
  
    
      DEATH & DOG SHOWS

      A CORPSE COLLECTOR SERIES

      
        BOOK 4

      

    

    
      
        TAMMY TYREE

        CHLOE HALE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Shale Empire Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Shale Empire Press

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and specific other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

      Any references to historical events, real people, or places are fictitious. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

      Cover by Chloe Hale

      Illustrations by Rynn Defauw

      First printing edition 2025

      Shale Empire Press

      shaleempire@gmail.com

      https://payhip.com/tammytyree

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Cast of Characters

      

    

    
      
        1. Furry Neck Warmer

      

      
        2. Puppy Love

      

      
        3. The Missing Handler

      

      
        4. The House Call

      

      
        5. Cat-astrophe

      

      
        6. Search Party & Suspicion

      

      
        7. The Ex

      

      
        8. Found

      

      
        9. Suspiciously Clean

      

      
        10. Judging Everyone

      

      
        11. Patrick Keaton

      

      
        12. Attempted Hit-and-Run

      

      
        13. Ghostly Chat

      

      
        14. Uh oh

      

      
        15. The Puppy Clue

      

      
        16. Break and Enter

      

      
        17. Confession

      

      
        18. The Final Reveal

      

      
        19. Closure

      

      
        20. At Peace

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Crochet Cat Sweater

      

      
        About the Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      SERIES MAIN CAST:

      Get access to the character cards and book bonuses in The Vault when you subscribe!

      https://tammy-tyree.kit.com/2cc3220f59

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Clarissa Hartwell

      Professional dog handler, Clarissa was a rising star in the competitive world of dog shows. Known for her meticulous training methods and her champion dog, Daisy, she had a reputation for excellence and fierce dedication. While admired by many, her success also made her a target of jealousy and rivalry.
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      Miriam Hargrove

      A competitive with a chip on her shoulder, Miriam harbors resentment over Clarissa’s success and rumors of a bitter professional rivalry make her another potential suspect in the tangled web of motives.
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      Anglea Munrow

      A fiery and competitive dog breeder, Angela harbors a deep resentment toward Clarissa, whose champion dog cost her a lucrative win. Known for her dramatic flair and sharp tongue, Angela makes no secret of her disdain for Clarissa and her success, giving her a clear motive.
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      Jonathan Marks

      A stern and seasoned dog show judge, Jonathan has built a reputation for making questionable decisions that favor wealthy patrons. Whispers of bribery and favoritism follow him, and his career would be ruined if such rumors were confirmed. His sharp demeanor and defensive attitude make him a prime suspect.
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      Patrick Keaton

      A charming but evasive dog show participant, Patrick is known for his prized Australian Shepherd. He denies a close friendship with Clarissa, but rumors suggest it was more than platonic. With his wife often away, Patrick’s secrets are suspect.
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      Dylan Thompson

      Clarissa’s hot-headed ex-husband, Dylan, is a rugged man with a reputation for jealousy and impulsiveness. Their divorce was contentious, and his past questionable. His temper and lingering resentment toward Clarissa make him hard to rule out.
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            FURRY NECK WARMER

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight teased the edges of my bedroom curtains. I awoke abruptly in a hot sweat, roused from a rather intriguing dream involving Deputy Charlie Best and a speed-dating canoodle that, sadly, would have to wait for another subconscious rendezvous.

      I peeled my eyes open, and my immediate thought was that the radiator had staged a coup overnight, cranking the heat to tropical levels. But no, the familiar weight and a soft purring that rumbled like distant thunderclaps told me otherwise.

      I gazed down to find Casper, my living feline scarf, draped across my neck as if she were the queen of Sheba lounging on her throne.

      "Casper, darling," I whispered, attempting to disentangle myself from her luxurious white fur. "Personal space is a thing we should discuss."

      She cracked open one blue eye and gave me a look. With a stretch that would make yoga instructors green with envy, she relinquished her hold on me—leaving a swath of fur clinging to my sweaty neck in her wake.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, only to find my boys—Alfie and Binx—meowing a wailsome tune, deciding it was high time for their breakfast buffet. Binx sat inside one of my kitty-paw slippers as if it were made just for him. Alfie leaped onto the dresser, knocking over a picture frame in protest of his empty stomach.

      "You two are worse than alarm clocks," I grumbled. "You three, actually." I yawned as I gazed at my kitty clowder—two cats being a pair, three or more being a clowder—and waded through the sea of fur and protests to get dressed.

      I threw on a cozy sweater and some leggings and trudged toward the kitchen. The kitties pranced ahead of me, an entourage heralding my approach with meows that echoed through the halls like some sort of cat chorus.

      As I measured out their kibble with meticulous care (because heaven forbid if one bowl looked fuller than another), I reflected on this morning ritual.

      Some folks meditated or went for brisk runs at dawn; I served feline royalty and cleaned up their litter boxes. It wasn't glamorous by any stretch of the imagination, but these fur balls provided a small comfort that no amount of money could buy.

      Once the breakfast club was satisfied—evidenced by Casper's contented grooming session atop the fridge—I poured myself a cup of coffee and settled at the kitchen table.

      As I nursed the warm mug, I thought about the day ahead and let out a low chuckle. Today was the start of the annual Castle Point Dog Show, and I had agreed to be a guest judge for the 'toy' dog division—a decision that seemed hilarious considering my status as a crazy crocheting cat lady. But it was for charity, and who could say no to help the host of the event? The Castle Point animal shelter? Not me!

      I showered quickly, dressing in what I considered "dog show chic"—a comfortable but smart ensemble that wouldn't look out of place next to the other judges. I brushed my pin-straight hair and gave a quick glance in the mirror. I was as ready as I'd ever be.

      As I made my way to the door, I noticed the three pairs of eyes—emerald and azure—tracking my every move. I turned back to face Alfie, Binx, and Casper, their gazes laced with feline entitlement.

      "Sorry, lovelies," I said with a smile that faltered under their silent judgment. "There's no way I'm smuggling you into the dog show. Can you imagine the hullabaloo? Dogs barking, cats hissing—a kerfuffle waiting to happen."

      Alfie flicked his tail in what I interpreted as feline disdain. Binx merely blinked slowly. Casper just continued her grooming ritual, supremely unconcerned with the affairs of lesser beings.

      "And besides," I continued, picking up my keys from the hook by the door, "you three are a handful on your own. The last time we tried an outing, it was like herding... well, cats."

      The memory of trying to take them to the vet flashed in my mind—Alfie doing his Houdini act and slipping out of his backpack carrier, Binx somehow finding his way into the hearse's glove box (don't ask), and Casper serenely watching the chaos from her throne atop the cat carrier that she had somehow escaped.

      With one last apologetic look, I glanced toward my makeshift Murder Board propped up on my fireplace mantle for anyone to see. A collage of newspaper clippings, photographs, notes scribbled on napkins—all centred on one unsolved case: my father's death.

      Dad would have chuckled at that; he'd always called me his "little detective." It had been fifteen years since Dad's death had shaken our little town and I inherited the Critt Family Funeral Home and Critt Memorial Gardens, along with the brick, two-story cottage I live in.

      Law enforcement had deemed it to be a straight-forward hit-and-run—when Dad crossed a street in Portland—there for a funeral director's conference.

      But recently, there were stones of evidence turned and secrets pointing toward murder, so I wasn't about to let it go.

      I paused and looked at Dad's picture at the centre of the board. His smiling face looking back at me from among the tangle of evidence.

      "I'll figure this out," I murmured, feeling a mix of determination and heartache as I touched his picture gently. "I won't let you down."

      I locked eyes with his image for a moment longer, making a silent promise to keep digging for answers until justice was served.

      With that solemn vow lingering in my heart, I grabbed my coat—a sensible puffer jacket that did nothing for my figure but was as cozy as a bear hug—and headed out into the biting Maine chill.

      Late February in Castle Point meant layers, and plenty of them, as the weather could sway from chilly to balmy to warm within minutes. I tugged on my beanie, adjusted my scarf, and braced myself against the wind that seemed to have teeth sharper than Binx's.

      The hearse waited in the driveway like a loyal steed. Its glossy black finish was now speckled with a fine dusting of icy snowflakes that twinkled in the weak morning light. I slipped behind the wheel, the leather seats creaking a familiar greeting as I settled in.

      As I turned the key in the ignition, the engine roared to life, a sound that never failed to send a tiny thrill through me. The hearse might've been an unconventional choice for personal transport, but it had character, and plenty of room for cat carriers should the need arise.

      I pulled out of the driveway and headed towards the heart of Castle Point, where the Chatterbox Café sat nestled between a row of quaint shops. The streets were quiet, most folks just starting their day behind frosted windows.

      The drive was short but peaceful, a moment of solitude before plunging into the day's ballyhoo. I parked and rushed towards the café, each breath visible in puffs of white.

      The place was already bustling with early risers. Eunice Pembleton, the cafe's delightfully garish, gossipy owner, gave me a friendly nod from behind the counter laden with pastries that could tempt even the most resolute dieter into submission.

      I scanned the room and spotted Trixie waving at me from our usual booth by the window. Her blonde hair was streaked with pink and blue highlights that reminded me of cotton candy—fitting for someone who could make life seem just a little sweeter.

      Radleigh was there too. His latest hair color—a shimmering silver that made him look like he'd been kissed by moonlight. I recognized the color was a match to one of his Luna Eclipse wigs. Luna was his drag queen persona. He sat sipping what I guessed was his third espresso; Radleigh believed sleep was something older people did.

      "Morning, sunshine!" Trixie greeted as I slid into my spot across from them. She wore a dress patterned with abstract swirls that made my eyes dance if I looked too long.

      "Good morning to you both," I replied with a smile that shook off some of my chill. "And how are we on this fine, frigid day?"

      Radleigh stretched an arm over the booth's backrest. "Colder than a witch's⁠—"

      "Nose?" Trixie interjected with a laugh, pointing at a nearby table where Mrs. Abernathy and her knitting circle were enjoying their breakfast, oblivious to our conversation but within earshot all the same.

      "Right," Radleigh chuckled. "Let's just say it's nippley out."

      We ordered our usual—a stack of pancakes for Trixie, poached eggs for Radleigh, and an oatmeal with berries for me—and while we waited for our food, we fell into an easy conversation about everything from Radleigh's most recent drag show to new yarn shipments at Trixie's shop; The Crafty Cauldron.

      Trixie animatedly discussed her latest workshop idea involving recycled materials when Eunice approached our table with a coffee for me.

      "Thought you might need this," she said with a knowing smile, punctuated by her bright red lipstick and equally bright hair color. "You look like you've had a tussle with Jack Frost himself."

      I wrapped my hands around my mug gratefully. "Thanks, Eunice. You're an absolute lifesaver." She gave us an affectionate nod before returning to her bustling domain behind the counter.

      "So," Trixie said after taking an appreciative sip of her coffee, "are you ready to be Castle Point's most esteemed dog show judge this weekend?"

      I groaned theatrically. "Ready as I'll ever be to face a gaggle of prancing pooches and their overly competitive owners."

      Radleigh leaned forward with mock seriousness. "Try to maintain your impartiality amidst all those wagging tails and puppy dog eyes."

      "I'll do my best not to let any canine charm sway me." I paused for dramatic effect before adding, "But no promises if there's a Basset Hound."

      We shared a collective guffaw just as our breakfast arrived. As we ate and chatted about nothing and everything all at once—I thought about how fortunate I was to have these two in my life; a friendship that weathered all storms.

      "You know," Radleigh mused between bites, "it's times like these when I realize..."

      He trailed off suddenly, his gaze shifting over my shoulder toward something—or someone—at the entrance of the café.

      Trixie followed his gaze before turning back to me with eyebrows raised high enough they could've taken flight. She nudged her chin toward whatever had caught Radleigh's attention.

      Curiosity piqued; I turned slowly in my seat to see what had caused such a reaction from my friends. The sight that greeted me could've frozen the steam right off our hot breakfast.

      Morgana Critt—my mother and reason for keeping my therapist on speed dial—stood in the doorway, a vision of haute couture amidst the flannel and fleece of Castle Point's local breakfast crowd. Her coat was a symphony of sables and her boots, Italian leather that probably cost more than my monthly income as a funeral home director.

      Mother's expression, however, was anything but high fashion—it was sheer horror. It was the look she reserved for catastrophic events, like spilling red wine on a white carpet or confusing her day crème for her night serum.

      I straightened up as she approached, her eyes scanning the Chatterbox like she'd just landed on an alien planet.

      "Mother," I greeted her with caution, "to what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?"

      She shuddered visibly as she reached our booth, clutching her purse like a shield. "Carrigan, darling," she began, her voice laced with that familiar blend of affection and admonishment, "I heard about your little...'engagement' today. A judge? At a dog show? Are you being quite serious?"

      I could practically hear the air quotes around 'engagement.' "It's for a good cause," I said defensively.

      Mother took a seat next to me, somehow making the act look graceful and disdainful all at once. "Yes, yes, charity and all that." she waved a manicured hand dismissively. "But dogs, Carrigan? Must we revisit that chapter of our lives?"

      The memory of Lady Woofington came bounding into my mind like the energetic Cocker Spaniel she had been. Dad had brought her home one day wrapped in his jacket, all puppy dog eyes and wagging tail. He said every family needed a dog; I was over the moon.

      Mother's reaction had been less than enthusiastic. To say she didn't like dogs would be like saying cats have a mild disinterest in water. She tolerated Lady Woofington with an air of stoic resignation usually reserved for martyrs or saints.

      "You remember how it chewed on everything?" Mother said now with a shudder. "My Prada pumps never recovered."

      I suppressed a smile. Lady Woofington had indeed possessed an appetite for designer footwear—a trait that Dad and I found endearing.

      "But you put up with it," I reminded Mother gently.

      Her gaze softened ever so slightly as she glanced out the window at the chilly day. "Yes, well," she sighed dramatically, "it was better than the alternative."

      I knew what she meant without another word; the pony phase. After reading one too many equestrian adventures, I'd begged for a pony to call my own—to ride through Castle Point like some storybook heroine.

      Dad had considered it; he was terrible at saying no to me. But Mother drew the line at hoof prints on her perfectly manicured lawn and her gardenias as horse feed.

      So we compromised on Lady Woofington—a choice that seemed to grow on Mother...or at least didn't cause her to break out in hives.

      "And you loved that dog," Mother added quietly after a moment's reflection. "You and your father both. Although I still cannot fathom why."

      There was an unspoken truce between us whenever Dad's memory entered our conversations—a ceasefire from our usual banter and barbs. We both missed him fiercely; he'd been the glue that held our odd little family together.

      I reached across the table to give Mother's hand a quick squeeze—a rare gesture that bridged worlds between us. She returned it with a light pat before withdrawing to adjust an earring that didn't need adjusting.

      "So," Trixie piped up cheerfully from across the table, breaking our brief reverie, "you'll be joining us at the dog show then?"

      Mother looked as if Trixie had suggested we all go dumpster diving for kicks. "Oh no," she replied with finality. "I will support Carrigan from afar—very afar."

      Eunice bustled over with a pot of coffee and some scones that smelled heavenly enough to distract even Mother from her disdain for canine-centric events.

      "Here we go," Eunice announced cheerily as she refilled my mug and set the plate of pastries before us. Her gaze lingered on Mother with unabashed curiosity—as if trying to reconcile whether this glamorous creature would partake of the delicious treats.

      Mother eyed the scones with disapproval before bidding us goodbye—her distaste for dogs momentarily forgotten in the sight of sinful buttery carbs of which she refused.

      As we finished our meal, I addressed my eclectic BFFs. "Well then," I began, "shall we head over to see these pedigreed pups strut their stuff?"

      Trixie beamed while Radleigh gave an exaggerated 'heck yes!'

      With  the check paid, we donned our winter gear once more—the cozy bubble of the Chatterbox Café giving way to reality as we stepped out into the February chill beyond its doors.
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      I heaved a sigh, my breath misting in the frigid Castle Point air as I pushed through the double doors of the repurposed indoor skating arena. It was a place that normally echoed with the scrape of skates and cheers of hockey fans, but this weekend, it had gone to the dogs. Literally.

      The arena workers had covered the ice rink with layers of protective flooring, transforming it into a makeshift canine catwalk for the town's prestigious dog show on one end, and a vendor extravaganza on the other. The familiar ice arena chill still hung in the air, nipping at my nose and making me grateful for my decision to layer up.

      My role as a guest judge for the 'toy dog' division felt both thrilling and out of my league. I mean, what did I know about judging dogs? I could barely keep my own cats from staging a coup d'état for control of the Critt household.

      The ballyhoo of barks and yips hit me as I entered, a cacophony that would have any cat arching their back in displeasure. Radleigh, Trixie, and I navigated through clusters of dog enthusiasts who were all fluffing and puffing their prized pooches into perfection. The scent of wet fur mixed with a hint of disinfectant hung heavy in the air, tingling my nostrils.

      Navigating the throng of eager participants and their four-legged companions, I felt like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs—tense and on edge, expecting to get my tail caught at any moment. Trixie bobbed and weaved through the crowd like a butterfly, her laughter ringing above the din as she distributed her hand-crocheted dog sweaters, each adorned with The Crafty Cauldron's tag.

      "Spreading warmth and puppy love, one stitch at a time!" she proclaimed with each gift she handed out. Her face lit up brighter than the display lights on the judging stage.

      I trailed behind her, more like a plodding basset hound compared to her sprightly pixie self. I caught snippets of conversation—praise for Trixie's handiwork, punctuated by coos over the snug sweaters gracing various canine bodies. "Trix, you're gonna be swamped with orders after this," I said, a mix of pride and warning in my voice.

      She just winked and flitted off to give another sweater to a shivering Chihuahua that looked like it could use it.

      Radleigh was in his element as a volunteer at the shampoo station, sleeves rolled up and goggles perched on his nose. He treated each pooch as if they were stepping onto the red carpet rather than into a plastic tub. "Remember darlings," he called out in his honey-dripped Texan drawl, "a clean coat is a winning coat!"

      I wove my way past vendor booths, touting everything from organic dog treats to bespoke leashes until I spotted her—a Cocker Spaniel that could have been plucked straight from my childhood memories. Her coat was like spun honey, eyes round and trusting.

      "Whoops-a-daisy," I muttered as I tripped over an extension cord in my haste to get closer. The Cocker Spaniel's owner caught me by the elbow, steadying me with surprising strength for her petite frame.

      "Easy there," she said with a chuckle. "No need to tumble into the ring before our furry friends here."

      I flashed her an embarrassed smile. "Thanks. It's just that your Cocker Spaniel reminds me so much of one I had as a kid. I just had to rush over and say hi."

      The woman's eyes softened. "They have a way of stealing your heart, don't they? This is Buttercup, and I'm Sheila."

      Buttercup wagged her tail as if she understood we were talking about her. I reached out to stroke her silky ears—a tactile memory so potent it bridged years in seconds. "Nice to meet you both. I'm Carrigan Critt. I had a Cocker Spaniel named Lady Woofington," I confessed. "Best dog ever."

      We shared stories about our dogs—their quirks and capers—while Buttercup listened on, occasionally offering an approving bark or nuzzle.

      Trixie sidled up to us during our reminiscing, deftly slipping one of her creations over Buttercup's head. "For warmth and style," she announced with a flourish.

      Sheila beamed down at Buttercup, now fashionably sporting a sweater patterned with little bones and hearts. "Oh, this is exquisite! Thank you!"

      Trixie just smiled before darting off again to bless another pet with her woolen wonders.

      My heart did a little flip-flop as Sheila beckoned over another woman, who was leading a Shetland sheep dog whose coat was fluffier than I'd seen on any dog this side of Castle Point. "This is Angela Munrow," she said, introducing us.

      Angela extended a hand, her grip firm, her smile tight. "Pleasure," she said.

      "Angela's dogs are always top contenders in the herding category," Sheila added with an admiring nod.

      Angela inclined her head graciously, but her eyes held that competitive gleam. "I do my best."

      "And who might this be?" I pointed at the Shetland prancing like a miniature monarch at her side.

      "This is Sir Fluffington the Third," Angela announced, not a trace of jest in her voice.

      I bit back a chuckle. "Quite the name for quite the dog," I said, miraculously without snorting. "He must take home every prize in his division."

      Angela beamed at Sir Fluffington, then glanced around before leaning in conspiratorially. "There are several highly competitive owners attending. With luck and proper judgement, Fluffy should take home the prize."

      I arched an eyebrow; gossip was as much a part of these shows as the leashes and kibble. "Oh?"

      "Yes. For one, Clarissa Hartwell has been on quite the streak with her border collie," Angela continued. "Ruffled more than a few coats."

      Sheila nodded in agreement. "Clarissa has a gift, no doubt."

      "I see," I mused. "I suppose she has an excellent trainer?"

      "Speaking of which," Angela said under her breath as Miriam Hargrove strode toward our little gathering.

      Miriam had an athletic build and
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