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      “Go on.” I stopped pacing and stood in front of him with my arms crossed, tapping my right foot to exaggerate just how aggravated I’d become.

      “They aren’t looking for me.” Hank eased back into the chair. He placed his palms down on the wide wooden arms. His chest lifted as he took in a breath.

      “They are looking for me.” The woman’s voice was almost a whisper behind us. Like the whisper had caught on the chilly breeze as it fluttered past my ears and trickled across the lake.

      The shadowy figure was about to come into the moon’s light, and when it did, I couldn’t’ve been more shocked.

      “Ellis Sharp?” I questioned when Hank’s sister came into view.
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      “A man is dead. Ranger John Buxley has been snooping around. You have a beard. You have a new camper.” I paced back and forth underneath the full moon on the edge of the lake in Happy Trails Campground.

      If my adrenaline hadn’t been kicked in high gear, with the rustling leaves and crunch of layers of pine needles that’d started to fall with the crisp, cool fall air—not to mention twigs snapping underfoot of something in the deep forest—I’d have gotten myself inside of the camper.

      But no. I’d just found out Hank Sharp, my boyfriend, was wanted for questioning in a murder case a few hundred miles from the Daniel Boone National Forest, where I owned and ran Happy Trails Campground in Normal, Kentucky.

      “Yes. I did get rid of my camper because I needed to not be found. Yes. I’ve grown a beard so no one from the Mammoth Cave District would recognize me.”

      I had no idea where this was going, because he’d all but said he killed the guy while he was a ranger in that area.

      “And I haven’t gone to the sheriff’s department to see Granny because I didn’t know if John Buxley had gotten to Al Hemmer yet.” Hank sat on the rock by the large campfire I had next to the lake for the guests to enjoy. Truth be told, I was a smidgen upset with him. I’d even suggested we sit outside instead of in one of our campers so I could keep the distance between us.

      My eyes slid back to the crackling fire behind him. He was saying all sorts of excuses, and I’d have liked to say I heard him, but all I could think of was giving him a great big shove back into the red, yellow, and orange flames.

      “Mae.” He said my name and looked back at the fire to see where my eyes had strayed. “I think I’ll move.”

      “Good idea.” I started to pace again. “Do you know what kind of position you’ve put my business in? Forget me. What about the campground? I have all of these tourists staying here, and it wouldn’t look so great if it was raided and someone was dragged out in cuffs.” I threw my hands up in the air then planted them on my waist as I looked at him where he was now sitting in one of the many Adirondack chairs along the banks. “I have employees to think of, and my home is here. If I harbor a criminal, a killer”—my voice rose an octave—“they will put me in jail, and my campground will be shut down. Closed for business.” I pointed a finger at him and gave him a good scolding. “I’ve worked hard for this place. Or do I have to remind you?”

      “Oh no.” He shook his head. “I was the first person who met you here, remember?”

      How could I forget? At that time and many jobs past, Hank was an agent, and my ex-Ponzi-scheming husband had escaped from prison, only to be found dead, floating in the very lake where Hank and I were at this moment.

      “And exactly this. You thought I was harboring Paul.” I reminded him how he accused me of hiding the ex. “And now Ranger Buxley thinks I’m hiding you.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to say. You aren’t hiding me.” He ran his hands over his thick black hair. The moonlight caught his strong jawline just right, and his green eyes sparkled.

      I swallowed hard, trying not to give into his good looks and let him off the hook. There had to be a reasonable explanation as to why Ranger Buxley wanted to find Hank, and an equally reasonable explanation as to why Hank hadn’t let Ranger Buxley find him.

      Which brought me back to thinking Hank had killed the man in question.

      “Go on.” I stopped pacing and stood in front of him with my arms crossed, tapping my right foot to exaggerate just how aggravated I’d become.

      “They aren’t looking for me.” Hank eased back into the chair. He placed his palms down on the wide wooden arms. His chest lifted as he took in a breath.

      “They are looking for me.” The woman’s voice was almost a whisper behind us. Like the whisper had caught on the chilly breeze as it fluttered past my ears and trickled across the lake.

      The shadowy figure was about to come into the moon’s light, and when it did, I couldn’t’ve been more shocked.

      “Ellis Sharp?” I questioned when Hank’s sister came into view.
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      Ellis Sharp and I were not friends. We weren’t enemies either. We just weren’t. She had no respect for me since she thought her brother could have gotten a much better girlfriend in the looks department, which if I had to be honest, Hank was dating down when it came to my looks.

      Not that I was gawd-awful ugly. I wasn’t model perfect. My hazel eyes had these weird-sized gold flecks in them. My curls were beyond controllable, which I did have blown out when I lived in New York City and was married to Paul West, because I spent most my days either shopping or pampered. Since Hank had known me, the Kentucky humidity and living in a campervan had put limits on what you could do with this head of hair.

      There was Helen Pyle down at the Cute-icles beauty salon, and if I wanted my hair straightened by her, I’d risk her burning it with the flat iron. So most days I’d opted to wear it in a topknot or just let those curls fly.

      Even though I’d embraced my looks and actually kinda liked them, I was no comparison to Ellis Sharp and her fashion style that she’d gotten as a model. A failed model at that.

      Ellis Sharp standing in front of me as the real person of interest in the murder Ranger John Buxley had come to see me about wasn’t what took me aback.

      It was the pure fact Ellis and Hank, though siblings, weren’t close in the least bit. Hank’s granny Agnes had practically raised him while Hank’s parents had spent all their money and time taking Ellis around the country to enter various beauty pageants in order to score modeling contracts, only to bring her right back here as an adult where she had no talent and no skills.

      So for Hank to even be helping her was what I suddenly had an issue with.

      “How did this happen?” I wagged a finger between them.

      “It’s a long story.” Ellis wrapped a strand of her long blond hair behind her ear with her bright-red fingernail, standing so stoic, as though she wasn’t in trouble.

      Big trouble.

      “And I’ve got, oh, until”—I looked at my wrist like I had on a watch, but I didn’t—“forever!”

      “Shhh.” Hank put his finger up to his mouth and jumped to his feet. “Mae, I know you and Ellis haven’t had the best relationship.”

      “You think?” My jaw dropped. “She’s done everything in her greedy little body to not only make your entire family life about her, but the fact I’m not good enough for Hank Sharp. She tried to break us up time and time again, and with your coworker.”

      “Natalie is a low blow. She’s my best friend.” Ellis’s voice had gone from a tone of wanting sympathy back to that of the same old Ellis. One excuse after the other.

      “Then go get her help.” I gestured to the front of the campground. “And get off my property. I don’t want a wanted killer here.”

      “See? I told you she’s unreasonable, and we shouldn’t’ve come back here.” Ellis stomped off in the direction of Hank’s fifth-wheel camper, which was parked in one of the more requested lots of the campground.

      But nooooo, I had to give my boyfriend the best lot, for free, in the entire campground just so he could live here near me.

      “Ellis, we can’t do this without Mae.” Hank used his ever-so-reasonable voice that always calmed his quackadoodle sister down.

      She stopped in midwalk with her back to us. Her chin lifted, and she twirled back around.

      “Mae, I’m sorry for Natalie. And we don’t have to worry about her anyways now that she’s gotten a real coroner job in another town. But regardless, I didn’t give you a fair chance.” She stood there so composed with her thin frame still perfectly dressed in a pair of red capri skinny pants and a cream-colored long-sleeved blouse, along with a pair of leopard-print flats.

      First off, this wasn’t an outfit you’d wear if you were running from the law in a camper. It just wasn’t. Second, she looked great to be in the position she was in. Not an extra wrinkle from worry, not a hair out of place or even a bloodshot eye from no sleep.

      Me? If this was me, I’d be a hot mess. My hair would be sticking up all over the place, outside of its normal. I’d be wearing baggy sweatpants and a ripped-up T-shirt, due to the fact I’d not been able to change clothes since I was accused, and eating like a pig in hopes I’d go into a food coma since I wouldn’t be able to sleep and hoped to pass out.

      “Hank didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t kill anyone, but someone said they saw and heard me right before the man I was dating fell from a cliff in one of the caves at Mammoth Cave.” She sucked in a deep breath then just ripped it off like a Band-Aid. “He fell right on a field of stalagmites. They pierced right through his heart.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.” Images of a man falling on one stalagmite made me cringe, much less an image of him falling in a field of them.

      “Apparently, this someone ID’d me on the footage of me leaving the main building of Mammoth Cave where I was crying, and said they’d passed me on my rush out. In fact, I knocked them on the shoulder on my way past them in the cave.” She pulled both lips in like she was going to cry or was trying to make herself cry, so I was still leery. “The eyewitness said they heard us arguing and then a loud scream. When they ran over to see what happened, that’s when they found him, faceup with the stalagmites pierced through him.”

      My icky factor went off. The pain of such a thing sounded awful, not to mention the death sounded like some sort of medieval technique.

      “What do you want with me?” I didn’t have much of an opinion on what happened to her date, but I was interested in what she had to say.

      “I need you to help me find the real killer. I’ve already talked Hank into hiding me when I came to him, which was why he’s now grown the beard, bought the camper, and not gone to see Granny.” She walked over to her brother and put her arm in his elbow. “He’s been an amazing brother when—you’re right—all I’ve ever done is take from him. This is the biggest take of all. He’s never turned me down, and I know I’ve been very selfish with things that don’t matter. I’m truly sorry for that. I’m sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for trying to break you two up, and truthfully...”

      Her arm dropped, and she took a step back.

      “Ahem.” She cleared her throat before she continued. “Truthfully, I don’t think there’s anyone more perfect for Hank than you. I’m sorry. I understand if you don’t want to use your fantastic sleuthing skills to help me.”

      Fantastic sleuthing skills? Mm-hmm, she was buttering me up and slathering it on thick.

      Unfortunately, I’m a sucker for a good compliment.

      “Fine. I’ll look into what Ranger Buxley has on the case and on you. I’ll keep your little game a secret, but if I find out that you did push this man or have something to do with his death”—I moseyed up to her with my hands on my hips and came nose to nose—“I swear I’ll turn you in so fast, you won’t have time to take off those fancy leopard-print shoes of yours.”

      “Thank you.” She flung her arms around me, planting my face up against her shoulder, and sobbed.

      Something I never saw coming.

      A few minutes later, I unpeeled myself and suggested she go back into Hank’s camper so no one would recognize her. The truth of the matter was I wanted to talk to Hank. Alone.

      “So why are you helping her?” I had to hear it from him. Her words didn’t hold water.

      “Not because she’s my sister. Well, partly, but I had the case handed to me after Walter Adams died. When we found the eyewitness and they ID’d Ellis, I didn’t tell Ranger Buxley the person of interest was my sister.” Hank had some disappointment settle on his face. “I couldn’t do it. As much as I resent Ellis and my parents for my past, at the end of the day, she’s still my sister.”

      That was a fair thing for him to say to me. I’d give anything to have my family with me. They’d all died in a fire, and I was never given the opportunity to have sibling disagreements or issues.

      “I took the file, and that’s the one you found when you went to let Chester out.” Chester was Hank’s dog, and the file in question I’d found scattered all over his camper floor after I went to let Chester out to potty.

      Chester had decided it was a good idea to get ahold of the file. Luckily, I got to him and the file before it was ripped to shreds. I had figured it was a file Hank had forgotten to turn in after he showed back up at Happy Trails Campground after doing a brief stint of ranger duties in the Mammoth Cave district. I had no idea he’d fled due to Ellis.

      I’d hoped it was because he missed me and wanted to be with me. Boy, I was wrong on that one.

      “When I found Ellis, I was the one who talked her into hiding in my camper. I knew it was a matter of time before Ranger Buxley put two and two together, so I still showed up to work but got things in order.” He ran his hand down that awful beard he’d grown. “I started to grow this. I bought the camper for cash, and it’s not registered, so no one knows it was me. I hitched it up and took off. I told Ellis that if anyone could get to the bottom of what happened without bringing attention to herself, it would be you.”

      “What did Jerry say?” I asked him about Jerry Truman, the local private investigator Hank had recently helped out. Even then, Hank was pretty much lying low, and I figured he’d just started to mellow out, personality wise. Little did I know he was trying not to be seen.

      “I’m not telling Jerry. He’s a retired sheriff. He’d go with the law, not go along with hiding someone from the law.” Hank slammed his eyes shut and shook his head. “If I think about this too much, I still can’t believe I’ve covered for her.”

      “Why are you doing it?” I asked. “If she’s innocent like she claims, then the truth will come out.”

      “Did you happen to look at the file? It’s not as innocent as you think.” The wrinkles around his eyes deepened. The love he had for his sister, even with the rocky relationship, was apparent. “It looks like Ellis was a jealous lover. Walter Adams was married. Not only once but three times.”

      “Three? And still?” I asked.

      “Yep. And according to Ellis and the eyewitness, Walter was trying to break up with Ellis. Ellis admits to yelling and throwing her usual fit, but she swears she didn’t push him.” I could tell by the look on his face that he truly believed his sister’s story.

      “He died by…?” I let the question linger though it was known Walter had fallen into a field of stalagmites. Maybe he was shot? Strangled?

      But nope. It was the worst.

      “He was impaled on several stalagmites. One went right through the heart.” Hank pointed to the spot on himself. “The file has the typical outline of the body and all the findings from the coroner down there. There’s also statements from each wife as well as the statement from the eyewitness and first ranger on the scene.”

      “Then first thing is first.” I couldn’t believe I was going to dive right on into this. “I’m going to have to keep holding off Ranger Buxley since he’s been here a few times trying to talk to me. And I need to talk to Ellis. Alone. I need to be able to get some questions answered from her, woman to woman.”

      “Fine. What is your schedule tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Lucky for you, it’s my day off. So I’ll want to question Ellis before I call Ranger Buxley back, and I’m going to need the file. I’ll take it to the library and make a copy while researching Walter Adams’s past wives.” It was like an addiction: when I heard the word “murder,” that triggered me into feeling snoopy.

      It was this strange itch that I needed to scratch. Even though I didn’t care too much for Ellis, it was the game of putting the clues together that had me curious.

      “No matter what I come up with, if Ellis is guilty, you have to turn her in.” It was something I needed agreement in from Hank. “Promise me that you won’t take off running with her.”

      “I promise.” He wrapped me up in his arms and pulled me to him.

      His heartbeat thumped against my ear as sighs of relief escaped him.
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      The restless night’s sleep and several dreams that involved falling down into a cave and waking up in a sweat had to have been because of Ellis Sharp and her situation. Hank had walked the file over to me before I’d gone to bed, and it wasn’t a good idea to read over it, because what was in the file played out in my dreams. Only it was me falling on top of the stalagmites, not the victim, Walter Adams.

      When the alarm finally went off, I awoke with a hard headache. The kind that made your head feel so heavy due to a hard few hours of sleep. That kind of headache where I knew the pot of coffee that’d brewed from the timer was going to be all gone within the hour because I needed it to chase away the brain fog.

      “Let’s go potty.” I pushed the blankets off me and slipped on my sweatshirt so I could take Fifi, my little poodle, outside.

      She was waiting patiently by the door, looking up at me as I made the cup of coffee.

      “You’re such a good girl.” I looked down at her and slipped on the pair of boots I kept next to the camper door. “You know Mommy needs her coffee this morning.”

      Fifi danced around. Her little nails clicked on the camper’s flooring. She bolted out the door as soon as I opened it. I swear she completely jumped over the one campervan step and landed directly on the ground, heading straight over to the lake, yipping her head off when she saw the ducks had collected near the banks.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to get up.” Ellis Sharp surprised me when I noticed her sitting at the picnic table underneath the awning of my camper. “Hank said you wanted to talk about the case with me and get my recollection.”

      “Coffee?” I asked and set my mug down in front of her since I’d yet to take a sip.

      “That’d be great. But I don’t want to take your cup.” Her niceness caught me off guard.

      “No. It’s fine. I’ll get another one.” I headed back inside and got my new cup of coffee.

      I opened my kitchen drawer where I kept a notebook that had previous notes for the cases me and my group of friends, The Laundry Club ladies, had solved. We’d put our noses into many murders and crimes by collecting clues. We’d keep everything we’d sniffed out written down in the notebook, so we could meet up and try to piece the clues together. It was our own version of the game Clue, only real life.

      It was no joke when one of us ended up getting something pretty close to the truth and finding ourselves on the other end of a killer’s weapon. This was why Ellis had decided to ask me for help. I’d gotten a lot of information by just being a little curious and scratching the need to see how everything fitted together.

      Since she was important to Hank, that made the case important to me.

      When I got back outside, Fifi had come back and was sitting in Ellis’s lap. Traitor.

      Fifi didn’t care who was petting her. Just as long as she got attention, she was a happy dog.

      “Okay.” I put the notebook down in front of where I was going to sit at the picnic table and sat down. I curled my hands around the coffee mug and glared at Ellis through the steam as it swirled up into the air. “You know I’m only doing this for Hank. I told him that I’d find out other people and motives, but from the file he gave me last night before I went to bed and from what little I’ve looked at it, the rangers seem to have a pretty solid case against you.”

      “I know what it looks like. That’s why it’s so awful, and I need you. I do need you.” Her perfectly manicured brows dipped. Even in stress, Ellis Sharp was well put together.

      “Fine. I need you to tell me where you met Walter Adams.” It was a necessary start for me to understand their relationship.

      “As you know, Hank moved away because of you,” she muttered as if this whole thing with her and Walter was somehow my fault.

      I put the feeling aside and drank my coffee, reminding myself this was for Hank, and listened.

      “Granny had wanted to go see him. Obviously, I wasn’t going to let her drive all that way by herself, so I went. Hank was working, so we decided to take one of those boat tours in Mammoth Cave. You know, the one where they turn out the lights and it freaks you out in the total darkness?” She shivered. “I still get chills thinking about it. You can hear echoed drips from water running off the cave walls. The sound of people breathing. You can’t see an inch in front of your face.”

      “Keep going.” I drank more coffee.

      “I felt this hand touch me right before the lights came on. I jumped, and the lights came on. Walter was sitting next to me. He apologized and said that he was a little freaked out, so he slightly touched me to get back in reality, that this was a moment, not a lifetime of darkness.” She saw that as a romantic gesture.

      I saw it as a way of hitting on her.

      “We talked the rest of the tour. I didn’t even hear what the tour guide had to say. Nothing.” She smiled so big.

      Leaves crunching underneath feet caught our ears, causing us to shift to see if it was a critter. It was Hank. He made his way out of the woods, and when he saw me and Ellis talking, he joined us.

      He reached out for my hand. It was warm, comforting, and just plain felt good.

      “She’s telling me about her and Walter.” I squeezed his hand as I let him in on what Ellis and I were discussing.

      “Walter was pretty amazing. We parted at the end, and I saw he had a ring on, so I didn’t offer my number or offer to meet him. It wasn’t until later that day when we ran into each other again that we talked about Mammoth Cave. He said that he’d lived in Kentucky all of his life and wanted to visit. His wife had no interest in coming, and they’d been drifting apart. They were on the outs, you know.” Ellis shook her head like she was trying hard to convince herself of his lie.

      “Were they?” I asked.

      When it came to Ellis, I didn’t believe a word that ever left her mouth. She hadn’t ever been truthful about anything I’d seen since she came back to Normal after her failed attempt at modeling.

      “He said they were.” Ellis shifted her gaze. “Hank. Now that Mae knows, I think you can come out of hiding and just live. Mae can help keep me undercover.”

      “Did I say that?” I questioned. “I don’t think I said that.” My eyes grew big when I looked at Hank. My jaw tightened. “I didn’t say that.” I made it for sure known I wasn’t on board with hiding Ellis. Helping her was an entirely different situation.

      “But you said you’d help.” Ellis blinked her eyes. Her forehead wrinkled, and her mouth was slightly open as if I’d just wounded her.

      “I said I’d help find other suspects and check things out. Investigate.” I wanted to make it perfectly clear to the two of them.

      “No me.” Ellis pointed to herself. “No Hanky.”

      Hanky. It was hard not to smile when she said his childhood nickname that he completely hated.

      “Wait a second, Ellis.” Hank hopefully had come to his senses. “I think we need to stay in hiding until Mae can at least look into things. I can’t completely lie to the rangers if they ask me where you are. That means that you and I have to go. I will keep in touch with Mae along the way.”

      “What?” This wasn’t what I wanted or expected him to say.

      “Mae.” He leaned over me. “I love you. But I can’t let you know where I am, or they’ll get you for helping, and I just can’t do that.”

      “What are you going to do?” I needed a very clear direction of where he was going.

      “It doesn’t matter. You just keep an eye out for me. In the meantime, I hope we’ve given you enough information to get started.” Hank kissed me on top of the head before he grabbed Ellis. “Even horses couldn’t keep me from you, Mae West.”

      They took off into the woods.

      “Horses?” I questioned the odd statement Hank had said.
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      “Over here!” I waved Henry Bryant, the campground handyman, over to the area where I wanted him to park his truck. We needed to unload the pumpkins I had him go get from Mary Elizabeth at The Milkery.

      Mary Elizabeth, my adoptive mom, co-owned the only bed-and-breakfast in Normal that was also the local dairy farm. With the help of Dawn Gentry, her partner, they’d continued to make it a thriving working garden with all sorts of delicious vegetables as well as a small pumpkin patch.

      Since I loved everything fall had to offer, I knew I had to host a weekly pumpkin carving contest for the guests. From here on out until Halloween was over, I was having Henry go and pick up the pumpkins for Mary Elizabeth so she didn’t have to worry about getting them delivered.

      “It puts a burr in my butt that he had the nerve to ask you to help out with Ellis’s mess.” Dottie Swaggert’s unlit cigarette bounced from the corner of her lip. “She’s the one who got herself in a pickle.”

      Dottie continued to fuss, moan, and carry on about what I’d told her about helping Ellis.

      “She tried to tell you he was leaving his wife?” Dottie snarled and motioned for Henry to back up a little more. “Mm-hmm. Leaving his wife, my heinie.” She shook her head then put her hand up for Henry to stop once he’d reversed the truck far enough back. She let down the tailgate.

      I hopped in and started to roll the pumpkins to the edge to make it easier for us to get them out. I’d made an area for them over near the tiki hut.

      There the guest could come to our little makeshift pumpkin patch, and they could pick out the pumpkin they wanted.

      “I can see Ellis now.” Dottie rolled a pumpkin to her chest before she picked it up. “I bet she saw him, skipped the pleasantries, and strapped a mattress to her back.”

      “Dottie.” I gasped and tried not to laugh but couldn’t help it. “I’m not saying she didn’t seduce him. All I’m saying is that this is our thing. We are the Laundry Club ladies,” I reminded her about the five of us. The group of friends who not only loved to read mystery books at our monthly book club but loved to solve the real crimes that happened in and around our little part of the Daniel Boone National Forest.

      “Miss hoity-toity isn’t our thing. She’s a pain in the heinie, and I’m not liking this one bit. How on earth are you letting Hank Sharp talk you into helping him and her after everything that woman has done to you, not to mention him?” Dottie was right, and she knew it. “You’ve had enough trouble over the past few years from her. When is she going to leave you alone?”

      Henry and I picked up a couple of pumpkins, and the three of us carried the pumpkins over and put them down in the makeshift pumpkin patch.

      “Maybe I want to help her out so she can finally accept me.” I hated to hear myself say it, but it was true. It wasn’t like Hank’s parents had been so amazing and loving to me. They certainly had not.

      When they found out about who I was and where I’d come from, they didn’t trust me. I understood that, but after being here a few years, getting the key to the city, and really bringing the economy back—as well as sitting on the committee for the National Park Board—you’d think they’d come around.

      “And just how do you plan to help? The murder isn’t even around here.” Dottie had a good point, but I had a good plan.

      “I’ve thought of that. I am going to go to the library and check out this guy. Then I’m going to discuss it at the Laundry Club tonight.” I adjusted a couple of the scarecrow people I’d gotten down at Deter’s Feed-N-Seed.

      Alvin had gotten in some really cute fall and Halloween items. The man and woman scarecrows were just too cute in their overalls to pass up. I’d also gotten some plastic pumpkins that floated in a pool, but since I didn’t have a pool, I put them in the lake. They were so cute all lit up with their cutout faces.

      Henry had put bales of hay all over the campground for people to sit on. He’d even put a few around the lake and some of the fire rings. Of course, it wasn’t all cute and adorable. Henry had put up those fake cobwebs all over the outside of the office, tiki hut, and recreational building.

      Also on the outside of the recreational building, he’d replaced the hanging baskets of ferns and flowers with these battery-operated cauldrons with a red cloth flame that danced around from a built-in fan.

      It was cute, but they sure were expensive. I’d told him to make sure he kept the packaging, so we could keep them in good condition in one of the storage units we used for seasonal items like these.

      “Do the girls know you’re going to rope them into such shenanigans?” As soon as I told her no, I knew she’d get on the phone with them and they’d know all about it before I even got there.

      Which happened.

      The rest of the afternoon after we’d gotten the Happy Trails Campground pumpkin patch completed, Fifi and I took flyers to everyone’s campsite and told them about all the fun festivities we had planned over the next week.

      “Be sure to grab a pumpkin and put it out on your bale of hay,” I told them and pointed to the hay Henry had placed near the edge of their campsite.

      It was fun and something we’d done last year. I couldn’t wait to see all the glowing and eerie faces when darkness fell. It was beautiful.

      “You be a good girl,” I told Fifi after I’d gotten changed for the meeting with my friends. Dottie was off this afternoon and had left long before I had. I knew she’d already flapped her lips about me, Hank, and Ellis.

      There was a lot to unpack at my friend gathering since we’d all been so busy with other things outside of our friendship.

      Betts had been going to see Lester in the prison. Lester was her husband and ex-preacher at the Normal Baptist Church. I wasn’t sure what she wanted from going to see him, but it had to be something other than feeling sorry for him.

      Then there was Abby Fawn Bond, who was married to my foster brother, Bobby Ray Bond. Bobby Ray had recently reconnected with his birth mother and come to find out she had asked him for some money. I wasn’t sure where they stood on that decision.

      Queenie, she seemed like the only one of us keeping in beat with her life as a Jazzercise instructor and was just as fit as ever as a sixtysomething.

      Dottie, well, Dottie was just Dottie, and there was no changing her.

      Then there was me. Trying to figure out this entire love thing with Hank. When he had called and told me he missed me and he was back, I was sure we’d go back to being Mae and Hank. But boy was I wrong.

      Yes. I loved how he no longer hovered over me to see if I was going to put myself in trouble or danger. No, I wasn’t. I also loved seeing him daily, but I didn’t love the fact Ellis had him in hiding for keeping her safe.

      So, needless to say, the Laundry Club ladies had a lot to unpack in our girls’ night get-together.

      Downtown Normal was too far from the campground. Fifi was all settled for the night, and I left the radio on for her so there wasn’t so much silence to make her lonely. Silence was a much welcomed atmosphere in the woods. That’s why we had a no-noises ordinance at the campground after ten p.m.

      It wasn’t unusual for campgrounds to have times of operations so loud noises didn’t disturb nature and the other guests. It was the folks on the trails who pitched tents while they were hiking who could pull out their guitars and sing up into the nights.

      Sometimes those sounds and noises drifted along the woods and the tops of trees and echoed into the campground, but mainly it was silence.

      I’d rolled down the windows of my car to enjoy the sounds of the twisty, wooded road. It wasn’t dark yet, and the last chirps could be heard along with the grasshoppers, frogs, and other talkative creatures that would silence themselves from predators as soon as the dusk hit.

      The carriage lights that lined the one-way streets of downtown glowed off into the distance. The ferns hanging on the dowel rods had been replaced by hanging baskets of Cool Wave Fire pansies with their pops of fire-red and gold colors.

      I drove down the one-way side of the grassy median and smiled when I saw there was a fall concert happening in the amphitheater. A nice-sized crowd had gathered, and from what I could hear as I passed by, it sounded like a bluegrass music concert.

      Fall was the busiest season in Normal. Families loved to come and stay to enjoy the nice temperatures, while die-hard hikers and backpackers loved sleeping out underneath the stars while they enjoyed the fall foliage.

      There was something so special about the cool, crisp mornings that turned into warm afternoons before the evening brought back the snuggle weather. The customers were lined up at Trails Coffee Shop.

      Each shop was the cutest little cottage that’d been turned into an adorable store. Each store had a small side yard. It was up to the owners of the shop to come up with ways they wanted to utilize the space. Gert Hobson had done a great job of putting out café tables to create an extra seating area for her clients.

      I pulled into an empty space in front of the coffee shop and decided to grab me and Abby a to-go coffee since I was going to stop by the library, which was located in the business district, before we came back to the girls’ get-together at the Laundry Club.

      It never ceased to amaze and delight me when I went in to get a coffee. Gert had always kept the coffee shop in tip-top shape and gorgeous with the living wall. It was a unique feature that I’d never seen done before. In fact, I’d noticed when looking around on social media and checking out the hashtags Abby had come up with for our little town that most of the photos posted had been taken by tourists in front of the living wall at Trails Coffee that was created by using plants, flowers, and greenery local to the Daniel Boone National Forest.

      “Gorgeous!” I hollered to Gert when she noticed I’d walked in. I pointed to the wall with the various marigolds, vibrant chrysanthemums in rich jewel tones, and various mums, to name a few of the plants I recognized.

      It was a kaleidoscope to the eyes.

      The pops of purples, blues, yellows, reds, and oranges really stood out in the coffee shop, but it wasn’t the only unique feature. Gert had gone above and beyond to really capture the Kentucky spirit we hold dear to our hearts with the mix of long farm tables and café tables for guests to sit and chat, to the bourbon barrel tables with the tall stools.

      The farm tables had a lazy Susan in the middle where Gert had repurposed the lids of bourbon barrels. She used them to hold the little containers of various condiments any customer would need to doctor up their coffees.

      “I’ll take two snowy mochas.” I loved the signature drink Gert made with rich white chocolate, milk, and a shot of her delicious espresso. “I’m giving one to Abby so add—” I started to say.

      “Extra whip.” Gert finished my sentence. “Got it.” Gert pushed and pulled on so many of the coffee gadgets behind the counter to make all the special coffees, I had no idea how she remembered it all.

      “So what is this I saw on the news from Violet Rhinehammer about Hank Sharp being wanted?” Gert caught me by surprise.

      “Wanted?” I let out a nervous laugh and took out some money to pay the employee at the register.

      “Come to think about it, I haven’t seen him come through.” She glanced behind her, over her shoulder. “I saw Jerry today, but not Hank.”

      Recently Jerry Truman, our ex-sheriff, had retired and opened up a private investigation office in the back room of Trails Coffee Shop. Jerry and Hank had just finished up on a case, so I guessed it did look bad Hank hadn’t been there.

      “I’m guessing you know about it since Hank is back.” She put the two drinks on the counter.

      “I’m not sure what is going on. There was a guy who came to the campground looking for him, so would you let me know if you hear anything?” I told her nothing, which said a lot by the choice of words I had used.

      “Oh.” Her eyes lit up. “Yes. I’ll be sure let you know if anyone comes in here or through here.”

      “You’re the best.” I picked up the drinks. “Abby is going to love this.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep my ears peeled about you-know-what.” I knew she meant Hank. I smiled and waved goodbye, wondering exactly what Violet Rhinehammer was snooping around about.

      Sometimes she could be a help, and sometimes, well, as Dottie would say, she was as useless as tits on a snake. Either way, Violet had connections, and I wondered if she had any in Mammoth Cave district, which could prove very useful this time.

      On my drive over to the business district where the Normal Library was located, I couldn’t help but think about Agnes Swift when I drove past the courthouse and saw her car parked in the back parking lot where the sheriff’s department was located.

      My focus shifted from her car to the ranger truck. Not just any ranger truck. It was the same ranger truck that’d pulled into Happy Trails Campground, and it belonged to Ranger John Buxley.

      This meant one thing.

      Ranger Buxley was already letting Sheriff Al Hemmer know the details of what was going on.

      I slowed down when I saw the door pop open to see if he was coming out. If he was, I would pull down the street and wait until he left so I could make a quick pit stop into there to see Agnes. She’d tell me exactly what he wanted and what he’d shared with Al.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t John Buxley. It was Agnes Swift. She was carrying a cardboard box.
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      “What’s going on?” After I’d seen Agnes walking to her car, it hit me that her walking out carrying the box looked like one of those scenes where the fired employee was walking out with their items.

      “Oh, Mae.” Agnes’s usual sparkling eyes were dipped at the edges. There was a faint smile that quickly lost its luster as she continued.

      I got out of my car and took the box from her.

      “They are accusing my grandchildren of all sorts of stuff. Hank, of all people. Then there’s Ellis, who between me and you, I wouldn’t put past the idea she’d hurt someone for breaking her heart, but kill a man with kids and a wife? Three wives.” She stuck up three fingers. Her brows winged up. “I told them where they could stick those wives of his. They are the ones who killed him.”

      “Okay. Let’s get you in the car, and I’ll get in the passenger seat so we can talk in private.” I looked to see if anyone was watching us.

      From my experience here, there was always someone meddling in someone else’s business. Currently, my curiosity was my greatest vice, and I had to know what exactly they were saying to Agnes to make her quit a job she not only loved but was good at.

      “I hate to see you stay home. I think working keeps you young.” I put the box in the back seat of her car and got up front with her.

      “I didn’t say I was not working. In fact, it’s the opposite. I’m going to take Jerry Truman’s offer and come work for him and Hank at the investigation office. With my knowledge of how things work”—her tiny, crooked, eightysomething-year-old finger tapped her head—“and my connections, I can be an asset to them. They even said I can bring Precious, which means she won’t be home alone no more during the day.”

      “Have you talked to Jerry since all of this started with Hank and Ellis?” I remembered Hank telling me he’d not told Jerry.

      “No, this all started half an hour ago.” She responded with a crisp and to-the-point, almost on edge reaction. “That ranger came in and said they’ve put out an APB on Hank and Ellis. Hank was on the case, and when his sister came up as the prime suspect for pushing that man off the edge into a bed of stalagmites because he was breaking up with her, Hank used his knowledge to hide her and then run with her.”

      She twisted around in the seat and used that same crooked finger to shake at me.

      “You take me to them right this minute,” she warned. “I am not going to let this gossip get ahead of the police.”

      I wasn’t going to divulge any information that would implicate her.

      “Agnes,” I said in a calm tone. “I’m going to have to ask you what you heard from Ranger Buxley.”

      “Not until you tell me where my grandchildren are.” She was playing hardball.

      “I don’t know where they are. They were at Happy Trails, but in light of the APB and Ranger Buxley showing up at my campground, they’ve gone back underground while I try to get more information to give Al or even Ranger Buxley some more suspects.”

      Her face contorted until it finally seemed to land on shock.

      “So you’re telling me that everything that ranger said in there was true about my granddaughter? Messing with a married man?” She tsked. “I’ll not be able to show my face in this town again.”

      “I’m not sure of the particulars with Ellis and Walter Adams, but I was on my way to the library to look him up. From what Hank told me before he left, he didn’t want Jerry Truman to know because he didn’t want to drag anyone down with them, but he just knew Ellis is innocent.” It was a hard pill to swallow, Hank’s conclusion of Ellis, since Ellis had played such a major role in how Hank’s childhood had been, but Hank must’ve forgiven her leaving. The same should be done from me and Agnes.

      “You don’t know anything?” Her eyes squinted.

      “I don’t know where they are, no. But I do have a plan to investigate this man, and if he does have three other wives, then I’m going to go see them.” I patted her hand.

      “You darn tootin’ you are.” Agnes reached around to the box in the seat. When she couldn’t get to it, she said, “Grab that file back there that has the word Pictures written on the tab.”

      I reached and got the folder and tried to hand it to her.

      “No. I want you to have the pictures.” She pushed it to me. “Lots and lots of pictures. And when you go somewhere else, like the library, I want you to be alone when you look at those pictures. Not in your car where all those cameras on the corners of the courthouse can capture you looking at those pictures, but somewhere you’re alone.”

      A grin grew on my face. I knew exactly what she was saying. I gave her a hug.

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered in her short gray hair, getting a faint whiff of her vanilla-scented lotion. “I’ll be very careful. I love Hank, and if he believes what he is doing is the best thing, I trust he knows what’s he doing.”

      She patted me on the back.

      I pulled back. Our eyes met for a long moment that held so many words without us saying them.

      “I’ll stop by and see you and Precious.” I wanted to make sure I would keep her in the loop. “Go home. Don’t go see Jerry yet. Let me see what I can find out.”

      “Good girl, Mae. I know our family can count on you.” Agnes put the key in the ignition, and when I got out, she zoomed off.

      It took all my willpower not to open the file when I got back into the car. I still needed to go to the library, and the snowy mochas were getting cold.

      Luckily, the library was pretty much located across the street, so I drove over there and found Abby at the circulation desk.

      “What on earth?” She smiled so big when her eyes landed on the Trails Coffee cups.

      “I brought you a snowy mocha.” I loved seeing the delight on her face when she saw the liquid treat. “Extra whip for you.” I gave her the cup with her name written on it.

      “Thank you.” She held it up to her nose and took a sniff before she took that first sip. The sip that touched your soul and created all sorts of happiness.

      “What is it about coffee that just makes everything right with the world?” she asked and gestured for us to head over to the computer section of the library.

      “I’m not sure.” I held the cup up. “Cheers.” We clinked the edges.

      “So why are you really here?” She held the cup with both hands.

      “I have some information about that man who died in Mammoth Cave. Walter Adams.” I hated even saying his name.

      I put my coffee down on the circulation counter.

      “I saw that on the news. They said the suspect is on the loose but have yet to give a name.” She looked up at the clock on the library wall. “I think there’s a press conference soon about it though.”

      “Then you and I better hurry if we are going to get ahead of the public.” I patted the file in my hand and our trusty clue notebook.

      “Jerry and Hank on the case?” she asked.

      “No. The Laundry Club ladies.” I put the file down next to my coffee. “Do you have cameras in here?”

      “No.” Abby shook her head, her long brown ponytail swinging from side to side. “What’s going on?” she questioned with a whisper, leaning in.

      “Hank and Ellis are wanted in the Walter Adams case.” I nodded for her to follow me back to the public computers. “Agnes has been let go or fired—I’m not sure which one—but she claims she’s leaving to go work for Jerry’s PI service. But even Hank didn’t tell Jerry.”

      “Hold up. Are you telling me that Hank is helping his sister or Ellis is helping Hank?” She took a sip of the mocha.

      “Apparently, Ellis was seeing Walter Adams, and someone had seen her running away from the crime scene after someone heard them yelling at each other before Walter fell to his death.” I looked around once we got back to the computers to make sure no one was around before I continued to tell Abby what I knew. “When I was driving by, I saw Agnes leaving the sheriff’s department, so I pulled in, and she slipped me this file. I haven’t looked at it, but I believe it’s got something to do with Walter Adams’s case.” I gave Abby a brief rundown of Ranger John Buxley showing up everywhere, and how he was at the sheriff’s department with Al.

      “Let’s get a look.” Abby wiggled her brows and grabbed the notebook we used to keep clues.

      She slid another chair next to mine, and we sat down in front of the computer. I opened the file and began to flip through the pages.

      There was the initial 911 report dictated on the first page. Abby and I leaned in to read it.

      Mammoth Cave District Report

      The following is a statement of Ranger John Buxley, age 54, the head ranger for the Mammoth Cave district in Kentucky, with reference to the investigation of Walter Adams, age 42, married, address 3892 Bat Road.

      I am a duly appointed member of the rangers in the Kentucky Department of Wildlife and am assigned as the head captain.

      On the afternoon of the incoming 911 call, I was on duty. I received a dispatch call stating there’d been an accident at the Undercavern Cave Experience. I questioned what type of accident. The dispatch operator said a tour guide, Lola Eberling, had called in saying something terrible has happened. The dispatch operator then proceeded to tell me how someone had fallen over the edge and landed on a bed of stalagmites. When I questioned whether the tourist was alive, the dispatch operator said Ms. Eberling was so distraught that the operator couldn’t get a clear answer. I told the dispatch to call an ambulance and all ranger’s deputies on duty, and meet me over at Undercavern Cave Experience, where I knew we were going to have to evacuate other tours going on in the other areas of the experience as well as tape off the scene so we could figure out how we were going to extract the tourist and get them to a hospital.

      “This doesn’t look good.” Abby’s eyes were big and frightened.

      I gulped and continued to read the report out loud. “I arrived at the Undercavern Cave Experience in twenty-five minutes. The tour guide, Lola Eberling, was huddled with a group of tourists, all of them extremely upset. When I pulled Ms. Eberling aside, I asked her if the tourist appeared to be alive, so I knew what I was about to face. There was a terrified look on her face, and she slowly shook her head no.” I gave Abby a quick glance. She motioned for me to keep reading. “The cave was eerily quiet when I stepped inside. The tours had stopped, and tourists watched me enter the bowels of the darkness. I pulled out my flashlight and noticed the uneven, crumbling floor behind me. Carefully, I made sure to keep my footing on the slippery path due to what appeared to be poor drainage.”

      I stopped reading the statement and looked at Abby.

      “He wrote in the report ‘poor drainage.’” I pointed to the notebook for Abby to write it down. “How do we know Walter didn’t slip?”

      “Isn’t there something in there about crumbling floor too?” Abby questioned. We looked back through Ranger Buxley’s statement. Abby pulled a highlighter from the small pencil holder next to the computer. She popped off the lid and highlighted both parts we’d mentioned that supported the idea Walter could’ve possibly slipped and fallen to his death.

      Not pushed.

      “I’ll continue to write things that seem like something we need to explore. Keep reading.” Abby was so into this.

      I continued reading Ranger Buxley’s statement. “I continued down the path where I knew the field of stalagmites was located. It was a big attraction, and one a ranger in this district prepared for as a possible place of an accident. The roped-off area was intact until I got to the metal stairs that led up to the metal bridge that took tourists over top of the stalagmite field. The rope attached to the steps was broken. I leaned over and shone my flashlight down into the field. When I looked down, I found the body of who we later identified as Walter Adams. He was facing upward. His chest, legs, neck, and right hand were pierced by various stalagmites. I observed many lacerations and considerable clotted blood around the areas. His shirt and pants were covered in blood. He appeared to be dead at the time. His eyes were open. His mouth was open. I shone my light along the cave wall and up overhead, where there was blood splatter leading from the impact of Mr. Adams’s body. I left the body there, took a few steps away from the ledge, and called dispatch to let them know they needed to send the coroner instead of an ambulance.”

      “So he was obviously dead.” Abby was writing different things down.

      “I don’t think anyone could survive that sort of stabbing. I’ll keep reading.” I pulled the report back up to my face. “I ran my flashlight along the floor of the cave and saw there were wet shoe prints there and one along the edge. There were two then one, as if Mr. Adams had taken a step back. Possibly had grabbed the roping before he fell to his death. At this time, I was met with another ranger, who started to take photos and DNA samples.

      “I walked back to talk to the tour guide, Lola Eberling, to inquire what had happened, and she related what she knew. There was a tour at the time of Mr. Adams’s fall. Mr. Adams had gotten two tickets, one for him and his lady friend. They had taken the headphone tour instead of a group tour. Ms. Eberling informed me Mr. Adams was a regular and had season passes to the cave. She continued to tell me how when the tour was going on and while the history of the cave was being told to the tour group, there was some arguing a few feet ahead of them before they noticed the young woman with Mr. Adams run out of the cave crying. It was then someone started to scream. Ms. Eberling asked the group to stay put while she went to check out what was going on up ahead. That’s when she found a tourist shaking and pointing to the body of Mr. Adams. Ms. Eberling used her training and followed the manual exactly to the letter. She evacuated that particular scene and made sure not to touch anything. She stopped any tours going into the Undercavern Cave Experience and radioed to the tour group guides who’d already passed the stalagmites to end the tour and come out.”

      Abby was writing away, flipping pages, writing, and flipping some more, so I continued, “It was at this time the coroner had come, so I showed him the scene. They began to plan out the extraction of Mr. Walter Adams’s remains while I continued to process the scene and collect statements from the various tour guides, which you’ll find in this report.” I flipped the pages and got to the coroner’s initial report of death, and it was what anyone would think. The stab through the heart was the ultimate cause of death.”

      As I flipped through and looked at the crime scene photos, I couldn’t help but play images of Ellis standing at the edge where the rope was broken, giving Walter Adams a big push, his arms flailing around like a helicopter as he tried to keep balance, taking one step back before the edge gave way and he fell to his death. The sound of Ellis’s fancy heels clicking as she ran out of the cave.

      There were a few things I knew I needed in order to continue this investigation. I had to talk to Ellis and see what she and Walter were talking about. Were they arguing? Were they breaking up? There was nothing in the report Agnes gave me where Ranger Buxley mentioned anything about Walter breaking up with Ellis.

      The other thing was the list of wives.

      I pointed to the victim’s stats sheet.

      “Write this down,” I told Abby and rattled off Walter’s wives’ names. “Caroline Adams is wife number one. Marilyn Adams is wife number two, and Kim Adams is wife number three.”

      “Do you think one of them did it?” Abby asked.

      “I think the only way for us to know is to take a tour of the cave and then stop in for a little visit to each wife.” I gnawed on my lip and wondered which wife had the most motive.

      “Who do you think we should see first?” Abby asked.

      “Wife three.” I pointed to her name in the notebook where Abby had written it. “Kim Adams. According to Agnes, Walter Adams was still married.”

      Abby clicked away on the computer, typing in the names of everyone on the list she’d made, including Walter Adams, before she hit Print.

      She’d even found wedding photos on each one of their social media accounts.

      Carefully, I eyeballed each one, trying to get a sense of which one of them had the greatest motive to kill him and how they could have framed Ellis for it.

      So many questions that needed to be answered, and only one person I knew could give me more detail.

      Ellis Sharp.
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      It wasn’t too hard to find out things about Walter Adams’s three wives. They all had profiles on social media, and using Abby’s computer, we were able to come up with some addresses, which I planned on traveling to after visiting Mammoth Cave in the morning.

      Abby and I had given Betts, Dottie, and Queenie the rundown on what the file Agnes Swift had given us on Walter’s case said.

      “I’ve always wanted to go there.” I shrugged and looked around the booth at the Laundry Club ladies.

      Instead of meeting at the laundromat, we were all hankering for some of Ty’s home cooking at the Normal Diner, so we moved our meeting to a booth across the street at the diner.

      “We used to go there for school field trips.” Abby laughed. “The best part about it was when they turn out all the lights during one of the cave tours. Nuts, I tell you.”

      The ladies exchanged stories about their favorite memories of Mammoth Cave. Like I told them, I’d always wanted to go, but Mary Elizabeth never took the time. Let’s be honest. Mary Elizabeth probably didn’t want to hike in a cave.

      “Tomorrow I’ll get to experience all of it.” I took a sip of sweet tea from the plastic diner glass.

      “I’m not doing anything. I’ll go.” Betts looked around. “I’ll even drive.”

      “Then I’m totally in.” Abby picked at her chicken potpie with her fork. There seemed to be more on Abby’s mind than she was letting on, and I could tell by how she wasn’t eating. She usually devoured her food.

      But since I was no longer just the caring friend—I was also the sister-in-law—I felt the dynamics between us had sorta changed. Not in a sisterly way but in a way that I needed for her to tell me things when she was ready.

      “I wish I could go, but I’m working with a new student who is possibly a new instructor. If all goes well, I just might have her teach a few of my classes.” Queenie picked up the old glass milk bottle filled with water.

      Ty set a water-filled milk jar on each table for refills.

      “Dottie?” I asked when I noticed she was trying not to give any eye contact. “If you want to go, Henry is more than capable of watching the campground.”

      She fluttered her hand. “I reckon. If y’all are goin’, you’re gonna have to have someone lookin’ out for ya.”

      “And that would be you?” Abby laughed, as did the rest of us.

      “Of course it is,” I said, reaching for her hand to give her a reassuring gesture.

      “If we’re gonna go down there, then I suspect we need to get on with it.” Dottie pointed her knife with the pat of butter on it at the notebook next to Abby’s plate. She swept the knife across the warm, homemade biscuit before taking a big bite.

      “We have three wives we need to go see.” Abby opened the notebook. “We have addresses for them, but I think we might only have time to go to the Undercavern Cave Experience. We can do the tour and possibly see if the tour guide is there. Her name is…” Abby flipped through the notes to find the girl’s name. “Lola Eberling. Like we told you in the file, she said Walter was a regular. So we could maybe see if there’s some footage.”

      “I was thinking I’d stop by the ranger’s station to get an interview.” I did air quotes in hopes I could get in front of someone who might know something about Hank and what type of trouble he was in for hiding Ellis.

      “Here are the three wives.” Abby held up the photos of the women we’d printed off social media. On their photos, Abby had written which wife they were. “Wife three is the only one with two kids, so I wonder if she didn’t have the most to lose.”

      Betts nodded with a mouthful of food before she swallowed and said, “Marilyn Adams,” reading the name on the photo. “Possible motive about money? Some of the couples Lester and I used to see for counseling when they’d come in at church were couples who had affairs. Unfortunately, it was always about the money.”

      “And money is a great motive to kill.” Dottie poured homemade sausage gravy over the next biscuit.

      “What about wife three?” I suggested. “She had been cheated on by Ellis, so she could’ve possibly known he was going to be at the cave since it’s reported he was going there.”

      “And didn’t someone say in the file that he had broken up with Ellis? It seems like wife number three could’ve told him to break it off and suggested he go to the cave because Ellis said that’s where they’d met,” I reminded them. “Scorned wife knew he met Ellis there, and she made him go back to do the breakup there.”

      “What if wife three was on a tour, disguised, and watched him break up with Ellis, and when Ellis took off running sad, everyone on the tour was watching Ellis, and then the wife pushed him right off the edge?” Abby had us all staring at her for the elaborate motive she’d come up with.

      “But did the tour see him break up with Ellis? Did anyone see him get pushed?” I knew these were the questions we needed to have asked. “Regardless, we definitely need to talk to the wives.”

      “Each one had a motive. The one wife after cheated with him on the one wife before.” Betts tapped her fingernail on the top of the table. “Trust me. Do y’all want to know how many times I’ve thought about killing Lester?” Betts giggled and got up to go to the bathroom.

      “That was a weird thing for Betts to say.” Queenie pushed the headband up on her head and took a sip of her water.

      “Yeah. I’m not really sure what’s been going on with her lately, but we should all check on her and make sure she’s doing okay during the week,” I suggested.

      “Hello, ladies,” Ty Randal greeted us. He flipped his long, shaggy blond curls to the side. His smile reached his pretty blue eyes. “What are we plotting today?”

      His eyes shifted to the notebook. He gave a sly smile since Ty had helped out a time or two when we needed him.

      “Nothing.” I grabbed the notebook and pushed it down into the booth between me and Dottie. “The less people know, the better.”

      “Is that right?” he asked, giving me the side-eye. “All right then.”

      Ty and the ladies had some small chitchat about business and how good the food was, but my thoughts trickled back to Hank. There were still so many questions that were unanswered that I really needed to talk to Ellis about before I headed out to Mammoth Cave in the morning.

      And though the Laundry Club ladies and I had parted ways for the night after we’d made plans to meet up early the next morning at the laundromat, where we’d hop into Betts’s cleaning van, I still couldn’t get Ellis to answer the questions before we went.

      I replayed the coffee at the picnic table over and over on my drive back to the campground. The dusk had turned to night. Since it was fall, darkness fell over the Daniel Boone National Park around six p.m. It might’ve looked late in the night, but it really wasn’t.

      “Horses couldn’t keep me away from you, Mae West,” I recited the last words Hank had spoken to me before he skipped out into the woods. “Horses.” The Old Train Station Motel popped into my head. “Horses are at the barn, but Hank wouldn’t take Ellis there. She’s too girly. Girly.” I smacked the wheel and whipped the car around. “The Pamper Camper.”

      It would be right up Ellis’s speed to get Glenda Russel and Tex, the shirtless chiropractor, who both lived in the woods just beyond the Old Train Station and owned a mobile spa and salon called the Pamper Camper. Ellis would be in heaven.

      Glenda and Tex had been known to hide a few people on the lam, and they would do just about anything for Hank.

      My old four-door Ford rattled on its way back through town, heading in the opposite direction of Happy Trails Campground.

      The Old Train Station Motel was located on Fawn Road, north of the town, which made it, with the curvy roads and darkness to add to it, about a twenty-minute car ride.

      There were so many things I needed to ask Ellis, and I was praying so hard I was right. Hank was so good about giving me little hints here and there. This time, it was horses.

      I pulled up to the motel and there, parked in the far corner, was the Pamper Camper. Coke Ogden allowed Glenda and Tex to park the mobile spa there since they lived in the woods off of a trail next to the motel.

      The inside light was on, and I knew I was right.

      With my notebook in hand, I got out of the car, approached the camper, and gave the door a hard knock.

      A pair of eyeballs peeked out of the shades on the camper door. I wiggled my fingers.

      “Mae?” Hank, or what appeared to be Hank under a pink foaming cleansing mask, opened the door. Chester stood next to him wagging his tail, whacking it on Hank’s calf.

      “What on earth…” I questioned and stepped up into the camper. I bent down to pat Chester. “… are you doing?”

      “Isn’t he the bestest big brother?” Ellis had joined him to greet me with the same pink stuff all over her face. “He missed his calling.” She threw her hands out for me to check out the fresh manicure on her nails. “Not a speck on my skin.”

      I did take a closer look. Now that I knew he could do nails, I would take advantage of it.

      “Hanky Panky wouldn’t let me paint his nails, but he did let me give him a pedicure.” We all looked down at his feet.

      “I’m so glad the two of you are enjoying the spa while I’m out there worried sick and comforting your granny.” My emotions took a dive. “Do you two not think this is serious? Ranger Buxley went to see Al, and they fired your granny. She was pitiful with her personal belongings in her little cardboard box. She had it in her head she was just going to head right on over to Trails Coffee Shop, where Jerry had offered her a job, and she’d be working with him to help find you two.”

      “Mae.” Hank took the edge of his shirt, lifted it up, and wiped the ridiculous pink foam off his face.

      “And you need to shave.” I tugged on the beard that I swore had grown since this morning. “This is not right.” I threw the notebook on the small manicure table. “Me and the Laundry Club ladies are scrambling to come up with ideas to help you. But I’m going to need you to answer some questions for me.”

      “Sure.” Ellis had ripped off a paper towel from the paper towel holder that was above the camper sink. She wiped her face with it. “I’m more than happy to answer any questions you have.”

      She sat down in the leather reclining spa chair.

      “First, can I say that I am appreciative of you helping me? I’m sorry I’ve put you in this position. I’m sorry I put my granny in this position. I can hear her now talking about how selfish I am for having Hank help me,” Ellis scoffed. She looked over at Hank and smiled. “I told Hank I would turn myself in by the end of the week if you didn’t find anything.”

      “What about him? What is going to happen to him if I don’t find anything?” That’s where I wanted to tell her she was selfish and only thinking of herself, not worrying a bit about what she was doing to Hank and his career.

      “You’re right.” She put her hand out. “Give me your phone. I’ll call and turn myself in now.”

      “No. No. No.” Hank jumped between me and the chair Ellis was sitting in. “I’m not going to let you do that. Besides, John Buxley is retiring, and I’m sure he’s using this one to make his last big case. I can hear him now: I got a ranger gone rogue.” He focused on me. “Mae, what are your questions?”

      With a long, hard look at him, I flipped open the notebook. Before I looked down at it, I knew he could tell I wasn’t thrilled with what was happening.

      “Mae, this is part of being a private investigator. Sometimes you just have to keep things close to the cuff. You aren’t doing anything wrong. Has anyone asked you yet where Ellis is? Where I am? Other than Granny?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Okay. If someone asks, tell them where we are. I’m not asking you to lie. I’m asking for your help. I will hire you.” It was so odd listening to the words coming out of Hank’s mouth.

      Instead of arguing and trying to come up with some sort of words for him, I turned to Ellis.

      “Did you know Walter was married three times?” I asked.

      “I told you I did, and yes, he was married when we first went out.” She fiddled with the fresh manicure on her nails. “He is married. She’s got two children.”

      “Children are involved?” Hank threw his chin in the air, circling his head. “I didn’t know that. Gawd, Ellis. What were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t. He didn’t even tell me until I ran into them at the cave. He has season passes and”—she gulped—“I actually followed him when he wasn’t returning my calls. When they got up to the season pass booth, I stepped behind them.”

      “Did he introduce you?” I asked.

      “No. He didn’t. We acted like we didn’t know each other. I felt like dog doo.” Ellis said the first thing that made sense. She was dog doo. “I’m guessing she knows now.”

      “Is that why you two really broke up?” I closed my eyes and waited to hear the answer.

      “Yes. He made a date with me to the Undercavern Cave Experience since it was where we met. He told me since he started the affair there, he needed to end it there. He said”—her voice trembled—“after his wife and I came face-to-face, he had a deep feeling in his gut that told him he needed to stay with her since he’d already cheated on Marilyn with Kim.”

      “Marilyn?” Hank asked.

      “Wife two,” Ellis and I both said at the same time.

      “Marilyn Adams is wife number two.” I pulled out the photo of her from the notebook and gave it to Hank, along with the photos of Marilyn and Caroline Adams. “He was only married to Caroline for a few months before he’d met Marilyn. He cheated on Marilyn with Kim. And Kim has two children.”

      “What a stand-up guy.” Hank shook his head in disbelief. “And what about you? You knew he was married, and then you wanted to keep dating him?”

      “He was going to leave her.” Ellis sobbed. “He said it until he didn’t.”

      “He’s got a track record of this. Didn’t you find anything out about him?” Hank took it for granted that everyone did background checks on everyone before they got to know someone.

      “Hank. I’m not like you.” Tears were running down Ellis’s face. “I don’t make lists of pros and cons to dating people like you do. I don’t think with my head when I feel it in my heart.”

      “You make lists?” I questioned because I wondered what was on his list about me.

      “Now is not the time for this.” He put his hand up in my face.

      “Don’t put your hand in my face.” I pushed it away.

      “I’m sorry, Mae. I shouldn’t’ve done that.” He pulled me to him. “I’m sorry we’ve put you in this position. At first, I thought this was a good idea, but now with everything coming out, it’s not going to turn out well.”

      I pulled away.

      “No. I want the opportunity to question Ellis and then check out the wives tomorrow.” I took the photos out of his grip and put them back in the notebook.

      I sat down in the spa chair next to the one Ellis was in and took the pen out of the spiral coil of the notebook so I could take notes.

      “Tomorrow the Laundry Club ladies and I are going to go to Mammoth Cave. I am going to talk to the tour guide as well as stop in to see the wives. But I need to ask you some questions.”

      She nodded. I plucked a tissue from the nail cart and handed it to her so she could dry her eyes.

      “Did you and Walter argue that day in the cave?” I asked.

      “No. I did beg him not to break up. I’m ashamed I thought so little of myself.” Ellis continued to look down. “He told me he was sorry. And he didn’t want to ruin any more lives.”

      “So he was breaking up with you, which is why I wonder if that’s why Ranger Buxley believes you could’ve pushed him,” I told her. “There’s no mention in the report about you two breaking up.”

      “When I left Walter in the cave, he was standing there, alive, breathing. I did look back before I went around the corner to go back to the entrance, and there was someone there with a trench coat talking to him.” She got my attention.

      “You saw someone talking to him after you two broke up?” I asked.

      “Yes. The lights are so low in the cave that I can’t tell you any details, only they had on a trench coat.” She ran her hands up and down her arms. “It’s very cold in there. A lot of tourists wear coats.”

      “There was one report where you were seen running away from the scene crying. I want to make sure that I have this straight.” I leaned in and looked her square in the eyes. “You’re telling me you left Walter standing at the steel bridge steps, next to the stalagmite field, alive and breathing. Then you turned around one last time to look at him, and he was talking to someone in a trench coat?”

      “Yes.” She gave a definitive nod in agreement with everything I was saying.

      “Why did you look back?” I was curious.

      “I was hoping he was going to come after me and not let me go so easy.” Her voice trailed off.

      Slowly, I looked up at Hank.

      He simply shook his head. There was a story on his face that told me he couldn’t believe we were in this position.
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      “Are you sure you don’t mind letting Fifi out?” I asked Henry Bryant one last time before I was about to get into Betts’s cleaning van. We were standing underneath the recreational room patio where I had him put the complimentary coffee and treats for the campground guests this morning.

      It was too pretty not to enjoy the sunrise with a good cup of coffee from Trails Coffee Shop and a delicious donut from the Cookie Crumble.

      “Not at all. I love that little girl.” Henry grinned, exposing some of his missing teeth.

      “That’s her!” Dottie yelled over to me, signaling Betts’s van pulling up the drive of the campground entrance.

      I headed that way, very comfortable that Fifi was in good hands with Henry.

      Betts had texted the group and said she’d gotten up early, so she’d just pick everyone up since we had to go past the campground to get on the highway to cross Kentucky to the far side where Mammoth Cave was located.

      She also said she’d reached out to a preacher friend who lived in the area and found out Walter Adams’s funeral was today, so bring something fittin’ for a funeral in case we decided to stop by and pay our respects.

      “I got us some olive nut spread.” Dottie held up a bag with several Tupperware containers in it. “I just love that stuff.”

      Olive nut was a cream cheese spread that was popular in the south. It had olives and walnuts in it along with a few other ingredients that made it a tasty finger sandwich.

      “I also brought some other snacky things for us to eat along the way.” Dottie loved a good road trip. “I also packed me a bag with some death clothes in it.”

      “I did too. Do you think it seems right for us to be going to a funeral of someone we don’t know?” I wondered.

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” Dottie gave a quiet snort in the back of her throat. “That’s the best kind of meddlin’.”

      The spit of the gravel up underneath Betts’s van tires stopped when the vehicle came to a halt.

      “Y’all ready?” Betts had her window rolled down and an arm hanging out. “Come on!” She gestured for us to come on.

      Dottie and I piled into the sliding side door of the van. Betts was up front with Abby. Dottie and I had to sit in the foldout chairs in the back with shelves of cleaning supplies. Definitely not legal, but we did it anyways.

      The drive took us about three hours, and it was filled with us talking about good times we’d had. Instead of talking about what it was we had to do at hand.

      When I saw us pass the brown sign that read Mammoth Cave Next Exit, I did start to bring the conversation back to the ongoing case.

      I told them how I’d talked to Ellis and what she’d told me.

      “If we can get our hands on the national park’s videos, then maybe someone wearing a trench coat will be on there walking out.” Abby didn’t say anything I’d not already thought about. “I made a little to-do list of people to see in accordance with where the wives lived.”

      She had even gone a step further and printed out a copy for each one of us.

      “I think we need to go to the cave itself first. Snoop around there. Ask some questions.” She turned over her left shoulder and pointed her words to me. “I think you can go to the national park office there on the premises and see what you can find out. You can tell them you’re from the Daniel Boone National Park Committee. It’s not a lie. You are on the committee.”

      “That’s a great idea.” I hadn’t thought of it, but now that she did bring it up, there would be some rangers there like we had at ours. “This is an odd question, but why would Ranger Buxley come all the way from the main station when there was a station on site?”

      Ranger stations were located all over the national parks, so it was a question worth checking into since Abby had pointed out there was a station right there. Did those rangers not get called?

      “He did say in his report it took him about twenty-five minutes to get to the cave from his station.” I hadn’t even caught that time until just now.

      “Somethin’ smells fishy.” Dottie pointed to her nose. “Are we almost there? I need a smoke.”

      “Yep. I think we turn left off the exit.” Abby had the maps on her phone pulled up and ready when Betts had taken the exit and stopped at the stop sign.

      “Left it is.” Betts turned left.

      There were a lot of different caves and tours, so we followed the sign that read Undercavern Cave Experience.

      “Five miles ahead,” Abby squealed.

      The excitement of the events of the day started to show in our fidgeting as we got closer and closer to the entrance.

      “I don’t know about y’all, but this gets my blood pumpin’ ’bout what we just might find out about little Miss Priss Ellis.” Dottie was on the edge of the folding chair with her cigarette in one hand and her lighter in the other, ready to jump out when Betts brought the van to a stop so she could get her lung respiratory therapy to satisfy her for a while.

      “I don’t know about you”—Betts shoved the gearshift into park—“but I do feel bad for everyone in this situation.”

      “Me, too, but I do think Hank believes in Ellis’s innocence, and I honestly don’t think he’d ask us to help if he didn’t one-hundred-percent trust Ellis’s account of what happened and our ability to find things out.” I had to spin the conversation in a good light so everyone would be ready to put all their differences aside when it came to Ellis.

      Everyone had run-ins with Ellis, and it was a hard pill to swallow around these parts when someone was just plain rude.

      The van door slid open and slammed in place when Dottie pulled up the handle. She tilted her head, cupped one hand around the cigarette, and used the other to light it before she started to suck in a couple of times, letting the smoke billow up around her face.

      “Mary Elizabeth would say that southern ladies don’t smoke in public,” I teased and hopped out next to Dottie.

      “I don’t see Mary Elizabeth, and I don’t claim myself southern. I’m hillbilly through and through.” She blew a long, steady stream. “I’ve got one thing to say about Miss Priss before I drop it. Turnip tops don’t tell you the size of a turnip.” She wagged her cigarette finger at me. “There’s more to this story than Ellis is letting on.”

      I wanted to deny there was any truth to what Dottie said, but it was a fact that there was a lot of charm to Ellis, and underneath that charm was a lot of deceit. Unfortunately for me, Hank still believed in some good with Ellis, and I had to take him for his word.

      “Y’all ready?” Abby had on full tourist gear. I looked her up and down. “What? The hat’s for bats. The fanny pack has a flashlight in it, mace, and a little notebook with a pen, along with my phone for photos.” She patted the waist purse. “Everything a sleuth needs when entering a cave where there was a crime scene.”

      “Then by all means.” I gestured with my hand. “You lead the way.”

      Abby did a little giddyup and charged ahead, taking us to the will-call office.

      “Can I help you?” The microphone embedded in the glass window buzzed and chirped while the employee behind the glass offered to help.

      “Four tickets for the experience, under Bond. Abby Bond.” Abby shocked us all with ordering ahead. “I wanted to make sure we all got tickets. Look at the line.” She pointed to the general admission. It was long. “This is one of the most popular tours.”

      “Especially now with the murder,” the employee whispered through the microphone.

      “Murder?” Abby drew back as if she was just so shocked. “What murder?”

      “There was a love triangle going on with this guy and two women. One of them pushed him off the cliff right above the stalagmites. Ugh.” She made a stabbing motion to her gut. She shook her head. She plucked the tickets from this machine that was spitting them out and put them through a small opening. “Ain’t no one going to survive that. So when you go inside the cave, it’s the first bend you get to. Honestly, it’s the main attraction of the entire experience. They get you all psyched up for the long tour, but in the end, you’ll just wish you spent more time looking at those.”

      “Thanks.” Abby dragged the tickets out of the small slot and gave one to each of us. “I’ll be sure to look for the body.”

      “Body.” The employee smiled. “They took that out a few days ago, but you should’ve seen how they had to do that.” She shook her head.

      “I don’t want to know.” I put my hand up and let them stand there and listen to the employee’s account of that particular event.

      I headed inside. I wanted to look around like I was Ellis and see what she might’ve seen.

      I stood there and looked around. The smell of freshly popped popcorn came from a small vendor, along with another vendor with those large soft pretzels. My mouth watered. I just loved those large pieces of salt on them.

      The bathrooms were off to the side in a brick building. In the distance, I noticed the ranger station. I looked between the cave entrance and the ranger station. There didn’t seem to be too much space between them.

      The Laundry Club ladies were all so engrossed in whatever the employee was telling them that I knew I had enough time to count off the steps between the station and the cave.

      “One, two, three, four, five,” I whispered the numbers as I counted off my steps and stopped at the station’s entrance at five hundred paces. I looked over my shoulder where the girls were still talking and made a mental note of the steps before I tugged the door open.

      There was a long counter with all sorts of cave-type brochures on it.

      “Can I help you?” A young man with a big round cap perched on his head walked out from the back of the building and met me at the counter.

      “Hi, um…” I searched around for his name. “Ranger, um…”

      “Oh, I’m not a ranger.” He planted a huge smile on his face. “Yet. Ranger in training.”

      “Wow. That’s so cool.” I grew my eyes really big and knew to take as much advantage of the situation I’d been given as I could. “I’m impressed. In fact, I’m on the National Park Committee in the Daniel Boone National Park region. More along the Red River Gorge side. And I’m here to ask some questions about Ranger Hank Sharp. It’s been brought to our attention that he’s been missing and might be heading to my district.”

      I dug down into my purse and pulled out the badge I wore to get into the national park building site where only personnel was allowed in.

      He leaned over and looked at it.

      “Can you give me any information on how dangerous this situation is?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, Ms. West. It appears Ranger Sharp has been in contact with his sister. I have a picture of her right here. It was taken the day of the murder. They are wanted for questioning.” He handed me a photo that was clearly of Ellis. She was entering the cave. She had on big sunglasses, making it hard to see if she was really upset. Then I couldn’t help but eye roll when I noticed her high-heeled shoes.

      “They are only wanted for questioning?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, with them being on the run and all, it makes them look like they are hiding something. The problem with Ranger Sharp, he is smart, and he knows where all the little hiding places could be, but he’s up against the best ranger in all of the national parks, Ranger Buxley, so it’s only a matter of time before Ranger Buxley finds them.” It was as though the ranger in training was trying to tell me that he knew I knew the whereabouts of Hank Sharp.

      “Why on earth would his sister do such a thing, I wonder?” My brows furrowed. I leaned in on the counter and gnawed on my bottom lip as though I was really contemplating. “And in front of so many people.”

      “The love triangle, from what everyone around here is saying. It’s no secret, and we’ve got it on film where Mr. Adams likes to meet the ladies here. The tour guides named him the Cave Casanova.” I nearly choked on my own spit when I heard him say that.

      “Cave Casanova?” I looked back out the door in hopes Dottie Swaggert was going to walk in. She’d have gotten a kick out of that.

      “I think it’s because he feels they are tourists, and he preys on the fact they don’t live here. In a roundabout way, I’m telling you that he can have his one-day affairs and move on to the next. Only he didn’t realize Ellis Sharp was able to come as a regular, and a regular they were. They would meet up once or twice a week for the last several weeks.” He looked past my shoulder when the door opened and a group of tourists came in, looking at the pamphlets. “Sometimes I go into the employee room for the caves, and I did overhear some of them from the Undercavern Cave Experience talking about him and her. They had bets on how long this relationship would work.”

      “Bets, huh?” I found that to be interesting. As the young wannabe ranger talked, my mind made up a theory of money. Did one of the tour guides need money, and they were so close to winning the bet they killed him?

      The tour guides had access to all the behind-the-scenes things at the caves, I assumed. Was there one who stood by the steel bridge and the rope to make sure no one stepped over it? Were the tour guides in cahoots? One led the tour out while the other pushed Walter?

      Oh, yes. Dottie was right. Maybe not about Ellis, but there sure was more to this than it appeared.

      I abruptly stopped the ranger in training and thanked him for his time. The employee at the window was still talking to the Laundry Club ladies, and I had to know if she was privy to the bet the tour guides had on Cave Casanova.

      “Where did you go?” Betts asked after I walked back over to them.

      “I scanned my ticket and went to the ranger station,” I said and stepped up to the small round microphone in the glass. “I heard there was a bet among the tour guides about how long Ellis Sharp and Cave Casanova would last.”

      “Cave Casanova?” Violet Rhinehammer stood next to us with her cameraman in tow.
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      “Should’ve known your big ears were all perked up here,” Dottie snarled. “Git on outta here.” Dottie flung a finger at Violet.

      Violet didn’t bother responding to Dottie. She simply snubbed her and pulled me to the side.

      “I’ve been waiting in the Channel 2 van for you for a few days. I knew you’d show up sooner or later.” She shoved a microphone in my face and twirled her finger in the air. Out of the corner of my eye, her cameraman hoisted the heavy camera on his shoulder. “Where is Hank Sharp? Do you know where Hank Sharp is?”

      I clenched my jaw just as Betts and Abby grabbed my arms to drag me away from Violet.

      “Dottie, give me that back!” Violet screamed. “If you break that… don’t! Don’t!”

      I turned around. Dottie had the microphone in her hand raised way above her head.

      “Stop!” I jerked out of Betts’s and Abby’s grips. “Listen.” I took the microphone out of Dottie’s hand and gave it back to Violet.

      “I hope you got that on camera,” Dottie snarled at the cameraman. “I reckon you don’t know when to give someone peace. You’re always in people’s faces. Wanting to see them in hardship.”

      “That’s not true.” Violet ran her hand along her blazer to straighten it from rising up when she was trying to jerk the microphone out of Dottie’s hand. “I’m trying to move up in the world of journalism. The only way I can do that is if I get exclusive stories.”

      “And we’ve worked well together before,” I interjected.

      “What are you saying?” Violet shimmied up to me. She noticed my eye-throw to her cameraman. She looked at him and gave him the turn-the-camera-off sign with her hand. “Take a ten-minute break.”

      He brought the camera off his shoulder and turned, walking back toward the parking lot where I could see the Channel 2 van had pulled up to the curb.

      “I’m saying that maybe we can work together again. There’s a lot of layers to the whole thing that I’ve found out in the few minutes we’ve been here. Maybe even a scoop for the inner workings of a betting ring among the employees.” I watched her eyes light up.

      “You mean illegal betting in the national park system? That could be juicy.” She rubbed her hands together.

      “Not necessarily that deep.” The excitement left her face. “But I do have knowledge there was a bet on how long it would take for Walter Adams, Cave Casanova, to dump Ellis. Now, that leads me to think there might be more than just scorned Ellis to have motive to kill him. Look around.” I noticed she wasn’t buying the betting theory. “All the tour guides are young. Probably going to the local college, university and need cash.”

      “So you’re saying one of these kids did it?” she questioned. Like a fish, I had her on the line. I just needed one good jerk to hook her.

      “I’m saying a little shove, or a little bump, could’ve made someone win the money when things didn’t seem like they were going their way.” I planted the seed.

      “And they had the plan all laid out so when they knew Ellis was going to be there, the real killer didn’t know Cave Casanova was going to break up with her. So they went through with the plan, but in the process made Ellis the suspect because she was seen leaving the cave.” The idea was scrolling through her mind.

      “How did they know Ellis was going to be here?” Abby had caught that little tidbit of what Violet mentioned.

      “Did I say that?” She pulled those perky red-lined lips together.

      “Spill it, sugga.” Dottie took a step forward.

      “Fine.” Violet put her hands on her hips. “I know someone in the ranger station and pulled a few strings to get a look into the equipment room where they have all the cameras up. I went through weeks of footage and noticed a pattern with Ellis. They met every Tuesday and Thursday. Like clockwork. So if Ellis didn’t do the shovey-shove, someone who knew she would be here that day did, and that’s how they framed her.” She touched her sleek, polished, long blond hair she always had fixed for her on-camera appearances. “I just gave you a little information. What are you going to give me?”

      It took some convincing for the Laundry Club ladies to be on board with letting Violet help us out.

      “Let’s face it, y’all, we need all the help we can get,” I pleaded desperately.

      “You’ve lost your ever-lovin’ mind over this boy.” Dottie made it perfectly clear she felt like I wasn’t thinking straight. “If I come to find out that his sister did have somethin’ to do with that man’s death—”

      I interrupted her before she could finish. “You won’t. Ellis didn’t do it. I’m telling you.” I pointed to my gut. “I can feel it right here.”

      “If that’s the case, we better get in and look around before we have to head over to the funeral.” Betts hurried us along.

      “You’re going to the funeral too?” Violet grinned. “I’ll see you there.”

      Abby tucked her arm in mine and twirled me toward the cave entrance.

      “I just don’t trust her much anymore. She seems like she’s only gotten worse at trying to make it big,” Abby said. “Or maybe my trust is off because of Bobby Ray’s birth mom. You know, she keeps telling him how much money she needs, then when he finally agrees, she ups the amount. She’s done this to him three times. Now it’s to the point where he asked me to do a Tupperware show to get extra income.”

      “Oh, Abby. I had no idea.” The shock dripped over me like the small drops of water dripping off the roof of the cave when we walked inside.

      “I know.” She shook her head. Her ponytail swung side to side. “I love him and will stick by him. So do you need any Tupperware?” She laughed.

      “Come yonder!” Dottie hollered from the front mouth of the cave, where the employee was taking the tickets. “We are on the red tour, and it’s ’bout to start. I don’t got all day!”

      Abby and I snickered.

      “She does have all day. She just doesn’t want to go too long between cigarettes.” I gestured for us to go on over to join Dottie and Betts.

      They’d already given the employee the tickets and gone inside of the cave.

      There was a cool breeze trickling along my ankles coming from the inside of the cave. From what I’d heard, it could get really cold once you were deep underground, and so I’d knotted the Happy Trails Campground sweatshirt around my waist.

      “I know we are here for the investigation, but I’m excited to see inside.” The excitement poked at my gut, causing my heart to race a bit.

      “It’s amazing.” Abby handed the employee her ticket. “Sometimes I actually grab some of the picture books published about Mammoth Cave off the library shelves and sit for hours looking at the amazing photos.”

      “Ticket please.” The employee held her hand out.

      I handed her my ticket. My eyes scanned past her name tag when I went to look for Betts and Dottie. In my head, I was already planning my route to go with them. This was what it was like not to be in the moment.

      I gasped.

      “Lola Eberling.” My jaw dropped. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “You have?” she questioned. She had on the forest-green vest with the national park logo embroidered on the pocket, with a pair of the khaki pants, and a utility belt around her waist. She had on a pair of glasses with large black frames. Not a stitch of makeup on, which didn’t surprise me since I never wore makeup when hiking the trails because it would just sweat off.

      Most of the trail guides or other females who worked in the national parks who I’d come across didn’t either.

      I dug down in my purse to get the National Park Committee badge.

      “Yes.” I flipped the badge so fast. “I’m with the Normal Gazette, and I understand one of our ex-rangers is wanted in the case of Walter Adams because he’s hiding his sister, Ellis Sharp, for killing Mr. Adams.”

      The poor girl looked frightened. Her black hair was about shoulder-length. Her dark eyes matched her hair. When her eyes grew and her mouth frowned, the freckles on her face grew too.

      “I don’t want to be on the TV.” Her eyes widened.

      “It’s a newspaper, and we were talking with Ranger Buxley. He said you made the 911 call.” Abby jumped right on in with two feet. “We’d like to know about you seeing Ellis Sharp and Walter Adams together. We understand it to be every Tuesday and Thursday.”

      A few tourists behind us cleared their throats.

      When I looked back, the line had gotten long, and many had shifted to the right, heads swung to the side, trying to see what the holdup was.

      “I’ve got to get these tickets, but let me see if I can get someone up here to help. You can stand over there.” She pointed inside of the cave, off to her left.

      Lola continued to take the tickets after she made a call, which I had to believe was to someone who could come relieve her. A few minutes passed, and another employee came over to take her place.

      “We are on the red tour. Are they going to start without us?” I asked.

      “If you’re here to see the crime scene since you’re helping Ranger Buxley, then I can show you. You don’t need the entire tour.” She offered, and we jumped at it.

      Unfortunately, Dottie and Betts had already started the tour and left without us.

      “To answer your first question, like I told Ranger Buxley, Mr. Adams came in here a lot. He was a season ticket holder.” Lola couldn’t’ve been more than eighteen years old.

      “How long have you worked here?” I needed to learn of her expertise in the field of seeing him.

      “I am from here, so I did the summer ranger program, which led into summer help before I took the full-time job last year to help pay for my college loans. I’m a sophomore at the local college.” She had pride on her face from her accomplishments.

      “That’s great.” Abby was so much the encourager. “Do you have your own place? I sell Tupperware if you need any.”

      Lola’s eyes narrowed as if she were trying to figure Abby out.

      “I’m good. Thanks.” Lola’s voice trailed off before she sucked in a deep breath and continued. “So I’ve seen him in here for a few years. I’ve seen him in with his kids and his wife.”

      “Which one?” I asked.

      “Gosh. I don’t know that.” She struggled to answer. “But I do know that she was here the day he died.”

      “She was?” Abby’s mouth dropped, and her head slowly turned to look at me.

      “Do you know her name?” I wanted to find out if it was Kim, Marilyn, or Caroline.

      “She had really curly blond hair. I’m not sure her name, but I know she was his wife because they’ve been here a lot. I told Ranger Buxley that. He was more interested in how I told him Mr. Adams met Ellis every Tuesday and Thursday.”

      “Was his wife here around the time of the murder?” I asked.

      By this time, Abby had the little notebook out of her fanny pack and was writing all the details down.

      “I’m not going to get quoted, am I? I don’t want to be next.” Lola’s voice shook before she started to tear up. “I-I’ve never seen a dead body, and when I scanned his pass that day, he wasn’t his chipper self. I had no idea he was about to die.”

      Her chest started to heave up and down as she tried to suck in a few breaths.

      “I know it’s hard. I’m sorry, but you were the first on the scene, and your account of what you had seen is so important.” My heart ached. “No one your age should see something like that.”

      “Have you checked into counseling?” Abby asked with a gentle tone.

      “I have an appointment next week. I did talk to the sheriff’s counselor from their department.” Lola picked at her nails. They were already chipped and had half the polish scraped off them.

      “That’s good.” I was going to take her up on her offer to show us the scene. “Why don’t we get a little blood pumping through our veins, and you take us to the scene.”

      “That’s good.” Vigorously, she shook her hands. “I read online that I can shake my hands to bring me out of my head. I seem to be doing that a lot lately.” It was good to see a faint smile.

      Lola took the lead and had us follow her deep into the earth, much farther than I had pictured from reading Ranger Buxley’s account of how quickly he’d gotten to the scene.

      “Ranger Buxley told me the call came to his department and not the ranger’s station on site. How did that happen?” I asked.

      “I have a list of the stations on my phone, and his station is under B for Buxley, so I just hit the first one I came to.” She took us past a couple of tours where the guide was talking about the cave’s history and how it was discovered.

      The deeper we walked underground, the darker the environment, almost spooky to match the time of the year. The temperature dropped at least ten degrees. The faint sounds of water dripping and the echoes of voices rang off the walls. The dirt floor behind us was moist and even more slippery than I thought.

      “Since you’re an expert around here”—I wanted to build up Lola’s self-esteem—“do you believe it could be possible he slipped?”

      “No. You’ll see,” was all she said. She took out the flashlight from her utility belt. She clicked it on to light the path at our feet.

      “It’s also reported Ellis was seen running from the scene. Do you recall that?” I asked.

      “Yes. I was at the front where I take the tickets, and she ran out. I tried to stop her because it’s not an exit. I didn’t realize she was running away from killing Mr. Adams.” Lola sounded convinced Ellis had killed Walter, and it was pretty good evidence against Ellis.

      “You said one of Walter’s—Mr. Adams’s—wives had also shown up.” I needed to get that information just in case she’d stood in the shadow of the caves, because there were plenty of places in here where someone could stand and not be seen. “Did she come before Mr. Adams?”

      I had to know the exact timing.

      “Yes. I’m not sure how early because when I’m taking tickets, time just flies past.” She pointed her flashlight to the ceiling. “Bats. We have a lot.”

      “Gross.” Abby groaned.

      “We have lots of bats flying around the campground.” I made a passing comment. “They aren’t harmful. Just an eerie thing to point out in a dark cave.”

      “Yep. The tourists get all freaked out over them.” Lola rounded the curve of the cave.

      By this time, it was completely dark behind us, which made me question things more.

      “It’s so dark. Do you think Ellis honestly ran through the darkness?” I asked.

      “There could’ve been tours in here at the same time. It’s not unusual to get a tour backup. As tour guides, we are trained to answer questions along the tour. Sometimes we stop and take them, making us further behind in the schedule. It’s possible there were a few tours between the stalagmite feature and the entrance.” Lola’s explanation didn’t help Ellis’s case.

      “Here we are.” She dragged the light of the flashlight along the dirt cave floor to shine it on the roping next to a steel staircase leading up to a rope bridge that crossed over to the other side of the cave. “As you can see, the only way over the stalagmites to continue the tour is across the bridge. Mr. Adams had to have been standing at the foot of the bridge near the rope when she shoved him off because the rope was broken.” Her throat moved up and down as if she were swallowing the images back so as not to cry again. “I found him faceup, which Ranger Buxley told me meant he was pushed from the front.”

      “I think I read that in the report.” I stopped when she stopped. “Are we going over there? I’d like to see the stalagmites.”

      “You’re more than welcome to do so, but I can’t.” Her jaw tightened. She gave a few quick head shakes. “I know they sprayed off the blood the best they could, but in my mind, I only see him with the spears through his body. The look in his eyes.” Lola’s nostrils flared, and her eyes filled with tears.

      “It’s okay. We can look.” Abby patted the young girl on the back. “Can we?”

      “Sure.” Lola looked down and took out another flashlight. “We keep two flashlights in case one goes out.” She handed Abby the extra flashlight. “When you walk up, the overhead lights will pop on.”

      “Thanks.” I pinched a reassuring smile at her.

      Abby and I walked in silence until we got a few feet away from the rope.

      “She probably doesn’t know about Tupperware.” I elbowed Abby and laughed, trying to break the seriousness that seemed to suck the air right out of us. “Poor thing. Can you imagine seeing someone down there?”

      I looked down into the stalagmite area where Walter Adams died.

      “No.” Abby continued to point the flashlight around the large spear-like formations that stuck up out of the ground. She shifted the light up to the ceiling where the stalactites were formed from the roof of the cave. “He had to have been standing right here talking to Ellis.”

      “Can I see the flashlight?” I asked.

      “I’ll take more notes and photos.” She handed me the light.

      “Ellis and Walter came in from there.” I pointed the flashlight over near Lola. She was on her phone, probably looking up whatever kids looked up. “And maybe they were having a conversation about their relationship, and that’s when he brought her over here away from the tour or to let the tour pass, because from what the report said, the tour that was coming up behind them was actually the one who heard the scream then found his body.”

      “But did the tour guide see Ellis running out? Because if Ellis said he was alive when she left him, then maybe someone had hidden in the shadows like this.” Abby moved opposite of the rope to the side of the cave with a small alcove that was pitch-black. “Someone can easily hide here. Then after Ellis left, jump out and push him to his death.”

      “That someone was the wife with the curly hair.” I started to recall the photos Abby had printed off from the library. “Marilyn Adams, wife number two.”

      “Did you see Marilyn Adams come back out of the cave?” Abby asked Lola.

      “No. There are so many people who come and go but not run out of the entrance. If she did, she didn’t run out like Ellis Sharp.” Lola was confident Ellis did it, which wasn’t good for Ellis’s case.

      “How did you know it was Ellis Sharp?” I needed to know how she ID’d her.

      “She’s been coming here twice a week with Mr. Adams. You get to recognize people who come a lot,” she said.

      That was something I was familiar with at Happy Trails Campground. We had a lot of regular customers during the year who came back season after season. I got to know their families and things they liked.

      “They did a good job cleaning stuff up. I don’t see any blood splatter.” Abby made the gory observation.

      “I guess we’ve seen enough and have enough for now,” I told Abby after we’d looked around a little longer.

      “When will your article be published?” Lola asked and took the flashlight back from me.

      “I’ll let you know. Can I get your phone number in case I have any more questions?” I wanted it because I knew with Dottie’s and Betts’s input, they could possibly have a question or two. Or even me or Abby.

      The information Lola had given us needed to marinate in my brain so I could think things through. Come up with more possibilities. I might have more questions after I found Marilyn Adams.

      “Sure.” She held her hand out. “Give me your phone.”

      Lola entered her information.

      “Can you please not put my name in the article? I need this job, and I’m not sure if I’m cleared to talk about it. Ranger Buxley didn’t say I couldn’t, but like I said, I don’t want to die, and until they find Ellis Sharp, my lips are sealed.” Lola shivered, completely confident Ellis Sharp killed Water Adams.

      Abby and I went back to Betts’s van to wait on Dottie and Betts. Abby and I talked about what Lola had told us as she transferred her notes in the tiny notebook to our big notebook.

      “Ellis looks guilty.” Abby didn’t bother to look up as she wrote.

      “Yeah, but there’s got to be something with Marilyn Adams if she came there too.” It didn’t make a whole lot of sense. “Marilyn is wife number two. Why would wife number two take the time to wait to kill him?”

      “By logic, it would be wife number three, Kim, because she’s got the kids, and they aren’t divorced yet.” Abby knew kids were a big factor in the whole scorned-wife thing.

      “Why would Marilyn want to kill him if there were not attachments like children?” I asked.

      We jotted down the things we could remember from Lola and things we needed to find out, with a possibility we would need to call Lola for some time frames or clarification.

      “Where on earth did you two go?” Betts and Dottie walked up to the van.

      Dottie was already puffing away.

      “We got to talk to the employee who called 911.” Abby read out loud all the things we’d learned.

      “Very interesting.” Dottie leaned on the outside of the car. One arm wrapped around her body as she lit up another cigarette.

      “Maybe we will see the wives at the funeral.” I shrugged with high hopes. “How was the tour? Super cool?” I was a little sad I didn’t get to go on it, but Mammoth Cave wasn’t going anywhere, and Ellis’s free time was limited.

      She could possibly be going straight to the big house with all the evidence stacked up against her.

      “We didn’t see it.” Dottie flicked the cigarette, ashes falling to the ground.

      “Nope. We sure didn’t.” Betts took something from the waistband of her pants and wagged it.

      “Is that a floppy disc?” Abby questioned. “I’ve never seen any in person, but we have a floppy disc machine at the library.”

      “Yep, and it’s the security camera footage for that day.” Betts grinned. “We didn’t know how we were going to record it, so while Dottie was using my phone video to record it, I took a chance on putting the floppy disc in and backing up the recording with it.”

      “How did you even get this?” I asked.

      “You young’uns think I can’t snoop. Well, I can. I remember a long time ago when I was about your age, and I came here to ranger camp. They took us in these cold, dark caves, and I remembered there being employee passageways.” She brought her fingers with the cigarette stuck between them up to tap on her head. “This old noggin’ remembered there was one employee entrance after we crossed the stalagmite bridge. Now they are escape exits in case something bad goes down. I got to noodlin’ the idea the killer escaped out of one of them doors. So I dragged my hand along the cave wall, and when I felt something funny, I got Betts’s attention and we snuck through the door.”

      “It wasn’t an exit. It was a little security room, and we saw all the cameras.” Betts grinned. “We even saw both of you talking to the guide. We were so busy pulling up the past footage that I lost where you were but got this instead.”

      “You’re brilliant.” I could’ve kissed her. “Now we have to get to the funeral and figure out which one of the wives we need to look for on the video, get Ellis free, and Hank back with me.”

      “I say we just leave out the Hank part.” Dottie tossed her smoke on the ground and snuffed it out with her toe.

      I ignored her.
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      Abby pulled the address of the funeral home up on her phone’s GPS.

      “It looks like there’s a gas station on the corner at the last light where we turn right before the funeral home.” Abby used her fingers to blow up the phone’s screen. “We can change our clothes in the bathroom.”

      “That’ll give me a smoke break.” Dottie had her cigarette case already in her hands. “I don’t like going to funerals for people I know, much less people I don’t.”

      “This should be easy. We don’t have to do all that small talk.” Betts had a good point. “We can walk around and listen, try to see what anyone has to say about the wives or him in general.”

      “Anything and everything you hear is a possible clue, so be sure you remember it.” I reminded them how it was the small clues that gave us the most information, most of the time.

      “Remind me why we are doing this again?” Dottie asked me.

      “Really?” I ground the word between my teeth.

      “Fine. I know.” Her tone became chilly.

      The car remained silent until we got to the gas station. Dottie and Abby went to the bathroom first.

      “You two sure do clean up mighty fine.” Betts noted the dresses both women had on when they returned.

      “This here is my funeral attire. I wear it to every funeral,” Dottie said about her black dress with the belt around the middle. “And sensible shoes.” She had on a pair of black ballerina-type slip-ons.

      “I got this on my honeymoon.” Abby walked around in a circle to show off her new flowery dress. The long sleeves were perfect for the weather we were having. “We walked into this little boutique. It was the first thing I saw. I knew I had to have it. Bobby Ray looked at the price tag and nearly choked on his own shock.”

      I laughed. It was easy to picture Bobby Ray’s reaction to anything over ten dollars.

      “I jerked it off the rack and tried it on. When I came out of the dressing room, I noticed how Bobby Ray’s eyes lit up, and he wasted no time getting his wallet out of his back pocket.” Abby ran her hand down the front. Suddenly her face lost the luster she’d had from talking about the dress. “I guess now I might have to do without, if his—that woman—continues to bait him for money.”

      I ran a hand down her arm.

      “I’m sorry,” Betts said. “Being in a marriage is hard.”

      “When I married Bobby Ray, I pictured us paying for children of our own. Not a grown woman.” She folded her arms.

      “Don’t you worry ’bout her.” Dottie lit up the cigarette. “Bobby Ray will take care of it. That boy is smitten with you and won’t let nothin’ come between you and him.”

      “You’ve got that right, Dottie.” I reached into the van and got out the small bag I’d brought with my folded black pants and fitted black sweater with the pearls around the neckline.

      There were a few key pieces of clothing I was able to keep after the FBI had raided my New York City penthouse. Not any of the really expensive pieces but the things they didn’t think they’d be able to auction off so the money could go to paying back some of the victims from Paul’s Ponzi scheme.

      This happened to be one of those, and it was fine for a funeral where I was never going to see any of these people again.

      But if Mary Elizabeth was here, she’d probably faint right then and there because I hadn’t brought a dress to wear. Thankfully, she wasn’t here.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told them.

      “I’m going with you.” Betts hurried up behind me. “Do you think there’s some valuable information on the discs?”

      “I’m hoping so.” I pushed the door of the outside bathroom open. The stench nearly knocked me over. It wasn’t very well kept, but it would do for us to quickly change. “I’d like to help Hank out, and if we can get one of the wives leaving the cave, then hopefully we can give Ranger Buxley someone else to look into, and Ellis can turn herself in only to be released because there’d be a different suspect.”

      “In a perfect world.” Betts gave me a sympathetic smile. “You look happy when you talk about Hank. You doing okay?”

      “I am happy that he’s back. It didn’t feel right when he was gone, but this has really put a damper on us trying to work on us.” I shrugged and disappeared into the stall. With the door closed, I continued to talk and get dressed. “I’m not in too big of a hurry to figure out exactly where we stand. Time will tell. What about you and Lester?”

      I stopped and listened. It was the first time I’d actually asked her about him, and my guess was she’d been going to see him more than just with the Bible-thumpers during their ministry to the prisoners.

      “I know everyone is wondering what I’m doing, but truly it’s nothing.” She was in the stall next to me. “I know what he did was very wrong. Very wrong. But I also know he’s asked for forgiveness and means it in his heart.”

      Betts had such a compassionate heart. Paul didn’t kill anyone, but I didn’t think I could ever forgive him. Lester, on the other hand, he killed an escaped prisoner and had cheated on Betts. There was a lot to forgive.

      No wonder she made a great preacher’s wife. She had a heart of gold.

      “I try to give him a friendship. We were always good friends, and I’m not sure where the miscommunication had gone in our marriage, but now that he’s behind bars, I’m the only person he really has.” We walked out of the stalls at the same time. She smiled at me. “I guess I’m like you. Time will tell what our friendship looks like.”

      “You look nice,” I told her. “Me, you, and Dottie all in black.”

      “As a former preacher’s wife, I had several funeral outfits.” She walked over and looked into the broken mirror over top of the dripping sink. “This just happens to still fit me. I’ve been eating too many of Ty’s apple butter biscuits.”

      “Whatever.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes.

      We headed back to the van. Abby and Dottie were already inside waiting on us.

      “Take a good long look at these photos.” I’d taken out the photos of Walter Adams’s ex-wives. “If you see one, make sure you give her your condolences.”

      We passed them around once Betts had gotten to the funeral home parking lot and turned the van off. There were a fair amount of cars there.

      “I’ll see y’all back here in about an hour?” I asked.

      “Tops.” Dottie grabbed the door handle of the van slider, opened it, and headed into the funeral home first.

      The rest of us gave each one ahead of us a few minutes to go in so we all didn’t look like we were together. I was the last and couldn’t believe my luck when I opened the door.

      Caroline Adams, wife number one, was standing in front of me in the line waiting to sign the memory book. I wasn’t going to sign it at all, but when I noticed I could possibly talk to her while standing in line, I figured I’d just scribble my name where it wasn’t legible.

      “Hi.” She’d turned around after I’d cleared my throat intentionally to get her attention. It worked.

      “Caroline,” I gasped and put my hand up to my chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Do I know you?” She gave me a shady look. “Let me guess. You’re one of his little tarts,” she whispered with a scrunched-up nose.

      “Tarts?” I questioned. “No. I was one of Walter’s coworkers back in the day when you two were married.”

      “Were you like five years old?” She was quick.

      “I just look young. Botox, filler, surgery,” I said sarcastically. “But still.” I had to turn the attention away from how she could possibly know me. “I’m sorry to hear about Walter.”

      “I’m not. I’d like to pay whoever pushed the SOB.” There didn’t seem to be any love lost for Walter’s death on her end. “Too bad I didn’t think of it back when we were married.”

      “What have you been up to lately?” I asked, trying to find out if she really did push him.

      “After the divorce, I moved to Hawaii. I wasn’t going to come, but last minute I got a red-eye here. When the police called me, my initial reaction was ‘Good. The world is less one evil man.’ Then I kinda started remembering all those trips the company took.” Her eyes narrowed. “You must remember them if you worked with him.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I nodded. “Best trips ever.”

      “Yeah, until I remembered the one where I caught him cheating with our only one employee. Which wasn’t you.” Her words were playful, but the meaning behind them clearly was not.

      “Yeah. You got me.” My direction with Caroline changed. “Can I be honest with you?”

      “It’s the only way to be. You see where honesty got Walter.” Her lips pursed, and her brows rose.

      “My boyfriend’s sister is accused of killing him, and they are on the run. I’m trying to help them out and figure out who could possibly have motive to have killed him instead of Ellis.” I was going to say her last name, but Caroline interrupted.

      “Ellis Sharp.” Her head cocked back a smidgen when she snorted. “The police have been all over me about her. If she did do it, I don’t blame her. Walter was good at promising all sorts of things to people. As you can see, he gave one too many he didn’t keep.” She sucked her cheeks in. She blinked a few times before she nodded for me to follow her.

      Caroline led me into a small room off to the side. There was a red pin-striped love seat with two winged-back matching chairs. She sat down in one of them, and I sat in the other.

      “I’m not sure who would kill him. But I’ll let you know right now, if any of the three of his wives had motive, it was Marilyn. Wife number two.” She flung her hair from her eyes. “Walter and Kim have been married for almost eight years. Marilyn gets spousal support from Walter for eight years. Once the support is up, Walter gets to change his life insurance policy. If Walter was to die, say, now”—her words were flat—“or even a day before the eight years of the spousal support, even one minute before it, Marilyn gets the policy.”

      “Is she here?” I not only wanted to question her but also see what she looked like in person.

      “I’ve not seen her. Poor Kim is up there at the casket with the kids. I feel bad for those kiddos. How do you think they’re going to feel when they grow up and find out how and why their dad died?” she questioned.

      “Maybe no one will tell them.” I felt bad and made a wish no one would ever tell them.

      “Honey, they only have to google his name, and it’ll all be there for them to read. No one has to tell them.” She was right. “Anyways, good luck. I hope your friend didn’t do it. She was the new love interest.” Caroline shook her head. “Kim told me about her.”

      “She knew about Ellis?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah. He came home and was going to leave Kim and the kids for Ellis. He had packed a bag and everything. From what Kim told me, he had gone to meet Ellis at the cave to tell her he was going to work on his marriage for his kids. He promised Kim he’d give it a chance for two months and counseling. That’s more than he did for me.” She had a disappointed frown on her lips. “Ironic thing is Marilyn did to me what Kim did to Marilyn what Ellis did to Kim.”

      She stood up.

      “Now that vicious cycle has ended. Whoever killed him, I’d like to shake her hand.” She was certain it was a woman.

      I sat there stunned from her shocking recollection.

      “There you are.” Abby came shuffling in. “Why are you sitting down?”

      “I’m not sure, but I think we might have a new suspect, and I’m trying to process all the information wife number one told me.” My eyes grew big. “She said Marilyn was still getting spousal support from Walter, and it was going to end in eight years, which is supposedly coming up.”

      “Why would she kill him quicker?” Abby asked.

      “Because she get his life insurance if he dies before the eight years is up.” I watched Abby’s face contort until her chin dropped, leaving her mouth gaped open.

      “I think that’s great news for Ranger Buxley, who is here.” Abby smiled. “He is talking to Kim Adams at the casket. Maybe we should tell him the news before he leaves.”

      “I can’t tell him in here.” I had a little bit of couth about me.

      “Fine. You go find Betts and Dottie while I follow him around. When he leaves, I’ll stall him until you three come outside.” Abby had this grand plan in her head.

      “Okay.” I got up and headed out of the small room, where I quickly found Betts perusing the flower arrangements.

      “I love to read the cards.” She mournfully sighed. “You can tell a lot about a person from what’s written on funeral cards.”

      I wanted to protest her logic but didn’t have the energy.

      “I think Marilyn Adams could’ve killed Walter. Go outside and wait with Abby while I find Dottie,” I told her. “Abby will explain.”

      Betts didn’t waste time. I continued to mill around the people and the various rooms in the funeral home until I happened to stumble upon Dottie in the food line in the basement.

      “You have to try this.” She literally had pinched a piece of her cake off and stuffed it into my mouth when I went to tell her no and we had to go. “It’s good, isn’t it? It’s magical, um…” She looked over at the woman next to her.

      “Magical pumpkin cake.” The older lady winked. “I’ll send you the recipe,” she told Dottie like they were good friends. “I’ll tell you what. You’ve not changed a bit now that my old eyes recognize you.”

      “Thank you.” Dottie patted around her short red hair. “I’ll tell you what it is,” Dottie threw in a deep southern accent, “I’m happy with Charles. Who knew.” She shrugged, catching my attention. “I’m happier than a woodpecker in a lumberyard.”

      “Honey, you wear it well. Keep it up, and I’m going to get me some of that medicine you told me about if it’s gonna make me look that good.” The old lady started to walk off before she turned back around. “I’ll send you the recipe on our Facebook group.”

      “You do that, sugga.” Dottie winked and took the last bite of magical pumpkin cake, popping it in her mouth.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      “I have no idear.” Dottie went to get another slice of cake. “I just found myself down here ’cause I got the hungries, and I just asked her how her family and them were doing. She asked if she knew me, and I said heck yeah. I’m Dottie from way back.” Dottie had a way with people and going along that just amazed me. “Then she said that as I talked she remembered me. So I went with it.”

      “To be clear, you don’t know her?” I questioned.

      “Never seen the old coot in my life.” Dottie smiled as big as the sun. “But she did tell me how Walter was seen with Marilyn Adams a couple of weeks ago arguing at the town meeting about the annual Halloween costume party, which Marilyn is the host of.”

      “Dottie.” I grabbed her arm. “Marilyn has a motive to have killed Walter.”

      “Marilyn is dating Ranger John Buxley.”

      “What?” My voice drifted into a whisper. “We’ve got to get out of here. Now.”

      Dottie smacked my hands away from the cake plate when I went to take it out of her hands, keeping it good and steady on our way back up the steps of the basement and out the door, where Abby had made good on her word.

      She and Betts were standing with Ranger John Buxley.

      “Here.” I grabbed Dottie and pulled her behind the hedges that ran along the front of the funeral home.

      “Have you lost your mind?” She tried to jerk away from me and kept an eye on her cake.

      “No. Shhh.” I put my finger up to my mouth. “I wonder if Ranger Buxley is in on it?”

      “Walter’s murder?” Dottie’s voice rose an octave.

      “Shhh.” I gave her a hard look and peeped over top the hedge, where I caught Betts’s eye. I motioned for her to get Ranger Buxley to leave.

      She said a few things that I couldn’t hear to him and patted him on the arm before she sent him on his way.

      “Come on.” I emerged from the hedge with Dottie behind me.

      “I swear. You need medication for your crazy. Something ain’t right in your head.” Dottie continued to fuss the entire walk over to the van.

      “What was that about?” Abby was asking Betts.

      “I noticed Mae hiding, and she waved for me to have him leave.” Betts threw her hand gesture at me.

      “You’re the one who told me to keep him here.” Abby was so confused.

      “Get in the car.” I looked around one more time, wondering if I should run in and see if I could talk to Kim Adams, but decided it was too late.

      I was tired and ready to get back home, confident we had another suspect in the case.
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      On the way back to Normal, we had plenty of time to go over all the clues we’d learned today.

      “There was a lot.” Abby had switched seats with Dottie. Dottie needed a little more cushion on her backside, so Abby was more than happy to come back to the cargo part of the van so we could talk about the clues.

      “I can’t wait to see what Violet finds out.” I wasn’t sure how she was going to help, but I knew that we had the recording on the floppy discs, and that made me feel so much better. We’d be able to see for ourselves Ellis running out of the cave like Lola had mentioned.

      “Then we need to look into the insurance policy.” Abby would be able to use her computer skills for that information.

      “And we all need to get costumes for the Halloween party.” Dottie had shifted around in her seat.

      “You don’t think we are coming back for that, do you?” Betts asked her, keeping her eyes on the road.

      “Absolutely. I think we need to see just how Marilyn and Buxley act. Maybe they aren’t even looking for Hank and Ellis. Maybe he thinks Ellis knows something, and they are going to kill her.” Dottie watched way too much crime television. “It’s not unusual. Do rangers make that good of money? If the insurance policy is good enough, Buxley and Marilyn could be sitting pretty. Lola said Marilyn Adams was at the cave that day too.”

      “And he did come to the crime scene before anyone when they had the ranger station on premises, though Lola said she’d just called 911.” I wasn’t sure how all of that worked.

      “Take it from someone who’s been listening to the police scanner since she was knee-high to a grasshopper, those walkie-talkie thingies can be switched to different channels. If Buxley wanted the channels switched, then he could’ve done it.” Dottie had a certain tone that made me believe every word she was saying. “Besides, Ranger John Buxley didn’t get to be the head honcho by not knowing every nook and cranny of that region, including the inner workings of the Undercavern Cave Experience.”

      By the time we got back to the campground, Dottie had convinced us Marilyn Adams and Ranger John Buxley had plotted to kill Walter Adams so they’d get the insurance policy. It was a perfect murder if they’d get away with it.

      I had gone over the report in the file Agnes had given me while the four of us talked about it, and there was absolutely no mention of Marilyn Adams being at the cave that day. Of course, he left it out of the report Lola Eberling gave because he couldn’t put his accomplice in there.

      “Why, looky at that.” Dottie gasped when Happy Trails Campground came into view on the drive up from the main road. “It’s a spooky wonderland.”

      We all craned our necks to see the jack-o-lanterns the guests at the campground had already carved and set out on the bales of hay.

      Every few feet, there was a lit-up face. Some had full grins, while others had one or two teeth. There were surprised faces, happy faces, scared faces, and even a few fancy carved ones with tents, a camper, and even a scape of a mountain.

      Happy Trails Campground looked so good. The bright full moon acted like a big spotlight and the campground its stage as it pierced the darkness.

      The lake glistened and twinkled along with the lights of various colors and shapes strung along each camper.

      Betts let me and Dottie out but not before making a plan to meet tomorrow to watch the video on the floppy disc.

      On my walk back to my camper to get Fifi, I stopped to watch the red, orange, and blue flames dance over top all of the campfires. Henry nodded when I walked past. He had a group of campers around the main fire ring, recounting one of the many legendary stories of the Daniel Boone National Forest.

      Every other step, I’d get a whiff of a burnt marshmallow, exactly how I liked them. I smiled when I heard bottles clinking, quickly followed up by a bolt of laughter. If I listened closely, I could hear tent zippers opening and shutting, children giggling along with the crickets and frogs who had decided to let their presences be known.

      It was home, and I loved it.

      “Hi there, girl,” I greeted Fifi who was waiting by the door. “Want to go for a walk?”

      She danced and yipped when I retrieved the leash from the small basket I had sitting just inside of the door. At night, I had to put the leash on her so she didn’t get in harm’s way of a predator.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without my bestest little friend.” I picked her up and put her on the ground then closed the camper door behind me.

      We took the long way around the campground, and my mind wandered off into where this investigation was going to go now that I had another suspect to look into. Even though it sounded like Ranger Buxley wasn’t quite the up-and-up guy everyone had seemed to think he was, I still needed to make sure before I said anything to Al Hemmer and get Ellis freed. Going to the Halloween party Marilyn hosted was our only resort.

      I made a note to stop by Tough Nickel Thrift Store to see if Buck had any sort of costume for me.

      “Pst. Pst.” I heard someone calling from the tree line when I passed by Dottie’s camper on my way back to my camper after I’d walked around the entire lake. “Mae.” The voice was clearer.

      “Hank?” I looked past Dottie’s camper, happy to see her light was on inside, which meant she was in for the night.

      Fifi recognized him too. She pulled the leash taut as she tried to drag me over to the dark tree line, making goose bumps crawl up my arm. The thought of some sort of animal lurking in the shadows of the darkness of the trees and grabbing her really didn’t sit well.

      “Hank?” I called again before I took another step, giving Fifi another step closer to the trees. I picked her up and waited to see if Hank was going to say anything.

      He stepped out from behind a tree and waved.

      I glanced over my shoulder, both ways, to make sure no one had seen me and to make sure if someone did, they’d think I was walking Fifi. I put her back down, her tail wiggling a million miles a minute when she saw Hank.

      He bent down. I let go of the leash, and she darted straight into his open arms.

      “That’s what I want to do,” I teased and walked alongside of him toward my camper in the shadows of the trees. “But I’m afraid I’ve only come up with one new suspect to look at today.”

      I gave him the abridged version of how Marilyn Adams had a real motive to kill Walter.

      “I guess what I’m saying is now that there’s another lead, I think Ellis needs to turn herself in.” It was hard for me to say without it sounding like I was wanting him to come out of hiding. I did. I certainly did.

      There was a part of me that resented the position Ellis had put Hank in. Not only was it hard for me not to tell him how selfish I thought Ellis was by asking him to hide her, but also the fact he was hidden with her.

      “I don’t know, Mae,” he said.

      I silently fumed.

      “I know how these people operate. They’ll get her in there, and they will put the heat on her. I don’t think she could handle that.” He was always the protector when she needed him, even after she’d taken his entire childhood away by overshadowing him with a career that never went anywhere.

      “She can’t handle anything,” I blurted out. “I’m sorry.”

      I immediately apologized then took it back.

      “I guess I’m really not sorry. I’m sorry for me and you.” I stopped behind my camper, still hidden from anyone. I faced him. He stood in the perfect lighting from the glow of the moon. It was going to be difficult to say what I had to get off my chest. “After years of her taking and taking, you finally get a chance to come here, and not only still do a job you love with Jerry but be with me. This has not only uprooted me and you, but your parents, though I don’t put much into them either.” I groaned. “What about your granny? She’s without a job and can’t go get another one until you come out of hiding for a crime your sister is accused of.”

      “Now wait.” He put a hand out.

      “No. She’s right.” Ellis stepped out from the woods.

      “Have you been there the entire time?” My jaw dropped from the shock of seeing her there. “Not that it matters, because I’d still say it to your face.”

      “Mae.” Hank’s brows furrowed. I could tell by the way he had his head all tilty that he knew this person I was being was a little angrier than usual.

      “I want to say I’m sorry, but I’m not. Hank. I love you. I’d never ask you to cover up for me. She should love you unconditionally too.” I threw my pointer finger at her. “If she loved you, then she’d not ask something like this from you.”

      “She didn’t. I took it on,” he admitted.

      “Then she should’ve turned you down.” My voice was flat, as was the look on my face.

      “Hank, she’s right. I am ready to turn myself in.” She walked over to me. “I know I was awful growing up. I’ve been really thinking about what I’ve done to me and my family over the past couple of days because there’s not much to do when you’re hiding from the world but think.”

      I was hesitant to let myself even begin to believe in what she was saying. It all seemed a little too perfect. Just like her and how she’d always manipulated things.

      “I’m forever grateful that you even looked into things for me, and now that you’ve got the insurance policy on Marilyn, maybe she did do it.” Ellis was saying all the right things. She held her hand out. “Give me your phone.”

      I still wasn’t falling for it. Like Dottie would say, mama didn’t raise no fool.

      “I can’t let you.” Hank pushed her hand away.

      “You can’t stop me.” She turned to Hank. “It’s time I started to be an adult. Take responsibility for my actions. I’ll be fine.”

      There was some confidence behind her words that literally made me think she was serious. I knew the true test was to give her my phone.

      “Here you go.” I took the phone out of my pocket, unlocked it, and thumbed through the contacts to find Al Hemmer. “I’ll even pull up the contact so all you have to do is hit the green button.”

      I held it out.

      “Ellis.” Hank got her attention one more time, but she did it. She pushed the green button.

      Oh, crap, she did it. My inner thoughts were stunned, causing me to shift my eyes from Hank to Ellis then back to Hank. His reaction was one I would expect.

      He took a step back and watched her bring the phone up to her ear before he ran his hands through his black hair and down his face, giving his beard a quick tug.

      It was kinda like the entire pinch-me-so-I-know-it’s-real kinda tug.

      “No, it’s not Mae. It’s Ellis Sharp. I’d like to turn myself in.” She walked away, giving herself some privacy.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

      “Yep. I’m sure I’ll get myself out of any issues and just say I had been living off-grid to figure out what I wanted to do. I could say I talked Ellis into calling Al, so I can at least start figuring out who did kill Walter in case this Marilyn theory doesn’t pan out.” He was doing what he always did, running so many theories in his head so he was well prepared.

      “I’ll stand behind whatever it is you need me to do.” This was what unconditional love was, and I hoped he knew it.

      “Al is on his way to get me.” Ellis handed me the phone back. “Thank you, Mae. Sometimes it takes someone other than family to see the truth. I just never guessed that someone would be you.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a backhanded compliment, but I let it slide. It was going to be a rough twenty-four hours for her, and she didn’t need my smart-alecky comments on top of that.

      I had enough time to get Fifi settled into the camper before the flashing lights came rolling up to the campground entrance.

      “Lights? Really?” I let out a heavy sigh when Al got out of the sheriff’s truck.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t put on my siren.” Al sniffed, tugging up on the waist of his pants. He glanced around. “You ready?” he asked Ellis.

      She nodded.

      While Al talked to her and Hank in private, the Channel 2 van rattled up the campground road. Dottie Swaggert was running along behind it in her orange silk pajamas, matching puffy slippers, and her hair in a hairnet that covered her pink sponge curlers clipped around her head.

      “Breaking news.” Violet Rhinehammer had hopped out of the van, camera ready. She talked into the camera with the microphone shoved up to her lips. “Ellis Sharp has been taken into custody.” She took a sidestep and let the cameraman zoom in on Hank giving Ellis one final hug before Al put her in the front seat of the truck.

      “Have you no shame?” Dottie smacked Violet’s arm on her way past her to get to me.

      “Ouch.” Violet snarled at Dottie.

      “What is going on?” Dottie’s tired eyes looked at me with concern. “I thought we was handling this. What did I miss?” She took the cigarette case out of her pajama pants pocket and took one out to smoke.

      “I told Hank Ellis needed to turn herself in. Simple as that. I think now that we have Marilyn to investigate, they can’t hold Ellis to the crime just yet.” I was in hopes it was going to give a little wiggle room to the investigation.

      “Hank, do you have anything to say?” Violet motioned for the cameraman to focus on Hank after Hank walked away from Al’s truck, letting Al drive off. “Did your sister kill Walter Adams? I have the video footage of her running away from the crime scene like the tour guides had told the authorities. Do you believe Ellis killed Walter Adams for telling her he was staying with his wife and children?”

      Dottie stalked over to the cameraman, looking like a freight train, and put her hand over his lens.

      “You outta be ashamed of yourself. Your mama didn’t whip you hard enough when you were a young’un. Spare the rod and all that business.” Dottie wasn’t really good at spouting off real quotes, so she just flung out her own.

      The cameraman took a step back and pointed the camera directly at Dottie.

      “I wouldn’t trust what Violet Rhinehammer said if her tongue come notarized.” Dottie pointed directly into the camera.

      There was no doubt in my mind Dottie’s comment would be cut from the broadcast. Violet would never let anything like that get out about her. Especially since she’d really been building up a résumé to take her career to a bigger station.

      Violet had tried her best to get accounts of what had taken place here. She’d even tried to corner Hank, which she should’ve known better than to do. There was no way he was going to open his mouth, and I surely wasn’t either.

      After the camera crew left, crew being Violet and the cameraman, my adrenaline was pumping, making it hard for me to settle down to sleep.

      Not to mention all the screen time my text messages had given me. I’d gotten texts from everyone, including Buck from the Tough Nickel, in which I told him I needed a really good Halloween costume.

      There was no reason for me to stop fully investigating now that Ellis had turned herself in. Quite the opposite. I’d decided to make her case a priority now that she was in custody, and we had to get answers and fast.

      “What did Violet say?” Hank stood at the bathroom mirror in my camper with a handful of white shaving cream piled up and ready to be transferred to that scraggly beard.

      “She told me she’d gotten videos from a source, and it does show Ellis was there running away like Lola said in her statement.” I took a swipe of the shaving cream and patted it around his face. “Sit.” I instructed him to sit on the small campervan potty. I picked up the straight-edge razor and started to give Hank a nice, smooth, and even shave.

      At first, he looked at me like I was going to nick him up to shreds.

      “Remember, Paul was much older than me, and he only used a straight edge to shave. Many times I did it for him. The key is the warm towel at the end.” I kept my eyes on the position of the blade, so it would give Hank the closest shave. “But if you don’t let this thing grow out like this again, you will be able to use that old electric razor you have.”

      One stroke at a time, Hank’s face was appearing back to the normal Hank I was used to kissing.

      I went ahead and turned on the hot water to make sure it was good and warm when I was ready to submerge the washcloth, so I could make good on my promise of how nice it would feel once I laid it across his face.

      “Violet told me if I got her an interview with Ellis, she’d forward me the video.” I knew I would take her up on her offer if Abby couldn’t get the floppy discs Betts and Dottie had used to download the video when we were at the cave earlier today to work. “I put a text in to Abby, and she’s going to go to the library and check to see if the floppy discs worked.”

      “She’s going there tonight?” Hank didn’t dare move his face, probably in fear I’d accidentally cut him, but his eyes rolled up and sideways to look at me.

      “Yeah. She and Bobby Ray had a big, long discussion after we got home from Mammoth Cave. Apparently, his birth mom needs money, and she’s using Bobby Ray as her cash cow. I think Abby was putting her foot down on it.” I took a step back and smiled when I had one last little strip to shave. “There you are.”

      He rose up a little to see himself in the mirror. I turned off the sink faucet and took a washcloth from the open shelf to put it in the sink full of warm water.

      “I’m gonna miss the mountain-man look.” He smiled, and I could see the corners of his lips that I just loved so much. He eased back down. “Go for it.”

      “Okay.” I took my free hand and lifted his chin, slightly turning his head for the light to hit the angle I needed for the last shave. “Do you think Ellis will give her an interview?”

      “I don’t know. I told Ellis not to answer any questions from Al or Tucker until she called Ava Cox.” Hank was so smart telling her not to talk to the sheriff or Tucker Pyle, the local ranger.

      Ava Cox had been a friend of mine in my Paul West married days. Unfortunately, her family wasn’t spared by the effects of Paul’s Ponzi scheme, but we’d put those days behind us now. She’d even moved to Normal, where she opened up a much-needed practice.

      “I’ll put a call in to Ava if I need to.” I stepped out of the bathroom with the warm towel. “Come on. I’ll let you lay on the couch and enjoy this for a minute.”

      “A minute?” he questioned and stood up, giving himself a good once-over in the mirror. “Too bad you can’t do hair.” He picked at the edges of his black hair, which was a little longer than usual but nothing overly dramatic.

      “We will leave that to the experts.” I met him at the couch, where he took full advantage of my offer. Fifi and Chester fought over a spot, eventually settling down.

      “You rest, and I’m going to check my phone.” I laid the warm washrag over his face. He groaned in delight. I picked up my phone and thumbed through the text messages.

      “I’ve not had a good close shave since the academy.” He was talking about when he was a cadet in college.

      “Shhh. Enjoy,” I encouraged him but really wanted to focus on the text thread from the Laundry Club ladies.

      Mainly they were talking about the costumes they wanted to wear for the Halloween party we’d all decided we were going to crash.

      “Oh no.” There was a little defeated tick that made me frown. “Abby said the floppy discs were just too old to read.” I glanced over at Hank. “Hank?” I questioned when I didn’t hear him respond with words but instead a huge, long snore.

      “I guess we better leave him,” I told the fur babies.

      I put my phone down and grabbed a blanket to lay on top of him. He looked so relaxed. Sleeping in a mobile spa was probably not comfortable, making him a little sleep-deprived.

      Quietly, I clicked off the lights, grabbed my phone, and went back into my bedroom. Instead of getting the okay from Ava or Ellis about an interview with Violet, I went ahead and just told Violet the interview was on. She sent a follow-up text with the video file attached.

      Fifi didn’t budge from the couch, so I cracked the bedroom door in case she decided to come get in bed with me in the middle of the night. Fifi would wake up everyone if she couldn’t get in by her scratching and whining.

      Once I got snuggled up under the bedcovers, I settled in to watch and rewatch the video. Several times, I used my finger to rewind the part where Ellis had run out of the cave, just like the report said.

      “There has to be something here.” I stared at the footage over and over, replaying it over and over. I even stopped it when Ellis had faced the camera.

      She was really upset. Her face was blotchy with stress written all over it.

      Unfortunately, this tape evidence went with what the 911 call said and the statement Ranger John Buxley had given for the record. I needed to find something in this video that would lead to another suspect or Marilyn Adams.
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      “Hello?” I was half asleep when I answered the phone.

      “Mae, is Ellis there?” Al Hemmer’s voice popped me straight up in the air.

      “What?” I asked, suddenly becoming fully awake. I jumped out of bed, knocking the clock off my nightstand when I went to grab it to check the time. “What do you mean, is she here?”

      For a moment, I thought I’d completely dreamed about Ellis turning herself in, but then Chester, Fifi, and Hank appeared at my bedroom to see what all the commotion was.

      “I thought she was there.” I shifted my focus to Hank.

      He reached for the phone.

      “It’s Al.” I was still confused.

      “Al. It’s Hank. What’s going on?” he asked Al. “She’s what?”

      Hank sat down on the edge of my bed. Fifi and Chester took it as an opportunity to jump up there. Hank pushed them away. I slipped my sweatshirt on over my head.

      “No. I haven’t seen or heard from her. How did this happen?” Hank’s voice was rough with anxiety. There were a lot of hmms, uh-huhs, and other agreeable grunts before he finally said, “Well, I have no clue where she is, but I’ll be sure to turn her in when I do.”

      Hank clicked off the phone and looked up at me.

      “Unbelievable.” Hank looked dismayed. “Ellis escaped from the jail.”

      “Escaped?” It was almost laughable that Ellis, of all people, had escaped.

      “Yeah. Al said he came in a little bit ago, and she was gone. ‘Poof’ was his exact word. No sign of a breakout. Nothing.” Hank let out a snort and shook his head. “I don’t know how she did it. But this certainly doesn’t look good on her part.”

      “Where on earth would she go?” I asked.

      “I have no idea.” He got up. “I guess I better go look for her.”

      “I’ll come.” I reached over to get my jeans to take into the bathroom and change from my pajama pants.

      “No.” He gestured. “You have other things you need to do. You’ve already done enough to help us and gave her a chance to clear her name. It’s her problem now. I’m going to find her, and I’ll take her in myself.”

      “Are you sure?” I questioned, knowing I was still going to investigate as I’d planned if he didn’t need me.

      “Positive.” He patted his leg. “Let’s go, Chester. We’ve got to find that crazy aunt of yours.”

      I followed Hank and Chester down the hall, flipping on the coffeepot before I kissed Hank goodbye.

      “Fifi,” I looked at her standing next to her bowl. The kibble container had a one-fourth-of-a-cup scoop in it, and I poured some in her bowl. “It’s way too early for you to eat, but I like to stress eat too.”

      While she chomped on her food, I went to get a shower. There was no way I’d be able to get back to sleep. My mind was racing. I let the warm water fall over my head and let the thoughts flow.

      There had to be someone who knew Ellis was there. The only people I could count were me, Hank, Dottie, Al, Tucker, Ava, and Violet.

      Violet. Had Violet somehow gotten into the jail for the interview that I’d promised her?

      Something seemed awfully fishy.

      There was a mental note in my head to call Ava as soon as I got dressed.

      “Do you have her?” Ava answered the phone with a question.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” I poured myself a good cup of strong coffee. “I can’t believe she escaped. It’s not like her at all.”

      “Did Hank do it?” Ava questioned. “Mae, if Hank did this, tell me now. We have some wiggle room this morning before it’s reported all over the news that she escaped. I can safely get her back in, and no one will ever know Hank helped her.”

      “Ava. No, Hank didn’t do this. He was here all night, and he’s out looking for her now.” I walked out of the camper and sat on the picnic table to drink my coffee while Fifi darted from blade of grass to blade of grass, smelling the visitors we’d had last night.

      “Please just tell me the truth.” Ava didn’t believe me.

      “I am. I’m telling you the last time we’d seen her was when Al had driven away from here.” It was so hard to appreciate the fog lying across the lake as the sun started to peek out over the tops of the mountains. Birds sang their early-morning songs to brighten up the morning. “I did agree for Violet to interview Ellis. Do you think she made a deal with Ellis for an exclusive?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her. Violet is always looking for that next big break. This is something that would definitely qualify her to the next level.” Ava sighed. “I guess let me know if Hank turns up anything.”

      “I will.” I lifted the cup to my mouth and watched Dottie walking down the road toward me. Fifi also noticed Dottie. She yelped and yipped until Dottie finally bent down and picked up the little furball.

      Dottie signaled for a cup of coffee, and I nodded, giving her permission to go in the campervan and get herself a cup.

      “Let me know if you hear anything.” I wanted Ava to know I was on her side and needed to keep that door open. “Did she tell you my theory on Marilyn Adams?”

      “She did. Are you going to be looking more into that?” She only asked because she knew if I was still snooping around, she could use her resources other places.

      Dottie came back out with her cup and sat down across from me.

      “I am. Tonight I’m going to the costume party she’s throwing. Dottie got an invitation somehow.” I smiled at Dottie. “Keep me posted.”

      “I will.” Ava and I hung up.

      “You aren’t going to believe what’s happened,” I told Dottie and retold the story after Henry had pulled up in the campground golf cart. “Keep an eye out for her today.”

      “I will. I’ve not seen anything like someone staying around when they’re not supposed to be here.” Henry had caught several vagabond-type characters before.

      They had a way of sneaking into the campground late at night and sleeping underneath campers, even under the roof at the recreational building as well as in the tiki hut or even the kayaks. Wherever there was covering, they would make themselves at home.

      Henry was very aware of these types of things now that we’d had to run some off, so he looked every morning, bright and early.

      “Do you need to go get an outfit for tonight?” I asked Dottie so I could make my schedule of when I needed to relieve her at the office.

      “No.” She slowly shook her head. “I’ve already got my costume.”

      “What are you dressing as?” I asked and drank the last sip of my coffee.

      “I ain’t gonna tell. These lips are sealed.” She used her finger to zip up her lips. “Gotta go. I’ll keep you posted if I see Ellis.”

      “Come on. I’ll give you a lift.” Henry waved Dottie over to the golf cart.

      “Huh,” I said out loud and smiled. “They kinda make a cute couple.”

      It was just an observation. Dottie would kill me if I ever said that to her.
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      News of Ellis’s jailbreak was all over by the time I’d gotten myself ready and made it into town. I had texted back and forth with Hank a few times, but he’d not found her. He said he’d checked the usual places, including his parents’ house. It looked like Ellis had gone deep underground, and there was no way she did it alone.

      “You reckon they’re gonna find her?” Buck finally asked me after I’d been searching through the thrift store for some sort of costume.

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine where she’s gone.” I glanced around the Tough Nickel Thrift Shop.

      Even though this was a thrift store, it was darling. Buck, the owner, had kept the old building up and left the exposed brick walls and hardwood floors intact. He made use of all the items he’d get, like the large Oriental rugs and antique pieces, to make the shop have even more charm.

      It was like opening up one of those country magazines when you stood in line down at the Food Lion and seeing one of the stores they liked to showcase.

      “I’m looking for a good Halloween costume. One that won’t show my face. Do you know of any?” I asked him.

      “I might have a few upstairs.” He winked and started up the steps to the other level, where most of the items were articles of clothing. The more seasonal items were displayed downstairs.

      When I’d first moved to Normal, I redid the entire inside of my little campervan to make it more of a little apartment. All the chipped pieces of furniture had come from the Tough Nickel, and I loved every single piece still.

      “What about this?” He held up something like a long brown wig. “I’ve been saving this one for someone really special. I think that’s you.”

      “What on earth is it?” I asked.

      “Cousin Itt.” He snickered. “You know, The Addams Family.”

      “Addams Family? The show?” I questioned.

      “And since I’m hearing you’re going to the Halloween party to find out if Marilyn Adams killed Walter Adams, how fitting is it that you dress like Cousin Itt from The Addams Family?” He laughed so hard at his own joke.

      “That’s a good one.” I’d never even thought of it that deeply, but he was right about the costume. It would cover every single part of me to my toes.

      “Try it on.” He encouraged me, handing me the ball of fake hair. “Go on.”

      “Fine.” I took Cousin Itt into the dressing room that was really a closet with a curtain rod and curtain.
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      Betts, Hank, Dottie, Abby, and I were piled into the campervan along with Chester and Fifi. The party would be going well up into the night. We’d decided to take my campervan in case it got too late to drive back.

      We’d be able to boondock somewhere for one night with the limited supply of propane for heat or the stove, along with a full tank of water for the sinks, potty, and shower.

      It also let us drive the few hours to Mammoth Cave without wearing our costumes. I couldn’t wait until they saw me as Cousin Itt. They were going to be jealous with my witty humor. Buck’s witty humor.

      “What is everyone wearing?” Betts called from the table. She, Abby, and Dottie had decided to play gin rummy while Hank drove and I sat shotgun.

      Chester and Fifi were lying in their fancy, ergonomic dog beds I’d gotten them from an online store, which were perfect for traveling. I didn’t like them to lie on the furniture or in the bed when traveling in the RV just in case we had to make a sudden stop.

      It just wasn’t safe.

      “I’m not telling.” Dottie did the zipping-of-the-lip action like she’d done to me earlier. “Y’all are gonna have to wait and see. It’s a good one too.”

      “I’m going to say mine is better.” Abby giggled. “It’s so smart.”

      “I bet it’s a librarian,” Hank teased, glancing back at Abby in the rearview mirror.

      “You’re funny, Hank.” Abby dropped a card on the table from her hand.

      “I’m not telling if no one else is.” Betts laid down a card.

      “I’m guessing there’s not been any updates on Ellis?” Abby asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m sure she’s scared, and I don’t know. She could be anywhere.”

      “I’ve checked everywhere. Even the morgue.” Hank hadn’t told me that.

      “Did you ask Natalie?” It would be like Ellis to get her best friend involved.

      “She’s not here anymore.” Hank put on the turn signal to get off at the exit.

      “I know that, but it doesn’t mean Ellis didn’t contact her.” I crossed my fingers and held them up. “They are thick as thieves.”

      “I didn’t, but maybe I will if we don’t turn anything up tonight.” Hank stopped the RV at the bottom of the exit and looked both ways before he turned left. “I hope no one recognizes me.”

      “Me too.” I was pretty excited about being Cousin Itt. I would have the freedom of being completely covered while I did my best to try to snoop around. “Do we have our plan?”

      “I’ll go over it one more time.” Abby pulled out the notebook, and Betts put the cards away. Abby read, “Hank will work on getting information from any law enforcement there using his fancy ranger lingo. Betts will hang around the food. Dottie will join the smokers because she knows all the smokers like to talk and smoke together. I will make my way around the inside of the house while keeping a close eye out for anyone who might be going into a room where Mae will be looking around.”

      “Looking around.” I grinned. “I like that much better than being a little busybody.”

      “Then we have our plan. Once we’re satisfied we’ve got information or nothing is really happening, be sure to text the group text and come back here to wait.” Hank had specific instructions. “Abby will leave the notebook on the table, and you can write what you know under your name.”

      “Oh. I need to write everyone’s name down on a separate piece of paper.” Abby wrote down a name, flipped the page, and continued with the next name.

      “If y’all get back before me or Hank, do you think you could let the dogs out to potty?” I knew it was a big ask, but they all loved the fur babies as much as we did.

      They all happily agreed.

      “Are you sure your name is on the list?” Hank pulled up to the gate of Marilyn Adams’s address.

      “Yep. I sure am sure.” Dottie got up while the RV had stopped in the long line of traffic to get in. “It looks like we’re going to be plenty busy with all of these people showin’ up.” She grabbed her bag. “I’m going back to change. It’s gonna take me a minute.”

      “I’ll go in the bathroom.” Betts and Dottie headed to the back of the camper.

      “Dottie Swaggert,” Hank told the person with the clipboard at the front of the gate when it was our turn.

      “There’s an RV lot off to the right side of the house. You can stay the night, but do not dump your black bag or leave any sort of trash around the recreational vehicle. Do you understand?” the man asked Hank. Hank nodded. “Give me a minute to write down your license plate, and watch for me to give you the thumbs-up. After that, you may proceed up the drive and have fun.”

      “Happy Halloween.” Hank rolled up the window and took off as soon as the guy gave him the thumbs-up.

      “I guess we’ve got clearance to stay all night.” It was a perk I was glad to see because it would’ve been a bear to try to find a place to boondock for the night. Most of the places you could boondock without notice were big parking lots at big-box stores.

      It wasn’t every one of their stores either. Campers actually needed to go on the website of that town’s big-box store to see if RVs were welcome. Luckily, since I was part of the National Park Committee, I remembered most places to boondock around the state. There were a few around Mammoth Cave, but they weren’t easy to drive to at night.

      “Oh my gawd.” I busted out into a full-blown laugh, tears streaming and all, as Dottie came out of the bedroom in her Dolly Parton costume.

      She had on the big blond wig, big breasts, and a white minidress. The dress sparkled in bedazzled jewels like someone threw a disco ball at Dottie and it shattered into small pieces, sticking to her outfit.

      “You’re going to break your neck in those heels.” I couldn’t contain myself.

      Abby and Hank started to applaud her and tell her how great and perfect it was.

      “Ain’t no one gonna recognize me.” She plucked a cigarette out of the case and walked out of the RV.

      “Does Dolly smoke?” Abby asked. “I don’t think Dolly smokes.”

      “Me either.”

      Betts interrupted our talk about Dottie when she came out of the bathroom as this old lady. She had on a gray wig split down the middle with lines on her face for wrinkles. A long black dress hung down her with a dark-gray sweater over top of that. “I’m Grandmama from The Addams Family. Get it?”

      “Oh, this is good. Hold on.” Hank held up a finger.

      Hank ran back to the bedroom, where he’d stuck his costume before we left, and emerged as this huge hand. Where the thumbnail was located was a hole for his face.

      “I’m Thing from The Addams Family.” He had a huge smile on his face.

      Just about that time, Abby opened the bathroom door dressed as Morticia from The Addams Family.

      “Wait.” I looked around. “Did y’all get your costumes from Buck?”

      It became very clear Buck had played his own Halloween trick on us by putting us all in Addams family costumes.

      “Very tricky,” I said when all of us were gathered outside of the RV looking like a real-life photo of the Addams family.

      Loud music mixed in with laughter, and yelling fluttered down from the house. The Halloween party was in full swing, and Marilyn Adams spared no expense.

      There was a long line of guests waiting to get into the side yard, where there was a huge sign with flashing lightbulbs around a multicolored Happy Halloween sign. It looked more like a carnival than a Halloween party with all the clowns and balloons, both hanging off twisty ladders from the trees and the balcony off the back of the house.

      “Those are creepy.” Dottie tucked a hand in the top of her bedazzled dress and adjusted her fake bosoms.

      “What? Your boobs or the clowns?” I asked.

      “Both,” muttered Abby.

      “Hush up. You’re just jealous I’m not a member of the Addams family.” Dottie pointed over to the bar. “There’s that ranger who came to the campground.”

      “Yep. That’s Buxley.” Hank adjusted the hole around his face. “Let’s go get a cocktail.”

      The five of us, as strange as we all looked, didn’t seem too out of place. Many snickers and comments about our costumes were mentioned on our way to the bar, where we all saddled up on either side of Ranger Buxley.

      A few skimpily dressed women holding glowing trays filled with drinks trotted off in the direction of the stage, where strobe lights pulsed to the beat of the music and colored lights flickered to accompany the DJ’s pick.

      The DJ knew how to work the crowd by releasing the strobe lights from their smooth, practiced movements into a thrashing collection of jerks and bumps.

      There were so many different costumes. A few of them were hippies, a couple of ghosts, witches galore, as well as folks with simple masks over their faces. The mummy at the bar was fun.

      “What can I get you, Cousin Itt?” The bartender leaned over the bar, his head cocked so his ear was to me.

      I looked down the bar to see what others were having. There was a variety that ranged from layered drinks, martinis, and cocktails with lime wedges and lemon wedges, along with the usual beer can and wineglass.

      “I’ll just have a water.” I decided having a drink wasn’t the best idea. “With a straw.” There was no way I could continue to part the hair to drink without a straw.

      I turned around and planted my elbows on the edge of the bar.

      I parted the hair around my lips and looked over at the mummy.

      “I like your costume.” I liked it even better when the person underneath the ripped-up fabric grunted. I laughed and moved my gaze to the group of young people jumping around to the music like they’d gone crazy.

      It made my head hurt watching them fling themselves all over the place.

      The dance floor was filled with sweaty bodies bumping up against each other. Drinks toppled over their glasses, spilling on the dance floor as the group of them giggled.

      Flashes from phones where groups of friends were taking selfies flickered all over like summer lightning bugs.

      My eyes shifted when I noticed the mummy had stopped pouring drinks and was talking to someone. At closer inspection, I saw it was a woman in a black wig. Instead of the grunts I’d gotten from the mummy, there appeared to be a heated conversation going on between them.

      “What are you looking at?” Hank asked.

      “The young kids over there. I recognize them from the cave. I wonder if Buxley had invited them?” I noticed it was a few of the tour guides, the ticket taker, and the young ranger from the ranger’s station on site. I’d kept my mouth shut about the mummy.

      “All the young kids hang out in this district.” Hank should know since he had worked there. “They all live in that communal housing, which makes it easier for them to hang out.”

      “Isn’t it weird they are here?” I said.

      “It’s not different than the parties you throw at the campground. Most of these young people grew up here, and their parents are probably here as well or know Marilyn or Ranger Buxley.” Hank gave me a slight elbow right before someone in a short black wig stumbled up between me and Ranger Buxley.

      It was the same woman I’d seen talking to the mummy a few seconds ago.

      “Hey, big daddy.” It was Marilyn Adams. She tripped all over me to get to Ranger Buxley. “Whoopsie.” She giggled. She looked at me and reached behind me, grabbing a martini glass. She pointed. “Are you Cousin Itt?”

      She was so close, I could smell her sweat from where she’d been dancing.

      Just as Cousin Itt would do, I nodded my head so the entire wig would shake from head to toe.

      “Are you Thing?” She looked past me at Hank. He rotated a couple of times as though he was waving. “The Addams family. Priceless. This will be the last year for that when I become Mrs. Buxley.”

      “All righty. You’ve had enough.” Buxley stood up. He looked a little uncomfortable. “You’ve had too much to drink.”

      “Big daddy.” She played the role of Elizabeth Taylor from the Cat on the Hot Tin Roof movie pretty well. “Now that it’s all cleared, we can get married.”

      All cleared? What was all cleared? Walter Adams?

      I took a step closer to her so I could hear what Buxley was saying to her, when she took a stumble toward me, digging the stiletto of her high heel right into my tennis shoe.

      “Eeeyoooow!” I hollered, grabbing the foot and hopping around to keep my balance on the other.

      Betts, Abby, Hank, and Dottie hurried over to help me out.

      “Look. It’s the entire Addams family!” Marilyn squealed in delight, tipping the martini glass to the side, spilling it all down my long, light-brown wig costume.

      “Let’s go.” Betts grabbed me. She dragged me out of the crowded bar area, pressing against people so we could move past them. “We need to move you away from Marilyn before you blow our cover.”

      “I bet my foot has a huge hole in it from her heel.” I pointed to my aching foot and hobbled behind Betts. I leaned up against one of the trees so I could bend down and peel off my tennis shoe. “At least there’s no blood. But it’s going to be bruised.”

      I ran my hand over the indent in my skin on the top of my foot.

      “What was that?” Betts jerked around and looked back at the party.

      “What?” I asked, slipping my shoe back on.

      “Did you hear that scream?” Her eyes widened with concern.

      “I’m sure it’s someone in the crowd having a heck of a good time.” I bent down and tied the laces, double knotting them.

      This time, I heard a scream that was so loud, a momentary panic swept through me. I jerked the costume off my head just as there was another scream for help.

      Massive groups of people started to head in the direction of the screams, including me and Betts.

      “Ouch.” I grabbed my shoulder when someone bumped into me. “Excuse you,” I said in a sarcastic tone and turned to make sure they heard me. “Ellis? Ellis?”

      Ellis Sharp noticed it was me. She bolted off into the night.

      “Ellis!” I changed course and ran after her, opposite of the crowd. “Ellis? Where are you?” I had reached the edge of the woods. I took a step inside, giving her one last chance to answer me. “Ellis? Please, Ellis, come out.”

      “What are you doing?” Betts asked me. “There’s a dead body!”

      “Dead body?” I asked.

      “Yes. The scream was from someone who found the mummy.” She had me confused. “You know, the mummy at the bar. They’re dead.”

      Ranger Buxley had taken action and shut off any sort of exits from Marilyn’s party. To say someone finding the mummy dead was a mood killer was an understatement, but when Ranger Buxley saw Hank was there, it was a complete disaster.
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      “You’re telling me you four are dressed as the Addams family without really planning around the family name?” Ranger John Buxley had all five of us sitting down on a few bales of hay, not letting us leave.

      Unfortunately, John had me sit next to Dottie. Or should I say Dolly?

      “I’m Dolly. As in Parton.” Dottie had already dragged her wig off of her head. Her real red hair was as flat as a pancake, and no matter how much she tried to fluff it up, there was nothing she was going to do about it. “I know I’m lopsided, but the wind has been sucked out of my sail,” she said with an unlit cigarette stuck between her lips as she pushed her hands down into her dress and tugged on each one of the fake boobs to give them a little more life.

      She shifted.

      “I’m sure it doesn’t look like it, John.” Hank had taken on a more personal tone with the ranger. “Yes. I am more than happy to supply you with the name of the shop and owner if you’d like to talk to him. He actually picked our outfits for us.”

      “You’re lucky you came forward with your sister, because right now, I’d be hauling you off to jail.” John made sure he let us all know his authority.

      “He’s a little scary,” Abby muttered.

      “And I’ll tell you another thing.” John took his flashlight and shone it directly on Hank’s face. “I’m going to find your sister, and when I do, I’ll chain her to the cell, and she’ll never see the time of day. Don’t any of you go anywhere until I say so.”

      Ranger Buxley darted off into the night.

      Hank had gotten up, and I shifted on the bale of hay to see where he was going. There was another ranger he must’ve recognized, because they shook hands and nodded, doing all the man things they do when they greet each other.

      “Quit wigglin’ like a worm in hot ashes,” Dottie muttered, smoke coming out with every word. “I know we are in the fire, but this beats the band that we can’t leave. I need to get my curlers in.”

      “We didn’t know someone else was going to die, or we’d have been out of here a long time ago,” Betts said as she propped her elbows up on the tops of her thighs to lean over to see us.

      “Here comes Hank. Maybe he knows something.” Abby shushed us.

      “Well?” I couldn’t wait for him any longer.

      “I was talking to James, one of the rangers I’d worked with when I was here, and he said the mummy is Caroline Adams,” Hank said.

      “Wife number one?” This entire investigation was getting creepier by the moment.

      “According to James, the mummy was strangled with her own outfit.” Hank made us all gasp.

      “Remind me to never dress up as a mummy.” Dottie took a long draw, the cigarette’s tip lighting up red.

      “Where did Ellis go?” I asked and looked at Hank. “This doesn’t look good for her.”

      “But why would Ellis do such a thing?” Betts asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe Caroline knew something,” Abby suggested.

      “I can’t imagine why Ellis would kill Caroline. I had talked to Caroline at the funeral, and she was the one who told me about Marilyn’s insurance policy.” Suddenly, I felt like I was in over my head.

      “And Marilyn knew Caroline knew about the policy?” Betts threw out the question.

      I felt my face drain.

      “What’s wrong?” Betts noticed my shift.

      “When Hank and I were at the bar with Dottie, the mummy was there. So was Ranger Buxley. I told the mummy I liked the costume, and they only grunted at me. It was Caroline. I’d talked to Caroline at the funeral, and she told me she was on her way back home, but she wasn’t.” I gulped. “She didn’t talk to me because I bet she recognized me.”

      “Isn’t she the wife who told you about the insurance policy Marilyn stood to gain from?” Abby asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded and waved them to lean in a little closer so no one would hear me. The group of young kids that worked as employees of the caves had gathered around in a huddle next to us. Ranger Buxley wasn’t letting anyone leave.

      “Also, after I said that to the mummy, I noticed the mummy, Caroline, talking to Marilyn in what appeared to be a heated discussion before Marilyn walked over to talk to John.” It was an observation that couldn’t go without checking into.

      “Which means Marilyn knew Caroline was here.” Abby finished my thought.

      “I reckon Marilyn offed ’em.” Dottie had given up on trying to fluff up her hair and stuck the wig back on her head.

      “There’s no other person I know who’d want Walter and Caroline killed.” Betts tipped her head and turned to face me.

      “Right. I think Marilyn and John knew the policy was about to run out per the contract agreement. Since John Buxley knows his way around the caves, he also knew Walter went to the caves to have his little rendezvous.” I stood up and began to pace in front of the ladies and Hank.

      “John and Marilyn have their little fling, and with the money from Walter’s policy, it would give him and Marilyn enough money for him to retire early like he’d been planning.” Hank was now starting to question John’s motives. “If anyone knows the caves like Mae said, it would be him. I hate to say it, but not every ranger is on the straight and narrow of the law.”

      “Marilyn knew Caroline had the information about the policy. When Caroline approached Marilyn here, Marilyn knew it was her chance to shut the last person up.” Abby’s voice was tight as she spoke.

      “What about Ellis?” I couldn’t pinpoint why she was here. “Why would she show up?”

      “I don’t know.” Hank sounded exhausted. “What would Ellis have to gain by killing Caroline?”

      “True. Caroline seemed to believe it was Marilyn who killed Walter because she had the biggest motive.” I clearly remembered our conversation about it at Walter’s funeral.

      “Unfortunately, John continues to say Ellis is the killer.” Hank’s jaw clenched. I felt his anger as much as saw it.

      “She can’t be. Why would she kill her?” I asked and flung my head back with wide eyes.

      “I didn’t kill Caroline.” A big plastic pumpkin costume talked from behind our little group.

      “Ellis!” I rushed over and looked into the costume’s eyes, recognizing her. “Oh God. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Listen, I can’t stay long because someone is really trying to set me up here.” A wary smile surfaced on her lips. “I found this costume in Marilyn’s house after I bolted when you saw me.”

      “You’re right. You can’t stay here, so we are going to smuggle you out of here.” Dottie had concocted some sort of plan in her head.

      “Great idea!” I agreed.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Ellis sounded like she’d given in.

      “Life sucks, hon. Get a straw and buck up.” Dottie tapped out another cigarette. “If you want our help, you gonna have to stop that wallerin’, and get down to business.”

      “I don’t know, Dottie.” Hank inhaled a deep breath and blew it out slowly.

      “Now, Hank, you let me and the gals figure that out, and you go on and talk real good to John Buxley.” Dottie had put down her foot. “We are leavin’.” She put out her hand to take his Thing costume. “Give me the costume.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Just give it here.” She reached over and jerked it out of his hand then turned to Ellis and stuffed it into the neck of the big pumpkin outfit. “I reckon you better git on in that house, take off that pumpkin, and put it back real nice-like. Then you put on the Thing costume and meet us out at the campervan in ten minutes. They ain’t gonna hold me here any longer. We’ve done said our piece about what happened and what we witnessed.”

      “You’re going to smuggle her back in the campervan?” Hank asked for clarification.

      “Git on and tell Buxley we are leaving. We will all exit while the big pumpkin goes the other way, taking the attention off her and on us. Now go.” Dottie flung her fingers of each hand in the opposite direction, pointing the way.
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      There was no sticking around or boondocking once Hank had gotten back to the campervan. We barely made it home due to the fact the campervan was running on fumes. It was Dottie who had decided to harbor Ellis, and Dottie who fussed and moaned about how we had to get back to the campground, figuring if the Rangers had decided to stop us, we’d already be able to beat them home and get Ellis out of the camper just in case they searched it.

      None of that happened. In fact, I had to watch television just to put myself to sleep before I woke up to someone knocking on the campervan door.

      “Bobby Ray.” I blinked my eyes open and greeted him. “What time is it?” I asked since I’d stumbled out of the bed and not taken a moment even to look at the clock.

      “Seven. I thought you’d be up, even though my wife got home at an ungodly hour,” he murmured sarcastically and walked into the camper. He reached around the passenger captain’s chair and flipped it around, taking a seat. “What the….?”

      “Ellis!” I screamed.

      She jumped up, not remembering where she was, and tripped over her own feet, falling flat into Bobby Ray’s chest.

      “Ellis.” I sighed, completely forgetting how she’d fallen asleep on the way back in the middle of the night. I was even the one to agree for her to stay here.

      I’d forgotten.

      “Any coffee?” She pushed back her blond hair. “I’m in desperate need of some. Hiya, Bobby Ray. What are you doing here so early?”

      “I was on my way to work and decided to stop by to let you know I’ve cut ties with Nina.” Bobby Ray kept shifting his eyes between me and Ellis.

      “Oh.” It was the last thing I thought I’d ever hear Bobby Ray say, since he was the one who’d gone searching for her. “Ellis is right. We can use some coffee.”

      Fifi must’ve heard me fiddling in the cabinet to get the coffee filters and coffee out, because she jumped off the bed and ran in to see if I was filling up her bowl.

      “Hey, Fifi.” Bobby Ray sat down in the now-empty captain’s chair. He bent over, clapping his hands between his legs for her to come to him.

      “Let her out, please.” I filled the coffee maker up with water and poured it in. I looked out the small window above the kitchen sink to keep an eye out for Fifi. “What made you decide to cut ties with her?”

      While the coffee brewed and Bobby Ray told me and Ellis his story, I poured some kibble into Fifi’s bowl and freshened up her water before she came back in. Ellis had sat down on the small love seat and curled up with a blanket like she’d no care in the world.

      Bobby Ray told us how his birth mother continued to up the amount of money she needed, like Abby had told me, but I acted like I didn’t know. I was happy to hear he’d not given way to guilt.

      “It was also coming between me and Abby. I can’t let that happen. I do care about Nina, but only because she birthed me. There’s no relationship there, and I figured that out the day she stepped off the Greyhound bus.” Bobby Ray took the mug of hot coffee from me. I held the sugar bowl to let him take a few spoonfuls to doctor up his drink.

      “It sounds like you’re pretty confident with your decision.” Ellis put in her two cents. “I think just because she gave birth to you doesn’t mean you have to consider her your mom. Take Hank.” Ellis sipped on her coffee. “He literally can’t stand our parents. And rightfully so. I’m not saying they don’t deserve a second chance from him, but Mom dragged me to every pageant, every audition. Like Hank does with Mae, my dad loves my mom so much, he would do whatever she wanted.”

      “What was that little jab?” I asked her.

      “I was just saying how, like Hank, he would do anything for you.” Ellis looked up over the rim of her coffee mug at me as she took another drink. “Like move back here. He didn’t move back here because I was in trouble. He knows the land. We could’ve been hidden forever. He didn’t want you to find out we were hidden. He wanted you to know where we were the entire time.” She swayed her hand with the mug in it toward Bobby Ray. “But back to your initial assessment and Hank. Granny raised Hank. It’s no big secret. He looks at her like his mama, not our mom.”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” Bobby Ray nodded in agreement with Ellis Sharp.

      “I’m not all good looks.” She tossed her hair back then broke out into a giggling fit. “I’m joking. About the good looks, not the whole ‘just because she’s your mother’ thing.”

      “Yeah. We get it.” I threw a chin at her. “But Bobby Ray.” I turned back to my foster brother. “I love you and would do anything for you without ever asking a dime from you.”

      He gave me a stray look, and his mouth opened.

      “I know what you’re going to say.” I put my hand up to stop him. “But you’re the one who actually offered me the money for the bus ticket.”

      It was Bobby Ray who gave this freshly new eighteen-year-old the money to buy the bus ticket that started my life in New York City.

      “What?” Ellis questioned since she really didn’t know my history, which led Bobby Ray into a flurry of quick stories about me as a young girl.

      “You went to etiquette school?” Her jaw dropped. “Oh my gosh. Mae West, you sure have some class underneath all that hair.”

      Bobby Ray’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his blue mechanic overalls to look at it.

      “Oops.” He got up. “Gotta go. Joel is waiting on me. You got a to-go cup?”

      “I do.” I opened the little pantry door, took out a paper coffee cup, and filled it before giving it to him to throw in all the sweet stuff. “I loved your visit.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Ellis trilled, raising her shoulders to her ears. “I love hearing all about May-bell-ine’s past.” She drew out my name exactly how Bobby Ray said it.

      “You know where to find me for some more of those stories. I’ve got plenty.” Bobby Ray nodded to her before he gave me a hug goodbye and took a treat off the counter for Fifi. “I’ll call ya.”

      “Sounds good.” I walked him out of the camper so I could grab the two uncarved pumpkins off the picnic table.

      I waved goodbye to Bobby Ray and looked down to Hank’s camper. No lights were on, and his shades were still shut. No doubt he was snoring away.

      “Do you want something to eat?” I asked Ellis and put both pumpkins on the café table then grabbed two knives and two spoons.

      “Nah. Just coffee.” Ellis paused and moved over to the café table, where she dragged one of the pumpkins to her. “I really like him.” She rotated the pumpkin around, looking for a good spot to start making her jack-o-lantern.

      “Who?” I asked. “Bobby Ray?”

      I pulled open the junk drawer and took out some old newspaper I kept so I could start campfires. I unfolded a section and smoothed it out on the table for the guts of our pumpkins to be placed on for easy cleanup.

      “Mm-hmm. I can see why Abby is so smitten with him.” She dug into the inside skin of the pumpkin to get the seeds with the spoon. “You know, Mae.” She cleared her throat and emptied the seeds on the paper.

      I turned around with the coffee carafe in my hand to refill her mug before I sat down.

      “I owe you an apology. I know I’ve already said my piece, but I really want you to know how I feel.” She pointed for me to sit down. “Please sit.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.” I wanted to be clear. “I’m happy to help you out. Hank out.”

      “Hank.” She snorted. “I know you’re only helping me because of Hank, but I feel like I need to get this off my chest. So please, let me speak.” She swallowed then continued, “I really am sorry for all the Natalie stuff and, well, just making life hell for you two. My relationship with Hank has always been rocky until we grew up. When you moved here, we were really working on it. I was visiting with him in the camper on our parents’ property, and we were hiking, then you came along.”

      “Really, I don’t need to hear all of this,” I assured her. I sat across from her and picked up the knife to cut around the top of the pumpkin so I could get all the guts out.

      “No. You do, and I need to get it out.” She just needed to talk, and I let her. “I saw you as taking up his time, and my immature recourse was to just fight back. I didn’t give you a chance, and I’m sorry. But I’m going to really make it up to you two.”

      “I appreciate that. First, we need to get you cleared. And I’m not sure how to do that unless we find some information about Marilyn being at the cave that day. And it doesn’t look good on the video where you were running away.” I wasn’t sure where my little snooping was going to help Ellis, but I wasn’t giving up yet.

      “I didn’t run away.” She shook her head, disgust on her face. “I had on my spiked high heels. There was no way I could run away.”

      “You had on what?” I blinked a few times and got up.

      “High heels. Trust me. It’s not easy walking on those cave dirt floors.” Her face reddened. “I’m a little embarrassed, and I’m guessing you’re not all that shocked with my actions.”

      “I’m not judging you.” I put my hands out.

      “In case you are, I’m ashamed of myself. Now that he’s dead, I replay all the things that day in my head.” She teared up. “I’m not sure if I was in love with him, but I liked he was a little older, and he seemed to have his act together.”

      “So you weren’t wearing tennis shoes?” I asked.

      “Is that all you have to say? I’m pouring my heart out to you.”

      “I’m sorry. Did you need a girlfriend right now? Because I’m trying to get you off a murder rap. We can be best friends later.” It was time to get harsh. “The tape shows someone running away with tennis shoes on.”

      “Walter’s wife Kim owns a fitness gym. She’s always in those yoga pants. He always talked about how her income was triple his, so he didn’t need to have a job but did because it got him out of the house. He said she was always putting him down, and I guess I don’t understand why he’d stay with her.” There were a few things in Ellis’s words that caught my ear.

      “She wears tennis shoes.” I needed to make sure.

      “Yep. The only shoe she wears, and that’s why Walter liked my heels.” Ellis gave a seductive look as the memory unfolded. “I enjoyed it. I enjoyed how he looked at me. I enjoyed feeling wanted. Then he told me he wasn’t going to leave her. I was a little shocked and really hoped he was going to see my heels and think, man, I can’t live without Ellis.” She turned her pumpkin around to show me she’d carved a sad-faced pumpkin.

      “I think we might have something.” I got up and grabbed my phone to pull up the video Violet Rhinehammer had sent me. “I have a video that they say is you leaving, and clearly the person running away is wearing tennis shoes.”

      I thumbed through all the texts I’d gotten over the last couple of days until I got to Violet’s.

      “Here.” I hit Play and set my phone in front of her. “Right there.” I pointed to the person they said was Ellis running away from the cave.

      “First off, I didn’t have on tennis shoes, and secondly, I wouldn’t wear that trench coat.” Ellis curled her arms.

      “You’re thinking it’s Kim?” I asked to make sure.

      “Only one way to find out.” Ellis got up and grabbed the keys from the counter. “Take a road trip to see her.”
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      I had learned my lesson on barging in on people and accusing them of things like murder, so on our way back to Mammoth Cave, I told Ellis we needed to go back to the cave and see if the employees had seen Kim there.

      I still had the photos Abby and I had copied off the computer at the library, so I folded them up and put them in my bag to show the employees.

      There was a sign at the ticket booth that said all the tours were over for the day. It listed the next day’s times.

      I glanced around and noticed a few people cleaning up around the entrance. The retractable chain length hadn’t been closed at the mouth of the cave, so I knew some of the employees were still in there.

      “You walk around and ask any employees if they’ve seen her.” I gave the picture of Kim to Ellis. “But keep your head down so no one recognizes you.”

      “I don’t think anyone is going to recognize me in this.” Ellis’s hands drew down the baggy sweatpants and raggedy Happy Trails Campground sweatshirt along with a baseball cap.

      “Can I help you?” A male employee noticed me. “You look lost.”

      Ellis put her head down and walked the opposite direction.

      “Actually, I’m not lost, but you can help me. I’m looking for Lola Eberling. Is she working?” I asked.

      “She was.” He plucked a walkie-talkie off his utility belt. “Let me check.” He pushed the button and talked. “Is Lola still around? She’s got a visitor.”

      Static screamed out of the device before someone came back on to tell him she had just started to walk through the cave to make sure all the tours were out.

      “Do you want me to see if she wants you to wait? I’ve got to. I’ve got school tomorrow.” Apparently he wanted me to hurry. “But no adults really care about teenagers.”

      “I care.” I laughed. “I get it.” I grinned. “When I was your age, I even snuck out of my bedroom window and took off on a Greyhound bus to New York City.” I watched his face grow into a huge smile. “Yep. I didn’t come back for ten years either.”

      “Hey there.” A young woman walked up. I’d guessed it was his girlfriend who worked there since they had on the same uniform. “You’re back.”

      “Me?” I questioned and noticed the freckles. “Lola?”

      “It’s me.” She giggled. “I’ve been getting that reaction lately. It’s the contacts.”

      “And the makeup and the hair.” I couldn’t help but notice the new look. “You’re growing into a young woman. Little secret: the sweat in a job like ours will make that stuff run right off your face.”

      “Today is my last day.” She lifted her chin and smiled. “I got a job in the office of Ranger Buxley. If it weren’t for Walter’s death and my attention to detail, Ranger Buxley would’ve never noticed me or looked into my job. He needs a new assistant and offered to pay for my college tuition from the National Park College Fund.” She snorted. “Can you believe it?”

      The young man walked away.

      “That’s great. I’m happy for you.” I was glad I decided to come here since it was her that I needed to talk to.

      “What’s up?” she asked, and when she rocked back on her tennis shoes, it made me remember what I wanted to ask her.

      “We were going over your account of things and noticed a little discrepancy.” My words caused her brows to furrow.

      “Really?” She gestured for me to follow her. “I’ve got a few last-minute things. If you want to talk to me, you can just follow me.”

      “Sure.” I needed to know this answer about Ellis’s heels, so I followed her into the mouth of the Undercavern Cave Experience. She stopped for a second and opened a little cubby door in the cave that only an employee would know was there and took out a couple coats.

      “It’s a little cold in there. I’ll bring these in case we need them.” She draped the coats over her forearm and clicked on the flashlight to light our path.

      “We are going to have to check it out in the dark. I already walked through the end to make sure no more tours were in here before I got word someone left their cell phone near the stalactites. Who leaves their cell phone in a cave?”

      “I’m sure you see all sorts of things.” My voice started to echo off the walls the deeper and deeper we walked underground. The water drips I’d heard from before appeared to be louder and louder, like someone had turned on a dripping faucet.

      The floor seemed to be slippery.

      “Be careful.” Lola must’ve heard my shoes squeaking. “It’s pretty wet in here from the crazy rain we’ve been getting.”

      “It’s nuts.” I tried to hold off on saying anything about the campground so I didn’t blow my cover. She probably didn’t remember, but you can never be too careful. Especially now that she was going to be working as Ranger Buxley’s assistant.

      “What’s up?” She made the curve that I remembered was the final curve before the crime scene.

      “In your report to Ranger Buxley, you mentioned Ellis Sharp had on a pair of tennis shoes.” It was so cold in the cave, I could see my breath. “The camera footage that was pulled show Ellis Sharp was wearing heels, which was her normal attire.”

      “Is that right?” she questioned. “It was so crazy and fast, I must’ve been mistaken.”

      She walked over to the steel bridge and darted the light around to look for the missing cell phone.

      “That’s a heck of a mistake.” I let that one slip. “Do you think you mistook Ellis for someone else?”

      She stopped, looked at me, tilted her head, and narrowed her eyes.

      “Are you telling me I’m wrong?” she asked, shining the flashlight on me.

      Blinding me.

      I held my hand up.

      “Because I’m pretty darn sure my account of the events leading up to Walter’s death is pretty darn clear.” Her voice got closer to me.

      “Can you move the flashlight out of my eyes?” I blinked a few times, feeling a little disoriented.

      “Why? Because you just might find that you take a wrong step and you end up with stalagmites piercing your body?” Her laugh bounced off the cave walls and echoed so loudly that it caused me to crouch down and cover my ears.

      “Oh gosh.” While I had my eyes closed and ears covered, clues started to pop into my head. I blurted them out. “You were going to frame Marilyn for the crime because you’re in love with Walter Adams. You’ve been calling him Walter since I’ve been here, not Mr. Adams like you did. And your look. You’ve changed your look.” I circled back around to the thought of Ellis. “You were crouched in that blind spot across from the edge, and when you saw Marilyn didn’t find him because he was late to his usual appointment, you saw him with Ellis, and that’s when you overheard them break up. She left him here and ran out. No other tours were present while you were hiding, so no one actually saw it was Ellis.”

      It was all fitting together.

      “You came out of the shadow, and you pushed him backwards.” When I opened my eyes to the darkness, the spots from the flashlight she’d been pointing at me were gone. I saw Lola Eberling for exactly what she was. “You killed Walter Adams.”

      She put the coats on the ground, and I noticed they were trench coats like the one the person running away from the scene had on.

      “I didn’t kill him. He killed himself.” In some sick way, Lola appeared to be happy to tell me how Walter had come to his death. “And just for the record, there’s no cell phone lost. Did you really think I was some stupid college girl when two women come here pretending to be working with Ranger Buxley after I’d been molding the outcome of this little plot? You mentioned a campground and Normal, so it was easy to type that in Google and see your photo pop up. Maybelline West.” She tsked, clicking her tongue, bringing the flashlight back up to blind me.

      I threw my hand up and looked away.

      “Funny how everyone’s reaction is the same. Even Walter’s after I did this to him. Only it didn’t take him long to get disoriented and take that fateful step backward.” She caused me to take notice of my surroundings.

      I glanced behind me, and I was too close to the edge.

      “Yeah. You’re just a step away, but it’s kinda fun to toy with people.” She wiggled the flashlight around like a disco ball. “I just wanted Walter dead. After what he did to his children, he made me sick.”

      “I’m sorry. Were you and Walter lovers?” I still wasn’t following the reason why she’d killed him.

      “No. Gawd no,” she blurted out with a disgust on her face like it was the worst thing I could ever imagine. “He’s like every other man. Husband. Father.” She spat. “He makes me sick. He reminds me so much of my dad with his sneaking around. I wasn’t about to let his children grow up with a father like that. I’ve spent all my life trying to get rid of the images of me catching my dad do that to my mom. His kids are young. They won’t even remember him.”

      “That’s why you framed Marilyn. They don’t have kids, and she was taking him back to court for his insurance since her alimony was running out.” I was piecing it together.

      “Sorta right.” Her face stilled. Her words came out flat. “Marilyn was a gold digger. Her alimony was about to run out. They were in here talking one day after she had come here to find him since he’d been avoiding her. They had an argument about the alimony and how she was now going to go after his life insurance. But I had other plans.”

      “Let me guess. You wanted Marilyn to be convicted of murdering him so that Kim and the kids would get his insurance policy.” I could see where Lola truly believed she was looking out for his kids and not wanting them to grow up like she had. “But Lola, what he did doesn’t give you the right to play the role of judge and jury. Now Marilyn will be getting the insurance.”

      “Don’t you know that I know that? All because of you, this entire thing is now completely blowing up in my face. That’s why I’m going to have to have you take a step back.” She pointed the flashlight at me.

      I planted my feet and fisted my hands to ground myself as much as possible.

      “You need a little help.” She gritted her teeth and took a run at me with her hands out in front of her, so she could push me off the edge of the cave floor and down on top of the stalagmites.

      In horror, I watched as she dropped the flashlight, sending the entire light toward the entrance of the cave, leaving us in pure darkness.

      Her footsteps came fast and hard as they pounded on the dirt cave floor.

      I bent down into a ball, and when her legs hit my head, I popped up, hoping to send her to the ground. I scrambled over to get the flashlight and darted it around the cave in front of me so I would see her coming at me.

      Nothing was there.

      “Lola? Come out.” I dragged the flashlight to the cubby where she’d hidden before she killed Walter. “Lola?”

      I took a couple of steps forward and shone the light on the bridge in case she was up there waiting to pounce.

      When I dragged the flashlight to the steps, I noticed the rope was broken.

      “Lola,” I whispered and walked back over to the place where I’d been crouching when she’d come running at me.

      With the flashlight shining in front of me, I barely leaned over the edge.

      Lola Eberling had fallen to her death just like Walter Adams.
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      “How do I look?” I had actually taken half of my day yesterday sitting in one of Helen Pyle’s beautician chairs to get my frizzy hair a little more tamed since I was going to Hank’s parents’ house.

      The last time I was invited, it was a year or so ago, and it’d not gone so well. Actually, it’d gone so bad, Hank made me and Granny Agnes leave before we even got to eat supper. Since then, I’d seen Ellis a few times, but not his parents.

      “You look great. You always look great.” Hank glanced over and smiled. The truck’s idling engine hummed in my ears along with the uptick in the beat of my heart due to the nerves.

      “Enough lipstick?” I asked and pulled down the visor to get one more look. I ran my fingers along the corners of my mouth to wipe off any out-of-the-line stray lipstick.

      “Perfect.” Hank turned off the truck and put his hand on my thigh. “You look perfect in zero lipstick. I’m not even sure why you got so gussied up.”

      “Because.” I flipped the visor back in the up position and looked down at the dress I’d gotten from the Tough Nickel Thrift Store that matched my high, brown boots perfectly. The burnt-orange, long-sleeved T-shirt dress was perfect for the seasonal fall weather.

      “You don’t need to worry about my parents. I don’t care what they think of you.” Hank took my hands. He smiled. “As long as you are right here, it’s all I care about. I’m sorry I left you like I did when I went to Mammoth Cave District. I showed my immaturity and my selfishness to try to keep you safe, but you’ve proved time and time again just how careful you are.”

      “That’s questionable.” I knew he was being sweet, and there was no denying I’d gotten myself between a rock and a hard place a time or two since I’d embraced my sleuthing skills.

      “Now that I’m a partner with Jerry, I think it’ll be fun to keep you around to help out.” He leaned in and kissed me. He pulled back. “As long as you don’t get hurt.”

      “I…” I started to say something, but he put his finger up to my lips.

      “I will still be keeping a close eye. It’s only natural because I love you so much, and I want to—I need to—at least feel like I’m protecting you.” He wagged his finger when I went to open my mouth yet again. “Ah, ah, ah. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      I smiled and kept my lips shut. I wanted to tell him how I really liked the private investigator Hank instead of the sheriff or even ranger Hank, but I decided to leave it.

      The red door of his parents’ house popped open.

      “Are y’all going to sit out there all day or what?” Hank’s father, who looked just like Hank only older, stood at the wide-open door. His mother stood behind him.

      Hank gave a slight wave.

      “Let’s go.” He jumped out of the car, and before I could get my door open, he’d already run around the car to open the door for me.

      “Remind you of anyone, dear?” Hank’s dad asked his mom.

      I got out of the car and adjusted my dress as I noticed his mom patting his dad before she disappeared into the house.

      “There you are!” Ellis came running out of the house. “You aren’t going to believe what I’ve done, Hanky Panky.”

      “I bet I can.” Hank shut the car door behind me.

      “I completely moved out of the house, and I’ve got a real job. Not the part-time job, but a real job.” Ellis fluttered her hands. “I’m going to cosmetology school, and I’m working for Helen Pyle.” She curled her arm in mine. “I can’t wait to do my new bestie’s hair!” She squealed. “After all, I owe you free haircuts and dye for life because you saved me from going to jail.”

      I thought we’d been down this road already, but I could’ve been mistaken. You just never knew with Ellis.

      “Congratulations.” I knew I’d make a point to tell Helen not to let Ellis touch my hair. Though Ellis was happy I’d practically saved her from jail, I wasn’t so sure we were close enough for her to touch my hair.

      “That’s great, sis.” Hank took my hand and gave it a little squeeze before we headed inside for me to really get to know his parents.

      In my head, I couldn’t stop thinking that if I did let Ellis do my hair, she just might leave something in a little too long and make my hair fall out.

      I guessed everyone needed a second chance. I knew Normal and the citizens gave me one. From what I knew about today, Hank’s parents were willing to give me a second chance on getting to know them.

      The End

      Don’t miss Christmas in Normal! Keep scrolling to read Chapter One of Santa, Sunrises, & Suspicions, book 23 now available on Amazon or FREE in Kindle Unlimited.
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      Santa, Sunrises, &

      Chapter One

      

      The Winter Festival was one of my favorite festivals held in my small, southern town of Normal, Kentucky.

      It was the time of year that everything just seemed right with the world. Or was it the feeling this time of year gave me that made me all warm and fuzzy? Who didn’t like warm and fuzzy?

      The grassy median of downtown Normal was always a great gathering spot for any festival we had in Normal. This year the Historical Society didn’t disappoint.

      Queenie French had gone above and beyond with this year’s co-host, Neva Hudson, to create the best experience, at least to the naked eye.

      Every large Oak Tree had been dressed up in twinkling lights from root to branch, barely showing any sort of bark. There were small white tents with food vendors and local artesian shops for the tourists to enjoy as well as a mini train ride for children.

      The walkway leading up to the big guy, Santa, was dotted with tall candy canes and pretend wrapped up pieces of candy. It was a real Santa’s workshop vibe that I knew Queenie was going for when she was started planning.

      “What do you think of this one?” I asked my co-judge and sister-in-law, Abby Fawn Bonds and pointed to the small four foot Christmas tree to be judge as a possible winner for this year’s tree that would be put in the manger scene at the theatrical production of the Christmas Story to be taken place at Normal Baptist Church as the final hooray to close the Winter Festival until next year.

      I pulled the clip board away from my chest and read the subject for this particular entry in this year’s Christmas Tree Pageant’s tree of the festival to be featured at the church’s annual Christmas Pageant.

      “I like the elements of the real Christmas story decoupaged as the ornaments, but the flickering lights will distract people from actually watching the scene play out as the wise men visit baby Jesus.” Abby was right.

      “Too bad,” I sighed and moved down the table at the next tree. “This is cute. The entry is I’ll be home for Christmas.” I snickered at the take on the holiday song.

      The creator had used the song’s lyrics to create the ornaments.

      “I’ll be home for Christmas. You can count on me,” the woman’s voice drifted from behind me and Abby.

      Abby’s long brown hair whipped around, slapping me in the face, nearly missing my eye.

      “Pft, pft.” I spat her hair away from my face.

      “Hazel Lynn! I knew it was you!” Abby squealed, throwing her arms around the woman. “I knew you’d be here. I asked your mom and she said that she couldn’t get a straight answer out of you.”

      “I know, I know.” Hazel Lynn rolled her eyes. “If I did tell her, she’d given me a job to do and all I want to do this Christmas is to visit with my old high school friends.”

      “And that’s why I planned it around the holiday. It’s so much easier for everyone to come in town during this time.” Abby grabbed Hazel Lynn’s hand. “Mae, this is Hazel Lynn Hudson. My very best friend at Normal High School.”

      “You’re the infamous Mae West.” Hazel Lynn had a round face with large brown eyes. She had her brown hair pulled back into a low ponytail that lay mid-way down her back. The square lensed glasses took up more of her face which made me wonder if she used them as more of a fashion statement then their purpose. “I’ve been very entertained by all of Abby’s hashtags and social media posts from all the crime you and the other women have been doing.”

      I laughed.

      “Not to mention the big wedding to your…” Hazel Lynn’s head tilted as though she were trying to piece the relationship between me and Bobby Ray Bonds together.

      “My foster slash adoptive brother.” I grinned. “It’s confusing to me too.”

      “Awe. Good. I’m glad I wasn’t the only one who was confused by it.” She put her arm around Abby. “If Abby is happy. I’m happy.”

      “Bobby Ray sure does make her happy.” I held the clipboard close to my chest and watched as the two old friends continued to huddle up and giggled as Hazel Lynn grabbed Abby’s hand to get a better look at her wedding rings.

      “You are glowing.” Hazel Lynn obvious happiness for Abby was all over her face. “I can’t wait to hear all about it. First, I have to go find my mother.”

      “Who’s your mom?” I asked.

      “Neva Hudson.” She threw her head back in laughter. “I can see by the look on your face you know her.”

      “Know of her.” I made the correction.

      I think everyone knew of Neva. Let’s just say Neva Hudson was one of those women who loved themselves so much. So much so that she’d tell the smallest of lies to make herself seem so important. I’d never had any dealings with Neva Hudson other than the time I’d heard she had told the ladies of the Sunday school that Mary Elizabeth had had emergency surgery after Mary Elizabeth had fallen on one of our hikes.

      Really it only took a little chiropractic touch from our good friend Tex to get Mary Elizabeth back up on her feet. I wondered if Neva Hudson had gotten it wrong and given her a pass. Of course Dottie Swaggert, my good friend and manager of my campground, had a different tale to tell about Neva Hudson.

      Who didn’t Dottie have a tale about? So I simply shrugged it off and didn’t really think of Neva again until just a couple of weeks ago when Queenie had brought her up.

      To put it nicely, Queenie and Neva didn’t see things quit the same when it came to the festival. From the looks of it, they’d come into agreement because it looked like a winter wonderland around here even though the Mother Nature had decided to give us some unseasonably warm weather for this time of the year.

      “You’re too kind.” Hazel Lynn’s right brow rose. “Speaking of my mom, I have to go find her.”

      “I think she’s over at the igloos. There were a couple of boys who thought it would be funny to pee on one of them. You know, fake snow.” Abby giggled.

      “Oh dear. I better go find her before she loses her temper.” Hazel Lynn gave Abby another hug. “I can’t wait to meet Bobby Ray at the reunion.”

      I moved down to the next tree giving Hazel Lynn and Abby some time to themselves to make quick plans before Hazel Lynn darted off into the direction of the igloos.

      “If you hear someone screaming, don’t worry. It’s Neva Hudson.” Abby warned. “Hazel Lynn made me swear to keep my lips shut about her coming into town for our high school reunion because she didn’t want to get Neva’s hopes up if she wasn’t able to get off work for it.”

      “What does she do?” I hit the button on the base of the next Christmas tree entry to see what it was for. “Wow.” I jerked back just in time as the thing started to spin.

      “I love all of these added touches, I just think they will distract from the actual play.” Abby was right. “Now, this one.”

      We stopped in front of the last tree to be judged. It was flocked and had simple white lights on it with silver, gold, and white ornaments. There wasn’t anything fancy on it but it was so peaceful. There was a gold star on top with stain glassed kaleidoscope panels and a tiny bulb inside lighting up the glass.

      “This one is perfect.” I pulled back my clipboard and read the name. “Darby Greer.”

      “She’s going to be so happy.” Abby clicked the top of the ball point pen and wrote something down on the paper. “Can I announce it?”

      “Yes.” It was the moment Abby had lived for.

      She took her phone out of her pocket. Her finger scrolled along the phone’s surface until she held it out, pointing it to the tree, clicking a photo.

      “Nice,” she said and showed me the photo for my approval. “Congratulations to at Darby Greer for winning this year’s hashtag Christmas tree pageant where her Christmas tree will be displayed at this year’s hashtag Christmas Story Theatrical play at hashtag Normal Baptist Church.”

      All those hashtag and tagging people made my head spin. Thankfully Abby was a whiz and loved doing all the social media tasks that needed to be for marketing purposes. Without her, I’m not sure Happy Trails Campground, my campground, would be as popular as it had become.

      My phone’s alarm sounded.

      “Done just in time.” I showed my phone’s reminder to Abby.

      “We make a great team.” Abby confirmed as we weaved our way through the tourists and locals to make our way down to the Normal Baptist Church for all things. . . choir practice.

      

      Oh no! Do you think things are going to go smooth during the Winter Festival? There’s a murder ‘bout to happen! Grab Santa, Sunrises, & Suspicion now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recipes and Hacks from Mae West and the Laundry Club ladies

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Magical Pumpkin Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      
        	yellow cake mix

        	Ingredients listed on the back of the box

        	pumpkin puree

        	evaporated milk

        	heavy cream

        	eggs

        	brown sugar

        	pumpkin pie spice

        	vanilla instant pudding mix (4 oz)

        	whole milk

        	Cool Whip

      

      Directions:

      
        	Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

        	Prep a 9 X 13-inch cake pan by spraying with baking spray.

        	Set aside cake pan.

        	Prepare cake mix following the directions on the back of the box.

        	Transfer the prepared cake into the cake pan. Set aside.

        	Whisk together the pumpkin puree, evaporated milk, heavy cream, eggs, brown sugar, and pumpkin pie spice. Continue to whisk until it is smooth.

        	Gently pour this mixture over the unbaked cake mix.

        	Set aside.

        	Transfer the cake to the oven carefully.

        	Bake at 350 degrees for 50-60 minutes.

        	Check to make sure the cake is done by inserting a toothpick in the center, and if it comes out clean, the cake is set.

      

      Frosting for the Magical Pumpkin Cake

      
        	Add the pudding mix into a large bowl, add the pumpkin spice, and pour in the milk.

        	With a whisk, begin to mix the ingredients until it begins to thicken.

        	Add the Cool Whip and gently fold it in until it is completely combined.

        	Scoop it all on top of the cake and spread it over the entire cake.

        	Chill the pumpkin magic cake. Keep it in the refrigerator until ready to be served.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hack #1

          

        

      

    

    
      Keep your Styrofoam!

      

      Covering the door window in your RV is a great way to get some extra privacy and temperature control. A simple method is to cut a piece of Styrofoam to size then tape it to the window. Voila!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Apple and Caramel Bark

          

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      
        	12 oz milk chocolate chips

        	1 green apple diced

        	35 caramels unwrapped

        	2 cups pretzels

      

      Directions:

      1.Pour the chocolate chips into a glass bowl. Microwave them every 30 second until the chocolate is completely melted and smooth.

      2. Line a cookie sheet or jelly roll pan with wax paper and use a spatula to spread the melted chocolate into the shape of a rectangle on top of the wax paper. You don't want to spread the chocolate too thin, but if it's too thick, it won't harden as well either.

      3. Sprinkle the crushed pretzels evenly on top of the chocolate.

      4. Dice the green apple, and use a paper towel to dab the apple pieces to absorb any extra moisture.

      5. Unwrap the caramels and place in a microwave-safe bowl. Add 2 tablespoons of water to help thin out the caramel. Microwave the caramels for one minute and then stir the mixture. Continue to microwave the caramels every 30 second until completely melted and smooth.

      6. Add the diced apples to the caramel and mix until well combined. Spread the caramel/apple mixture on top of the pretzel layer. This layer is a little bit tricky to spread because it is so thick. This process is much easier if you spoon the mixture all over the pretzel layer so that each spoonful doesn't have to be spread very far.

      7. Refrigerate for at least an hour before cutting into pieces. Refrigerate until ready to serve. You will want to serve and eat within about 24 hours, or the pretzels start to get soggy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hack #2

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey! Crib sheets aren’t just for baby cribs! Readers are always sending me the cutest photos of people redecorating their cute campers. Honestly, it’s not as easy as it looks. BUT you can get a fresh look by using crib sheets!

      How?

      You can use them to cover dinette couch cushions. Change them out periodically for a fresh look.

      Add a matching tablecloth and some fun salt and pepper shakers and give your RV a whole new vibe!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Orange Peel Blueberry Muffins

          

        

      

    

    
      Ingredients:

      
        	Blueberry muffin mix plus all the ingredients on the box to make the muffins, like eggs, milk, water, oil, etc.

        	Oranges (at least 1 per person)

        	Aluminum foil

        	Bowl

        	Campfire

      

      Directions:

      1. Make the muffins exactly as the directions suggest.

      2. Cut the oranges in half.

      3. Scoop out the orange to leave a shell.

      4. Halfway fill each empty orange shell with the blueberry mix.

      5. Take the other half of the empty orange shell and put it back together with the half-filled blueberry mixed shell to make one complete orange again.

      6. Wrap them in foil.

      7. Toss in the campfire!

      8. Use a stick to roll the oranges every minute to minute and a half.

      9. After ten minutes, take the oranges out of the fire and carefully open.

      10. Enjoy a fun, cooked blueberry muffin in an orange peel!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hack #3

          

        

      

    

    
      Remember those shower caps you get in hotels or even in a sewing kit? Don’t throw those away! They are perfect to keep the bugs out of your food!

      They fit perfectly over plates to protect your food from those annoying flies and bugs, just like it protects your hair from getting wet. And if you don’t have any, a great place to get these for super cheap are at any dollar store! Yep! Go grab some before your next trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Leave a Review

        Like this book?

        Be sure to leave a review now!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter.

        and see all of my books on Amazon.

        Find all these links on my website, Tonyakappes.com.
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