared to be extensive knowledge of casino operations.

“Honey,” she said, settling into a chair, “I hate to speak ill of someone who’s been poisoned, but Mickey was definitely running more than a friendly card game.”

“What do you mean?” Ray asked, immediately focusing his recorder on Dolores.

“I mean he was using professional techniques against amateur players. Card control, psychological manipulation, pot management—all the tricks dealers use to separate tourists from their money.”

“How do you know casino dealer tricks?” Bradley asked.

“Vegas, darling. I worked shows at casinos for fifteen years. You pick up things about how the house always wins.”

“HOUSE ADVANTAGE!” Frank declared. “RIGGED GAMES!”

“Not rigged exactly,” Dolores corrected, “but definitely tilted in favor of the experienced player.”

Detective Murray was making notes about motives and opportunity. “So Mickey was systematically winning money from other residents using professional techniques.”

“Sounds like motive for murder to me,” Agnes observed cheerfully.

“REVENGE BY POISONING!” Frank announced. “JUSTICE THROUGH CHEMISTRY!”

“But which victim had access to the bourbon?” Violet asked. “And when was the poison added?”

Ray was reviewing his crime scene photos. “According to my timeline, Mickey opened the bourbon bottle at seven-thirty when the game started. The collapse occurred at ten-fifteen.”

“Two hours and forty-five minutes,” Detective Murray calculated. “Plenty of opportunity for someone to tamper with the bottle.”

“I’LL RECREATE THE TIMELINE!” Frank volunteered. “INVESTIGATIVE REENACTMENT!”

“Frank, you were at the poker table,” Bradley pointed out. “You’re a suspect, not an investigator.”

“I’M A SUSPECT AND AN INVESTIGATOR! DUAL ROLE!”

“That’s a conflict of interest.”

“CONFLICT IS INTERESTING!”

As they debated investigative methodology, Mrs. Whitman appeared with administrative concerns and what appeared to be insurance anxiety.

“The poker games are officially suspended,” she announced. “Board’s orders. Too much liability.”

“GAMBLING PROHIBITION!” Frank protested. “ENTERTAINMENT OPPRESSION!”

“Frank, someone was poisoned during poker night,” Mrs. Whitman said firmly. “That’s definitely too much liability.”

“But how will we investigate without recreating the crime scene?” Agnes asked.

“Very carefully and without actual gambling,” Detective Murray replied.

“I could teach everyone proper poker techniques,” Dolores offered. “For investigative purposes only.”

“What kind of poker techniques?” Ray asked with professional interest.

“Reading tells, spotting cheaters, recognizing when someone’s running a game instead of just playing one.”

“ANTI-CHEATING EDUCATION!” Frank
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