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      “What’s this?” She picked it up.

      “A Sierra Club brochure with Yaley Woodard’s business card attached,” I said between gulps of water. “Skip told me Yaley Woodard was supposed to have come to his business with a list of tours they booked and she never showed.” I downed what was left in the water bottle and tossed it into the trash. “I told him she went missing a few days ago.”

      “No one tried to contact him?” Dottie questioned.

      “You’d think they’d go through her client list and send someone out to check on them until she turns up.” I shook my head and went back to my desk to see what messages Dottie had taken for me. “I also asked him if he’d smelled anything dead. Of course he hadn’t, and I didn’t see or smell anything either, but as soon as we got back to the opening of the trail, I smelled it again. We’ve got to find that dead animal.”

      I glanced over to see what all the noise Dottie was making was about. She was shuffling through her top desk drawer with a determined look on her face.

      “Ah-ha!” She held up a box of matches with a big ole smile on her face. “I’ve got an idea.”

      “Does your idea have to do with smoking?” I guessed.

      “With smoke.” Her eyes grew. “Come on out here. I’m gonna show you an old hunter’s trick.”

      “I can’t wait to see this,” I muttered and put the stack of messages back down on my desk.

      We walked out of the office, and sure enough, that smell had wafted past us.

      “Watch this.” Dottie struck the match. The smell of sulfur filled the air around us as the flame exploded from the small stick.

      Dottie held it up in the air. The light breeze sent the smoke of the match to the left before blowing it out.

      “Did you smell the dead animal?” she asked as she took out another match.

      “No.” I took a couple of whiffs. “Oh gosh.” I fanned my hand in front of my nose. “I do now.”

      Dottie quickly lit the next match, and the smoke blew the other way.

      “Follow the smoke,” she said.

      With a pinched nose, we followed it, and it led us right to our dumpster.

      “Oh my gosh.” I couldn’t stop laughing. “It’s our dumpster. Didn’t they come and empty it this week?”

      “They did, but we’ve got to get Henry to clean it with bleach and water.” Dottie waved her hand in front of her face. “Or better yet, get a new one.”

      “Gross.” I took a deep breath through my mouth and gripped the handle of the small opening to peek inside just in case I could see exactly what the stink was. “Dottie,” I gulped when I looked inside and saw a pair of shoes attached to some legs. “We don’t need to call the garbage company. We need to call the police.”
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      The sun was shining brightly over my old Kentucky home.

      I stood with my coffee from Trails Coffee Shop in my hands as I looked out over the grassy median that divided Main Street of downtown Normal, Kentucky.

      “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Violet Rhinehammer had walked up behind me, also admiring the tinted blue of the grass, rightly naming Kentucky the Bluegrass state. There was a vivid blue with a hint of green. “Who would ever think that in such a lovely town someone could be snatched up?”

      Slowly I turned my chin to the side and looked at Violet. My eyes went wide-open as the word she chose to use, snatched, sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Maybe right from the very spot you are standing in.” Her brow took a jump, arching up into her forehead, minus any wrinkles from the Botox injections she regularly got. “How does that make you feel?”

      “Three, two, one,” I heard a man call from behind her.

      Violet turned on a dime, and before I knew what was going on, Violet had dragged me into her situation.

      “Coming to you live from downtown Normal, Kentucky in the heart of the Daniel Boone National Forest, where it is believed that thirty-one-year-old Yaley Woodard was snatched.” Violet spoke with clear and concise words. She stared into the lens of the camera the cameraman was holding as if she weren’t just talking to me.

      This was why so many people loved and watched Violet on her news broadcasts. It was as if she were standing in your living room and talking directly to you. Honestly, it was a gift she had, and I tried to slip out of the shot. She grabbed me, not batting an eye once my way or taking her gaze off the camera. She held me in her grip, like prey.

      “Right here, on this very spot, is the last time that video camera spotted Yaley with two cups of coffee in her hand. Two.” Violet’s tone turned eerie. “One for her and perhaps one for her abductor?”

      The cameraman panned the camera up toward the newly placed security cameras that were an upgrade from the previous ones. We’d also just gotten an upgrade in the internet and wireless service all across the national park with the extra park state funding. A much-needed improvement.

      “I’m standing here with Maybelline West, the owner of the Happy Trails Campground.” Violet turned to me for the first time since the camera started to roll. Her long blond hair swept across her shoulder. It looked like it came out of one of those shampoo commercials. All dramatic-like. “Maybelline,” she called me by my full name.

      “Mae,” I corrected her.

      “Mae, tell me, how do you think this abduction is going to influence your business as the owner of a very popular campground for tourists who come to the national park?” She shoved the microphone up to my mouth, her eyes twinkling as they danced around my face.

      “This is the first I’m hearing about the abduction, so there’s no need to interview me, Violet.” I gave her a smile and took a sip of my coffee, trying not to get lost in her drama, which she was at getting me to do.

      “We are live.” Violet batted her long eyelashes with a big smile as the words “We are live” put more fear in me than when she mentioned the word “snatched.”

      I glared at her and took a gulp of coffee, nervously tucking a strand of my curly hair behind my ear. It was out of control because I didn’t try to tame it when I got out of bed just about an hour ago.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not familiar with the abduction, so I honestly have no comment on how this news will affect my campground, Happy Trails Campground, here in Normal, Kentucky.” I took the opportunity for a shameless plug since Violet decided to spring this impromptu interview on me, which I’m sure was not by coincidence, by the way.

      “Yaley Woodard, a thirty-one-year-old female, had taken a lunch break. It is believed she was coming here to meet up with her boyfriend, Joel Grassle. She didn’t return to work.” Violet spoke in that on-air personality voice. “As you can see by the flyer put out by her brother, Ted Woodard, the family is worried. It’s been seventy-two hours since someone last spoke to Yaley. This is not common behavior. This is not good for the tourism in Normal. What are your thoughts on that?”

      She held the microphone back up to my face and handed me the missing person flyer she was talking about. It was the first one I’d seen.

      “My prayers are with the family in the recovery effort,” I started to say.

      “Recovery effort? Do you know something we don’t know since you are the girlfriend of Detective Hank Sharp?” If she shoved that microphone in my face one more time, I was going to club her with it.

      Of course Violet had to bring that up. It was no secret and probably the reason for the tension always between us. Although we’d come together on a couple of occasions when one needed something from the other, she had tried to get her claws into Hank a few times to make him her own. When it became apparent that he and I were a strong couple, she’d retracted those claws but used every opportunity she could to get information out of me for her newscast and her newspaper articles, not to mention the various other magazines she contributed to.

      “I-I didn’t mean recovery...” I stammered to find the right words, which I was never good at when put on the spot.

      “And as you can see, Ted Woodard is working tirelessly to get the word out.” Violet lost interest in me and hurried off down the sidewalk past the downtown shops toward a man who was taping flyers on the carriage lights lining the median.

      My focus went from the amazing sunny day we were having to the looming cloud over the top of Violet’s head with the news of the abduction. I looked down at the flyer.

      The woman staring back at me had a nice, warm smile. One of her front teeth slightly overlapped the other. Her face was thin, and though the photo was black and white, she appeared to have nice dark eyes and dark hair. There was a small heart-shaped charm dangling from a necklace around her neck. At closer look, the heart appeared to be outlined in small diamonds, and the chain was not simple. It was small hearts linked together to form the gold chain. The flyer even stated how Yaley would have on the heart necklace as an identifier. Apparently, she never took it off. I smiled at the license plate number. It read Tours and was one of those fancy license plates you had to pay extra for.

      Immediately, I wondered who gave her the necklace and if, by chance, it was Joel Grassle.

      The flyer said she worked at the Sierra Club as a tour guide. She had gone on a tour the day she disappeared. She had gone to lunch but only had an hour because they were having a meeting on the upcoming season tour schedule. The paper also claimed Yaley’s car was missing. There was a five-thousand-dollar reward for any information, along with the Normal Police Department’s phone number printed at the bottom.

      I looked up when I heard some footsteps.

      “Mornin’.” Alvin Deters stood outside of his shop, Deters Feed-N-Seed.

      He gave me the good ole Baptist nod and fumbled with his key ring until he found the key to open the door. His cowboy hat was pulled down over his eyes, creating a shadow down his face. “Sad news. I heard it on the radio on my way into town.”

      Alvin had on his usual outfit, even in the warm weather. A plaid shirt tucked into dark-blue jeans with his big silver belt buckle shined to a sparkle.

      “Yeah.” I gave one last glance toward Violet before I turned my attention back to Alvin, following him into the shop. “I hope she’s okay.”

      “Me too.” He flipped the sign on the door to Open and flipped on the lights. “What brings you out so early this morning?”

      “I have a whole new group of campers coming in for the weekend, and I need to get some supplies. I’ve got to get the bungalows all cleaned up since I’d closed them down for the winter.” I looked around the shop to see what direction I wanted to go first. “Mainly the necessities.”

      The necessities being batteries of all varieties, a couple of new flashlights, night-light bulbs, coffeepot filters, cleaning supplies to restock all the bungalows’ linen closets, shampoos, along with some toothbrushes, toothpaste, and all the accouterments. Not that I was obligated to provide those—we sold baskets of such items in the office—but it was the kindness and added touch that made staying at Happy Trails Campground a memorable experience.

      My shoulders tensed, my teeth bore down together, and I could feel my shoulders rising toward my ears. A sure sign of stress.

      “You okay?” Alvin called from the counter. He’d taken his cowboy hat off and exposed his light-brown hair, which was pretty full for an older man like Alvin. Well… older than me.

      If I recalled correctly, when I moved to Normal, I’d heard he was in his fifties. I guessed every one of us was getting older as the years ticked by, and that’s exactly what time had done for me in the past couple of years since I’d made Normal my home.

      “I’m good.” I bent my head down to study the variety pack of batteries to make sure they were all ones I could use. I had scads of these packs where I didn’t need all the C batteries, but the flashlights I had picked up appeared to need C batteries. “Did you happen to know Joel was dating the missing girl?”

      I was having a hard time concentrating on what I had come into the Feed-N-Seed to purchase. Yaley’s dark eyes haunted me, and I couldn’t help but wonder where she had gone, if she’d gone. Maybe Joel was a good source to ask. Maybe Yaley had some sort of dark secret or needed to get away from town for a little bit.

      Hank and I, and the dogs of course, had just returned from a nice little beach vacation because we needed to get away. The same could be said for Yaley.

      “He’d mentioned he’d gone out on a few dates with a new girl, but he didn’t mention who. Who told you he was dating her?” Alvin asked.

      “Violet.” I peered over my shoulder and out the window of the shop to see if Violet was still doing her live segment for the news.

      “She should know. She’s pretty good at getting to the source.” Alvin walked out from behind the counter, headed back to the two swinging doors, and disappeared behind them.

      He was right about Violet. She did have a way to get to the sources, and if her source about Joel was right, I’m sure Hank already knew and had questioned Joel.

      I walked around the different aisles, hoping my eyes would catch something I’d placed on my mental list, but really the only things that stuck out were batteries and flashlights.

      Alvin came back, pushing a cart filled with sacks of seed, and refilled the gardening area while I continued to mosey around.

      “You ready?” he called out when I walked up to the counter and put the items down.

      “I guess so,” I said and strolled about looking at the various items he had in the bins underneath the counter. “Bug spray.” I clapped my hands in delight with the fact I recalled one more item on my mental list.

      “Huh?” Alvin wiped his hands down his shirt to get off any loose seeds from the bags.

      “I really need to write things down. I had a slew of things I wanted to buy and completely forgot.” I shrugged and took out my wallet from my crossbody bag.

      “If you remember, call me, and I’ll set them aside.” Alvin had been so good to me over the past couple of years. Even when he didn’t need to be.

      My now-dead ex-husband, Paul West, had taken half of the American population’s money during a Ponzi scheme. Maybe not half, but it sure did seem like it, and it was millions. In fact, it was how I’d ended up in Normal and owning a campground while living in the RV. The only thing Paul had in my name and the government couldn’t seize. A run-down campground. The RV was even worse.

      Alvin Deters was one of the men Paul had conned. When I first came to town, most of the people in Normal had trusted Paul, and all of them ended up with nothing. That’s when I decided not to sell the campground for a quick buck and fixed it up with the help of Alvin Deters, who generously loaned me items until I paid him back. And through a lot of social media work, advertising, and smart business, I brought the tourism industry back to Normal.

      “Thank you, Alvin.” I gave him the cash in exchange for the bag. “You’ve always been so good to me.”

      “You’re easy to be good to.” He winked. “Be careful, she might get you again.” He pointed out the front window of the shop.

      Violet and her cameraman were walking through the median and looked to be coming back.

      In the distance, Ted Woodard was using a staple gun to hang the missing person flyers up on the large oak trees that stood on each side of an amphitheater and covered seating area.

      The thick white pillars, like the ones you’d see on the front porch of a plantation home, that held up the amphitheater already had the flyers posted on them. It looked like he’d strategically placed the flyers under the gas lanterns as though they were spotlights. The twinkly lights danced around the poles.

      My eyes drifted to the large ferns that the beautification committee had planted in the ceramic planters.

      I walked out of Deters Feed-N-Seed, stood out on the sidewalk, and tossed my empty coffee cup in the trash can. I watched Violet to see what her next move was going to be. The cameraman pointed down Main Street toward the Smelly Dog, which was a pet groomer, and the Normal Diner. When he said something to Violet, it must’ve agreed with her because she nodded her head, and they nearly sprinted across the street.

      Out of curiosity, I followed them down to the Normal Diner, where they’d already found seats at the counter.

      I plopped down on the stool next to Violet.

      “Well?” I questioned. “What did he say?”

      “What did who say?” She swiveled the stool seat around to look at me.

      “Ted, Yaley’s brother. Don’t act like I didn’t see you.” I gave Ty Randal a short nod when he walked by with the coffeepot in his hand and lifted it to me, his way of asking if I wanted some coffee.

      “You didn’t seem too interested earlier.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why the change of heart?”

      “Maybe I wasn’t interested because look at me.” I gestured down my body. “What part of this outfit did you think was great for television?”

      The bleached, blotted Normal, Kentucky sweatshirt that I’d purchased when I first rolled into Normal a couple of years ago had seen better days. Not to mention how I destroyed it when I washed it at the Laundry Club Laundromat because I put too much bleach in the washer.

      I was trying to kill off any sort of germs the RV had on my drive from New York City to Normal. The RV was so gross that it looked like a petri dish of illness.

      “Mae, someone is missing. Do you honestly think the viewing public is going to look at your outfit?” Her shoulders slumped, and her eyes softened. “Okay, yeah. I do recall a few people I’ve interviewed who didn’t have their teeth in or were dressed in pajama pants, but you’re gorgeous.”

      “Don’t butter me up.” I picked up the hot cup of steaming coffee. After a nice long whiff of the fresh brew, I said, “Does he really think someone took her?”

      “He said she’s never called in for work. Never missed a day. She’s always been early for meetings.” Violet looked at me like I had some plausible explanation.

      “What?” I asked with some hesitation.

      “I don’t know. You left Perrysburg when you were eighteen with no trace. Middle of the night, jumped on a Greyhound bus, only to be seen back in Kentucky twelve years later.” She had a point. “You tell me, what is in Yaley’s mind to have wanted to skip town, if she did?”

      “I guess it would be different for everybody.” I took a couple more sips and placed the cup back down on the counter. “For me, I was trying to escape my past. Every time I looked around Perrysburg, I was reminded of my family or how awful high school was. I knew I could do whatever I wanted when I became an adult. So at eighteen, stroke of midnight, I became the adult and took action to make my life better.”

      “But Yaley, why would she leave? I mean, there are no signs of her car. So she could’ve, but why?” Violet had put on her investigative reporter’s thinking cap.

      “Her brother said she was always reliable, right?” I wanted to make sure I had the facts right. Violet confirmed with a hard nod and a raised brow, encouraging me to go on with my theory. “Maybe she was tired of that life. Maybe she wanted to live a little more freeing life.”

      “But she didn’t tell anyone?” Violet was having a hard time wrapping her brain around the concept I had about why Yaley left.

      “Trust me.” I let out a long sigh. “When you want to leave the life you are living, you’ll do whatever it takes to get out of town. You never know,” I muttered and picked the cup back up. “She might show up in a few days or a few weeks. Maybe she’ll call someone tonight if she sees your broadcast.”

      “That’s what Ted is hoping.” Violet twisted her stool back around and looked out into the distance like she was thinking about what I’d said. “I just wonder who was close enough to her to know what she was thinking.”

      Violet wasn’t being too good of an investigative reporter. There was one person that immediately came to my mind.

      Joel Grassle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t a telephone pole that I could see on my drive back to Happy Trails Campground that didn’t have one of Yaley’s missing person flyers stapled to it. Ted Woodard had covered each one with missing person flyers, including the big wooden electrical poles on the curvy forest road.

      The bright sun burst through the windshield of my little car, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Yaley was enjoying the sunshine while everyone who loved her was desperately trying to find her.

      I turned right into the campground and drove underneath the wooden sign with HAPPY TRAILS CAMPGROUND neatly scrolled across it. The stress of thinking about Yaley seemed to melt as I took in the scenery of my beautiful campground.

      The spattering of the sun’s rays danced along the pavement through the trees, and the backdrop of the Daniel Boone National Forest mountains was laid out like a painting. All the bluegrass stood nice and thick, giving way to the various patches of Kentucky wildflowers that gave a little color to the vast pastures.

      I’d pretty much kept all of the campground’s buildings when I revitalized the place. The storage units were located on the right and were mainly used by the seasonal campers, who had rented year-round lots from me. The small building located in front of the storage units with the glass door that read OFFICE was where I spent most of my time.

      Dottie Swaggert sat outside of the office in one of the folding chairs with a plastic crisscross seat that’d seen better days. A couple of the straps were broken with frayed edges. Her heinie pressed between the remaining bulging straps.

      She raised her hand in the air to wave at me. Smoke swirled up around her as she blew out smoke from the cigarette nestled in between her lips. I waved back and pulled into one of the office parking spaces.

      “Good mornin’! You’re out awfully early.” She drew in a big breath. The tip of her cig lit up bright red like her hair color as she sucked in.

      She took another long draw before she butted it out on the ground and placed it in the ashtray by her feet.

      “I wanted to get a jump on supplies for the bungalows,” I said through the open window and grabbed the bag from the passenger seat. “Anything going on?” I asked.

      Dottie Swaggert was the property manager long before I knew I was the owner. She literally knew everything and taught me about campers, campgrounds, the Daniel Boone National Forest, and all the people who lived in and around us.

      “Glad to see you dressed for work.” My brow twitched as I looked at the satin blue pajamas and furry slippers, not to mention her pink sponge curlers knotted all over her short red hair.

      “I’ve still got fifteen minutes until I have to clock in. I came over to get my pot of coffee started, so it’d be good, hot, and ready when I came into work.” She stood up and straightened up to her five-foot-nine frame. She stretched her arms above her head and twisted her shoulders left and then right. Her nose wrinkled and she took a few whiffs of air. “Do you smell that?”

      A look of disgust crossed her face.

      “Cigarettes. That’s all I smell,” I noted when I walked past her.

      “Something got ahold of something out there. I smell it. Dead.”

      I followed her eyes as they looked into the woods.

      “Well, we do live in the middle of the forest. There are bears, coyotes, skunks, squirrels, deer…” I could’ve gone on and on. I opened the door to the office. Dottie followed me in.

      Before I shut the door behind me, I stuck my nose out the door and did get a little whiff of something.

      “If I have time today, I’ll take Fifi on a walking trail and see if we can find it,” I told her and took the batteries and flashlights over to the supply closet. “First, I want to get the bungalows all aired out, fresh linens on the bed, make sure the dishes are ready to go.”

      Dottie grabbed the dry-erase marker off her desk and started to make a list on the hanging dry-erase board. Normally, the board had guests’ names on it to welcome them when they came into the office to sign their rental agreement or had a listing of activities going on around the campground. Since we were in the late spring season heading right on into summer, the board would soon be filled with festivals, tour discounts, and the monthly party we hosted here at Happy Trails for the guests and members of the community.

      But today, we were going to get that list of chores done.

      The office door opened. Henry Bryan, my campground handyman, meandered in. No hurry whatsoever. Henry was a little scragglier in his appearance, but he was clean and a good worker. He had a big nose and wide smile that exposed the missing top two front teeth.

      “Shooweee dawg.” His country accent was an octave higher with him pinching his nose. “Something has died out there.” He let go of his nose, shut the door, and fanned his face.

      He had on his typical work uniform—one-piece blue zip-up overalls and the metal pole he used for stabbing trash he’d find as he walked around the campground.

      “I told Mae that,” Dottie said, taking credit.

      “And I told Dottie I’d take Fifi on a hike this afternoon and see if we spot something.” Though nature pretty much took care of itself, I did like to take advantage of the various hiking trails located around the campground, and going for a nice hike with my dog would be a way to find the odor.

      “You better hope no one is checking in today because it’s nasty out there,” Henry continued before he noticed the coffeepot. “Who else wants a cup?”

      “I do.” Dottie was writing other things that needed to get done today before the new guests arrived. Neither of them even noticed or mentioned Dottie’s dress attire. “Henry, I need you to look at the bottom of the paddleboats to make sure there’s no pond scum on them. There’s a loose board on the pier, so be sure to either replace it or nail it down good.”

      “What about the games in the recreation room?” I asked since summer brought a lot of families to the campground. With families, there were kids.

      I’d found that kids most often got bored with sitting around a campfire and often got cranky from long hikes, so the arcade-style recreation room was great. It was loaded with video games, a ping pong table, dart boards, board games galore, and puzzles, along with vending machines loaded up with sugary treats.

      The recreation room was also where I put out treats from local small businesses. The Cookie Crumble Bakery donated freshly made donuts, and Trails Coffee Shop supplied the coffee. It was also a great place for Mary Elizabeth, my foster mom, and Dawn Gentry, her business partner, to let the guests sample various goodies from the Milkery, their dairy farm, which was much more than just a dairy farm.

      After I’d seen the devastation to the people of Normal that Paul had created, I set myself on a mission for the community to give back to one another. Love up on one another. My way of doing that was to bring as much of their business to the campground as I could.

      “The recreation room is good to go.” Henry took a gulp of his coffee. “I can get all the windows of the bungalows open, so when you get around to fixin’ up them fancy beds and bathrooms, you can shut them.”

      “Sounds good.” I couldn’t help but smile, remembering the first time Henry and Dottie had walked into one of the bungalows after I’d finished redecorating them. The only reason I didn’t rent them during the winter and early spring was because they didn’t have heat.

      They were little cabin-type structures that were nestled in the back of the campground and away from all the campers and lots that lined the lake that was located in the middle of the campground. We also had wooded lots for the guests who really wanted to be secluded.

      The bungalows were a hit for the guests who wanted to think they were camping, but I’d call it more glamping. They were mostly rented for honeymooners, family reunions, and bridal parties. The bungalows varied from two to three bedrooms. Each had kitchens fully stocked with utensils. I did put little extras in them like coffee, a welcome pack with fresh fruit, and a bottle of wine. I also made sure each bathroom had neat little homemade hand soaps from the small boutiques around the Daniel Boone National Forest as well as various pieces of furniture made by artists from the area.

      The bedding was actually bought and shipped from different places around the states. I was a stickler for a good bed and comfortable bedding, so I made sure my guests loved it too.

      It was the little touches of southern hospitality and comfort that made Happy Trails Campground stick out from the hundreds of other campgrounds in the park and made guests come back over and over again.

      If it were up to Dottie and Henry, they’d throw a pack of hot dogs in the refrigerator and a sleeping bag on the bed and call it good.

      “I’ve got to run back into town later to pick up the bedding from Betts, so it’ll be much later in the day.” I wanted to give Henry a timeline so he could do his other jobs. There was never a lack of jobs to do around here.

      “That’ll give me time to get all the kindlin’ next to the lots.” He nodded and refilled his mug again. “I’ll stack a little wood up near the campfire sites too. We got a lot of down trees from the ice storm this winter.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I smiled and looked in the closet at the various baskets we offered for purchase. “Dottie, do we have a list of baskets ordered?”

      “I do.” She exchanged the dry-erase marker for the file on her desk with the new guests’ contracts. She opened it. “Bungalow one is a honeymoon, and he ordered the spa package for his new wife.”

      Henry took his coffee and walked out of the office but not without a groan and mentioning something about the awful smell.

      I took out the spa gift basket that included a robe, slippers, massage oils, candles, facial masks, chocolates, and wine. All the items were from local businesses as well. By creating the baskets and selling them, it was another way to get local businesses into the minds of my guests. It worked too.

      After this couple tasted this wine, I’m sure they’d go schedule a tour with the Sierra Club…Sierra Club…

      “Say”—I held the basket in my arms—“who is the rep you use for the Sierra Club?” I asked Dottie.

      Since she was the local expert in the office, I let her handle all the contact between the local events and tours.

      “Yaley Woodard.” Her words made my jaw drop.

      “I was afraid of that.” My brows furrowed. “I heard today that she’s been missing for a couple of days.”

      “Missing?” Dottie’s head jerked back.

      “Yeah. Apparently she was at work, did a tour, went to lunch, and never came back.” I shrugged and walked over to hand her the basket.

      “Well, that’s not like her.” Dottie shuffled some papers around her desk before she finally found the desk calendar. “You know, she was supposed to come here yesterday with the new tour schedule. She never showed. I just remembered that. Where do they think she went?”

      “I have no idea. Her brother was posting up flyers all over downtown this morning. And Violet Rhinehammer was doing a story on it.” I failed to mention how Violet had caught me off guard, on camera. Dottie would never let me live it down.

      “Huh.” Dottie grabbed the TV remote and turned the TV on.

      “I’m going to head on out to get ready and take Fifi for her walk,” I told Dottie, but she was glued to the TV just as Violet had come on to do the repeat segment. “Bye!”

      The day was too pretty to drive the short distance to my parked RV, so instead of driving, I decided to walk. The breeze whipped up, sending a whiff of the dead animal straight up my nose. On a dime, the wind shifted, and the smell was gone. It was nasty, but the view of the campground made all that go away.

      There was a road around the lake with concrete pads, a grassy area, a campfire setup, and all the hookups anyone needed for whatever recreational vehicle they parked at Happy Trails. We accepted all makes and models of RVs, which some campgrounds in the Daniel Boone National Forest didn’t. Believe it or not, there was snobbery in the RV world.

      In fact, there were some parks that didn’t allow any recreational vehicles older than ten years old on their property. And not all RV campgrounds provided all the hookups like Happy Trails. I was happy to host anyone as a guest, and I hoped they felt that way too.

      The feeling of community was something that I’d craved all my life, and owning the campground did that for me.

      The sparkling blue water on the lake rippled underneath the ducks’ feet as they glided across the water. They looked like they were swimming with ease, but I knew their little feet under the water were paddling so fast. It made me think of Yaley.

      On the surface, she was well organized, put together, and appeared to be happy. But like the ducks’ feet, how did she really feel underneath her skin where no one could see? Had she had her breaking point and simply took off, just like I did so many years ago?

      The sounds of laughter and footsteps came from one of the many trails around the campground and brought me out of my thoughts. No one emerged from the trails, so they were just passing by and not guests of Happy Trails.

      My RV was actually very adorable. My little yellow home on wheels was perfect for me and Fifi. It had a pop-up roof that made for extra space, and I’d completely redone the entire inside.

      There was a kitchen, bathroom, and one bedroom, which made plenty of space for me. With the help of YouTube and DIY videos, along with some citizens in Normal, including Dottie and Henry, I had taken down all the walls and replaced them with the farmer-style shiplap, added chippy furniture I’d gotten from the Thrifty Nickle, a local thrift shop, and made it the cutest thing you’d ever seen.

      I’d even strung twinkling lights around the bedroom to make it girly and romantic so that I didn’t miss my bedroom in my Manhattan apartment or Hamptons mansion.

      Fifi, geesh, she fit right in with my feminine décor. She loved her fluffy bed, and even though she loved to run around the campground and get her pure, white-as-snow poodle curls all dingy and dirty, she loved going to the Smelly Dog Groomer to have a spa day.

      “Hey there.” My voice took on a baby-talk tone like it always did when I greeted her.

      She was so loyal. Every time I opened the door, she was there, wagging her tail, dancing around on her little feet, her nails ticking against the wood floor.

      “It looks like you ate everything.” I looked over at her bowl where not even a morsel of kibble was left. “Are you ready to go hike it off?”

      I swear she knew what I was saying. She danced around and around next to the small basket near the door next to the passenger captain chair where I kept her leash. If we were going to the office, I generally never put a leash on her. But hiking in the woods was different. Especially during this season.

      It was mating season for all the animals in the forest, and they would snatch up my little girl for a treat if I weren’t careful.

      “Okay.” I laughed, trying to calm her down after she started to whine and scratch on the door. “Hold your horses. I’ve got to get my boots on.”

      She sat down on my command, watching me with her sweet little round dark eyes as I put my shoes on. When I grabbed the walking stick, she lost her marbles.

      Barking and carrying on, dancing and twirling, Fifi was a sight. I just loved her.

      She darted out of the door quicker than I could get down the little metal steps. My arm jerked as she extended the fully retractable leash as far as she could go. Thank goodness for harnesses because she’d choke herself if the leash was clipped on her collar.

      “Fine, we can go on that trail,” I told her once I caught up to her.

      There were several trails around the campground. Each trail had a marking from the Wildlife and Forestry Association with the length of the trail, where they could go on the trail, and the level of difficulty.

      As the owner of the campground, I’d done all the trails and knew them like the back of my hand. Of course Fifi would pick Red Fox Trail, which was aptly named because there were a lot of red foxes around these parts, and they seemed to love that trail in the park. If she weren’t on her leash, I’d have to have told her no and picked another trail. The stench I smelled every time the wind decided to change was probably due to one of those red foxes.

      The trail was one of the longer trails, mainly winding downhill. It was going back up that was the killer on my thighs. I’d locked Fifi’s retractable leash into place so she couldn’t go off the trail too much. She darted from one new sniff to the next. Every few feet she’d stop and try to tinkle. Though nothing was coming out, I did take each time to get a smell of anything foul or dead. If I did find something, though I wasn’t responsible for it, I’d still have it cleaned up so the guests at Happy Trails didn’t have to wait for it to decompose and the odor to go away.

      The sound of someone whistling brought a smile to my face. When Fifi stopped to pee for the umpteenth time, I could hear the distant trickle of water. I knew we were getting closer and closer to the treasure at the end of Red Fox Trail.

      The river and the waterfall.

      It was a very popular destination, with other trails in and around the park that led there.

      Fifi must’ve heard the whistling. Her little body got antsy, and she started to whine as she continued to pull me to go faster and faster.

      “Okay. I’ll let you off right here,” I told her since she and I both knew who was doing the happy whistles.

      Fifi darted off down the trail with me jogging behind her, my stick held up in the air.

      “Hey there, sweet girl.” I heard Skip Toliver greet Fifi before I’d seen him. “Where is your mama?”

      “Right here.” My chest heaved up and down from being so out of shape and chasing after her. “Thank goodness the weather is good so I can get back to hiking and getting in shape.”

      Who was I kidding? I always said I was going to get in shape by enjoying all of the outdoor activities and even taking Jazzercise from Queenie, but at the end of a long day, it never failed. Hank and I would grab something to eat and binge-watch something on TV, or he’d watch something he liked while I read.

      “Business has started to pick up.” Skip was crouched down petting Fifi. He nodded and pointed to the empty racks of canoes. “I’ve got a lot of canoers out and a few white-water rafters on a tour.”

      Skip Toliver had opened up his canoe and white-water rafting business a couple of seasons ago during the drought, which would be the worst time to open a water business in the park. But somehow he’d stayed afloat and made it through. I made sure I told all the guests at Happy Trails to go see him and gave them his business card.

      “I’m so glad everything is great.” I looked out at the river. I closed my eyes and let the sound of the rushing water soothe me.

      “You two just out for a hike?” he asked and continued to pet Fifi. She’d let him as long as he’d do it too.

      “Actually, Fifi needed some outside time to wear her out because I have a lot of guests coming this weekend and need to get paperwork done and the bungalows ready. I’m hoping she’ll peter out and sleep the rest of the day.” I snapped my fingers for her to leave him alone.

      Fifi had actually been a show dog before I’d babysat her for her real owner. I’d allowed Fifi to have full run of the campground while she was in my care, and she ended up taking full advantage of her freedom and discovered Buster, a bulldog who’d never been neutered. Nine weeks later, along came a few little puppies and the end of Fifi’s show dog career. Since she was no longer a moneymaker for her previous owner, I took her and her puppies.

      All the puppies were given to a good home, but Fifi still loved Buster.

      “Have you smelled any dead animals around here?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Just me and the great outdoors.” Skip stood back up and stretched his arms, taking a big, deep breath of fresh air. “’Tis the season.”

      “Yeah. There’s a really foul odor up near the campground, so I thought I would hike a few of the trails to see if I could find the source.” I shrugged.

      “If you see anyone from the Sierra Club on a trail, tell them their rep never showed up with the new tour schedule.” Skip seemed a bit irked.

      “You aren’t talking about Yaley Woodard, are you?” I questioned.

      “Ahh…” He groaned and moved toward the little shack he’d erected for himself for quick cover from the elements. He grabbed something off the wood shelf and brought it over to me. “Is that her?”

      I took the brochure with the stapled business card and read her name.

      “It sure is.” My brows furrowed. “She’s missing.”

      “Missing?” Skip was the type of guy who probably never watched the news. It was probably safe to say that he didn’t even own a television.

      “Yeah. Apparently, she went to lunch the other day and never came back.” I shook the brochure. “Can I keep this?”

      “Yeah. I’ve gotta go.” He grabbed his backpack. “I was expecting some of their tours today, and now I have no idea what’s going on. I better go call them. See you later, Fifi,” he called out on his way over to the canoe that was already in the water and tied up to a tree.

      Fifi stood at the water’s edge, watching Skip paddle off to wherever he was going. I waved bye.

      “I guess we better hit it.” I clicked my tongue to get Fifi’s attention for her to come to me so I could clip the leash back on her harness.

      The closer we got up the hill to the campground, the more whiffs of the rotting smell I would get.

      I unclipped Fifi at the top of the trail and let her dart toward the office while I followed closely behind.

      Dottie Swaggert was sitting behind her desk. This time she was dressed for the day, and her hair was free of pink sponge curlers.

      “Where have you been, baby?” Dottie, too, had that baby voice when she spoke to Fifi. She unscrewed the lid off the jar of dog treats she kept on her desk and handed one to Fifi.

      Happy as could be, Fifi ran to the dog bed next to my desk with the treat in her tiny little mouth.

      “We hiked Red Fox Trail.” I headed to the minifridge and took out a bottle of water. “I’m so out of shape.” I walked over to her desk and tossed the brochure on it.

      “What’s this?” She picked it up.

      “A Sierra Club brochure with Yaley Woodard’s business card attached,” I said between gulps of water. “Skip told me Yaley was supposed to have come to his business with a list of tours they booked, and she never showed.” I downed what was left in the water bottle and tossed it into the trash. “I told him she went missing a few days ago.”

      “No one tried to contact him?” Dottie questioned.

      “You’d think they’d go through her client list and send someone out to check on them until she turns up.” I shook my head and went back to my desk to see what messages Dottie had taken for me. “I also asked him if he’d smelled anything dead. Of course he hadn’t, and I didn’t see or smell anything either, but as soon as we got back to the opening of the trail, I smelled it again. We’ve got to find that dead animal.”

      I glanced over to see what all the noise Dottie was making was about. She was shuffling through her top desk drawer with a determined look on her face.

      “Ah-ha!” She held up a box of matches with a big ole smile on her face. “I’ve got an idea.”

      “Does your idea have to do with smoking?” I guessed.

      “With smoke.” Her eyes grew. “Come on out here. I’m gonna show you an old hunter’s trick.”

      “I can’t wait to see this,” I muttered and put the stack of messages back down on my desk.

      We walked out of the office, and sure enough, that smell had wafted past us.

      “Watch this.” Dottie struck the match. The smell of sulfur filled around us as the flame exploded from the small stick.

      Dottie held it up in the air. The light breeze sent the smoke of the match to the left before blowing it out.

      “Did you smell the dead animal?” she asked as she took out another match.

      “No.” I took a couple of whiffs. “Oh gosh.” I fanned my hand in front of my nose. “I do now.”

      Dottie quickly lit the next match, and the smoke blew the other way.

      “Follow the smoke,” she said.

      With a pinched nose, we followed it, and it led us right to our dumpster.

      “Oh my gosh.” I couldn’t stop laughing. “It’s our dumpster. Didn’t they come and empty it this week?”

      “They did, but we’ve got to get Henry to clean it with bleach and water.” Dottie waved her hand in front of her face. “Or better yet, get a new one.”

      “Gross.” I took a deep breath through my mouth and gripped the handle of the small opening to peek inside just in case I could see exactly what the stink was. “Dottie,” I gulped when I looked inside and saw a pair of shoes attached to some legs. “We don’t need to call the garbage company. We need to call the police.”
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      “Well, praise the Lord this happened before the new guests arrived.” Smoke billowed out of Dottie’s mouth, and she raised her cigaretted hand to the sky as if she was praising the Lord.

      I was fairly certain Dottie Swaggert had never stepped foot in the Normal Baptist Church. But who was I to judge. I went on Sundays… well, most Sundays, anyway.

      “Mmhhh,” I ho-hummed and gnawed on the inside of my cheek as I watched Jerry Truman, the sheriff of Normal, jump right on in the dumpster.

      “Looky there.” Dottie nudged me with her elbow. “He found something.” Dottie was giving the play-by-play as Jerry summoned over a deputy. “I wish I could read lips,” Dottie muttered and took a drag.

      “Me too.” My head was filled with thoughts on who those shoes belonged to. After I’d taken a second look in the dumpster before Jerry got there, I noticed the black low-heeled shoes were a woman’s shoe. Dare I say it, my creative mind filled with the photo of Yaley Woodard’s missing person flyer.

      “He must’ve told him to call in backup because he’s gone over there on his phone.” Dottie was now telling me the exact steps the deputy had taken, but I was more focused on Jerry.

      He was straddled on the outside ledge of the dumpster, taking photos with his phone. He turned around, and our eyes caught.

      “Mae, do you have a big stick or see one around?” he hollered over.

      “Yeah!” I hurried back inside the office and grabbed my walking stick. I rushed back out the door to give it to him. “Do you know who it is?”

      “No. I think it’s a woman, but her body is buried by trash. I don’t want to disturb the scene, but I see a purse over in the corner.” He took my stick and leaned into the dumpster, grunting and groaning as he tried to reach the purse. “Got it,” he gasped and tugged the stick up from the garbage can.

      He steadied the purse that was dangling from the stick and slowly got down from the dumpster. The deputy had retrieved evidence bags from his car. He opened one of the bags wide and let Jerry slip the purse inside.

      “Here you go.” Jerry offered me the stick back.

      “No, thank you.” There was no way I wanted it back, but it was a great walking stick.

      Jerry shrugged and laid the stick on the ground. He plucked a couple of blue gloves from his sheriff’s jacket and slipped them over his hands before he dug into the evidence bag and opened the purse.

      He took out the wallet inside and opened it.

      “Yaley Woodard.” His words pierced my heart. “Now, I’m not sure that’s her in there, but this is her wallet.” His dark eyes looked at me. There was a fear deep inside of them that shook me to my core. “I had a call put in for Hank to meet me out here.”

      “You think…” I gulped knowing they only called Hank for one reason and one reason only. “Murdered?” I could barely get the word out of my mouth.

      Before he could answer, the sound of tires driving over the gravel and grit spitting up underneath them forced our attention away from the purse. A big black sedan was speeding up the campground entrance. Hank was at the wheel.

      His green eyes were fixed on the dumpster. The wheels of the car tires came to a screeching halt, and Hank shoved the gearshift into Park.

      Hank and Chester, his dog, got out of the car and walked right over to me. He had on his blue suit and his wayfarer sunglasses. His black hair was neatly combed and had just the right amount of hair gel to keep it in place for the day. Normally, I’d be swooning over the cologne he was wearing, but it was no match for the stench coming from the body inside the dumpster.

      “Are you okay?” he asked and smoothly pulled his sunglasses off his face, exposing the concerned look deep within his green eyes.

      “Forget her.” Dottie pushed her way into our conversation. “What about me? I’ve been smelling that for the better part of two days.”

      “Two days?” Hank suddenly took a vested interest in Dottie. “Are you sure?”

      “Do you smell that?” she asked with sarcasm. “When you have that god-awful scent around, you know when it started. Two days.” She stuck up two fingers in the air.

      “If you two are okay, I’m going to go talk to Jerry.” Hank looked between me and Dottie to make sure we were fine. His interaction with us was more on a personal level than his professional detective attitude, which I knew would turn on pretty quickly.

      “Come on, Chester.” Dottie patted her leg and took him inside the office while I stood there and watched Hank.

      No sooner did Dottie shut the door than the sound of more tires spitting up gravel could be heard coming up the entrance of the campground.

      Hank, Jerry, Henry, the deputy, and I turned all of our attention to see who was going to pop up around the curve of the road.

      The old van was one I knew well. It was Betts Hager, and if I was a bettin’ woman, I’d put a thousand dollars on her van having a couple more people in there. And I was right.

      I tried not to look at Hank, but it was too late. His long, hard stare and the big, deep breath he took told me he wasn’t happy the Laundry Club ladies had shown up, though he shouldn’t have been surprised.

      Betts Hager, Abby Fawn, Queenie French, Dottie Swaggert, and I had become fast friends. If it weren’t for their friendship and support, I probably would’ve sold the campground and gone back to being a flight attendant.

      Betts owned the Laundry Club, the local laundromat. But the Laundry Club was more than just a laundromat. Betts had made it a nice hangout spot for tourists and campers to get their laundry cleaned. She offered a family-room-style television area, a game area, a small library, and a coffee bar. It was a place where we all liked to gather for our monthly book club and other things… like trying our own hand at amateur sleuthing, which was probably why Hank had let out such a big sigh.

      “I finished laundering your bed linens for the bungalows, so we gals thought we’d just bring them out to you.” Betts nervously pushed her long, wavy brown hair behind her shoulder. Though she was trying to hide her eyes behind her bangs, her cracking voice told me she was lying.

      Lying was not Betts’s strong suit. Maybe it was because she was the ex-wife of a preacher, or that she was so involved in the church that her moral compass made it hard, even in a small white lie.

      “And you had to bring everyone along with you?” Hank nodded to Abby and Queenie, both of whom were carrying some of my bed linens. “Or was it the police scanner that had you out here in a flash?”

      Abby and Queenie knew to keep their mouths shut. Out of habit, Abby balanced the bedding in one hand while she scrolled her phone with the other. She was a whiz in the social media department, plus our local librarian.

      Queenie busied her nervous feet with some kick-ball-change moves she taught in Jazzercise.

      “That too.” Betts nibbled on her bottom lip and turned directly to me. “Where would you like them?”

      “I guess we can just put those inside.” I nodded for the girls to follow me.

      All three of them hurried behind me on my heels. They put the linens on the desk before they turned all their attention to me.

      “What happened?” Queenie adjusted the terry cloth headband up on her short blond head of hair. She twisted the fanny pack strapped around her waist to the front of her body and unzipped the pouch, taking out her lipstick.

      “Don’t leave out any details.” Abby grabbed the dry-erase marker off Dottie’s desk and headed to the dry-erase board. “Do we need any of this on here?” She waved the eraser in front of all the things Dottie had written on the board earlier this morning.

      Dottie’s mouth opened, then closed, and then opened again like she was going to protest but turned to me for some guidance.

      “Whoa.” I walked over to Abby and took the eraser from her. “One second here.”

      Betts was quiet.

      “What’s wrong, Betts?” I asked. Everyone looked at her.

      “I’m not good at lying. How can I help solve cases if I can’t even keep an even skin color while telling a simple lie?” Then she started to justify things. “Yes. We heard on the scanner at the Laundry Club about the body. Yes. Your dry cleaning was finished, so I simply suggested to the girls that we bring it to you.”

      “It’s fine.” I tried to comfort her, but she was just too good-hearted to bring into the fold of telling even the smallest of tales. “But you bring more to the table than you know. Like your van.” I looked at all the gals to give Betts some encouragement. “If it weren’t for your side hustle of housecleaning or even your van to get us all from point A to point B, sometimes the little cases we’ve looked into wouldn’t’ve been solved.”

      I used air quotes around “cases we’ve looked into.” On the down low, that completely meant that we’d stuck our noses in places and people’s business where we had no right to stick our noses. Granted, most of the time we were collectively trying to get some answers to aid Hank in his investigations, so I’m sure when he saw Betts’s van, he knew deep down we were going to discuss this body.

      “For the bigger picture,” I turned my attention to Abby, who had already written “Jane Doe” on part of the dry-erase board with various lines coming out from the name, “our Jane Doe is probably Yaley Woodard, and we don’t even know how she died. Or even if there is a case.”

      “So,” Dottie butted in, “are you trying to tell me that Yaley decided to come on out here to Happy Trails, climb into that dumpster herself, and then couldn’t get out? Her death was accidental? Because I ain’t gonna lie. I seen Joel Grassle myself drive right up to that dumpster the other afternoon and dump in something that looked like a tarp.” She wrung her hands. “I’m nervous as a chicken covered in mustard.” She reached for her cigarette case.

      “Are you sure you saw him?” I questioned. Though I’d only known Joel for a couple of years, I never pictured him killing anyone. He was the complete opposite. The Joel I knew was always helping people, including me.

      When Bobby Ray showed up on the doorstep of my RV one Christmas, he came with nothing but the clothes on his back. He needed a place to live and a job. I provided him with one of the bungalows, wood for the fire, and a mini heater, as well as food. But it was Joel who offered Bobby Ray the mechanics job down at Grassle’s Garage in downtown Normal.

      “Well, hell’s bells.” Dottie looked at me. “Are you saying I’ve got bad eyes? I’ve known Joel all his living life. I’d know him if I saw him in the daylight and the darkness. It was Joel Grassle!”

      “What about Joel?” Hank opened the door just as Dottie was hosting her own hissy fit.

      Dottie swallowed hard. Her eyes darted between me and Hank.

      “Well?” Hank asked with his brows lifted. “I’m waiting to hear what you ladies think. I can see you’ve already started your theories.”

      His eyes moved past me and focused on the whiteboard where Abby had written “Jane Doe.”

      “It’s Yaley, isn’t it?” I asked, even though I knew deep down, it was her.

      “It is, and if you ladies will excuse me, I’d like to ask Dottie and Mae a few questions.” He wasn’t really asking for the other girls’ permission.

      “We don’t mind.” Queenie propped herself up on the edge of Dottie’s desk. “Do we?” she asked Betts and Abby. Both shook their heads, and none of them budged.

      Hank sucked in a deep breath. He held it for a couple of seconds before he finally let it out in one long and steady stream.

      “Fine. I’ll take them outside.” He turned and fully expected me and Dottie to follow him, which we did.

      Once outside, I noticed Colonel Holz had pulled the coroner hearse right up to the dumpster. His gurney was already locked into position, and he was in the dumpster with Jerry.

      “As you are aware, the body in the dumpster does match the identification Jerry found in the wallet from the purse he retrieved from the dumpster.” Hank had put on his professional face and was very precise in the words he used. “Do you two feel up to answering a few questions?”

      “Sure do. I’m fine.” Dottie unsnapped the top of the cigarette holder and tapped out one of her smokes.

      “I’m good too.” I tried to smile at Hank, but he didn’t bother looking at me. He took his notepad out of his suit coat pocket and flipped it open. He reached inside his coat and retrieved a pen. “Dottie, you mentioned you smelled the stench a couple of days ago.” He looked at her for confirmation. “If that’s the case, she’s been here a couple of days.” He looked up at the security camera I had on the office gutter. “Did you see anyone put anything out of the ordinary in the dumpster?”

      “What do you mean by ‘out of the ordinary?’” Her eyes narrowed, but I could tell she was contemplating whether or not to tell him she saw Joel Grassle pull up and put something that resembled a tarp in it.

      “Other than you, Henry, Mae,” he said with a bite of frustration. “Your guests.” He gestured around the campground. “People who live here like me, Ty, Bobby Ray…” His voice trailed off as he looked at her as though he were trying to see if she understood the question.

      “Hmmmm.” She put her cigarette up to her mouth and took a nice long drag.

      “She did.” As much as I wanted to keep my mouth shut because Joel was my friend, it was news too big to keep from Hank. He could at least talk to Joel.

      “Mae!” Dottie huffed and gave me the stink eye. “I was trying to figure out how to tell him.”

      “Tell me what? Or tell me who?” Hank asked, his chin falling to his chest, his eyes looking at her under his brows.

      “Joel Grassle.” She took another puff and then threw the cigarette on the ground, snuffing it out with the toe of her shoe before she bent over to pick it up. “The other day, I was watching Little House on the Prairie, you know the one where Ma and Pa renewed their wedding vows.”

      “Dottie, stick to Joel.” Hank appeared to have his fill of Dottie already, and the questioning was just getting started.

      “Anyways, I heard some noise. By instinct and living right here at the front of the campground, I looked out my window and saw Joel’s pickup pull up to the dumpster. He was tossing some stuff in it, and then I saw him pick up a tarp.” She crossed her arms. “That’s all I know.”

      “Did he see you?” Hank asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t open the door. It was my lunch hour, and I wasn’t going to go out there and see why he thought he could just dump his crap in our dumpster.” Dottie turned to me. “Ain’t that illegal to use someone else’s dumpster?”

      “I-I have no clue,” I stammered, still trying to wrap my head around the thought that Joel killed Yaley.

      “Do you know anything about Joel and Yaley?” Hank asked us.

      “I had heard they were dating from Violet, but that’s it. Bobby Ray hasn’t said anything to me.” I left out the gossip I’d gotten from Alvin Deters that Joel had mentioned it, making me feel like it was casual. “Joel certainly didn’t say anything.”

      “What ’bout the brochure?” Dottie nudged me then nodded for me to tell Hank.

      “What brochure?” Hank looked at me.

      “Fifi and I went on a hike down Red Fox Trail. I, too, had smelled the stench and thought it was some sort of dead animal since it’s mating season, and you know how they hunt. I talked to Skip Toliver. He asked if I’d seen Yaley on any of the trails because he figured she was lost. Or maybe he was joking. I’m not sure, either way.” I looked over when I heard some noise coming from the dumpster. I continued, “He said Yaley was supposed to drop off the new tour schedule. When I told him that she’d been missing for a couple of days, he took off downriver in his canoe. He relies on the tour companies for his income.”

      I kept my eye on the dumpster. Jerry and Colonel were both bent over. They were opposite each other about five or six feet apart. They both stood up at the same time. My heart sank when I realized they were hoisting Yaley’s body out of the dumpster. Jerry had the body under the armpits, her limp arms dangling while Colonel had her legs. With the help of the deputy, they safely and gingerly took her out of the dumpster and placed her on the gurney.

      I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t.

      “Can I go see her?” I knew it was an unusual question, but I wanted so bad to send some sort of prayer to her. It was terrible how she was discarded like she was trash.

      “Sure.” Hank looked at Dottie.

      “Oh, heck no.” She took out another cigarette. “I’m fine right here, keeping my distance.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Hank reached over and touched me.

      “I’m fine. I just hate that she was put in a dumpster.” I shook my head and tried to make sense of it all.

      “You wouldn’t believe how many homicides are found in dumpsters across the United States, but generally, the killer knows when the garbage truck is coming, so the body won’t decompose.” He and I stopped at the gurney.

      Colonel was writing down the report and making notes on the clipboard while Jerry was still dumpster diving for clues. The other deputy was searching the area around the dumpster for any other clues.

      “I’d like to get a copy of your security camera film,” Hank noted.

      “Unfortunately, Joel was here a few days ago, and the film tapes over itself every forty-eight hours.” I knew my information was going to burst his bubble, but I was too focused on Yaley as she laid on the gurney.

      The image of the smiling face I’d seen earlier on the flyer was still very much burned in my memory, and it didn’t match the young woman I was staring at.

      “Where’s her heart necklace?” I noticed the adorable heart-shaped necklace she’d worn in the photo wasn’t around her neck. “The flyer specifically said she always wore the heart necklace in the photo.”

      “Are you sure?” Hank asked, using his pen to move some of the collar from her neck. “Geez, strangled.” Hank looked up at Colonel.

      “It appears so, but I won’t be able to determine it was death by strangulation until I do a complete autopsy.” Colonel and Hank talked death shop while I recalled the flyer.

      “I’m telling you, the flyer said she never took off the necklace.” I pleaded with Hank to check into it. I held up a finger for him to hold on. “I have the flyer.”

      I hurried back inside the office to retrieve the flyer from my crossbody. Betts, Queenie, and Abby couldn’t get away from the window fast enough.

      “What’s going on?” Abby asked. The three of them stood looking at me while I rummaged through my bag.

      “It’s Yaley, and she isn’t wearing her heart necklace.” I unfolded the flyer and showed it to them. “I told Hank she always wore the necklace, and it says so right here.”

      “Where you going with that?” Queenie shuffle-ball-changed in front of me.

      “I’m giving it to Hank.” I tried to move past her, but she shuffled that way.

      “No. You make a copy and give him the copy.” Queenie put her hands on her hips and gave me the side-eye.

      I turned around to look at Betts and Abby. Abby had already erased the entire list of chores I needed to do for Happy Trails, and they’d already started the murder investigation grid with the victim, suspects, and motive blocks. She was writing under Yaley’s name how the heart necklace was missing.

      My heart dropped down into my toes when the only name I saw on the suspect list was Joel Grassle.

      “Give Hank the photocopy.” Betts walked over and took the flyer by pinching the corner and holding it up to take over to the copier.

      “Fine.” I took the copied flyer and headed back out to give it to Hank. Dottie was still smoking, waiting for Hank to ask her some more questions. “Here you go. See. If you look closely, there are diamonds around the circumference.”

      I pointed to the necklace and then pointed to where the information said a possible identifier was her necklace.

      “Are you sure those are diamonds?” Hank asked.

      “Seriously, Hank?” I drew back, almost offended. “If any girl would know a diamond, no matter how small these are, I’m the girl.”

      He smiled and shook his head. He brought the paper up to his face and looked a little closer.

      “Jerry,” Hank yelled over the top of the dumpster. “We need to take everything out of the dumpster. We need to find a heart-shaped necklace.”

      “It has small diamonds around it,” I added.

      Jerry’s head popped up over the top of the dumpster. He called the deputy over to him and told him to call in a few more deputies so that they could take the contents out of the dumpster in a very meticulous order.

      “I don’t have any funerals down at the funeral home, so I can get you a preliminary report by the end of the day and probably a full autopsy by the end of the week.” Colonel handed his clipboard and pen to Jerry, who signed it.

      “Don’t do anything until Agnes calls the next of kin,” Jerry told the coroner.

      “Oh, I won’t. I’ve known this family for a long time.” Colonel shook his head, his mouth turned down in a frown. “I sure do hate that this happened to such a sweet gal.”

      “We are going to have to do thorough checks in and around the campground. We are going to position a park ranger at the front of the entrance so they can vet who comes and goes.” Jerry was spouting off his protocol, which meant I was going to be shut down for business until they had scoured every blade of grass, piece of gravel, and inch of the tree line.

      “Jerry,” I gasped. “How long will that take? I’ve got new guests arriving in the next few days, and it’s my busy season.”

      Not that I was minimalizing Yaley’s poor demise, but it would be my demise if I couldn’t pay my bills. It wasn’t like we functioned in the black all year long. I made most of the money during the late spring and summer months, which had to be budgeted for the low seasons, like winter when it snowed.

      “It’s going to be a couple of days.” Hank didn’t make me feel any better as he waved Dottie over. “Dottie, have you ever given Joel permission to use the dumpster?”

      Oh, good question, I thought and looked at her.

      “You know, after all these years, I might’ve, I might not’ve.” She flicked the ash from her cigarette. “I tell people they can do things all the time without checking with Mae, and who knows what I said to people in the community before Mae came along.”

      Hank had his notebook open and was writing down everything Dottie was saying. Before he could even look up, Violet Rhinehammer and her cameraman were barreling up the drive.

      “I need someone from the ranger department here now!” Jerry yelled to the poor deputy who was trying to do all the other tasks Jerry had spouted out for him.

      Jerry hurried over to the media van and stuck his hand out. He gestured for them to roll the window down.

      Hank put his attention back on his notebook and continued to question Dottie.

      “Did you see or hear anything else that night?” he asked her.

      “Hank, I can’t recall what I heard this morning, much less a couple nights ago.” Dottie Swaggert lied right there in front of me.

      She was better with gossip and happenings with everyone around Normal. She was like a walking, talking National Enquirer for Normal, Kentucky.

      “How many people were staying in the campground that night?” Hank moved his question to me.

      “It was Monday. I do recall that because I was watching my show. I work all day in the office on Monday, and I was eatin’ lunch. Little House was on.” Dottie gave a hard nod, at least giving Hank something to hang his hat on. “Sunday is the last day on the weekly contracts, and we didn’t take any guest contracts this week so Mae could get the bungalows ready and restocked, so we don’t have to shut down for the rest of the season. I’m for sure it was Monday.”

      Hank continued to take notes. I stayed silent so I could hear exactly where Dottie was going with this.

      “I’m figuring the only people left living here are you, Mae, Bobby Ray, me, Ty, and Henry.” Dottie counted on her fingers as she spouted off the names. “Six people.”

      “It’s pretty early today. Has anyone left this morning?” he asked.

      “I’d just got back from a hike, so I didn’t see anyone come or go.” I looked over at Dottie. “You?”

      “You can take a look down yonder and see if anyone’s cars are gone from their campers.” Dottie wasn’t trying to be funny, but she was funny by nature.

      Hank let out another long sigh. It was more than I’d ever heard him release, and I knew his fuse was getting cut short.

      “I know Henry is here. That’s it. As for Bobby Ray, I’m not sure. I did see Ty at the diner this morning.” I was going to suggest that I could call Bobby Ray but was interrupted.

      “Sir?” the deputy called to Hank. “I think you should see this.”

      Jerry was still talking to Violet, who appeared to have worked her charm. In the driver’s-side seat, the cameraman had hoisted the camera onto his shoulder, and Violet had the microphone stuck outside the window.

      “Mae, you and Dottie can go on in the office now,” Hank said. “I’ll come find you when we are done here. But I’m telling you, the campground will not be open to guests until we feel we’ve gotten all the evidence collected.”

      Hank headed on over to the dumpster, where the deputy had called him to.

      “I see that look in your eye.” Dottie walked sideways and eyeballed me. “What is it you’re thinkin’?”

      “I’m thinking that the Laundry Club ladies are going to have to look into things on their own.” I pushed the sleeves of my sweatshirt up to my elbows. “I know Joel Grassle didn’t kill anyone. If we don’t find the real killer and soon, then we can kiss the future of this campground goodbye. Because we have to have guests in order to stay afloat. It’s Thursday, which means we’ve got until Sunday to catch this killer.”
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      The Laundry Club gals had decided to take the investigation over to the lake. It was one area Hank and Jerry hadn’t roped off with yellow tape. It also gave me time to take Fifi for a walk and put her in the camper while I got the notebook.

      “You be a good girl.” I fluffed up her dog bed and made sure she had some water. She’d already eaten her breakfast, and her belly was full of treats the gals had given her while I was outside being questioned by Hank.

      I opened one of the kitchen drawers to grab the notebook the Laundry Club gals and I had used to keep notes on previous crimes we’d stuck our noses into. Granted, we had more theories in there than facts, but some of those led to the arrest of the criminals. This was no different.

      Dottie, Betts, Queenie, and Abby had pulled up Adirondack chairs on the pier of the lake. They all faced the front of the campground and the dumpster. Colonel Holz must’ve gotten the all clear from Hank to take Yaley’s body because I noticed he was leaving when I was walking over to the pier.

      Queenie reached for the notebook so she could take notes. She looked at Yaley’s missing person flyer I had folded up and stuck in there so we had it. I walked over to the little beach next to the pier and dragged a chair over for me.

      “Oh no.” Abby continued to swipe her phone screen. “Everyone is on social about the murder. Luckily, I don’t see anyone tagging Happy Trails. Just the Daniel Boone National Forest.”

      “Already?” I could feel the despair settling in my gut. I curled my leg up under me. “I thought we would have a couple of days before it was all over. I have to find out who killed her, and in a couple of days, because I’m worried about my guests canceling.”

      “At least it’s the park they are talking about.” Queenie did a couple of neck rolls. “That takes up way more than Normal.”

      “If they do find it’s Happy Trails, we could be in trouble. It’s our busy time too.” There was a look of worry knotted on Dottie’s face. She was right. I took whatever extra money we made during the next five months, and we lived on that for the rest of the year, including repairs and upgrades. “What are we going to do?”

      “We are going to find out who killed her, and then Hank will take down the tape, remove the ranger from the entrance, and we will be open for business.” It seemed like a very practical plan, but practicality was never a strong suit in Normal.

      “Two days?” Betts questioned. “How are we going to do that?”

      “I would love to help, but I’m scheduled to work at the library for the next week because I’m filling in for vacations.” Abby couldn’t get her fingernails down into the investigation, but she was very valuable. “I’ll do some background checks on Yaley’s family, social media, and see if anyone knew her when they come in the library. Idle chitchat.” She wiggled her brows.

      “Sometimes idle chitchat brings on good gossip that’ll take us to a lead.” I looked at Queenie. “Are you taking notes?”

      “Yeppers.” She nodded. “I’ve got a few Jazzercise classes going on, so I’m limited to what I can do to snoop around, but I do know there are a few ladies from the Sierra Club that do come, so I’ll see what they know.”

      “Perfect. I will go to the Sierra Club to see what they are going to do about the tours around Happy Trails. Maybe I can get someone to talk.” I figured that’d be my first stop since it was very important for my business to make sure these tours were being offered to my guests.

      “What can I do?” Betts asked.

      “I’m not sure.” I adjusted myself and tried to think. “What about your Bible-beater group? Anyone there work for the Sierra Club?”

      The Sierra Club was a pretty big tour company to work for. There were very few businesses in and around the Daniel Boone National Forest, meaning most worked together or at least knew each other. It was like a big factory in a small town. Every citizen in that small town worked for the factory. It was no different with the various tour businesses here. It just so happened that the Sierra Club was located close to Normal, and that’s where a lot of our citizens worked if they didn’t own a shop in downtown.

      “I have a few stay-at-home moms I can talk to. In fact, we have our weekly Normal Baptist Church Women’s Club meeting this week, and I can see if anyone knows anything.” Betts shrugged.

      “Ask for some prayer requests or somethin’.” Dottie lit up a cigarette. “You know they all like to be prayed for over at your joint.”

      “It’s a church, Dottie.” Betts let out a long, deep sigh and shook a finger at Dottie. “Maybe you need to be prayed over to stop smoking those.”

      “Me and you ’bout to have our own come-to-Jesus meetin’,” Dottie muttered under her breath. It was as though everyone was on edge, and I needed to keep the peace.

      “I can also go see Agnes Swift.” I was referring to Hank’s grandmother. She worked at the police station and didn’t mind sharing things she’d heard about. At least, she didn’t mind sharing with me. “The other night Hank and I had gone over to her house for supper, and I told her I’d bring Fifi back to play with Precious.”

      Precious was one of Fifi’s puppies. When I took Fifi over there, it was like she knew she was Precious’s mother. It was so sweet how Fifi’s instincts had taken over and how she groomed Precious.

      “It sounds like we all have something to do.” Betts got up. “Did you write it all down, Queenie?”

      “Of course I did,” Queenie snapped. She must’ve realized it too. “I’m sorry, Betts. I think we are all a little stressed about it. Let’s all take a moment to take a big, deep breath.”

      She looked around at each one of us.

      “Come on. Take a deep breath.” Queenie sucked in some air, filled her chest, and rolled her shoulders. “Close your eyes, and let that breath out of your mouth in a slow, steady stream.”

      I tried to keep the sound of my steady stream silent, but not Dottie. She sounded like she was pushing wind through a fan.

      I opened one eye and looked her way. Her eyes were closed, and she was sucking wind. I tried not to laugh, but it fell out of me. The laughter spread amongst the five of us, echoing all over the campground and bouncing off the mountains.

      Hank and Jerry looked over at us and probably thought we were nuts, all trying to take big, deep breaths. Still, it helped everyone calm down. We all hugged each other goodbye, and before I knew it, Dottie and I were left standing on the pier.

      “You didn’t make no mention about Joel Grassle.” Dottie pointed out the obvious.

      “I didn’t want to alarm anyone.” I looked out over the lake and the sun’s rays falling over the still water. “I thought I’d look into it myself. I don’t want anyone in town to think Joel did it, and his business take a hit too.” I put my hand over my brows to shield from the sun so I could look in her eyes. “Are you sure it was Joel?”

      “I didn’t see him, but I knew it was his truck. Well, I heard his truck.” Dottie and I both knew Joel’s beat-up blue truck. “I’ve been telling him for years that he needs to fix that dadgum muffler because it sounded like he was about to take off like a rocket or somethin’.”

      “There is no denying that truck.” I took another deep breath like Queenie had us do because, for some reason, it did feel good right about now.

      “It’s gonna be a hot one today.” Dottie put her hands on her hips and looked around. “I guess I can get some of them sheets on the beds in the bungalows if you want to go look around.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked and fixated my eyes on Bobby Ray’s bungalow. His car was gone, and I could use the excuse that I wanted to see him since he did work for Joel down at Grassle’s Garage.

      “Yep. Don’t mind a bit. Especially if it’s gonna get this here murder solved, and we can take down all that police tape before our busy season starts.” Dottie took a couple of steps back and stumbled.

      “Dottie!” I rushed over and grabbed her, steadying her on her feet. “Are you okay? You’re a little pale.”

      “I’m finer than frog’s hair.” She batted me away. “I didn’t eat breakfast yet, and seeing that dead body gave me the willies.”

      There was no sense in going after her. Dottie was as bullheaded as they came. She, for sure, wasn’t going to get checked out even if I asked her to or even offered for the doctor to come here. If she said she was fine, I was going to have to believe her.
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      There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. The sun was bright and really made the mountains in the forest come alive. The various colors of green were painted all over the backdrop, no matter where you looked. It was hard not to feel thankful as the bursts of yellow, purple, red, and white wildflowers popped up in bundles along the country road.

      The forest was definitely something to see this time of the year. The wet spring had started to dry up, which gave the extra special drinks of water to the limestone in the Kentucky soil to bring out the vibrant rainbow of colors. They brought happiness and joy into the world where such an unkind deed had happened. And it was hard to wrap my head around Joel Grassle being Hank’s number one suspect.

      Though Hank didn’t say Joel was, I could see that Hank had thought it. Especially with Dottie being able to ID him. Honestly, Joel hadn’t been the same since his brother had died. We all had seen the subtle changes in him. He and his brother were close. It was like a piece of him had been buried along with his brother, but I thought he was really coming along.

      Grief did strange things to people. I knew that. My grief over my family’s death had turned me into someone I didn’t recognize when I was muddling through my teenage years. Many times I fought with people I loved, like Mary Elizabeth, my adoptive mother, and maybe there were a few times I had wished she were dead. Granted, I was a teenager, and now I knew that was awful to admit. But maybe Joel and Yaley had an argument. He lost his temper and killed her.

      The thought of it just made me sick to my stomach. My car passed through downtown, where I saw a few tourists walking around, and when I passed Grassle’s Garage, I saw Joel and Bobby Ray were there.

      Instead of stopping and making something up, I drove past and headed toward the business district where the various banks and offices were located. That also included the sheriff’s department and The Cookie Crumble. When the bakery came to Normal, there weren’t any of the cottage-style shops available to rent, so Christine and her sister Mallory built their own shop. It was a lot more modern than most businesses, but very well received. Plus, I knew Bobby Ray and Joel loved the donuts from there.

      The open sign hanging on the window of The Cookie Crumble blinked. I smiled knowing I could get a few donuts for Bobby Ray and Joel to take with me to the garage so they wouldn’t think I was doing something out of the ordinary. On many occasions, I’d stop by the garage and always brought some sort of treat with me. The only time I did go empty-handed was when my little car, which I’d bought from Joel when I moved to Normal, needed something.

      I smiled at the memory. I’d rolled into town in that beat-up pop-up camper. I was like the eyesore that owned an eyesore. Plus, I had to drive it all over town to get from one place to the other. Finally, I had decided it was too much money for the gas guzzler, and Grassle’s Garage offered rental cars and SUV-type cars for people who did want to get around without driving their RV everywhere. He suggested I just buy the small four-door, and he gave me a deal.

      Remembering these times with Joel made me question if he really did kill Yaley. But the evidence that Hank and Jerry had collected would tell the true story.

      “Did I get the dates wrong?” Christine Watson’s eyes grew when she looked up after hearing the bell over the door ding when I walked in.

      “Nope. In a couple of days, the recreation room opens. I’m here to get some personal donuts.” I almost gave the poor girl a heart attack. Christine and I had a deal where she provided the morning donuts and afternoon cookies for the recreation room.

      Of course, it wasn’t free. I paid her, but if I wasn’t going to have seasonal guests right off the bat, it might be an expense I’d have to cut out. Though I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      “Oh, I have your favorite maple-glazed Long Johns.” She smiled, causing the freckles across her nose to grow wider. Her long brown hair was pulled into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck. She had on an apron with The Cookie Crumble Bakery logo on it.

      “What do Bobby Ray and Joel like to get?” I asked.

      “Bobby Ray likes the Long Johns like you and Joel.” She shook her head. “Oh, Joel. That boy is in love. He was in here on Monday morning picking up some apple strudels for his lady friend.”

      “Was she with him?” I questioned.

      “She stayed in the truck. It was early too.” She winked. “I mean really early, like five-thirty-when-I-open early.”

      “When did you say this was?” I questioned.

      “Two…” She hesitated. “No. Three days ago. Because Dawn Gentry had dropped off some fresh milk, and I came in early to meet her. And Dawn had given Joel a quart of milk she had in the truck because it goes so good with the strudel. At least, she and Mary Elizabeth say their bed-and-breakfast clients love the combination.”

      “Did you see the woman he had in his car?” I asked.

      “No. It’s still dark that early. Why?” she asked with curiosity.

      “I’d heard a rumor he was dating someone and just wanted to know who.” I focused my attention on the display case. “I’ll take a few of the strudels then.”

      “And what would you like for yourself?” She plucked a couple of the plastic napkins from the holder and a to-go box.

      “I don’t think I want anything. My stomach is a little upset this morning.” I wondered if I was going to regret getting the strudels and how Joel was going to react to me when I gave them to him. It would be a good opportunity to tell him that I’d heard he’d gotten some a couple of days ago. It would be in front of Bobby Ray, and I knew Bobby Ray wouldn’t let Joel do anything to me.

      “I hope your stomach feels better.” Christine met me over at the register.

      I dug my debit card out of my bag and swiped it to finish the sale.

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine.” I looked over her shoulder at the television screen where the interview Violet Rhinehammer had done with Jerry was playing on the television. I gulped. Word was going to get around fast now that it was airing. Clearly, you could see it was Happy Trails, and it didn’t help that the cameraman had panned over to Dottie Swaggert smoking her cigarette outside of the office. “Thanks, though.”

      “Let me know if I can do anything,” Christine called out to me when I headed out the door.

      I couldn’t help but look over at the sheriff’s department that was attached to the side of the courthouse. Hank’s car was parked in his usual space, so I knew I couldn’t stop by just yet to see what Agnes had heard, especially about Joel.

      The only way for me to satisfy my itch of curiosity and see if I could somehow throw on my sleuth hat was to go to the source. Grassle Garage, where Joel would welcome these donuts.

      Downtown was just a short distance from the business district, and when I pulled in, Joel and Bobby Ray were still hunkered over the engine of a car. Both of them were pointing and discussing. Bobby Ray had always been good with cars when we were growing up. He could get anything with an engine working. He had gone one step further after he realized the car industry was going digital and had continued his education to learn all the nuts and bolts of the electrical equipment being installed in cars.

      Both of them looked over their shoulder to see who was driving up. They stood straight up at the same time and wiped their hands down the towels fastened on the pockets of their work jumpsuits.

      I reached over, picked up The Cookie Crumble box, and held it up in the air. I was happy to see some smiling faces.

      “I saw you two working so hard when I drove past to go to the bakery, I figured I’d stop by on my way back to the campground.” I handed the box to Bobby Ray, and he immediately opened it.

      “Come on in for a cup of coffee.” Joel gestured for me to follow him into the garage.

      Just as we got into the office and sat down, a car pulled up to the gas pump, causing the hose to ding the bell located inside of the office, letting Joel and Bobby Ray know there was a customer.

      “Eat.” Joel put his hand up when Bobby Ray set his donut down on the desk. “I’ll go pump and be quick about it.”

      Grassle’s Garage was one of very few left where they pumped their clients’ gas. It was so southern gentlemanly of them. He didn’t even raise the price of gas because they were the only gas station in Normal. Joel was such a good guy in so many ways, which was why I questioned if he really did kill Yaley.

      “How’s it going, May-bell-ine?” Bobby Ray asked around a mouthful of maple-glazed Long John.

      “Honestly, I stopped by to see if you knew anything about Joel and Yaley.” I looked at the pump to make sure Joel wasn’t coming back.

      He was busy using the window squeegee to clean the windshield of the client. I could see they were having a conversation.

      “I think they broke up a few days ago. He said they had an argument and called it off.” He shrugged. “I think it was up in the night too. Because he came in here pretty tore up. He even got some car repair orders wrong and changed the oil in one vehicle that needed a tire repair.” Bobby Ray shook his head while he washed down the donut with a sip of coffee. “Why you asking?”

      Bobby Ray looked past me, causing me to turn around to see what had gotten his attention.

      Hank Sharp.

      “Oh no.” I turned back to Bobby Ray and closed my eyes to try and come up with an excuse to why I’d stopped by when Hank asked me, because he would ask me.

      “May-bell-ine, what’s going on?” Bobby Ray asked with a tense tone.

      “Yaley was found in the dumpster at Happy Trails, dead.” I gulped. “In a tarp, and Dottie saw Joel pull up in his truck and throw the tarp in there.”

      “In his truck. The one that needs a new muffler?” Bobby Ray had a look of disbelief on his face. “That truck was stolen the day he and Yaley broke up. And Joel couldn’t kill anyone. This is ridiculous.”

      “Are you his alibi?” I asked Bobby Ray because this was serious, and Joel was going to need one.

      “No. I was off, but—” Bobby Ray stopped talking.

      Bobby Ray got up and walked out of the office like he was going to do some wrestling tag team with his buddy.

      There was a three-way conversation going on among them after the customer had left, and Hank motioned for me to come out of the office.

      “Fancy seeing you here.” I offered a smile, though I really wanted to see his eyes underneath his sunglasses. “I just stopped by to—”

      “Can I see you over here?” Hank interrupted me and obviously didn’t mean it as an option. He took my hand and dragged me to the side of the garage. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was dropping off donuts to my brother.” I was. It wasn’t a lie. He didn’t ask me my motive for the stop.

      “Don’t give me some bull malarkey about donuts. I know you, and I saw your face when I told you the campground was going to have to close until we combed every inch for evidence. And I know you and the women were over in your little huddle by the lake trying to figure out who knew who and what y’all could find out.” Hank stood in his cop stance, his head tilted slightly to the right, hiding his accusing eyes under those glasses. “You and your little gang of sleuths running around Normal, trying to find things out, and then reporting what people are gossiping about to me and Jerry wastes our time.” He shifted his weight and paused.

      I knew this was his little tactic to give me time to jump in and say something. The uncomfortable silence. But I hunkered down and mentally forced myself to stay silent.

      “It wastes our time because we are obligated to follow up on every single piece of information that comes in and not do our own investigating. We are a small team.” He had a point, but we never took our clues to him unless it seemed really important.

      “My truck was stolen. I didn’t throw anything or anyone in a dumpster.” Joel Grassle stomped over to us. “I didn’t kill Yaley. I dropped her off at her home that morning. We were going to meet for lunch by the amphitheater, but I got caught up in the job I was doing and didn’t make it.”

      Hank let out a long, deep sigh, and I could tell he’d yet to tell Joel why he was really there.

      “Is this why you wanted me to come to the sheriff’s department? Because I won’t.” Joel seemed very anxious. “Mae, what’s that lawyer’s name?”

      “Hold on here.” Hank tried to calm the situation, but there was no calming Joel or Bobby Ray.

      Bobby Ray stood behind Joel with his hands fisted then opened them, wiggled his fingers, and bounced on his toes like he was about to be tagged in.

      “I only want you to come down to the office so we can get a statement from you. If your truck was stolen, we can find the police report you filled out, and we can also start looking for the real killer.” Hank tried to sweeten the pot as if he was trying to pretend he didn’t think Joel was the killer, but I could tell by his attitude he still suspected Joel knew something or had more information.

      “I didn’t fill out a police report. The truck was old, and it had no value. I never take the keys out, and my insurance would go up if I did report it.” Joel’s answer couldn’t have been any more damning than it was.

      I dropped my head and closed my eyes.

      “Ava Cox,” I whispered, letting Hank know that I’d picked helping Joel over keeping my mouth shut by telling Joel Ava’s name.

      Ava was a lawyer who’d been able to help me out of a few sticky situations when she certainly owed me nothing.

      “Oh, Mae.” Hank shuffled his foot and took off his glasses. He wanted me to see his eyes. “Please don’t do this. This will hurt us. Let me do my job.”

      “I’m sorry, Hank. I’m not doing anything to hurt us. I simply want the real killer to be found.” I could feel the sting of tears starting in my nose and trying to make their way to my eyes. I gulped a few times.

      “Joel, I have no option but to bring you down for questioning.” Hank pulled a pair of shiny handcuffs out of his pocket. “Joel Grassle, I’m placing you under arrest for the murder of Yaley Woodard.” Hank began to read Joel his rights and slipped a cuff on one wrist before he took Joel’s arm behind him and cuffed the other.

      Bobby Ray and I stood there with our mouths open while Hank put Joel in his car. Hank didn’t even look back at me to see my reaction. He put his sunglasses on and drove straight toward the office.

      “Call Ava,” Bobby Ray demanded. “Mae. Call her.”

      “I will. I will.” I tried to tell him in a calm voice but wondered why Joel didn’t seem to put up any sort of argument when Hank arrested him.

      On my way back to the car to get my phone, I couldn’t help but wonder what the argument Joel and Yaley had was. Where was the truck when it was stolen? There were so many unanswered questions. What if someone knew she and Joel were dating and planned to kill her? They stole Joel’s truck then killed her but knew she and Joel were fighting. Who was close enough to know these things about her?

      “Hey Ava.” I was never sure how Ava Cox was going to respond to me when I called. Though we’d come to terms with our past, we were still on shaky ground.

      “Who’s in trouble now?” she asked.

      “Trouble?” I wanted to lead in with, “How are you doing?” But she was as straightforward as they come.

      “I only hear from you when someone is in trouble. I don’t have much time to dillydally with you on the phone, so just spit it out, Mae.” Ava sounded a little annoyed.

      “My friend Joel Grassle from the gas station has been charged with murder.” I walked inside of the garage because Bobby Ray was busy fiddling with a customer at the gas pump, and I couldn’t hear.

      “You mean the body they found in your dumpster?” she asked. “I’ve been waiting for your call. I figured you knew her.”

      “I don’t know her. I know who she is, but I don’t personally know her. My friend Joel was dating her but conveniently—”

      “I don’t need to hear the situation from you. I need to hear it from him.” I could picture her as she talked to me. Her petite body in her perfectly ironed pantsuit with her long black curly hair pulled into a nice knot on her head. Her olive skin was flawless along with her red lipstick. She was so well put together, and she was a dang good lawyer. “Is he at the sheriff’s department?”

      “He is.” I felt a little relief knowing she was at least going to go talk to him. “At first, I wanted the case solved because our busy season starts soon, and if they have the campground roped off for the investigation, then I can’t open. But now I’m worried about my friend. I honestly don’t think he did it.”

      “You let me come to those conclusions, and I’ll let you know what I decide to do. I’m on my way.” She hung up the phone without saying goodbye.

      It was fine with me. I didn’t need bedside manners. I wanted someone who was going to get the job done.
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      Bobby Ray was going to do business as usual because he honestly thought Joel would be back any minute. I didn’t have the heart to tell him how I knew Hank would enforce the twenty-four-hour hold unless Ava did some fast-talking to get Joel out. Even with that, his bond would be set so high, there’s no way he’d be getting out anytime soon.

      Instead of driving down to the Laundry Club or even out to the Sierra Club, I walked down to the Normal Public Library to see Abby. She was always pretty quick with her part of sleuthing, and I needed the fresh air to clear out all the crazy notions swirling around in that frizzy head of mine.

      The sliding doors opened right into the heart of the library’s big roomy entrance. Abby liked to have book signings there, though those were very few and far between, as well as any local events. Sometimes the local government used the conference room in the small library to hold meetings.

      There was an iron rack with various tourist postcards for things to do around Normal for tourists to take. Today of all days, the Sierra Club brochure popped out at me. I plucked it off the rack and opened it, noticing it was last season’s schedule. I stuck it in my pocket after I noticed their office address on the back where tourists needed to go to sign up for one of their tours.

      The library was rarely busy, and it was no different today. I could hear Abby talking. When I followed the voice, it got louder, and I saw she was in her office on the phone. There was a stack of books on her desk. She looked up, the phone cradled between her shoulder and ear. An open book occupied her hands. She used the book to wave me in.

      “That’s great. I can donate these then. Talk to you soon.” Abby hung up the phone. “Good news.” She placed her hand on the stack of books. “These can go down to the Laundry Club because we took them out of circulation.”

      “Betts will love that. I think she’s tired of looking at the same ones there now.” I loved how Abby would recycle the books to fill the small library shelf Betts kept for her customers at the laundromat and didn’t throw them away. I opened The Cookie Crumble box with the strudels and set it on the desk.

      “As you can see, we are swamped,” Abby joked. “So I’ve had a bit of time to do a little digging around.” She pulled some printed papers from the printer behind her desk. “Yaley Woodard is not from here. She and her brother actually moved here a few years ago. He invested in some rental cabins and owns Lost in the Woods Rental, and she works for the Sierra Club. She used to funnel all the calls for cabin rentals to her brother, but other realtors and VRBO—”

      I stopped her.

      “VRBO?” I questioned. What in the heck she was talking about? In reality, Abby and I weren’t too far off in age, but her lingo and my lingo were worlds apart.

      “Vacation rental by owner. It’s like Airbnb.” She shrugged and took one of the strudels out of the box.

      “So you’re telling me that she got a job at the Sierra Club where she not only books tours but vacation homes?” That got my attention. “Why aren’t I using them?”

      “Because you have me, and I’m doing all your social media, and I keep you booked.” Abby smiled.

      Without Abby and her skills with hashtags and online practices, my campground wouldn’t have the business it had. From the beginning, she was great about getting the word out about how the campground was new and improved. She really sold those bungalows to people based on romance and a girl-getaway destination.

      “Maybe one of the angry realtors killed her?” I dug down into my hobo bag and got the notebook out. During an investigation, I always kept the notebook with me.

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “But I also know that she and her brother didn’t get along all that well because I put a call into one of the realtors mentioned in the article.”

      “There was an article?” I really wanted to know where the article was from and how long ago. “Do you have it?”

      “Right here.” Abby thumbed through the papers and handed me one. “I printed off all I could find. Apparently, the realtors were going to file a suit against the Sierra Club for some sort of breach to their agreement contract, plus bad business of only funneling tourists to Lost in the Woods. That’s when Yaley got demoted and put on tours, which supposedly is the worst job out there.”

      “So she’s not as squeaky-clean as everyone has made her out to be.” I was looking over the article and realizing Yaley had a very big past, and it was something I was going to look into.

      “She did have a few enemies. You can put these in the notebook so we can go over them tonight at the Laundry Club.” Abby handed the rest of the papers to me.

      “Tonight?” I asked, and my heart fell into my toes.

      “Yeah. Betts, Queenie, and I had thought we’d all get together tonight to go over what we found…” She looked up at me and stopped talking. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think Hank and I are…” I tried really hard to gulp back the word without crying. But the waterworks turned on.

      “You’re what?” she asked but quickly rushed around the desk when she saw I was getting a little emotional. “Oh no.” She wrapped her arms around me and snuggled me. “Is it because of this?”

      I nodded, feeling my tears being wiped down her button-down shirt with the library logo on it.

      “This is not worth it, Mae.” Abby’s words filled my head. “You and Hank have something special. He only wants you to stay safe.”

      “I can’t morally let someone that didn’t kill Yaley go to jail.” I pulled back and wiped my hand down my face to remove the tears then swiped my finger under my eyes to catch any more falling. I handed the notebook to her. “We need to take notes and maybe talk about Hank later.”

      The sudden rush of needing to write down what Bobby Ray had told me and what Abby had found out overcame me. Hank and I would be okay. We had to be. I had to believe we would so I could move forward.

      Abby took the notebook and went back to sitting at her desk, where she opened to the page and got her pen ready.

      I stood up and paced back and forth in the office so my head would remain clear from any thoughts of Hank.

      “I went to The Cookie Crumble to get donuts so I could stop by the garage and ask some questions. Christine told me she saw Joel and Yaley in the truck…” My voice trailed off. “Oh my gosh. Who else saw Joel and Yaley in the truck?”

      “What?” Abby stopped writing and appeared to be listening with bewilderment. “You’re not making sense.”

      “Okay.” I shook my hands in front of me. “Write all this down. After Christine told me Joel had come in to get the strudels, she saw Yaley in the truck, but Yaley didn’t come in. Then I took them to the garage where I told Bobby Ray about Yaley after Joel had gone to pump some gas.”

      “Get on with it.” Abby hurried me to the end.

      “Fine. Long story short, Joel and Yaley did break up. They did have an argument, according to Bobby Ray, but he doesn’t know what about. That said, someone stole Joel’s truck. And it had to be fairly early in the morning because Joel took Yaley home between the hours of five thirty and six because that’s when Christine had seen them.”

      “Now we have a little timeline.” Abby had drawn a long line on the piece of paper in the notebook and started to denote times and events. “What time did Dottie see Joel—”

      “Joel’s truck,” I corrected her. “About one o’clock.”

      “According to the news report, Yaley had gone to work. Done some of the tours she was going to add to the schedule. Went to lunch around noon and was supposed to be back for a meeting around one.” Abby was writing it all down.

      “Also, Yaley was going to meet Joel at the amphitheater for lunch. He didn’t show, and it was the last place she was seen. So…” I knew the time of death had to be that hour. “She was killed between noon and one o’clock in the afternoon.”

      “We need to find out if Joel has an alibi.” Abby circled Joel’s name.

      “In the meantime, I think I need to go visit the Sierra Club.” I took the notebook from Abby and stuck it back in my hobo bag. “They need to give me an update on their tours so I can tell my guests.” I winked at Abby.

      “It sounds like a perfect time to snoop.” She grinned. “And I’ll keep digging around to see which realtor had filed the complaints against Yaley and her brother.”

      “I’ll see you tonight.” I confirmed I’d be at the Laundry Club to go over any more clues we’d collected during the day.

      Abby and I took a few more minutes to catch up on books and what was new in our worlds. By the time I left, an hour had passed, and I was starving. It was just about lunchtime down at the Normal Diner, and I knew it was Bourbon Balls and Hot Brown Day. Both of them sounded so good. Thinking about them made my mouth water.

      I walked up the sidewalk and waved in the window of the Smelly Dog when Ethel Biddle waved first. She had a fur client on one of the grooming tables with the leash around its neck so the shivering little pup wouldn’t try to scamper away.

      Not Fifi. She loved going in there to get a spa day. Fifi loved being made over, bathed, groomed, along with having her nails painted. But she also loved romping in the mud, the lake, and the trails.

      The Normal Diner was owned by Ty Randal, who was a permanent resident at Happy Trails. Ty and his father actually owned the diner, but his father had taken ill, and Ty had to come back from his big-city chef job to help out around the diner and help his dad raise his brother.

      He was one of the good ole southern gentlemen that folks pictured when they stereotyped southern gentlemen.

      “Hey there.” He waved from behind the pass-through window when he saw me come in and take my seat at the counter stool where I normally sat.

      “You on the line?” I asked, even though I could tell by the hairnet on his shaggy blond head of curls. A feature along with his dazzling blue eyes that just amplified his sparkling smile that made the girls swoon.

      “I’m making some fresh bourbon balls right now. Ain’t that right, Shane?” He nudged the guy next to him.

      “New guy? New gal?” I pointed to Shane and the waitress down the counter with the ordering pad in her hand, talking to a customer.

      “Shannon is the new waitress.” Ty’s gaze went blank as if he were going back in time remembering just why he needed a new waitress. Something I desperately have been trying to forget over the past few months. “Pretty good too.”

      “You don’t know Shane?” Sally Ann Dean was sitting right next to me, and I’d not even noticed.

      “Sally Ann,” I said and lightly touched her arm. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even see you sitting here. My mind has been wrapped up in itself.”

      “Honey, I can tell. Your nails look like something in the woods got ’hold of them.” Her eyes focused on my hand, more specifically my nails. “You better watch it, or that goodlookin’ man of yours will get snapped away if you don’t start takin’ better care of yourself.”

      “I guess I better call the salon and make an appointment.” I referred to Cute-icles, the salon where Sally Ann was a manicurist.

      “You better make it fast. Appointments are fillin’ up because all the ladies want to make sure their nails look good for Yaley’s funeral.” Sally Ann sucked in a deep breath. “But Shane, mm-mm.” Sally Ann pinched her lips and slowly shook her head. “He’s a fine specimen.” She leaned over and whispered, “He gets manscaped.”

      I glanced back up through the window and into the kitchen and saw her observation of Shane wasn’t wrong. He had a nice thick head of brown hair that was perfectly cut over his ears and around his neckline. His eyebrows were better groomed than mine. He had tan skin and was a little bit bigger built through the shoulders than Ty.

      “Not bad.” I wiggled my brows. “Who is he?” I asked her since Ty didn’t finish telling me who he was after his thoughts had drifted back in time when he’d mentioned Shannon, the new waitress.

      “He owns that new Bourbon Trail Distillery. If you ain’t been, it’s good.” She nodded.

      “I heard about it.” I watched Shane give Ty a piece of paper. Ty signed off on it, and they shook hands. The two of them said something, and Shane handed Ty a bottle of bourbon.

      “Fascinating really.” Sally Ann nodded. “I’ve gotten involved with the Historical Society.”

      “That’s wonderful.” I was glad to see Sally Ann taking a vested interest in our area. “My friend Queenie French is the outgoing president.”

      “I know. I’m thinkin’ of runnin’ for her spot. So I’ve been working on making new and interesting things around our area a focal point. Not that it has to do with the history of the Daniel Boone National Forest, but having a distillery come here is a big deal, and bourbon is a rich Kentucky tradition.”

      “You’ve got that right.” I looked up at Shannon when she finally made it down to me. The girl wasn’t quick, but that was okay. I enjoyed talking to Sally Ann.

      “What can I get ya?” Shannon asked.

      I couldn’t help but notice she was a simple woman with short hair laid in what appeared to be a natural wave around her head. She had a plump waist and thick fingers.

      “I’m going to have a Kentucky Hot Brown and a side of bourbon balls.” The thought of my lunch really made me happy for the first time today.

      “Boss, we got bourbon balls ready?” she hollered but didn’t bother looking back.

      “For Mae, we do.” Ty looked at me and winked. “You’re going to love the new bourbon.”

      “Are you Mae?” Shannon asked me with a blank stare, her pen to the pad.

      “I am. Welcome to the diner. I love it here.” I noticed she was dragging her eyes up and down, giving me the once-over. “I’m a regular.”

      “Mm-hmm, I’ve heard about you.” She ho-hummed.

      “Gosh, I hope it was all good.” A nervous laugh escaped me.

      “Mostly.” She ripped the ticket off the pad and turned around to clip it on the turntable next to the open window where Ty snatched it.

      “Mostly.” Sally Ann laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “I’ve got an opening tomorrow if you want to come in.” She leaned over again and whispered, “It was Yaley Woodard’s appointment, but I’m figuring she ain’t coming.”

      “You knew her?” I asked.

      “She was a regular. Paid cash and tipped real good.” Sally Ann shrugged. “She liked them blunt-styled nails. Said they were good for back scratching. I’m guessing Joel Grassle ain’t gonna get any back scratching anytime soon with him going to the pokey.”

      “Why would you say that?” I asked.

      “Because I saw him pick her up right out there the other day.” Sally Ann twisted the stool around and pointed down toward Trails Coffee Shop and Cute-icles. “I was shining up Ann Doherty’s nail to a high shine, because she likes them to sparkle when she’s counting all that money down at the bank.”

      “And?” I waved her to continue.

      “Joel pulled up. Yaley looked inside and then got in.” She took a sip of her water. “I noticed she was a little hesitant before she got in.”

      “She was?” I gulped and really didn’t need her to clarify. “Are you sure it was Joel?”

      “Honey, I’d know that truck from anywhere.” Sally Ann had said the exact same thing that everyone else said about Joel’s truck.

      I sat back and let Shannon put my food down in front of me while I considered what Sally Ann had said. Shannon set my bill and Sally Ann’s bill next to our plates.

      Why would Yaley hesitate? Maybe because Joel said they were meeting at the amphitheater? Why would she need to get in the truck? But Joel said his truck was stolen. Maybe it wasn’t Joel driving. Who was it?

      I had to find Joel Grassle’s truck. But where? It could be hidden anywhere in this forest.

      “What time is that appointment?” I asked and raised my fingers toward her.

      “Noon. She always came at her lunch break.” Sally Ann whipped out some cash and put it down on the ticket for Shannon.

      “Nah.” I pushed her money back to her. “I’ll get it.”

      “Are you sure? Because your nails ain’t gonna be free.” She made it very clear.

      “I’m positive.” I knew a little kindness went a long way, especially when I needed to get some good gossip only a nail and hair salon could give you.

      I’m positive Sally Ann got Yaley talking, and I couldn’t wait to find out exactly who Yaley Woodard really was.
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        * * *

      

      The roar of sirens blared from the distance. Everyone in the diner turned around to see what all the ruckus was about. When I saw Jerry’s sheriff truck zoom past followed closely by Hank’s car, I knew it had to be about the case.

      “Can I get a to-go box?” I hollered over at Shannon but leaned over the counter and retrieved my own.

      Shannon glared at me and started to fuss at me, but Ty told her it was fine.

      “It’s Mae,” Shannon said with sarcasm, making me wonder what I ever did to that woman.

      I had no time to worry what her problem was, so I dumped my food in the to-go box and hurried out the door, across the street, through the median, and into the Laundry Club, where I found Betts and Queenie huddled over the police scanner.

      “Is it hers?” Queenie looked up at me, her eyes bulging.

      “What? Who?” I questioned.

      “Shhhh.” Betts spat and flailed her hands at us to hush.

      “925 off Whiskey Lane. It’s a four-door, numbers T-O-U-R-S. Repeat, 925 Whiskey Lane.” Agnes Swift’s voice was soft-spoken but bold.

      “What’s a 925?” Queenie asked me, like I would know police code.

      I shrugged, tuning out all the other walkie-talkies buzzing in as the deputies gave their locations and who could get there fast enough. My head was churning the numbers Agnes had said.

      “Numbers. T-O-U-R-S is not numbers.” I chewed on my lip. “Where have I heard—” I gasped. “It’s Yaley’s car! They found it!”

      “Huh?” Queenie jerked back, and Betts followed.

      “The license plate number on her flyer is a personal plate that spells tours. She does tours. Makes perfect sense.” I opened my bag and pulled out the notebook where I’d folded the flyer and stuck it in there. “See?”

      The two of them muddled over the flyer while I hunkered down to see if I could hear anything.

      “At the 925,” Hank’s voice said over the scanner, and the scanner went silent.

      “This is big.” My eyes shifted between my friends. “I have to go.” I took the flyer from them and put it back in the notebook before shoving it back in my bag.

      “Where are you going?” Betts asked.

      “I’ve got to go see Joel while Hank isn’t at the department.” I pushed the door open and trotted down the street to my car at the gas station.
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      I didn’t bother driving the speed limit, but I was cautious as I zipped my car out of downtown and back to the business district. All the deputies were at the 925 from what I’d seen and heard, so I knew it would not only give me time to see Joel, but to talk to Agnes as well.

      The parking lot was empty, and when I walked into the entrance of the department, Agnes was sitting on her little stool behind the window, thumbing through today’s issue of the Normal Gazette.

      When she saw me, she smiled, her saggy jaws tugging up. She was in her eighties, and though she had gray hair and more wrinkles than a shar-pei puppy, she was as spry as anyone I knew. She slid the window open.

      “I figured I’d see you down here at some point. Just not figuring on today.” Her eyes shifted to the box from the Normal Diner.

      “You know I never come empty-handed.” My delicious lunch was something I was willing to sacrifice.

      She got off her chair and motioned for me to meet her at the door they always kept locked for all the loony people around the national forest, and let me tell you, there were plenty.

      “Oh, Hot Brown.” She took the box. “We was about to get lunch when the call came in. Are those bourbon balls?”

      “They sure are. From bourbon made by Shane Holland, the owner of the new distillery.” When I said his name, I noticed she took a sudden interest.

      “I think that’s who called in the 925.” She shuffled back over to her desk and scanned the piece of paper near the walkie-talkie she used to communicate with the deputies. “Yep.” Her crooked pointer finger tapped the paper before she gave it a little push over to me.

      “I bet when he was going back to the distillery, he saw it,” I said to myself and looked at the clock on the department wall.

      Shane would’ve had enough time from when he left the diner to when I heard the sirens and saw the cars zoom out of town to have seen the wrecked vehicle and called it in.

      He was, for sure, going on my list of people to talk to. I wanted to know what he saw when he called it in. Probably not much, but I needed to write down everything because I knew Hank wasn’t going to tell me anything at this point.

      “Say, since Hank is gone, can I see Joel?” I asked her.

      “Are you sure you want to go down that path?” she asked. She obviously knew Hank and I had a disagreement. He told her everything. “Hank was pretty upset when he brought Joel to the station, and you’d called that fancy lawyer.”

      “I know. But Agnes, you know me.” I started to plead my case with her. If I could get her on my side, she’d work her granny magic on Hank to at least see my side. Maybe he wouldn’t agree, but he’d have a little clarity. “I honestly don’t see Joel Grassle killing anyone.”

      “Mae, dear, his prints are all over the evidence they pulled. Even her purse.” Agnes’s eyes dipped. “Besides, Jerry wants this case solved as quickly as possible. You know the warmer weather brings out the kids who are busy in the middle of the forest trying to hide their pot fields from the law when we know they’re there. Jerry’s been desperately trying to stay on top of it, and we are a few men short now that we’ve got this murder investigation.”

      “So that means no one is here, and I can see Joel?” I asked.

      I knew there were always raids going on in the forest, but generally, the rangers took care of it. Right now and in the fall were when law enforcement was seeking them out.

      “I’d like to hear for myself. You know how much he helped me when I first moved here. Not to mention how he’d given Bobby Ray a job for me. I owe it to him to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Don’t breathe a word of this to no one.” Agnes’s face clouded with uneasiness. I’d never seen that look on her face before, and it made me wonder if she knew something but Hank swore her not to tell me.

      I crisscrossed my heart and nodded, following her down the hall and to the holding cell. Joel raised his head. The lines around his eyes were deeper than normal. He ran his hand over his buzz-cut hair and stood up, letting out a long, deep sigh.

      “Thanks for calling Ava.” He stood up and walked over to the bars.

      I looked at Agnes.

      “Make it quick.” She left no room for discussion. “Joel, you want something to drink?”

      “An Ale 8 would be great if you got one.” His voice cracked with nerves.

      “Sure, honey. I’ll be right back.” Agnes shuffled back down the hall.

      “What is going on, Joel?” I asked him. “It’s not looking good.” He started to speak, but I shushed him. I took out my notebook. “I’m going to read to you what I know, and then you’re going to tell me what you know.”

      He nodded and leaned up against the bars.

      “You and Yaley had gone to The Cookie Crumble that morning. What time did you drop Yaley off and where?” I knew I’d told him I’d let him answer after I told him everything, but now seemed like a good place to fill in those blanks.

      “I dropped her off at her house at six o’ clock. Her brother was there. He doesn’t care too much for me, but I know he’d seen me because he peeled back the curtain.” That was some information I could use.

      “Had you already broken up by that time?” I asked him.

      He closed his eyes, swallowed hard, and sucked in a deep breath.

      “Yeah. That’s what we were doing all night. We were discussing the breakup. I’m still devastated over it. She broke up with me…” His voice trailed off.

      Without even saying it, we both knew this bit of information didn’t look or sound good for his case. Angry. Discarded. Hurt. All of those were enough motive to kill someone.

      “What did you do next?” I asked him.

      “I went over to Steve at the junkyard and picked up the car he needed worked on. I told him I’d just bring it back later that day since I needed to drive it to hear the engine.” This wasn’t outside of his normal job activities. Many times he’d go pick up a customer’s car then bring it back, leaving his truck. “Later that morning, Yaley had called and left me a message on the shop answering machine, asking if we could meet for lunch at the amphitheater. I didn’t get the call until it was too late, and Bobby Ray got it when he came in for the day, which was around one o’clock. I left Bobby Ray at the garage and ran down to the amphitheater in hopes she was there, waiting. But she wasn’t. I sat down there for an hour or so, just trying to sort through my feelings.”

      “Did you see or talk to anyone?” I asked him, hoping he’d have someone to give him an alibi.

      “No one. I came back to the garage and worked on Steve’s car. He called me a few hours after that asking where his car was, and I told him it was up on the lift. He said he’d heard my truck take off about eleven and thought I’d already fixed his car. He said he didn’t bother going out to check because he heard the muffler, and it’s my normal to just drop and go.”

      “Eleven?” I wanted to make sure I was writing it correctly on my timeline.

      “Yes. I even told Hank that, so I’m guessing he’s checking that out.” He shrugged.

      “Dottie was taking her lunch break, and she said she’d seen you come up in your truck and throw stuff in the dumpster around one.” I read off my notes.

      “I didn’t. It wasn’t me.” His words were forceful.

      “Yaley was in your tarp, and your fingerprints are all over it. Even on her purse,” I said, telling him what I knew.

      “Of course my fingerprints were on the tarp. It stays in the back of my truck,” he gasped, panting in fear. “I handed her purse to her before she got out of the truck that morning. That’s how my prints got on it.”

      “Do you know anyone who didn’t like Yaley? Anyone?” I asked.

      “No. I told Ava how Yaley was sweet and kind. She and her brother had some issues back when those realtors were going to sue them, but I don’t know.”

      I could feel his anxiety as he talked. It radiated through him and landed on the stress lines of his face.

      “I also know that someone saw Yaley get into your truck in front of Cute-icles.” My words made his face shoot up.

      “You did?” His eyes grew wide. “What about security cameras? Can they see who was driving?”

      “I’ve not gotten that far. I just heard from Sally Ann that she saw Yaley get into your truck around noon. She did say Yaley seemed to hesitate before she got in, but she did. And Hank is off on a call because Shane Holland found her car on the side of the road.”

      “Shane Holland. I forgot about him.” Joel grabbed the bars of the cell. “He and Yaley had an issue. Something about how he was too late getting on the schedule of tours for this season for the Sierra Club. He missed some deadline, and she mentioned something about him getting up in her face and threatening her.”

      “He did?” This was the first real lead Joel had given me.

      “Yeah. And you and I both know that if businesses don’t get on these tours, that could be the end of them. Especially a new business.” Joel’s eyes softened as if there was a glimmer of hope for him yet.

      “I brought you some peanuts too.” Agnes had walked up undetected because Joel and I were so engrossed in the smallest details of Shane Holland.

      “Thanks, Agnes.” He took the Ale 8 and the package of peanuts through the bars from her.

      “Yes. Thank you, Agnes.” I hugged her and smiled at Joel. “You hang in there. I’ll keep digging and come back.”

      “Thanks, Mae!” he hollered after me as I hurried down the hallway. “Bobby Ray was right. You’ve got a heart of gold.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I murmured, bursting out of the door of the department, where a flood of sunlight greeted me.
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      The last time I’d been to the Daniel Boone National Forest building, where the Sierra Club was located as well as various other park offices, I was involved in finding another dead body. So when I pulled in and parked in front of the old sixties-style brown brick building, shivers covered me from head to toe.

      It was also where the office for the National Parks Magazine division was located. Walking into the building, I couldn’t help but look at the display of brochures of the various tours, activities, and things to do all lined up.

      “May I help you?” the woman asked me from the receptionist desk in the entry.

      “Hi. I’m looking for the Sierra Club offices,” I said and pointed down the various halls that shot off in all different directions.

      “Right down that hallway you’ll find their office in the last door on the right.” She smiled and picked up the ringing phone. “Daniel Boone National Forest office, how can I direct your call?”

      I was happy she didn’t point to the hallway where I’d found that dead body in a conference room. That would’ve just been too much for me.

      My phone chirped a swoosh noise from deep within my bag. I knew without looking it was Betts. Since I’d gotten a new phone, I was able to assign different ringtones to suit various people. Betts’s just so happened to be the sound of water swishing around in a washing machine.

      Hopefully, she was letting me know if she found out anything from her Bible-beater, um, women’s group. It could wait, I thought and continued to look for the Sierra Club.

      When I opened the door, it was nothing like I’d pictured. There was a big open room with several cubicles. There was a copier along one wall and a long table with what looked like example brochures of different tours they offered. At the end of the table were stacked-up folders each business received at the beginning of tour season with all the details on what tour they were taking.

      “Hiya,” a woman greeted me. Her eyes, hidden behind a pair of orange-rimmed glasses and curly bangs, popped up over the cubicle. “What can I do for ya?”

      “My name is Mae West, and I’m here because I’ve not heard from my representative about how my brochures are going to be placed for the season.” It wasn’t a lie. It was just that I’d never met Yaley because it was part of Dottie’s job.

      We weren’t necessarily part of the tours. We were in the Where to Stay program they offered for tourists who called in advance to schedule all their activities before coming to the national park for vacation. They were outside all of the other tourists who found us by our website or the social media campaigns that Abby Fawn did for us.

      “Who is your rep? I can look it up in the system.” She waved me over but didn’t bother getting up.

      “Yaley Woodard.” I walked up to her cubicle and stepped inside to take a seat in the vacant chair, knowing I was going to be there longer than she anticipated.

      Her head jerked up, and she peeled the glasses off her face.

      “I’m sorry to inform you, but Yaley is no longer with us.” She batted her eyes, looking away as if she were starting to tear up. “As in, she was found dead.”

      “Oh. Gosh.” I eased down into the chair, curling my bag in my lap and cuddling it. “She didn’t appear to have an illness.”

      “Illness? She was murdered,” the woman whispered.

      “Husband?” I questioned.

      “She wasn’t married. She had a boyfriend, but he was nice. I think they’d broken up, but I’m not for certain. The morning of the day she disappeared, she was pretty upset about him, but then she got those flowers and called him to meet her for lunch. But she never came back from lunch.” She pointed to the cubicle that was kitty-corner to hers.

      “That’s her office?” I asked and noticed the flowers on the desk.

      “Mmm-hmmm,” she hummed. “We don’t have the heart to even go in there.”

      “Have the police been here?” I asked.

      “They have, but they only talked to my manager. I’m not sure if they went through her desk. It’s awful. But in your case, we don’t have all her clients moved over yet, but if you give us a few days, someone will be in contact with you. If not”—she put her hand up to her chest—“I’m Diana, and you can call me.” She plucked a business card from her desk and handed it to me.

      “What did the card with the flowers say?” I asked.

      “There was only a simple heart sticker. That’s it. Nothing else. That’s why Yaley figured it was from her boyfriend because apparently he’s not real romantic.” Her eyes grew big. “Between me and you”—she leaned closer to me—“I think it was Bert Erickson.”

      “Who is that?” I asked. “The boyfriend?”

      “Bert is a tourist who is in love with Yaley. When he found out that she’d been taken off his normal trail tours, he went crazy. Now this was a few years ago, and now every season, he makes sure he comes in here the first day of the season to get Yaley’s tour schedule. He was in here a couple of days before she disappeared, and I saw him hanging around outside on the day she disappeared.”

      Bert Erickson, Bert Erickson, I continued to say in my head so I wouldn’t forget his name. The information Diane was telling me was an incredible lead.

      “Did Bert know Yaley had a boyfriend?” I asked.

      “I know that he was here when Yaley’s boyfriend picked her up one day because Yaley said Bert acted like a baby to her when she told him the tour schedule wasn’t out yet. Mentioned something about how Bert made fun of her boyfriend’s truck.” Diane was definitely talking about Joel.

      “Did you ever see Yaley’s boyfriend?” I wanted to get into questioning her thoughts on Joel and how he appeared to treat Yaley in front of people.

      Not that I thought Joel killed her, but sometimes people were different behind closed doors.

      “To be honest, I never met her boyfriend. He would wait outside, but they didn’t date for a very long time. Yaley was so excited about him, then something happened, and they broke up.” Diane’s eyes shifted to Yaley’s cubicle and focused on the flowers. “I was going to ask Yaley about it and the flowers at our meeting that day, but she never showed.”

      “Yaley sounds like a nice lady.” I sighed.

      “You should know.” Diane gave me a cross look. “She worked with you for your tours.”

      “Yeah. I mean, she sounds nice personally. I didn’t know that side of her.” I smiled and tried to get back on track. “What was she like to work with? On time? Easy to get along with?”

      “She was always on time.” Diane stopped. Her eyes narrowed; her bangs fell over them. She put her glasses back on. “Say, you ask a lot of questions. Who did you say you were?”

      “I’m Mae West. I own Happy Trails Campground. Yaley comes in to pick up our seasonal brochures, and last time she was in, she talked about how Shane Holland was a big jerk.” Okay, so that was a lie, but I was on a mission to find out whatever I could.

      “Shane Holland.” Diane rolled her eyes, plucked a lollipop out of the cupholder on her desk, then offered me one. I declined. “He thinks he’s so great. He thought he could just waltz in here and get on a tour. It don’t work that way, and he threw the biggest fit right here.”

      “He did?” I gasped, more for effect than anything. My phone chirped the sound of a crackling fire, which was Dottie’s ringtone.

      “Mm-hmm.” She raised her chin up in the air before giving a hard nod. “He told her that he’d start his own tour company and put her out of business. He’d have her job, and the Sierra Club would fire her for not taking on his business. It was plum awful.”

      I dug down into my bag and read the preview of Dottie’s text on my phone. It read: three guests canceled. I sucked in a deep breath. This meant news about finding Yaley’s murdered body in the dumpster at Happy Trails had gotten out, and people didn’t want to be camping in the woods when a murderer was lurking around. A little too real-life Friday the 13th for most people.

      “Really?” The more I heard about this Shane Holland, the more I wanted to make my own tour at the distillery to see exactly where he was the day Yaley disappeared.

      “In fact, the meeting that afternoon was about his distillery and the upcoming tours. Bonnie Turner wanted all the brochures to be redone so the distillery was included, but it was only to get back at Yaley because of that whole real estate thing. Bonnie is on our board of directors, and she’s the realtor who wanted to sue Yaley and her brother. I think Bonnie should’ve been kicked off the board because of that. Yaley promised never to do it again, even though she and her brother got in a fight over it. Bonnie refused to step down, and she made Yaley’s life a living, well, you know.”

      Bonnie Turner, Bonnie Turner, Bert Erickson, Bert Erickson, Shane Holland, Shane Holland, I repeated in my head and prayed I wouldn’t forget these names.

      “Oh, you mean when Yaley and her brother were caught up in the…” I stood up and moseyed over to Yaley’s cubicle to get a look at those flowers.

      The stamp on the envelope was from Sweet Smell Flower Shop. I knew that place well. And it told me that I’d be able to find out who sent them. Maybe Joel did send them. I’d need to find out.

      “Yaley told you about that?” Diane asked and licked on the sucker before she bit off a piece. “She was all hush-hush, but that’s when Bonnie demoted Yaley. She couldn’t fire Yaley because Yaley was a good worker. And if it was my brother, I’d probably have funneled him all the tourists’ business too. I mean, we are loyal to family.” She eased back in her chair. “Am I right?”

      “You sure are, Diane.” I smiled thinking of the gold I’d just struck. I had three names and motives of just why someone other than Joel Grassle would want to kill Yaley Woodard, and I was going to explore them all.

      One by one over the next twenty-four hours. Even if I didn’t get a wink of sleep, the life of Happy Trails counted on it.
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      Bonnie Turner, Bonnie Turner, Bert Erickson, Bert Erickson, Shane Holland, Shane Holland.

      “What are you muttering about over there?” Dottie was scrubbing the tub of the bungalow I liked to use for the honeymooners. The big two-person claw-foot tub was in the bedroom, situated underneath the window that faced the sunset over the Daniel Boone National Forest.

      It was one of the best views of the full moon in the campground, and in the fall, it was spectacular to sit in a nice long bath with a big glass of champagne as the moon hung over the mountains and the lightning bugs dotted the darkness.

      “I’m trying to make sure I recall all the names Yaley’s co-worker had told me about. They all had some sort of disagreement or issue with Yaley.” I curled the edge of the fitted sheet around the corner of the king-sized bed, ran my hand over the bed until I found the other corner, then tucked it under.

      “Issue? If someone killed the woman, they had more than an issue.” Dottie groaned and stood up. The long yellow gloves were pulled up past her elbows, and she had a scrub brush in one hand.

      With the backside of her other hand, she pushed back the sweaty short hair from her forehead, making it stick up in all directions.

      “I don’t think we’re gonna get this done before we go meet the girls.” Dottie pulled the gloves off and took a look at her phone. “We still have the family-of-four bungalow to do.”

      “What time is it?” I asked her as I threw the sheet up, snapping it in midair to lay perfectly over the bed.

      “Near six.” She grabbed her cigarette case off the bedside table and took out a smoke. “What is it you got up in that noggin of yours?”

      “You go smoke, but call Ty and order all of us a burger platter to go. Call the girls and have them come here instead of the Laundry Club. It’s about time for Ty to come home, so have him bring them.” It was a good plan. Many times I’d order to go from the Normal Diner when Ty was getting off, so he could just bring it with him.

      “The platter with the slaw?” Dottie questioned.

      “Yes. Add the slaw.” I tried not to smile because I knew she loved Ty Randal’s southern slaw. He made it for every BBQ we hosted at the campground, and most of the time, he brought her a little extra to take home. “It ain’t no platter without the greasy fries and slaw.”

      “You got that right.” Dottie left the bedroom to head outside.

      I moved around the bedroom, fluffing the comforter and positioning the pillows like I’d seen done in Southern Living Magazine. It was my go-to magazine when I had decided to make all the bungalows so comfy cozy that people were in awe when they came to stay. It left a lasting impression, and over the last couple of years, the original honeymooners have come back to celebrate their wedding anniversaries with us.

      I put fresh candles next to the beds, hung new bathrobes neatly over the side chair next to the tub, and placed the complimentary basket of essential oils, face masks, and other fun items on the floor next to the tub.

      The kitchen was a simple eat-in kitchen that I supplied all the utensils for, along with some fun snacks like popcorn, desserts from The Cookie Crumble, coffee from Trails Coffee Shop, and fresh fruits from Mary Elizabeth. She should be dropping off my order sometime this week before the first set of guests arrived.

      It reminded me that I needed to talk to Dawn Gentry, Mary Elizabeth’s co-owner of the Milkery, about what she might’ve seen when she was in The Cookie Crumble.

      I called Mary Elizabeth and worked around the kitchen to make sure all the things were in place, including the journal I left for guests to write in about their experience, along with any wildlife they encountered or suggestions of places to go for the incoming guests. “Good evening,” I said when she picked up. “I’m getting all the bungalows ready, and you know that order I placed?”

      “Hi, honey. I’m doing good, thank you for asking.” Mary Elizabeth made it well-known that I’d not used the manners I’d learned in etiquette school, which she’d spent a great deal of money on.

      “How are you?” I knew better, but I was so anxious to get to the point of my call.

      “I said I was doing good. Are you not listening either?” Mary Elizabeth scolded.

      “Actually, I’m just so excited to let you know that I have a free morning tomorrow and thought I’d drop by for some breakfast. I mean, you are always asking me to drop by, so I thought I’d come by tomorrow morning, eat, and pick up some of the fruit so you don’t have to make a trip out here.” So I might’ve used all this to my advantage, but I still loved her, and with my issue with Hank, I did have some time, though I really wanted to use the extra time to work on my investigation.

      “We’d love to have you. In fact, tomorrow is perfect timing.” Mary Elizabeth’s voice went up an octave with excitement. “It’s chicken and waffles at the bed and breakfast tomorrow.”

      My mouth watered at the mere sound of her freshly made fried chicken and homemade waffles. I swear hers were better than any Cracker Barrel waffles.

      “I’ll be there around eight if that’s okay.” It would give me time to get up in the morning and get my head wrapped around going to talk to Dawn and then head to see Shane Holland at the distillery to see what he had to say. Not to mention how convenient it was for him to find Yaley Woodard’s car.

      Mary Elizabeth and I said our goodbyes right as Dottie walked in to confirm the gals would be here, and Ty would be dropping off the food.

      While Dottie went to the office to get some chairs ready for the girls and a pot of coffee brewing, I headed over to the family bungalow with the four bedrooms. Luckily, the only thing I needed to do were the bedrooms, which I took the most time on for the comfort of sleeping.

      “Hey, May-bell-ine.” Bobby Ray said my name in the most pitiful way from the gravel drive next to the one-bedroom bungalow I let him use for free.

      “How did your day go after I saw you?” I could see the stress on his face.

      “I couldn’t get my head in the game. I nearly slammed my hand in the hood of a car.” He shook his head. His long, loose, stringy curls swung down past his ears. I wished he’d get it cut, but he loved his long mullet-style hairdo.

      He followed me into the family bungalow.

      “That ranger wasn’t about to let me in down there.”

      My head jerked up when he reminded me about the ranger. I’d completely forgotten.

      “Oh my gosh!” I took out of the bungalow and ran as fast as I could to the office.

      “What in the world has gotten into your crawl?” Dottie popped up with big eyes from a funny position on the floor of the office.

      “What are you doing?” I questioned her and noticed there were coffee grounds spilled all over the floor. “Dottie, did you pass out?”

      “I’m fine.” She held her hand in the air for me to help her up. “Help me.”

      “Dottie, I don’t think you are fine.” I pulled her up, placing my arm around her waist to help her to her desk chair. “I think you need to go to the hospital.”

      “Don’t be making no big fuss over me.” She batted my hand away once she was sitting down. “I’m light-headed because I’m hungry. It’s waaay past my suppertime.”

      Even after I’d gotten her situated in her chair with a bottled water, her color still wasn’t to her. It crossed my mind to call the ambulance, but I’d wait until the gals got here to see what they said. She wasn’t going to like me conferring with them, but I didn’t care. I loved Dottie.

      “Now, what was it that made you run in here as if that big bushy curly hair of yours was on fire?” She might’ve been pale, but her spunk was still there.

      “The ranger. I forgot the ranger was at the front of the entrance. He probably won’t let the girls in.” My brows knitted.

      “It’s Newman Weaver.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s probably already down there snoring. I’m sure they gave him that job because he’s old and won’t retire. He sits at the National Park office every day and answers the phone. At least, that’s what I heard.” She raised a shaky finger and pointed to the coffeepot. “I guar-an-tee if you take him a cup of coffee and bat those pretty long lashes of yours that he’ll let anyone in here you want.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” I couldn’t help but notice her hands were slightly shaking. Maybe she was right about not eating, so I grabbed a pack of crackers from the snack closet and took them to her.

      “I’ll be fine.” She waved me off. “I’ll just catch my breath, and we can forget all about it.”

      “Are you sure?” I questioned again because there was no way I was going to leave her alone if she wasn’t. The investigation would just have to wait.

      “I’m positive. Now git!” she hollered and shooed me away.

      With a big cup of coffee in my hands, I slowly walked down the gravel driveway to the entrance of the campground, where Newman was perched in the comforts of his green Kentucky Wildlife truck.

      “Hey there, Newman.” I held up the cup of coffee. “I thought I’d bring you a cup of coffee while I let you know Betts Hager and the girls are going to stop by and help me get things cleaned up for the guests.”

      “Mae, dear, I sure would love to let them in, but I’ve got strict orders from Hank. He especially said you might try to do something to woo me.” Newman eyed the coffee and licked his lips.

      “Woo you? Aw…” I winked and held the coffee close enough so he’d get a big whiff. “Hank’s just worried you might steal me from him,” I joked. “But the girls are coming to help me get the bungalows all ready for my guests. With Betts being single now and all, she needs the money to pay her bills, so you know me.” I pulled my shoulders to my ears. “I’m doing all I can to help the economy out. I sure would hate for our town to lose the Laundry Club.”

      If Hank could play this game, so could I.

      “I sure hate to hear that about Betts. She’s such a nice lady.” Newman didn’t take his eyes off the coffee. His Adam’s apple moved up and down as he swallowed. “I loved hearing her husband preach. Do you think he’s delivering in the big house?”

      “I’m not sure what he’s doing in prison, and I don’t think Betts cares either. That’s why she’s been working her fingers to the bones picking up new cleaning gigs to pay the bills.” I waved the coffee a little more so the smell would really get him. “I tried to give her money, but you know Betts. She’s too kind and proud to take a handout. If she don’t come clean tonight, she won’t be able to pay the electric bill.”

      “How long is it going to take her?” He licked his lips.

      “Oh, an hour or two at most.” I offered the cup to him.

      “Just as long as you limit it to an hour or two.” With the coffee in his hands, he took a sip. “I’ll see if Darlene has any cleaning needs. We can hire her too.”

      “She’d love that, Newman. Thank you.” I tapped the edge of his car’s windowsill before I turned around with a big smile on my face. “Hank Sharp, you can’t outwit May-bell-ine Grant West,” I muttered under my breath and headed back to the office.

      Dottie had gotten the dry-erase board updated with everything I’d discovered about Yaley’s relationships between Bonnie Turner, Bert Erickson, and Shane Holland.

      “Bert Erickson?” Abby Fawn pulled her leg up in the folding chair after I’d written his name on the whiteboard under the list of suspects. “I know Bert, and I don’t think…” Abby stopped and appeared to be gnawing on the possibility.

      “According to Diane, Bert has been extremely obsessed with Yaley. If he’s as stalkery as Diane claims, he’d definitely know that Yaley had been dating Joel. And if Yaley turned him down all those times, it’s a good motive to kill.” I shrugged. “All for love.”

      “I don’t know.” Abby wasn’t convinced. “Keep him on there, but he comes into the library on a fairly regular basis to research various plots of land since he does work for the Property Valuation Department. He loves to hike, and maybe he just likes the tours Yaley had given.”

      “If he comes into the library, maybe you can ask him a few questions.” Betts had the perfect solution that would make Abby happy enough to stay in and not be too upset. “As for Bonnie Turner, I remember her mentioning something a few years ago about the scheme Yaley and Ted had going during a Bible study. In fact, I think she even asked us to put it on the prayer chain.”

      “You know her?” I questioned.

      “I do but not super well. She was not as involved in the group because she worked all the time, showing cabins, properties, houses, you name it. Her phone went off at all hours of the night.” Betts’s tone was rough with anxiety. “I could see her getting a little upset with Yaley, but still holding a grudge after all these years?”

      “What if she has been holding this grudge and waited until the air was cleared before she struck?” Queenie had such a great imagination, and this time it could be true.

      “Not bad.” I pointed the dry-erase marker at her and turned to write it down as a motive under Bonnie’s name.

      “The church ladies have been asked to cook the repast food for Yaley’s funeral, and I’m sure Bonnie will be there. She never misses a good meal.” Betts, though serious, did make us laugh because many people went to repasts just so they could get some good homecooked food at the same time as paying their respects to the family. “Ted had called the church office and asked if the church could host the repast in the undercroft.”

      “When?” Queenie questioned. “Is it during my Jazzercise class? Because I pay to rent the space, and if I have to cancel class, I won’t have happy clients.”

      “I’m sure the church will call you. I don’t know now that I’m just a volunteer and not really head of anything anymore.” Betts used to be the heartbeat of the church. She knew all the activities and times, including all the deaths. “We are going to meet late afternoon tomorrow to set up a menu.”

      “And I can get Mary Elizabeth to make something, so I can come to the meeting. Maybe pick some brains?” I questioned.

      “I think it sounds great.” Abby looked between me and Betts. “I can see Bonnie holding a grudge against Yaley. Not that it makes her a killer, but just another suspect.”

      “Perfect.” I smiled and quickly wrote our plan underneath Bonnie’s name, along with the facts on her motives. “Yaley knocked Bonnie out of a lot of income by funneling all the guests to rent Ted’s rental property. Bonnie also planned to sue Yaley, but that didn’t go through. Why?”

      I wrote “why” in all capital letters and circled it a few times.

      “We have Bert Erickson and Bonnie Turner. Who else?” Queenie became a little too jittery if she sat for too long. She got up and shook her hands at her wrists, followed by some gyrating of the legs before she rolled her neck a few times and sat back down.

      “Shane Holland, the owner of the new Bourbon Trail Distillery. He and Yaley actually got into an argument because she didn’t put him on the tour this season since he didn’t file the paperwork in time.”

      “That’s his fault,” Abby pointed out. “Right, Queenie?”

      “Mmm-hhmmm.” Queenie nodded. “When I was in the filing department for the park, they were strict. No exceptions, even if the tour was going to bring in a lot of money. They get all sorts of state grant money, and it’s been distributed way before the season starts. Shane Holland should’ve researched that before he opened and had the proper paperwork in place.”

      “It might be his fault, but he might not see it that way.” There was one thing I could count on when looking at possible murder suspects, and that was how nothing was ever as it seemed. “In fact, he was the one who found Yaley’s car wrecked on the side of the road.”

      I quickly made bullet points on the board and jotted down exactly why Shane would have motive.

      “Dottie?” I questioned Dottie’s silence. “That’s it.” I slammed the marker on the desk when I noticed she was looking as gray as a corpse. “We are going to the emergency room.”

      “No,” Dottie insisted. “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.” I turned to the gals because I knew we’d be stronger in numbers, and if they knew what had been going on with Dottie, they’d make her get checked out. “Dottie has passed out or almost passed out a couple of times these past two days, and we need to get her to the emergency room.”

      “I was wondering what was going on with your color.” Queenie got out of her folding chair and took a hard look at Dottie’s face. “It’s them cigarettes. I told you.”

      I gathered up my bag and Dottie’s purse.

      “Don’t be going and giving her the business.” Betts walked over and helped Dottie up, scolding Queenie. “The last thing she needs is a fussing from any of us. Come on, Dottie. We will get you looked at and back in no time.”

      “Don’t y’all be making a fuss over me. I’m fine.” Dottie shifted her glare to me.

      You know the saying, if looks could kill…well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      Dottie’s initial vitals had checked out okay. They weren’t the best, and her blood sugar levels were off the chart low. The emergency room doctor had ordered Dottie to stay overnight for observation or maybe even longer, depending on what the full blood workup panel showed.

      There was a lot of tossing and turning all night with thoughts of how she was doing. Plus, when I’d heard someone driving past my camper in the middle of the night, I looked out the window and saw it was Hank.

      Like a creeper, I watched him go into the camper he rented from me and come back out with Chester.

      “Come on, Fifi.” I threw the covers off me, pulled on a sweatshirt over my nightshirt, and put on a pair of sweatpants, along with my hiking boots by the door. “Let’s go see Chester.”

      Hank was walking Chester past my camper when we finally made it outside. It took me a minute to try and tame my hair so I would look somewhat presentable for Hank.

      “What are you doing up?” Hank asked, stopping at my door when he saw me open it.

      “Can’t sleep.” I watched Fifi run down the steps and straight over to Chester. They did the usual sniffing around each other before they followed behind me and Hank. “Dottie had some fainting issues, but I think it’s her blood sugar. The girls and I took her to the emergency room. They kept her overnight for observation.”

      “I’m sorry, Mae.” Hank’s words were soft and sincere. “Can I do anything?”

      “No. I think I’ve got her covered.” I walked beside him with my hands clasped in front of me, feeling a little awkward since we normally held hands or fussed over the dogs not being on leashes, but I could sense our relationship was on his mind as much as it was on my mind. “Are you going to be mad at me forever?”

      “I think I’m never going to be okay with you wanting to snoop around every chance I have an investigation,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “It’s only when it affects people I love.” I couldn’t compromise my beliefs. “I know you felt as though I took Joel’s side over you when I asked Ava to come help him, but it’s not the case at all.” I put my hand out for him to stop walking. He turned to me.

      When he looked down at me, my heart felt an ache that I’d never felt before. A breaking into pieces in that one instant. I could see the pain in his eyes.

      “You and I both want the killer brought to justice. You love Normal just as much, if not more, than I do. I want to help Joel. I want to help everyone. I want my business to thrive so our community can thrive. I want us to thrive, Hank. Why can’t we just work together?” I asked him. “You were so good about it when we went back to Perrysburg.”

      Not that I wanted to be reminded of why we’d gone back to my hometown a few months ago, but I had to put on my sleuthing cap there, and he was accepting of it.

      “I needed you to introduce me to people. I didn’t know people there, and we were there to get to the bottom of things.” He didn’t take his hard stare off of me.

      I looked away. Fifi and Chester were right there with us. They must’ve known we were in a serious discussion because they weren’t running off to smell the midnight scents and various critters that could be out.

      “You trusted me then, why not now?” It seemed like a legitimate question. “I have good resources to help you. In fact, Yaley and Shane Holland had gotten into a fight, and he just so happened to find her car?”

      “How did you know that?” Hank’s brows V’d.

      I gulped.

      “Granny,” he murmured. “I knew there was a reason I’d not heard from you, or maybe you stopped in to talk to Joel.”

      I curled my lips from saying anything, but even with the dark of the night and bright moonlight, Hank could see right through me.

      “Geez, Mae.” He threw his hands up in the air. “You’ve talked to him.”

      “And you and I both know it’s very possible his truck was stolen. Did you go to the junkyard and ask Steve about it?”

      “Of course I did, Mae.” Hank put his hands on his hips and moved his tongue around in his mouth as his jaw set firm. “You’re not going to back off, are you?”

      “It’s not that.”

      He shifted, so I came clean. “No. I simply don’t think Joel did it, and I can’t even begin to let the campground go bankrupt while the Normal Sheriff’s Department twiddles their thumbs by looking at one person.” I gave a loud whistle. “Let’s go, Fifi.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was sheer exhaustion that had me at my wits' end or the worry about Dottie and Hank, but I wasn’t going to just sit idly by like a good girlfriend.

      Without another word, I started my stomp back to my camper with the pitter-patter of not only Fifi but Chester following me closely behind.

      “Chester!” Hank’s voice echoed through the darkness. “Chester, stop!”

      “Come on, Chester.” I gave a little click of the tongue to make him keep following me. “Want a treat?” I asked, knowing I was going to make Hank deal with me one way or another.

      “Mae, you can’t hold my dog hostage.” Hank’s voice got louder and so did his footsteps.

      “I’m not holding anyone hostage.” I turned on a dime, and Hank practically ran into me. “I’m simply walking back to my home to go back to bed.”

      “This is what I love best and hate most about you.” He shook his head. “I love how you stand for what you believe in but hate when I’m at the other end. It’s a very difficult position for me to be in.”

      “I recall how we sat right over there a year or so ago.” I pointed over his shoulder to the bank along the lake. “And we both agreed this would get complicated. Here we are. Hank Sharp,” I said his name with a stern voice, “this is the time it’s going to get complicated. Either we are worth fighting for, or we aren’t. You pick because I’m still right here.”

      I marched up the steps with a hopeful twitch in my gut that he’d stop me and pull me toward him, telling me I was worth every single ounce. But once I made it up the steps, I hesitated slightly on turning the knob of the camper door.

      Nothing.

      Fifi and Chester ran into the camper as if it was family as usual, and I shut the door behind me.

      “Mae, open up.” Hank’s voice came from the other side of the door, making me smile.

      I forced the grin from my face and flung open the door. Hank was leaned up against the doorframe.

      “Fine. Let’s make a plan that’ll keep us both happy because I can’t stop you from snooping, and I can’t stop my heart from loving you.” He took a step inside of the camper and drew me to him. “I swear, one of these days, I’m going to regret giving in to you.”

      “No, you won’t. You’ll always protect me. Even from the likes of Shane Holland.” I looked up and kissed him.

      Chester and Fifi were pretty happy. Both of them danced around our feet and hopped up on the couch after Hank sat down. I retrieved my hobo bag and dug out the notebook. I’d let Hank know the things I already knew.

      “Okay.” He looked up, crossed his ankle over his other leg, and held on to it. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

      “Right now?” I looked at the time. “It’s two in the morning.”

      “And what do we have to do?” he questioned.

      He might’ve been willing to work with me due to the fact he loved me, but I could see right now that he wasn’t going to make it easy on me.

      “Besides, when there’s an investigation going on, time doesn’t exist. You do understand that even though it might appear we aren’t doing anything, we really are.” A sly smile crossed his lips.

      “Great!” I said enthusiastically and opened the notebook instead of just handing it to him. “Joel had dropped his truck off at Steve’s in exchange for Steve’s car since he was going to work on it.”

      Hank rolled his hand around as if he wanted me to skip that part.

      “Okay, Yaley and Joel had been up all night, contemplating their relationship before they broke up. Then they got donuts, and he took her home.” The scenario began to play in my head, and Hank completely disappeared as I paced back and forth. “She went home to get ready for work, went to work, got the flowers, and called Joel to meet him because she thought he’d sent her flowers when he really didn’t. Whoever sent her flowers stole Joel’s truck because they knew she would meet up with Joel, and it worked.” I smacked my hands together. “She knew the person who stole the truck because Sally Ann said she hesitated before she got into the truck.”

      “Sally Ann?” Hank all of a sudden got interested. “Sally Ann saw Yaley get abducted?”

      “Yes. No. Yes.” I waved my hand back and forth. “Sorta. I mean, Sally Ann told me she was doing Ann’s nails, and they saw Joel’s truck, but not if it was Joel in the truck.” I made sure he knew that little bit of information. “Yaley walked up to the truck but hesitated when she looked in. Something or someone said something to her to get her into the truck. That someone had to be the person who sent her flowers.”

      “How do you know about the flowers?” Hank obviously hadn’t talked to Diane.

      “I went to the Sierra Club because they’ve not picked up my brochures to hand out.” I didn’t technically lie, but he knew what I was getting at. “I asked Diane, the girl who works with Yaley in the office, about Yaley. She mentioned how Yaley said she and Joel had broken up, but Yaley was on the fence and very happy after the flowers were sent. I looked at the flowers, and there wasn’t a name on them. She thought they were from Joel. They weren’t.”

      “Sally Ann couldn’t ID the driver?” Hank asked.

      “She didn’t look hard enough because she assumed it was Joel driving Joel’s truck. But it wasn’t.”

      “Whoever killed Yaley knew Joel sometimes used Happy Trail’s dumpster and knew that his muffler was loud enough to get attention that told us it was him without making us look too close. Same with Dottie. She heard the muffler, glanced outside, and saw it was him, not thinking another word about it.” My words made Hank’s brow rise.

      “So I’m not sure it was Shane Holland. After all, he’s pretty new to the community, and I’ve never seen him in the campground. Though he and Yaley had the most recent fight.” I gnawed on my cheek. My eyes darted back and forth. “Who could’ve seen the fight? Diane said it was in the office, and guess who works in the office.”

      “Who?” Hank played along.

      “Bonnie Turner.” I flipped to the page in the notebook where I’d written down all the motives Bonnie would have to kill Yaley and handed it to Hank. While he scanned the page, I told him, “She was the realtor who had filed the lawsuit against Yaley and her brother. Do you remember that?”

      “I was a full-time ranger when it happened, but we’ve opened the documents. They came to an agreement, but I’m not sure how that went down, so we are going to question Bonnie.” Hank was actually giving me some information.

      “She might give me more, or Betts.” I shrugged.

      “Tell me what you’ve already got planned.” Hank patted the seat next to him, even though Fifi was curled up there. He picked her up and put her in his lap.

      I ended up sitting next to him, telling him all the plans the Laundry Club ladies and I had come up with. The next thing I knew I was blinking awake and the morning sun was shining right in the camper windows.
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      “I can’t believe I just fell asleep.” I sipped on the cup of coffee Hank had handed me.

      “One minute, you were talking with your head on my shoulder, then the next thing I knew, you were silent.” He smiled from behind the cup before he took a sip. “I looked down at you, and you were out. So I grabbed a few covers, thinking you’d wake up, but you never did. Not even when I left apparently.”

      “I can’t believe you came back this morning. And fixed me coffee.” I sucked in a deep breath of gratitude. “Thank you. I think the stress of Dottie got to me.”

      “You can take Joel off your stress list. Ava Cox found a witness during the time Yaley disappeared. She was walking her dog in the median and actually talked to Joel, and he forgot about it. But the woman came forward and said she’d talked to him. So it’s an alibi, not completely solid. And…” He leaned against the counter and appeared to be freshly clothed and well rested. “I’m giving you back the campground.”

      “Really?” I squealed and jumped to my feet so I could put my coffee down to hug him.

      “Really. I think we’ve gotten all the evidence we could collect. I’ve already put out an APB on the truck, and it’s extended to multiple states. We have got surrounding forces looking into video cameras and junkyards to see if it was junked.” He pushed off the counter and refilled his Yeti coffee cup. “I’ve got to get going. What is your plan today? So I know where you are at all times.”

      “I’m going to go work in the office since Dottie isn’t here.” I reached over and grabbed my phone, checking to see if anyone had called me from the hospital to come get her. “Then I’m going to take Fifi on another walk before I head out to make my rounds at the Bourbon Trail Distillery and Cute-icles to get my nails done. After that, I’m heading over to the church undercroft to help with Yaley’s repast while listening in for some good gossip that just might lead to a clue.”

      “You know that we don’t take time off to get nails done.” Hank thought he had me.

      “No, but two people at Cute-icles saw Yaley get into Joel’s truck right before she was killed, so I’m going to smile and get my nails done while I partake in a little gossip.” I winked. “Hank Sharp, don’t you know that we southern women love to gossip about other people’s issues, and honey, I think Yaley Woodard had more issues than Southern Living has ever printed.”

      “Oh, Mae, don’t make me regret this.” He kissed the top of my head and gave the dogs a nice scratch on their heads before he bolted out the door for the day.

      I filled the dog bowl with food and let the fur kids eat while I grabbed a much-needed shower and got ready for the day. There wasn’t much I could do for my hair other than let it dry by itself. If I wanted to dry it, then I’d have to either get a professional blowout to help tame the frizz from me trying to blow dry it or spend the next hour trying to flat iron the heck out of it. Neither of those would get me closer to what I needed to do today, and that was to get some answers to the clues the Laundry Club ladies and I had found.

      “Are you two ready to get the messages off the machine, then go for a walk?” Just the tone of my voice made Chester and Fifi dance with excitement.

      The sun had already popped up over the mountains and nestled itself in what appeared to be a crystal-blue-sky day. It was a great day to run around the park and visit with people I needed to see.

      The campground was quiet. Bobby Ray’s car and Ty’s car weren’t in their driveways. Henry was in the motorized pond boat with the moss rake. His whistling echoed off the surrounding trees, which made me smile and made the dogs run to the edge of the pond. Luckily, they didn’t jump into the water. I had no time to give them baths this morning.

      Henry waved from the little green boat. He loved going around to make sure the wildlife as well as his little forest of cattails were healthy. He would also check the fountain in the middle to make sure it was at peak performance since it was the only irrigation for the body of water.

      Walking past Dottie’s house reminded me to check my phone again just in case I’d missed a call from the hospital. Nothing.

      Fifi and Chester darted ahead of me and went straight to the office door.

      “Gosh.” I laughed. “Am I that predictable?” I stopped when I noticed the office door was cracked.

      Chester pawed at the door to let himself in.

      “Chester,” I called to him in a whisper and bent down so he’d run over for a scratch. “Good boy.” Fifi and Chester both ran over to me. I grabbed them both by the collar and tugged them both up into my arms.

      The sound of the filing cabinet drawers opening then shutting made my heart beat so fast. I slid my body along the outside wall of the office and turned the corner to look into the window to see who was in there. Only Dottie, Henry, and I had a key. Dottie was in the hospital. Henry was at the lake, and I obviously wasn’t in there.

      The blinds were closed from when we’d locked up yesterday, so I couldn’t see inside. A loud whistle made me look over at Henry. He was giving me a strange look. I gave him the silent come-here nod. I tried to nod toward the building to tell him someone was in there without talking.

      When he shifted the lever on the boat to move it to the bank of the lake closest to me, I realized he knew what I was trying to tell him.

      Luckily, Fifi was a tiny little thing, so she wasn’t breaking my arm, but Chester…shoo wee. He was definitely the size of a small child. I adjusted him a few times before Henry made it over to me.

      “Someone is in there,” I whispered into Henry’s ear. His wiry head tickled my nose. “Dottie is still in the hospital.”

      I watched as Henry studied my face, not speaking a word. He pulled up his pant leg and exposed his ankle gun, which he kept on him at all times. Slowly, he bent down and unsnapped it. He stood up with one hand on the gun and one finger to his mouth, telling me to be quiet. I nodded in agreement.

      He held his hand out for me to stay put and slowly turned to go back to the front of the office. There was a momentary panic that riddled my insides. Fifi must’ve felt it. She twisted her head to my face and began to lick me. I moved my head back and forth, which made Chester squirm. His back claws stabbed me in my side, making me drop him.

      He scurried around the building.

      “Chester,” I gasped and held Fifi tight to me. I bolted around the side of the door just as Henry was kicking it in, and Chester ran inside. “No!”

      “What the—” I heard someone screaming from inside. “Henry Bryan! You’ve lost your ever-loving mind! I oughta take that gun and pistol-whip you back to the hole you crawled out of!”

      “Dottie?” I hurried inside the office only to find Dottie had the gun on Henry. “How did that happen?”

      “She grabbed my gun,” Henry cried out with his arms trying to cover his head.

      “Dottie, what are you doing here?” I put Fifi down and pushed the gun out of Henry’s way. “You’re supposed to be at the hospital.”

      “They let me out last night, and I got me a cab home.” She gave Henry one last long glare before she handed his gun over to him. “I swear, you point that thing at me again, and it’ll be the last thing you ever point at anyone.” She pointed to the door. “You git on outta here before I knock you into next week.”

      “Calm down, Dottie. I told him someone was in here, and you were at the hospital, so I thought someone had broken in. I’m sorry, Henry. Thank you.” I patted him on the back when he walked past me. “How were we to know you were home? So?”

      “So what?” She went back to looking in the filing cabinet. “I’m pulling all the guest folders who have left messages about canceling their reservation due to the murdered body found on the campground.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I let out a big sigh that held relief there wasn’t a robber and stress about the cancellations.

      “Does it look like I’m kidding?” Dottie swirled her finger around her face.

      She was in one of those moods. The mood told me she wasn’t in any shape to do anything but get work done.

      “Why are you here? Why don’t you go home and rest today?” I suggested before she gave me a look that told me to be quiet and that she was going to do what she wanted to do. “Fine. Work. But I have to know what the doctor said and why they let you go.”

      “They said everything looked good. Keep an eye on my sugar intake. That’s it.” She shrugged and put the stack of files on her desk before she sat down and started to type on the keyboard. “I’ll get these guests’ down payments refunded because I’m guessing you’re not going to argue with why they are canceling.”

      “I really hate this.” I eased down into the chair. Chester and Fifi sat patiently next to Dottie’s chair in anticipation of her throwing them a treat.

      “I know, but that’s another reason why I came in. If I’m in here doing this piddly work, you can go out there and carry on with the plan the Laundry Club gals put together.” She opened the treat jar and took a couple out, handing them to the dogs.

      “And you feel up to it?” I wanted to make sure before I did anything.

      “I’m fine.” She looked at me with big eyes and a set jaw. “Now go leave me be, and I’ll take care of the dogs.”

      “Only if you’re sure, because this campground means nothing to me compared to you and your health.” It was true. “I’ve been bankrupt once, and I don’t mind doing it again.”

      “Go!” She gave a hard point to the door.

      “Okay.” I looked at the dogs, who were more than happy to be here with Dottie. “I’ll come back before I go to the undercroft and take them for a walk.”

      “Mmm-hhhmm.” Dottie was focused on the computer screen and didn’t even look up to tell me goodbye.
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      “In the middle of the night?” Mary Elizabeth fingered the strand of pearls around her neck. Her shoulder-length straight hair screamed at me. I ran my hand down my curls and let the ping of jealousy settle in my gut. Poor Mary Elizabeth had done all she could for my hair when I was an awkward teenager. “I’ve never heard of any hospital releasing anyone in the middle of the night.”

      She confirmed everything I thought about Dottie being discharged from the hospital.

      “I guess if you’ve got someone like Dottie Swaggert snapping at you, then you might let her get out of there as quick as possible.” Dawn Gentry set the plate of chicken and waffles down on the table before she sat down to join me and Mary Elizabeth.

      “I bet she was a pill. But I’m telling you,” I cut a piece of chicken and stabbed it along with a piece of waffle before I dipped it into the maple syrup, “she’s got something going on other than a low blood sugar level. She’s been pale for the better part of the past couple of days even after she eats. She’s unsteady on her feet and stubborn as all get out.”

      “Honey, she’s a grown woman.” Mary Elizabeth’s southern accent poured out of her. “All you can do is continue to check on her. After that, it’s up to her to take care of herself. And those cigarettes don’t help her at all.”

      “Has she ever tried to stop smoking?” Dawn asked. She had her head rested in the palm of her hand, her arm propped up on the table. Her fingernails picked at the edge of her pixie cut. She’d kept her black hair short since I’d known her over the past couple of years and stayed true to her skinny jeans, black t-shirts, and her black leather jacket.

      “Not that I know of.” I shrugged and took in the difference between Dawn and Mary Elizabeth while we sat there in silence and stuffed our faces.

      The two business partners couldn’t be more polar opposites. Mary Elizabeth was always decked out in Lilly Pulitzer outfits and her strand of pearls, making her the picture-perfect image of a southern woman. And she loved playing that part, though it wasn’t a part. She was southern through and through.

      “This is the best yet.” I put the last bite in my mouth and closed my eyes to savor it.

      “You say that about every meal I make.” Mary Elizabeth’s voice held pride.

      “How’s the Milkery doing?” I asked as I geared up for the real reason I was here, which was to question Dawn about seeing Joel and Yaley.

      Even though Hank told me Joel had been released with a flimsy alibi and eyewitness, I’d already planned to stop by here, and I wasn’t going to cancel on chicken and waffles ever. Besides, Dawn might’ve had some other insight or views that might come in handy.

      “Great. We got some new calves and some milking mamas. Plus the goat milk and soap sales have tripled since this new goat-milk-and-cheese fad some of these health nuts have tapped into.” Dawn picked at the edges of her fingernails.

      “It’s not a fad,” Mary Elizabeth corrected. “Some people are lactose intolerant, and we are here to provide them what they want.”

      “Speaking of diets and stuff, I heard you were at The Cookie Crumble picking up donuts the morning Yaley Woodard disappeared and found her way into my dumpster.” I tried to make light of the situation, but there was no denying it was still very real.

      “Yeah. Creepy.” Dawn’s body did a shimmy-shake. “I didn’t know her, but I saw her in Joel’s truck, and from what I heard, he’s a suspect.”

      “He’s not.” I sat there for the next twenty minutes, telling Mary Elizabeth and Dawn everything I’d found out and that’d happened over the past twenty-four hours, including the little hiccup with Hank and how I was going to look into Shane Holland, Bonnie Turner, and Bert Erickson. “Do you remember anything odd about the situation or see anyone out of place there that morning?”

      “Is Bert Erickson that guy who does all the trail runs?” She looked at Mary Elizabeth.

      “He is. He’s a doll.” Mary Elizabeth thought everyone was a doll, including killers. “He runs the trail behind the Milkery. In fact, he was on the trail the day the girl disappeared.”

      “Which trail?” I questioned.

      “You know. The one that goes down to the river then up to your place. It’s like three miles or something. Who on earth would want to run something like that? It’s all bumpy.” She used her hand to make bumps in the air. “It was the first time I’d seen him on that trail this season.”

      “You said that morning?” I questioned, trying to get a timeline.

      Dawn Gentry appeared to have gone into deep thought.

      “What is that look?” Mary Elizabeth shook a finger at me. “I know that look. You think he might’ve killed that poor girl.”

      “Like I told you, he only took Yaley’s tours, and something upset him this time. I’m not sure what, but if you take all of someone’s tours, that tells me you’re a little obsessed with that person.” I picked up my plate and stood up so I could put it in the dishwasher. “I just need to find him so I can question him about his whereabouts.”

      “I told you his whereabouts. He was running the trail that morning.” Mary Elizabeth took my plate from me and added it to the pile she already had on the counter from the breakfast for the guests who were staying at the Milkery Bed and Breakfast.

      Not everyone who liked to visit the Daniel Boone National Forest liked to stay in a camper, tent, or outside, period. When Mary Elizabeth and Dawn had the idea to convert the old farmhouse on the Milkery Dairy Farm to a bed and breakfast, it was their best business decision yet.

      With Mary Elizabeth’s money and Dawn’s business sense, it made their unlikely union a perfect partnership.

      “He was acting strange.” Mary Elizabeth nodded. “I was out checking on the radishes because they are planted out by the trail, and when he passed, I waved to him. He gave a slight twitch of the hand. Normally, he stops and chats a bit, but not that morning. But the next day, he was as chatty as ever.”

      “I saw him.” Dawn smacked the table. “I saw him at The Cookie Crumble that morning.”

      “What?” I twisted my body around, my jaw dropping. “You did?”

      “Yes. Now that I think about it. I saw him leaning up against the parking lot light. I thought I recognized him, but it was still dark out, and the light cast a weird shadow on him.” She drew her eyes up to meet mine. “Do you think he killed her?”

      “If he thought she was with Joel, maybe he followed them, and then followed Joel. He stole Joel’s truck, sent her flowers as Joel, and that’s when he abducted her. He ran the trail before he picked her up not only so you would see him, but to make sure he scoped out the campground because somehow he knew Joel used it.” I could see the puzzle pieces falling together, though some parts were really sketchy. It was a start. “Do you mind if I get out of here? I think I need to call Hank. He might come talk to you.”

      “Yeah.” Dawn nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll tell him everything I saw.”

      With quick goodbyes and hugs all around, I decided that I would call Hank and tell him what Dawn and Mary Elizabeth had told me while I took my own little walk on the trail Mary Elizabeth had seen Bert running on the morning Yaley disappeared.

      “I told her you’d probably call her or something.” I kept my eyes peeled on the ground for any sort of evidence from Bert, but it was the usual trash some hikers left behind.

      “She’s sure it was Bert Erickson?” Hank asked for verification.

      “Yes.” I didn’t tell him my full theory because he had his way of thinking, which was the real-cop-school way. Mine was the common sense kind of sleuthing, so I’d let him come up with his own time frame for how Bert had pulled it off. “Now you have him pretty much placed at the scene of the body. Not necessarily at the campground but within a couple miles of the dumpster.”

      “Good work, Mae.” Hank approved. “This is the kind of sleuthing I like you doing. Getting some gossip or bits of truth and passing it along to me.”

      I watched my step as the sunlight filtered through the trees’ leaves, creating shadows and dotting the path.

      “Now go try to find Bert yourself. That’s something the old sleuthing Mae would do.” Hank continued to praise me.

      “Hold on! Bumpy ahead! Don’t fall out! Whoooohoooo!” A voice screamed through the thick wooded area with the sounds of rushing water muting most of the screams.

      “Mae? What is that yelling?” Hank paused. “Are you on the trail?”

      “I had to see for myself. I’ve not been on this one side of the trail, and Mary Elizabeth is right.” I looked through the trees and saw Skip Toliver taking a whitewater rafting group down one of the rapids. “That noise is a scared tour group with Skip. And if you cross the river, you’ll find the Red Fox Trail that leads straight up to Happy Trails Campground.”

      I followed my directions with my eyes across the river and over to the beginning of where I knew the trail was located. I looked away when something caught the sun’s rays perfectly and shined right into my eyes.

      “Mae? You there?” Hank asked when I abruptly stopped talking.

      Carefully, I climbed over a large oak tree that had fallen and covered part of the trail to see what the shiny object was. With my eyes on it, I bent down and pushed away some of the brush covering it. My eyes grew big. My mouth opened. My mouth closed.

      “H-H…” I tried to say Hank’s name. “I-I…”

      “Mae, what is it?” Hank asked.

      “I found a gold chain.” My eyes focused on the special heart links. “And it looks exactly like the one missing from Yaley’s body.”

      The next day he was as chatty as ever, Mary Elizabeth’s words rang in my ears.

      “Send me a pin of your location.” Hank was talking about the ability to use the GPS location on my phone to send him the exact location of where I was so he could get to me…or rather, the gold chain.

      I sat down on the trail with my knees pulled up to my chest. I rocked back and forth, staring at the chain.

      “It has to be her chain.” It wasn’t unusual for me to talk to myself during times of high stress or even when I was trying to figure out an investigation.

      Hearing myself helped me sort out various theories, and seeing this specific chain wasn’t a theory. I was positive about it. In my head, I’d already pictured Bert at The Cookie Crumble. I could visually see him leaning up against the light pole with his arms crossed, glaring at Joel’s truck. I didn’t even know what Bert looked like, but in my head, I did. Or at least a shadow of him. Then my mind played the image of a man running the trail and sweet Mary Elizabeth waving to him with her hands in her gardening gloves. I could even see the look on her face when he didn’t wave back.

      I could almost hear his feet pounding on the earth as he jogged down the trail, not even stopping, and without a care in the world, casually tossing the chain into the woods as though no one would ever find it. Little did he realize there are always eyes watching in the woods. I was watching.

      I jumped when I heard feet running. My heart stopped, thinking it was him. He’d heard someone found the necklace and was going to find me. Stop me from turning it over.

      “Hank.” I leapt to my feet and practically threw myself into his arms.

      “Are you okay?” He hugged me tight. “I’ve not seen you this shaken up before, even after you’ve found a body.”

      “I just can’t wrap my head around this man being so close to Mary Elizabeth. The thought that he knows my family. Knew my campground.” I let go and felt a comfort when I looked into his eyes. “I’m so lucky to have you.”

      I wrapped my arms back around him and let him comfort me by rubbing down my hair and back.

      “The necklace is right there.” I pointed over beyond the fallen tree, the sunlight still lighting up the dainty chain.

      Hank dug into his pants pocket, and with the fling of his hand, he brought the evidence bag to full length. He took a pair of blue latex gloves from his back pocket and slipped them on his hands. He climbed over the dead tree and stood over the necklace.

      I watched him work as he squatted down, using his flashlight to light up various spots around the chain as if he was looking for prints or anything else that might be part of the evidence. He took his cell phone out and snapped a few photos before he finally picked up the simple heart-link chain to place in the plastic evidence bag.

      After he sealed it, he held it up near his face and took a good look at it.

      “I think you’re right. This looks like the chain, but no heart pendant.” He looked over his shoulder at me. “I think we need to shut down the trails. I’ll call the park rangers to let them know what we found.”

      “I can’t even imagine what this is going to do to our tourism.” My insides gnawed at the anger I was feeling toward Bert Erickson. “Do you even know where to find this guy?” I asked Hank and watched him climb back over the tree.

      “We’ve got some people on it.” Hank’s eyes softened, and he smiled, slightly shifting his head to the side. “Are you sure you want to continue to look into things?” His eyes were filled with concern. “You’ve already done enough. I mean, this necklace is a fantastic piece of evidence.” Hank held the bag in the air.

      The simple chain had found its way into the corner of the plastic bag, like a snake curled up for safety.

      “I’m fine.” I was much better knowing Hank felt confident they would be able to find him. “I know you’re going to bring him to justice.”

      “Mae, I’m not for sure Bert Erickson is the killer. We still have to bring him in for questioning, and he might have an alibi.” Hank was supposed to make me feel better, not worse.

      “Then it looks like I still need to go to the Bourbon Trail Distillery and get my nails done to see if anyone noticed anything else while you go find Bert.” I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before the other set of footsteps I heard coming down the trail reached us.

      Before I knew it, we were swarmed with deputies from the Normal Sheriff’s Department and a couple of the park rangers. A few of them already had the metal detectors turned on, looking for what I assumed would be the heart pendant.

      I headed back to the Milkery, only to find Mary Elizabeth at the mouth of the trail, talking to a ranger. Her hand was over her mouth as though she were in shock.

      “Are you okay?” she asked me when I came into sight. “I heard you found something. What?”

      “I think I found Yaley’s necklace,” I told her and curled my arm in the crook of her elbow, leading her back to the bed and breakfast. “I can’t help but wonder if Bert Erickson stalked Joel and Yaley that morning. He stole Joel’s truck, and when Yaley was hesitant to get into the truck, he said something to Yaley to get her to go with him. And she got in because she knew Bert. He killed her and disposed of her body in the dumpster. But why would he take her necklace?”

      “Maybe she struggled, and it came off.” Mary Elizabeth had a good point. “There he is! Help! Killer!” Mary Elizabeth squealed and pointed to another trail leading deep into the park where a tall, dark-haired man in running shorts and no shirt was jogging.

      The ranger bolted toward the man, who looked around and took off. The ranger had his mouth up to his walkie-talkie and was following after Bert. Mary Elizabeth and I stood there, watching a few of the deputies emerge from one trail and bolt down the other.

      “Now what?” Mary Elizabeth asked Hank. She wrung her hands together.

      “We hope they get him, and we cuff him to take him in for questioning.” Hank kept his eyes on the trail in anticipation that they’d emerge from the woods any minute now.

      “Questioning?” Mary Elizabeth didn’t like Hank’s answer. “He is running from the law. Isn’t that a sign of guilt?”

      “We can’t assume anything, Mary Elizabeth. We have to make sure we have enough evidence and also play by the rules. Everything has to be by the book, or he could get a great lawyer that could find one little thing to get him off.” Hank’s chin rose in the air, and he postured a little taller when two deputies dragged Bert Erickson out of the woods.

      Each of them had him by the arm. Bert flailed his shoulders, not cooperating.

      “What on earth is wrong with you people?” he spat as he got closer to Hank.

      “Why don’t you two go on?” Hank instructed me and Mary Elizabeth. “Take him on down to the department. I’ll be there directly,” Hank told the deputies. They dragged Bert off toward the Milkery parking lot. “I’ll call you,” Hank told me and gave my arm a squeeze.

      He was in full-on detective mode, and I knew he needed to go do his work.

      “Call me when you hear something.” Mary Elizabeth gave me a quick hug before she headed back into the kitchen door of the old farmhouse.

      When I got back into the car, I called to check on Dottie. She said she was feeling fine. I wasn’t even going to tell her about Bert and the necklace, but it was too late. She’d already gotten a call from Betts. She and Abby had heard it over the scanner while having their morning coffee at the Laundry Club.

      Since both of them knew, I called them on my drive over to the Bourbon Trail Distillery.

      “Why are you going there now?” Betts had me on speakerphone, and I could hear myself echo.

      “Yeah. If Hank feels like they have the killer in custody, I agree with Betts,” Abby said, putting in her two cents.

      “Hank said they had to question him. Just because Dawn saw Bert the morning of Yaley’s death and thought it was creepy or how I found her chain on the exact path Mary Elizabeth had seen him jogging down that morning doesn’t make him the killer.” I knew common sense told us that it was quite obvious Bert Erickson killed Yaley Woodard, but it was the hard evidence and facts that would convict him.

      “Then I guess we will still see you at the repast meeting.” Betts sighed.

      “Yes, ma’am, you will. And both of you keep looking into other possibilities because two other people have great motive.” I carefully watched the GPS on the screen of my phone to find the entrance of the new distillery while I talked to them on speakerphone. “It’s no secret killers like to throw detectives off the track, and it’s possible Bert could’ve been set up. Just like the killer set up Joel.”

      “Very true.” Abby’s voice held intrigue. “I still think Bonnie Turner had a great motive. You’ve got money and greed.”

      My car followed the edge of the mountainous road. I kept a close eye on the edge. If I made the slightest wheel jerk, the car would go over the side and careen down the hill. There were so many caves, ledges, and edges in this part of the Daniel Boone National Forest that when people or cars fell off the road, it took rangers days to find them. I didn’t want to be one of those statistics, so when I saw the huge wrought iron gates with fancy lettering and bourbon barrels welded in the middle, I was relieved to just drive up to the parking lot, turn off the car, and sit there for a moment to gather my wits.

      I laid my head back on my headrest and closed my eyes. Queenie had always preached on taking deep breaths and long exhales to calm the nervous system. After the fourth one, I began to feel a little calmer.

      “I’m telling you, I’m not going to rest until I get the land.” The loud voice jarred my system back into overdrive.

      My eyes flew open, my head flung forward, and my hands gripped the steering wheel.

      “You get the deal done. Do you understand me?” Shane Holland was on the sidewalk in front of the wooden structure with his finger pointing at a woman with shoulder-length brown hair. She had on a brown pantsuit with a hot-pink scarf tied around her neck.

      Her body was stiff, and I could make out the white on her knuckles from the grip she had on her briefcase.

      “I understand that if you keep threatening me, I swear I will go before the board and tell them everything I know.” The woman didn’t back down from Shane. “So you better back off and give me time. This is how things operate in Normal, and you better get used to it.”

      I slid down into my seat when I noticed the woman was walking toward the parking lot, and I sure didn’t want to be seen. I closed my eyes and held my breath as I heard her heels clicking past the car. It wasn’t until I heard her start her car and drive away did I peek my eyes up over the dashboard to see if the coast was clear and Shane Holland had gone back into the building. I realized and felt it deep in my bones that there was something big going on here. I couldn’t go see Shane Holland alone.

      I reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed my phone.

      “Hey, Abby,” I whispered, still hunkered down in my seat. “I don’t have time to talk now, but have you been on the Bourbon Trail Distillery’s social media page?” My eyes glanced out the window, and I looked in the side mirror as the white SUV the woman was driving zoomed past my car.

      “No, but I can.” She must’ve been at the library now because I could hear her clicking on a keyboard. “What did you want to know?”

      “I want to know if they are doing tours.” I had an idea, but I knew I didn’t want to do it alone.

      “Yeah. It looks like when you click on the link to their website, it takes you to the page to book a tour.” I heard more clicking.

      “Do you want to take a tour?” I asked, knowing that if we could get inside on purpose, then we might have a shot at looking around.

      “Are you telling me we are going to go undercover? Because if you are, I’m totally in.” Abby’s voice rose an octave.

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” I pushed myself up to a sitting position, turned the car on, and threw it in Drive to get the heck out of there. “I think there’s more to Shane Holland than fermenting alcohol, and it might not have anything to do with Yaley Woodard.”

      “The next available time for two people is tomorrow morning. Gosh, they are booked,” Abby said. “Want me to take it?”

      “Can you go tomorrow morning?” I questioned.

      “Yes. One of the girls is back today from vacation. The page said the tour is an hour and a half, so I can use my lunch, plus a little extra time.” Abby was all in, and I was relieved.

      “Great. I’m getting the heck out of here.” I didn’t bother looking in the rearview mirror to see if Shane had come back out or if anyone noticed me.

      “What on earth happened?” she asked.

      “There was a woman here, and they were arguing. Apparently, he wants some land she has and was almost threatening her, but she gave it right back to him and threatened him with something he’s hiding. Something about going in front of the board to tell them something.” Everything that came out of my mouth sounded like code, and I didn’t even understand it.

      “Well, it looks like we’ve got some snooping to do.” An evil laugh came out of Abby, but this time it didn’t make me smile. It just made my stomach ping that something wasn’t right.

      “Now I wonder if Yaley Woodard knew something. A little too much of something, and it got her killed.” If only I’d known just how much those words would come back to haunt me.
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      There was a little time to kill before my nail appointment, so I decided to park in front of Cute-icles and head over to Trails Coffee Shop to get me a much-needed jolt of caffeine. Now that I knew what Bert Erickson looked like, I could ask Sally Ann if she’d seen him. Or even got a glimpse of who was in Joel’s truck now that she had some time to think about it.

      Hank had always said, and it was true, that after a crime when he interviewed witnesses, he knew they were nervous and still a bit in shock. So he’d get an initial statement from them then go back a couple of days later after some of the shock had worn off and their minds had relaxed. He said that’s when they could put more factual information together. So that’s what I planned on doing with Sally Ann.

      Now that I had more clues and timelines, and Joel was not the number one suspect, though Hank would never say Joel was completely off the hook, maybe Sally Ann had a little more time to process and think. Even the slightest memory might help.

      “Hey there.” Gert Hobson was behind the counter of the Trails Coffee Shop, pushing all sorts of buttons and jiggling the small handle on one of her fancy coffee machines. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee. Help yourself.” She raised her head toward the steaming pot of coffee at the far end of the counter.

      “Look at your wall,” I gasped when I noticed the living wall the fancy architect Gert had hired to create using plants, flowers, and greenery local to the Daniel Boone National Forest. It was pretty neat. “The wildflowers are so amazing this time of the year.”

      The pops of purples, blues, yellows, reds, and oranges really stood out against the wall of the coffee shop. It was just one of the cool features Gert had in her shop. She used a mix of café tables, along with long farm tables for her customers. In the middle of each one, she had repurposed old bourbon barrel lids and made really cool lazy Susans out of them.

      Each lazy Susan was a home for the little containers of various condiments that coffee shop customers needed to doctor up their coffees the way they wanted.

      Gert had taken her shop to a whole ’nother level, and it was a true experience to come to have a cup of coffee.

      While she made a customer’s fancy coffee, my phone chirped a text, and by the sound, I knew it was Abby. I made my cup and sat down at one of the small café tables to see what Abby had texted me.

      “Well darn.” Disappointment fell over me when I read Abby’s text.

      “You okay?” Gert moseyed over but not without stopping at the tables along the way and straightening up something.

      “Abby and I were going to go to the new Bourbon Trail Distillery for a tour tomorrow, and now she has to work at the library.” I frowned and watched Gert pull out the chair across from me and sit down.

      Gert let out a big yawn. “I’m sorry. It’s been crazy busy here with all the ruckus going on. So many people coming in to talk about the body you found.”

      “Yeah. That.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m glad your business is doing good, but I’ve had so many cancellations that I’m worried.”

      “You’ll be fine. Hank will get this all solved, and life will go back to normal. Campers will be itching to get back to living out in the park for a week or two. But if you want to see the distillery, I’ve got to pick up some barrel lids Shane Holland sold me.” Gert waved to a customer who walked in the door. One of her baristas stepped up to help him, so Gert stayed with me.

      “Really?” I studied whether I should tell her exactly why I was going to the distillery but decided not to. “When?”

      “I can go whenever.” She shrugged. “I’ve got an employee here all the time, now that I’m getting the royalties from Moonbucks.”

      “That’s great, Gert.” I couldn’t help but remembering how devastating it was that Gert’s special coffee blend recipe had been stolen by the owner of the national coffee chain Moonbucks, but now that it was all worked out, she seemed to have come out on the other side of things.

      “How is Joel?” she asked, shifting her eyes to the door. I glanced back to see what caught her attention.

      “We can ask him.” I raised my hand in the air when he saw me. “Hey. I was going to check on you today.”

      Joel peeled off his cap and held it to his chest.

      “I can’t ever thank you enough for calling that lawyer. Now I just need to find out what happened to Yaley and my truck.” His eyes dipped at the corners.

      “You want your usual?” Gert asked Joel. She stood up and gave him her seat.

      “I don’t want to take your seat.” He was so polite.

      “I’ve got to get to work. You sit and relax. I’ll grab your favorite.” Gert stood up and hugged Joel. He clasped on to her a little. She patted him. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      “You’ve got me.” I winked and offered him a friendly smile. “How are you?” I asked when he sat down.

      “Honestly?” He drummed his fingers on the table. There was fresh grease under his nails. “Tired. Confused. Sad. Angry. Tired. Worried.”

      His facial expressions changed with every word he said.

      “I’ve been trying to keep busy at the shop, but no one wants to bring their car to a killer.” He looked down at his fingers. “Gosh. I should go wash my hands.”

      “Nah. Nobody cares.” I reached across the table and patted his hands. “Listen, I want to help you. Hank wants me to help you. But I need to know exactly what happened that morning.”

      “It really started the night before. I picked her up to go to the Red Barn for supper. It was our three-month dating anniversary.” There was a slight smile on his lips, and a sparkle in his eyes. I could picture their supper at the fancy restaurant.

      It’s hard to imagine an old barn could be turned into the most romantic restaurant you’d ever seen. But it was. It was also the most expensive place to eat in Normal, so I knew if Joel had taken her there, it was special.

      “She looked so pretty. She had on a blue dress and her hair fixed up. Normally, she wore what she’d worn to work, but it was special. Little did I realize she was going to break up with me.” His voice cracked.

      “Did she break up with you at the Red Barn?” I wondered why she broke up with him and would ask if he didn’t tell me.

      “No. We had supper, and I took her back to my place. It was a nice night. We got a beer and sat outside. She told me about the financial trouble her and her brother had gotten into a few years back.” He pulled his hands out from under mine when Gert brought over the biggest and craziest coffee concoction I’d ever seen.

      “Here you go.” Gert set it down in front of him. “I put on extra whip.” She patted his back before she headed back to the counter.

      “What on earth is that?” I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. Not only was it a cream color and served in a large mason jar, but there was a pile of whipped cream with chocolate chips to finish it off on top.

      “I like a lot of protein in my diet, so Gert keeps a special cold brew blend and some protein powder called ‘Cookie Bar’ here for me.” He picked it up and took a sip, whipped cream getting all over his lips. “She uses a base of vanilla protein powder with ice and the cold brew, along with some almond milk and a couple scoops of the protein powder. It’s amazin’. Want to try?”

      “I think I’ll stick to my black coffee.” I watched him take more sips of the drink.

      “Don’t knock it ’til you try it, May-bell-ine.” It was good to hear him tease.

      “When she was telling you about her brother, was she talking about how she funneled all the tourists’ accommodations to her brother’s properties first?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I would ask how you know about it, but I’m figuring you’ve been doing your homework while Hank held me down at the jail.” He glanced over the top of the whipped cream.

      “Yeah. If you think your business is bad, imagine how many cancellations I’ve gotten since she was found in my dumpster.” I sucked in a deep breath. “So do you understand the more information you can give me will not only help you, but help me find the real killer?”

      “I do. It’s just so hard. But she said when her brother approached her about it, she didn’t see any problem with it. And I believe her. I think she just wanted to help out her brother and didn’t see any harm in giving him business. The customers didn’t always pick his rentals. Yaley had given them the option. Then Bonnie Turner got wind, and since some of her property was usually the first to go since it had better locations, she realized what was going on. She brought all those charges against them until they finally settled with her.” He shook his head with a look of disgust on his face.

      “How much did they have to pay Bonnie?” I questioned and knew I had to go see Bonnie too.

      “Ummm…you know the land where that new distillery is located?” He must’ve seen the shocked look on my face. If I knew where he was going with this, it was a clear connection between Shane Holland, Bonnie Turner, and Yaley that would give a solid motive. “Apparently, you do. Well, all that land was Yaley and Ted’s. They’d inherited it, and it was what Bonnie wanted instead of a cash settlement because it was all Yaley and Ted had. Instead of trying to sell it themselves to get the money to pay off the settlement, they turned the property over to Bonnie. She ended up doing an investment in the distillery.”

      Stunned, I was literally sick to my stomach.

      “Mae?” His brows furrowed. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I brought myself out of my thoughts, where I was trying to piece together Bonnie and Shane. “If she was planning on breaking up with you, why would she tell you all this?”

      “That’s what was so weird. While she was telling me, she got a phone call from Ted. He wanted to know when he should expect her home, and she told him we were talking and not sure. That’s when it all changed. She walked away from me and finished the call where I couldn’t hear her. She came back, and it was like a switch turned off. She said it was time for her to go home and took off to the truck.” Sadness swept across his face. He gulped. “I begged her to tell me what happened while she gave me the cold shoulder back to her place. She turned and told me she needed to break up. I was sick. I pulled the truck over and just had to sit there. She ended up telling me to go back to my house.”

      He paused. He cupped his hands around the fancy cold brew coffee and took a few deep swallows. When he looked up at me, there were tears in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized.

      “Don’t you dare apologize. You loved her.” I tried not to hurry him, but my nail appointment was soon, and now more than ever, I needed to find out who was in Joel’s truck and took Yaley.

      “Yeah. I didn’t know until that moment, and I told her.” His lip curled with the memory. “She started to cry. She spent the better part of the night crying and saying how her life since she moved to Normal had been anything but normal. Honestly, we sat there all night while she cried and talked all sorts of gibberish. She talked about how she got demoted from the real estate side after Bonnie got her claws in them and that got her demoted at the Sierra Club to doing tours, which she doesn’t like, but she did it for a paycheck. I still haven’t made sense of it all. Every day I remember something.”

      “You do know that you might remember something that can help solve her murder, right?” I told him. “Whatever you remember, write it down. I know some things might sound insignificant to you, but in the grand scheme, it could be a tiny piece of the puzzle to help solve her murder.”

      “Yeah. I try to.” He wasn’t committed to writing it down, which didn’t surprise me. “But the sun was coming up over the pond at my place, and she glanced over at me. Told me she was sorry and that she needed to go home to get ready for work.”

      “Anything strange when you did that? Her brother? Anyone follow you?” I asked him.

      “Not that I saw. But I wasn’t paying attention to anything but her. I grabbed her purse off the kitchen table and carried it to the truck. She got in, and I drove her to her house. She took her purse and told me to give her some space. I was happy after that. It was a little window of hope. Instead of going home, I went to Steve’s junkyard, dropped off my truck, and picked up his car.” He swirled the mason jar, swishing around the last bit of his drink before he finished it off. “I didn’t see Steve. I didn’t talk to Steve. We’ve got an understanding that I drop off my truck, and when I pick my truck up, I leave his car right there, finished.”

      “That’s the last time you saw your truck?” I asked.

      “Yep. Bobby Ray was off that morning. I still had the car, but Hank said I could’ve gone back and gotten my truck since I didn’t have an alibi.” He took a deep breath.

      “What about the flowers? Did you send those to her?” Though I knew he probably didn’t, I still wanted to know how he got her call to meet him at the amphitheater.

      “Flowers? What flowers?” He tilted his head and lowered his eyes.

      “Someone sent her flowers from Sweet Smell Flower Shop, and it said, ‘Meet me for lunch at the amphitheater.’ According to Diane at the Sierra Club, Yaley got excited and thought it was you. That’s when she texted to meet you.”

      He ran his hand along his head. Fear and worry tugged as his jaw tensed.

      “Are you telling me that someone knew we got into a fight and that they used me to kill her?” His nostrils flared. The anger was building up inside of him as his chest heaved up and down.

      “I think someone stole your truck, sent her flowers to ask to meet at the amphitheater, and picked her up in your truck. I’m not sure if they knew you had a fight or broke up, but I do know that when your truck pulled up to the sidewalk, she hesitated before she got in.” I watched Joel crumple before my eyes, and my heart tore into a million pieces. “Joel. I’m sorry. I told you this was going to be hard, but I need answers.”

      “I’m gonna find the son-of-a—” He talked through clenched teeth.

      “Joel.” I put my hand up to stop him. “You getting revenge on someone right now isn’t going to help anyone’s case. You’re still a suspect, and until I can find answers, you will remain low-key.” I gave him a good hard stare. “Do you understand me?”

      “Loud and clear.” He raised his chin in the air and stared down his nose at me. “I won’t rest until her killer is brought to justice. And I’m gonna write down things as you said.”

      “Good. Now, I’m going to get my nails done because Sally Ann told me about how Yaley got into the truck. So she’s a witness to that, and I’m going to try to get some more information from her.” I remembered the necklace. “Before I forget, what can you tell me about Yaley’s necklace?”

      He smiled.

      “I loved those little hearts. I even kissed them around her neck a few times. I can hear her giggle now, telling me how it tickled her.” He smiled, then grew serious. “What about it?”

      “She didn’t have it on when I found her, but I did read on the flyer how she never took it off. Then today after I got a tip about Bert Erickson…” I stopped talking when I saw his face flush. “Do you know Bert?”

      “I know he bugged the crap out of her. She said that night how she hated doing tours because this one creepy guy always found out her tour schedule and was always there. He even showed up at her house where Ted had to threaten him.” Everything Joel was telling me was solidifying how much of a stalker Bert was to Yaley.

      “Well, he was seen at The Cookie Crumble when you and Yaley were there that morning.” I tried to read Joel’s blank stare, but it was as if he’d turned into a robot. “I decided to walk the trail he runs, and I found the heart chain. Not the pendant but the chain.”

      “I’ll kill him, Mae.” His words were slow and monotone. It sent a sheer fright down to the middle of my bones.

      “No. He’s in custody now. Let Hank do his job.” I stood up because I had to go to my appointment at Cute-icles. “Your job is to remember anything Yaley said to you when she was upset and write it down. Anything.”

      He nodded. I gave him one more hug before I headed out the door.

      I took my phone out of my bag and called Hank.

      “This Bert guy is unbelievable,” Hank answered without a hello. “He thinks it’s normal to have a tour guide you like and only go on those tours, not caring where the tour takes you.”

      “I had an interesting conversation with Joel over coffee at Trails.” I quickly told Hank about Joel’s last night with Yaley, and we compared notes.

      The gist of it was about the same, only he wasn’t as emotional with Hank’s interview in jail. Hank was happy that Joel agreed to write down anything he remembered, which went back to Hank’s theory about how victims remembered things a few days after the shock had worn off. Joel was no different.

      “Did you follow up with Ted Woodard?” I asked Hank.

      “Yeah. His wife and kids were with him all night. He runs his rental business out of their home, so it was easy to trace his steps. He was actually meeting with a tourist all day. They are renting for the entire summer, so they were going around to properties all day. And he had receipts for a two-hour lunch with them at the Red Barn. He’s clear.”

      “Did you know the Woodards settled with Bonnie Turner by giving her the land where the Bourbon Trail Distillery is built?” I questioned.

      “We got that news today when Ted asked if we thought Bonnie Turner could be involved.” Hank was on top of things. “And the fingerprints on the purse and necklace don’t match with Bert Erickson.”

      “What?” I sucked in a deep breath of disappointment and turned around. I glanced at the display window of Cute-icles and caught Helen Pyle’s eye. I tried to quickly turn back around and not make eye contact, but it was too late.

      She hurried out the door of the pale-yellow cottage-style home with the cute gingerbread latticework along the top.

      “I see you!” she hollered and rushed down the steps to the sidewalk before reaching the gate to the fenced-in yard. Her bejeweled nails glistened in the sunshine when she flipped the lock on the gate to open it.

      “You’re late. Get in here. We are full up.” She huffed and puffed under her mile-high orange hairdo. The old-fashioned wooden sign with the shop’s name on it and a spotlight below it caught her attention for a moment. She ran her hand along the sparkly painted name and scowled when she noticed some of it was peeling, muttering something under her breath.

      Glitter and big hair had never gone out of style in Normal.

      “Listen, he was obsessed with her,” I whispered into the phone so Helen’s big ears didn’t hear me, even though her beady eyes were now snapping my way. “He even showed up at her house.”

      “Yes. Ted told me, Mae. You just listen for more gossip, and call me when you get them nails all done up with glitter and who knows what else Sally Ann is going to do to you now that she’s got you exactly where she wants you,” he joked before we said our goodbyes.

      Only it wasn’t a joke. Sally Ann gets one chance every six months to do something to me. Usually, I let her trim my hair or maybe straighten it, but it never stopped her from begging me to let her do more, and that meant adding a little sparkle.

      “What are you waiting on, Mae?” Helen groaned at the gate, her foot keeping it open.

      “I had to talk to Hank.” I sighed and walked in the gate. “You know men. They don’t know what we go through for beauty.”

      “Mae West, I know I’m around all these chemicals all day long, making sure all the ladies, and some gentlemen, keep looking good, but it hasn’t made me stupid.”

      Confused, I followed her along the walk, up the steps, and into the shop.

      “I’ve got supersonic ears.” She tapped her ears with her long jeweled fingernails before she shoved me down into the chair and plunged my fingers into a warm bowl of water with marbles at the bottom. “And I know you were talking about that girl we saw get in Joel Grassle’s truck before whoever it was stole off with her and…” Helen dragged her finger across her neck.

      “We saw?” I questioned Helen. The nail light on the table shined, creating an eerie glow on her face.

      “Yes. We. We were all sitting here talking, and we heard Joel drive up because Lord knows it sounds like a tornado whipping through when he drives through town.” She grabbed a towel from underneath the manicure table and pulled one of my hands out, placed it in the towel, and patted it dry. “I even said there should be some sort of ordinance against letting your muffler get so bad.”

      She set that hand aside and took the other one out of the water, repeating the same technique.

      “Where’s Sally Ann?” I asked. “I had an appointment with her.”

      “Oh, she had to go to the church. They are doing a repast supper for poor Yaley, so I sent her so we could be represented.” She opened the top drawer and took out a fingernail file.

      “I thought it wasn’t until a couple of hours from now.” I wasn’t used to helping make repast dinners, so I could’ve been entirely wrong.

      “You’re right.” Helen put on her reader glasses before she picked up my hand to start grinding away on the nails. “But it’s the pre-coffee chat where I like to show everyone how we are a part of the community, and care takes place before the actual cooking. I mean,” she looked up over the rim of the bejeweled readers at me, “some folks come to drop off the uncooked food, stay for some coffee chat, and then the ladies of the church spend the rest of the day cooking the meals brought in. You know.”

      I didn’t know, but the picture was becoming increasingly clear. Helen was telling me they were gossiping right now, and I was missing it.

      “You know what.” I peeled my hand out of hers. “I forgot. I’m going to be raking the lake at Happy Trails today. You know.” I waved my hand in the air. “Gotta get up all that moss before the new season campers come tomorrow.”

      “You aren’t getting a manicure?” She drew back, and her shoulder collapsed, her hands gripped the nail file. “Honey, those nails are wretched.”

      “Yeah, well, you should see them after I get all that moss up under them.” I stood up and threw my crossbody bag around me. “Before I go, did you see who was driving Joel’s truck?”

      “Obviously, we all thought it was Joel, but then earlier today, Violet Rhinehammer was in here, getting her hair colored, and she said someone stole Joel’s car.” Helen’s eyes drifted past my shoulder, and she looked out the window. “No wonder the poor girl hesitated.”

      “You noticed Yaley hesitate?” I knew Sally Ann had said the same thing, but I needed to be clear on what Helen saw with her own eyes.

      “Heavens, yes. I know the street out there past our front sign and all, but when your attention is on that god-awful muffler sound and you see someone as cute as Yaley Woodard go up and look in, back away, and walk up again before finally getting in, then you know she hesitated.”

      “And you didn’t look at the driver?” I asked.

      “Why would I need to look at the driver when I knew whose car it was?” She inhaled and let out a long sigh. “Though now I wish I had.”

      “Thanks, Helen,” I said over my shoulder on the way out of the salon. “I’m sorry for the confusion.”

      I hurried down the walk and out the gate.

      “Whoa!” Skip Toliver twirled around me with a fancy coffee in his hand. He looked like a typical hiker. He was wearing a plaid, long-sleeved shirt tucked into a pair of hunter-green shorts with tall brown socks ending in a pair of hiking boots all tied up. The loose sandy-blond curls that fell around his head made me swoon with jealousy. I ran my hand down my hair and, for one second, thought I should turn around and run back into Cute-icles. “What’s the hurry?” he asked.

      “I’m going to be late for the gossip at the repast cooking for Yaley Woodard.” My mouth watered at the sight of his cold brew drink. “That looks good.”

      “Iced mocha.” He held it out in front of him. “Want a sip?”

      “No thanks, but I see your whitewater rafting is going good.” I had a second I could catch up with him. Maybe he had some information on the Sierra Club and where his tours stood. “I was on the other side of the river near the Milkery, and I heard your group going down the rapids. They were having so much fun.”

      “Yeah. It’s a blast.” He grinned. “Say, I need to get you out there. You like living on the edge with all your investigations.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not one for real danger where I’m deliberately putting my life on the line.” I thought it was funny how everyone in Normal was starting to see me as some sort of sleuth. “Speaking of sleuthing, did you see anyone strange on the trails the days between the time Yaley Woodard went missing?”

      “Almost all the people I see daily are people I don’t know.” He took a big suck on his straw. “I see you most regularly during the warmer seasons. Other than that…” He shrugged. “Do I need to keep my eye out?”

      “I think Yaley’s killer dumped her necklace on the trail.” It sounded crazy when I said it out loud. It made no sense whatsoever. “I think the killer was keeping an eye on Yaley. They somehow stole Joel’s truck. Whoever it was pulled up right here, and when she hesitated to get in, the killer somehow sweet-talked her into the truck.”

      “What?” Skip looked at me as if I was nuts.

      “Someone stole Joel’s truck, and whoever stole it picked up Yaley here. It was the last time she was seen.” I looked at the road and wondered how Yaley felt that afternoon, standing there.

      “Did anyone see the truck?” he asked.

      “Yes. The ladies in the salon.” I pointed to Cute-icles behind me. “But they didn’t think too much because the truck was Joel’s, and they had no idea it was stolen.”

      “That’s too bad. When she didn’t show up to give me the tour dates, I figured she decided not to put me on the schedule.” Skip had such a laid-back attitude.

      Skip had grown up around here, and he loved to hike and take his time. I admired his no-worries kind of attitude. When he’d opened the canoe and whitewater rafting attraction, he’d done all the legwork and had a lot of friends help him get it going. I also made sure I advertised it because it was just a quick hike down the Red Fox Trail and perfect for my guests.

      “There’s a lady named Diane in the Sierra Club office that helped me when I went in the other day,” I told him. “You might want to give her a call if you’ve not heard about tours. The season does start this weekend.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that,” he said nonchalantly as though he was just agreeing with me to appease me.

      “I’ve got to get going to the repast. I’ll hike down later with Fifi.” We said our goodbyes.
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        * * *

      

      The Normal Baptist Church undercroft was a large room with old tile flooring. Queenie French rented the room from the church so she could hold her Jazzercise classes down there. According to her, that’s where most small towns held their classes. It didn’t seem to bother her any.

      But today, her afternoon classes were canceled, and overhearing her talking to the ladies I didn’t know, they were all here to help with Yaley’s repast supper. I found them in the kitchen in the far back of the room.

      “You’re early.” Betts greeted me with a smile. “You okay?” she asked as Queenie hurried over.

      I nodded for them to follow me out of the kitchen and into a vacant area of the undercroft so I could tell them all about Bert Erickson.

      “Then we have our killer.” Queenie nodded with wide eyes.

      “No.” I shook my head. “His fingerprints don’t match the prints found on Yaley’s necklace or her purse. I’m afraid we are back to Bonnie Turner and Shane Holland.” I looked over my shoulder to make sure we were still alone when I noticed a woman walking past us. A woman with a hot-pink scarf tied around her neck.

      My eyes grew, my hands got clammy, and my armpits began to sweat. When she walked past with her eyes fixed on mine, my heart beat so fast that I actually gasped to make sure I was getting air.

      “Are you okay?” Betts touched my arm.

      “I’m...ahem”—I cleared my throat—“I’m fine.”

      “You went pale.” Betts turned her head to see where my attention had gone. “That’s Bonnie,” Betts gasped. “What is she doing here?”

      “Bonnie Turner?” I questioned, hardly able to choke down the fact that Bonnie Turner was the woman I’d seen with Shane Holland in front of the Bourbon Trail Distillery. The woman who had practically threatened Shane with some big secret.

      Chills started from the tips of my toes and went up to the tips of my fingers.

      “Alright,” Queenie took me by the arms, “there’s something wrong. You’ve got goose bumps all over your arms, and it’s hotter than blue blazes in here.”

      “Excuse me,” Bonnie Turner interrupted us. “Hi, Betts. I got a message from the prayer chain that everyone would be here to make the repast food for our sweet Yaley Woodard. Shame.” She tsk-tsked and looked at me. A smile curled up her lips. “I’ve brought a gift card from the grocery, so you can get whatever you need since I don’t have time to cook.” She clasped her hands in front of her and turned to me. Her brown hair swung around her shoulder. “Do I know you?” she asked me directly.

      “I don’t think so.” I shrugged Queenie off of me and stood there, looking into what could possibly be a killer’s eyes.

      “No.” Her eyes narrowed, one more than the other. “I know you from somewhere.”

      “Maybe one of the campground monthly parties.” Betts quickly nodded. I could tell she was trying to make light of the situation because Betts knew me well enough to know I was acting funny, and I’d just asked who Bonnie was. “Where are my manners? Bonnie Turner, this is Mae West.”

      “The Mae West who got the key to the city a year or so ago for her contribution to the economy here in Normal.” Queenie threw in her two cents.

      “Nice to meet you.” I put my hand out to shake, only she didn’t take it. She simply looked down at it then drew her eyes back up to meet mine.

      “Hmmm.” A smile curled on her face. She looked between Betts and Queenie. “Do you two mind if I have a word with Ms. West alone?”

      Betts and Queenie looked at me.

      “Sure, it’s fine,” I assured them with an upbeat tone, acting as if it was no big deal.

      There was an uncomfortable silence between us while Betts and Queenie moved away. Queenie had positioned herself in the kitchen so she had direct visual on me.

      “Do you work at the Sierra Club?” I questioned. “Maybe that’s where I know you since your group promotes the campground as a place to stay.”

      “No.” She quickly shot me down. “I don’t know what you want, but I know you were in the parking lot of the distillery”—she looked down at her watch—“just a few hours ago, and you might’ve thought you weren’t seen, but I hate to tell you that your hair is much higher than the door of that little car you drive. When I walked back to my car, I could see you hunkered down out of the corner of my eye.”

      “Oh.” I had nothing to say to that. “I-I—”

      “Don’t try to make up any excuses. I asked around when I was back at the office, and plenty of people know who you are and what you drive, so it was pretty easy for people to tell me exactly who you are and how much you love to help your boyfriend out.” She shoved her hands into the pockets of the brown pantsuit’s trousers. “I know you were also at the office talking to Diane, so I’m warning you that if you don’t stop snooping around, you’ll regret it.” She took one step closer to me and whispered directly into my ear, “I promise you’ll regret it.”

      I tried not to show any emotion when Bonnie took a step back, because I could feel her eyes on me. I wasn’t going to give her any satisfaction in believing she’d gotten to me.

      The heels of her shoes clicked as she walked across the old tile floor. It wasn’t until I heard the latch of the door close after she’d left that I stopped holding my breath.

      I didn’t stay around long enough to see what else Bonnie Turner had to say to me. Betts and Queenie were shell-shocked at how Bonnie Turner had threatened me. They told me I needed to tell Hank.

      “She said that to you?” Hank asked, questioning the validity of my story.

      “Yes. She clearly knew I was there, and she obviously knows that I know something about her involvement with Yaley’s murder.” I had gone to my car to leave the church so I could go back to the campground where I would get a much-needed break from all that had happened today. My brain wasn’t going to be able to hold much more.

      I glanced around the parking lot to see if I could spot the white SUV I’d seen Bonnie get in at the distillery, but it wasn’t there. She must’ve peeled right on out of there.

      “Now you’re speculating, but I don’t like the fact she said you’d regret it.” There was a sudden chill in his words. “I don’t have reason to bring either of them in on the charges with Yaley, but I could stop by the Sierra Club office and have a little chat. I could question her again on the lawsuit she’d filed against the Woodards, but according to Ted, that’s all over with.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe Yaley knew something about whatever it was that Shane and Bonnie were talking about, and they killed her.” I gulped down the words. They tasted really bitter going down. “There’s something in my gut that tells me there’s more to it than Ted or Bonnie has told you.”

      “I think you’re right.” Hank’s sigh came through the phone loud and clear.

      “Hey, Gert Hobson is calling me. I need to take it.” I put the keys in the ignition. “What is your plan? Because I’m going home.”

      “I am going to go by the Sierra Club office, and then I’ll be home after that for a quick bite to eat.”

      Hank wasn’t fooling me.

      First off, he never came home to eat during an investigation. Secondly, I knew he wanted to get eyes on me after I’d been threatened to make sure I was okay. That’s the kind of guy Hank was. He might not be the door-holding, pulling-out-the-dinner-table-chair southern gentleman, but he was the man who would make sure I was safe, taken care of, and loved. That’s why I loved him so much.

      “Hey, Gert,” I answered after Hank and I said goodbye.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “I’m sitting in the parking lot of the Normal Baptist Church.” I felt my lungs expand. It was nice to finally have a big, deep breath now that Bonnie was long gone.

      “I was going to head on out to the distillery to pick up those bourbon barrel lids. Do you want to come?” Gert asked.

      Though it was so tempting to tell her no, go home to crawl in bed, and forget the day and how I was literally threatened, I knew I wasn’t going to let anyone, not even Bonnie Turner, get to me.

      “Sure. I’d love to,” I blurted out and had already put the car in gear, driving straight out on the country road to the Bourbon Trail Distillery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Gert and I had agreed to meet there because she was going to go home after she picked up the lids, and I was going to go back to the campground where I wanted to check on Dottie and cook her and Hank some supper.

      I owed Dottie a big thank-you for holding down the campground the past couple of days. And I wanted to know what Hank said to Bonnie.

      If he even saw Bonnie, because it looked like her white SUV was parked in the distillery parking lot. After seeing her car, I had a second where I almost turned the car around because I sure didn’t want Bonnie to see me at the distillery and make her threat come true. But then I decided it might be good for her to see that I’m not going to take anything from her and that her words were just puffs of air that meant nothing to me.

      There was a toot of a car horn that made me jerk my head up to look in the rearview mirror. Gert had pulled up and was waving at me. I waved back, turned my car off, and grabbed my hobo bag from the passenger seat before I got out to meet her.

      “You’re going to love this place.” Gert was excited to share the experience. Even her walk had a sunny cheerfulness. “I bet Shane gives you a bottle to take home with you. You two might even come up with a basket collaboration. I don’t think you could put him in the hospitality room since you don’t have a liquor license.”

      “Aren’t you the marketer for them?” I joked, though it was a nice idea for one of the many baskets. I didn’t sell wine either, but the Honeymoon Basket and the Bridal Baskets all had the option. The men would love the bourbon, and I could also promote the distillery tour.

      Too bad Shane Holland might be going to jail—if not for the murder of Yaley Woodard, then maybe for whatever it was Bonnie Turner held over his head.

      “They have all sorts of souvenirs too.” Gert grabbed the handle of the large glass entrance door.

      She was right. The distillery entrance opened up into a gift shop that had the Bourbon Trail Distillery logo on every single piece of merchandise. They had posters, shirts, koozies, shot glasses, hats, caps, sunglasses, bottle openers, magnets. You name it, they had it. Then there was the display of the various bourbons and labels. There were interactive television screens where you could even make your own label for them to put on a bottle of their bourbon.

      There was a free Sierra Club magazine sitting in one of the display wire racks with this season’s date on it. I grabbed it, wondering when they distributed these and if my ad was in there.

      While Gert continued to give me her verbal tour, I gave her a lot of uh-huhs, mm-hmms, and head nods, but my attention was on flipping through the magazine to find my ad that I paid for months ago. When I got to the two-page spread in the middle, the Bourbon Trail Distillery was bigger and brighter than the sun shining over Normal this very minute.

      This didn’t make sense. I’d heard about Yaley not giving him the ad and how his paperwork wasn’t turned in on time. No exceptions—wasn’t that what Queenie had told me and the rest of the Laundry Club ladies?

      “Hey there, Shane.” Gert’s smile grew bigger. “This is my friend, Mae. She’d love a tour.”

      Shane looked at me. There still wasn’t a hair out of place since I’d seen him making bourbon balls with Ty Randal at the Normal Diner. His well-groomed eyebrows framed his eyes perfectly. The Bourbon Trail Distillery shirt he wore was tight enough to show off his biceps and chest.

      “I saw you at the diner.” He flashed a smile that probably made women swoon.

      Not me. I wasn’t falling for his model charm. Killer. Secret keeper. My thoughts pictured his hands fastening around Yaley’s neck, her flailing to fight him off, and his hand ripping the chain off her neck.

      “Yeah. Your bourbon balls were good.” I figured I’d be nice until I could get some questions out.

      “Thanks. We’re glad we finally got the place opened up. I thought we were going to have to wait until the fall season, but we made it in with the paperwork right in the nick of time.” He nodded and looked between me and Gert. “You’re going to love the lids I’ve saved.”

      He motioned for us to follow him through another door. I folded the magazine in half and put it in my back pocket, hoping for a good time to bring it out and ask Shane about it.

      I let Gert go ahead of me so I could get my bearings as we walked around the conveyor belt of glass bottles as they went under the machine that filled them with the gold-brown liquid Kentucky was known for. It was really fascinating to see, but I didn’t want to get too caught up in the pomp and circumstance and let my guard down in case we ran into Bonnie Turner.

      “The lids I have for you were just pried off yesterday. In fact, they are still sitting on the barrels themselves.” He shook a finger at Gert. “You’re going to get an up close and personal view of the fermenting process. Plus, your lids are going to smell so good.”

      Shane Holland didn’t need the Sierra Club to help sell his tours. He was a one-man pony show. I found myself getting lost in his excitement. I found my awe soared when he opened the door to another room, and there were bourbon barrels by the hundreds that were lying on their side and stacked up to the ceiling in rows and rows.

      “These are barrels that haven’t aged.” He ran his hand down the barrels as we walked down the row. “They are also for sale.”

      “For sale?” Gert asked.

      “Yep. You can buy this barrel here, and when it’s ready to be opened, tapped, whatever you want to call it, we would have you come here and do the honors. Bring friends. Have a party. Drink your bourbon from your barrel. Then we’d make you bottles to take home with your very own designed label, and you also get to keep the barrel.” He had me inches away from telling him I’d buy one. “But these here”—he stopped at three barrels standing up—“are the three lids you get to take with you.”

      “Exciting.” Gert’s brows rose then fell. “The ones I’d bought for Trails Coffee Shop were from antique stores, and a couple a few friends had. I’m really excited to come here and support you so I can tell everyone who comes in and sits at the tables with your lids that I got them from our local bourbon distillery and send them here for a tour.”

      “Do you have any brochures I can leave at the campground?” I found myself wanting to help him out.

      “You’re the campground owner I’ve been hearing so much about.” He put the two together.

      “I hope it’s been good.” I shrugged and realized I just blew my cover. “Mae West. I’m surprised Ty didn’t tell you who I was.”

      “He might’ve, but we were so busy making those orders of bourbon balls. I needed to sell him on buying my bourbon, so I was laser focused.” He rubbed his hands together before he pulled off the lid, flipping it over to let Gert take a smell.

      “Goodness, it smells so fresh,” Gert gushed.

      He offered me a whiff. I took one, but I really wasn’t sure what I was trying to smell for.

      “I’m not a big bourbon drinker, but it’s nice. So do you have some brochures to give me?” I questioned. “I’m guessing Yaley Woodard was your representative, too, since she did most businesses in Normal.”

      I should’ve told Gert why I wanted to come because, by the look on her face, I’d completely embarrassed her.

      “Yaley wouldn’t take my business. She claimed I didn’t go through the proper channels and get my paperwork in on time, but as you can see, I don’t need her little magazine.” His words made my stomach crawl.

      “Really?” I pulled the magazine out of my back pocket and flipped right to the middle, holding out the two-page spread to him and Gert. “And you didn’t swindle her and Ted out of this land by making some sort of deal with Bonnie Turner, who just so happened to drop the lawsuit because the Woodards settled with her by giving her the land where she probably turned around and sold it to you. And I’m figuring Bonnie Turner could be brought up on extortion charges if Ted Woodard wants to make that claim.”

      “Mae,” Gert gasped. “I’m sorry, Shane. We will just take the lids and be going.”

      “It looks like we’ve got ourselves a little sleuth here.” He grinned, and it reached his eyes, curling them up at the edges. He appeared to be enjoying toying with me. “I guess you could say that I took every opportunity I could to open my distillery, and by the looks of it, I’m going to surpass any type of monetary contribution your little campground made to the economy of Normal.” He put his hand on the edges of the next bourbon barrel lid. “I’m guessing you don’t like competition, Ms. West.”

      He lifted the lid up over his head, and just as he did, a hand popped out and draped over the edge of the barrel. A pink scarf entwined around the fingers told me exactly who was in the barrel.

      Just like that, my second suspect, Bonnie Turner, was now the second victim.
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      “Get her out of here.” Shane Holland shot a look of death at me as he paced back and forth while Hank tried to question me, Shane, and Gert.

      “Me?” I pointed to myself and curled up onto my toes. “What about you?” I shoved my finger at him. “You’re the one with motive to have killed both Yaley and Bonnie. I heard you tell Bonnie to get the deal done. What deal were you talking about?” I kept throwing questions at him. “What about her threatening to go before the board to tell your secret? Tell Hank what your secret is. You killed Bonnie to shut her up.”

      “Mae.” Hank put his hand on me, and I jerked away.

      “Not to mention that Bonnie just so happened to threaten me at the church of all places!” My voice grew louder as I kept spewing out everything I knew. “She told me I’d regret it, but it looks like she regretted something. What was she holding over your head, Shane?”

      “She’s insane.” Shane pointed to me and talked to Hank. “I’m not saying another word until I have my lawyer present. And I certainly want her off my property. That’s my right, and I want her gone. Now!”

      “Killers don’t have rights,” I spat back.

      “Okay, Mae, enough.” Hank raised his chin for the sheriff’s deputy to take Shane inside while Hank took me and Gert over to our cars.

      Gert was still in a state of shock. Her hands hung by her side, and her head was down. Her shoulders were slumped.

      “Hank, you have to take him in. Come on.” I threw my hands up in the air.

      “This.” He dragged the toe of his shoe on the parking lot concrete. “This is the line I’ve drawn, and you’ve crossed it. You are done. You get in your car and go home.” I opened my mouth. “Ah.” He pointed to my car. “Go home. I’ll see you later.”

      “Fine.” I wasn’t fine. I wanted to see Shane Holland in handcuffs. I wanted to see Bonnie Turner in handcuffs, too, but the gurney carrying her body under a sheet was all I was going to see.

      Instead of doing what Hank had asked us to do, Gert and I sat in my car and watched Colonel load the gurney into the back of the hearse just like I’d watched him do with Yaley a couple of days ago.

      There was a silence that hung between me and Gert. Hank had gone into the distillery.

      “I had no idea.” Gert looked over at me, stunned. “I thought this whole time he was just a nice young man, who really wanted to start a legitimate business.”

      “I don’t think he set out with extortion in his business plan, but I do think that he got so wrapped up in wanting to start his business that he was grasping at whatever he could to get it going, and if that meant Bonnie Turner was involved…” I shook my head. “I just can’t believe how Yaley was caught up in all of this and how—”

      “Look,” Gert interrupted and pointed out the window at the deputy, who was bringing Shane out of the distillery in handcuffs.

      Hank walked out, and like a magnet, he looked over at me and Gert. He walked over.

      “He doesn’t look happy.” Gert made a very good observation.

      “Yeah. He’s not. He wanted us to leave.” I rolled down the window when he walked up.

      “Ladies.” Hank bent down and looked in the window. “I thought I told you two to go home.”

      “You did, but I needed to see what was going to happen with Shane.” How could Hank think I was going to leave now? “You know I had to see it through.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, we were already onto the scheme Shane and Bonnie had pulled on the Woodards, only it’s not completely illegal. Maybe immoral, but not illegal.” Hank didn’t make it out as if it was too big of a deal. “When we questioned Bonnie about her relationship with Yaley, she told us about the argument between Yaley and Shane. How he’d threatened her. Bonnie didn’t tell us about the business arrangement she and Shane had.”

      “What was that?” Gert asked.

      “Apparently, Shane and Bonnie were joint owners of the distillery. Bonnie has been sitting on this land since the Woodards settled with her. Bonnie had a long-standing argument with Yaley since the lawsuit, but it was not enough to kill her. Plus, Bonnie had an alibi with a client. She was showing property at the time of Yaley’s disappearance and death.” Hank had already gotten all the pieces together, and they fit perfectly in my head as he told us how the entire situation leading up to today had played out.

      “Ted told her Yaley had told him about an argument between her and Shane. Yaley said Shane was mad she wouldn’t put the distillery on the tours for this season, but Yaley couldn’t because his paperwork hadn’t been filed. It was then that Yaley had figured out that Shane had paid off a couple of board members of the Daniel Boone National Forest to push through his permit.”

      “That’s illegal.” Gert’s jaw dropped. “We both know what a stickler the board is when it comes to anything to do with the national forests, parks, and the law.”

      There were so many hoops to jump through and steps to follow. The board didn’t make it easy for me to redo the campground when I moved here, and forget about putting a pool in for my guests. Anything that disturbs the natural landscape in a national park was off-limits unless the right environmental engineers, architects, and experts were brought in to give their two cents. That was a long process that could take years.

      “It is illegal, and Bonnie knew it. She knew he had gone to the two board members, and she told us about it. We turned it over to the rangers to deal with them legally. But as for Bonnie, she and Yaley were enemies, but that didn’t make her the killer.” Hank was right.

      “There are so many twists to this.” I blinked my eyes a few times to try to wrap my head around the motive. “I guess Shane killed Bonnie to keep her quiet. But how did he track down Yaley?”

      “From what I understand, Shane had been at the Normal Diner a few days in a row to help Ty Randal with some bourbon-infused recipes. Shane met Joel, and after Joel had left the diner, Ty told him all about Yaley between the time Joel had dropped Yaley off at her home that morning and before she came to the amphitheater. Ty also told Shane about everyone around here and what they do.” Hank leaned his elbows on the windowsill.

      “Which is the same thing he did for me when I moved here.” I clearly remember how everyone knew everything about everyone. Ty and I were very close when I moved here, dated even, and he told me what everyone did for a living, who they were related to, and what they drove.

      “Right. So Shane had stored up all the information, and I’d say he kept an eye on Joel and Yaley.” Hank gave the windowsill a few quick taps and pushed back up to stand. “We have built a case where we believe he stalked Yaley because he knew she would be a thorn in his side since she knew about the bribing. She’d never let him have any advertising. The only way to get rid of her was to use Joel. We also traced the flowers sent to Yaley back to Shane. He admitted he sent them to try to get her to see his side of things. He also admits he put on there to meet him at the amphitheater but swears he didn’t pick her up. He claims he never saw her and left.”

      “So he was downtown when she disappeared?” My jaw dropped.

      “Yes. He said he sent her the flowers. The card had it on there to meet him at the amphitheater. He didn’t sign it in hopes she’d think it was Joel and that she’d show up. Which we all know she did.” Hank let out a long, deep sigh. “Now we just need a confession from him.”

      “What about Joel’s truck? How did he do that?” I questioned.

      “We don’t have that information, but we’re hoping to get it from him and his fingerprint at the department. Which means I’ve got to go. It’s going to be a long night, so I’m not going to be able to have supper.” He put his head back in the window to kiss me.

      “Okay.” I kissed him, a little embarrassed with Gert right there. “Call me, and let me know what happened.”

      “I will.” He looked over at Gert and waved. “I’ll let you know if I need you to come down to give another statement.”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “No problem. I’ll talk to you later,” she said to me before she got out of the car and went back to her own car.

      Hank walked off, and I couldn’t help but take one big breath of relief knowing the killer was finally behind bars and that I could go back to the campground so I could call all the guests who had canceled. Surely, they’d come tomorrow, knowing the killer was caught.

      There were still so many unanswered questions I had for Hank about Shane and his killing spree. My head continued to wonder how Shane got the truck. And what about Yaley’s car? How did it crash? Who crashed it?

      It was hard for me to wrap my head around all the things Hank had told me and Gert. I was just going to have to believe he knew what he was doing and how the evidence fit together. Hank was big on evidence and exactly how it all fit together while I was big on common sense.

      I’d thought about it so much that I didn’t even remember getting from the distillery to the campground. It was as if I blinked, and then I was pulling up the drive of Happy Trails.

      “What on earth?” I noticed the lights were on in the office. Dottie never worked past five, and it was just a little past the hour.

      Instead of driving on to the RV to let Fifi and Chester out, I decided to run into the office to see what Dottie was doing and to tell her the good news about Shane so we could start calling the canceled reservations back.

      “Dottie, why are you still in here?” I opened the door. “Dottie!” I screamed when I saw her lying on the floor, belly down and smoke rolling out of her mouth like a chimney.

      I ran over to her but didn’t move her. I could see there was something wrong by the way her legs were lying.

      “Honey, call 9-1-1. I think I broke a hip.” The cigarette bobbed up and down in the corner of her mouth. “I’ve been lying here waitin’ for someone to come in, so I had to smoke to take my mind off the pain. Thank the Lord, my cigarette case was in my pocket.”

      “Don’t move,” I instructed her. Since I owned a campground in a national park, it was required by law that I take first aid training, so I knew that moving her could hurt her worse. “Agnes, Dottie has fallen, and we need an ambulance. I think she’s broke her hip.” I was so happy Agnes Swift had answered the dispatch. “Thank you,” I told her after she told me she’d get right on it.

      “Are they on their way?” Dottie groaned.

      “They are. You just hold tight.” I sat down next to her so she wouldn’t try to look at me. “How on earth did you fall and land on your belly?”

      “You ain’t gonna like it.” Her face contorted as she winced. “But I passed out again. Low blood sugar.”

      “Mmm-hhhhh.” I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t start an argument with her. “I can hear the sirens. They will be right here. I’ll be right back.”

      I got up and left her there to flag down the ambulance just in case they passed the office.

      “In here.” I pointed to the office and bounced on my toes. “She’s broken something. She passed out.”

      “Low blood sugar.” She grimaced when the EMT started to feel around.

      “Do you have diabetes?” the EMT asked.

      “Nope. Diet,” Dottie told them, but they focused on me. I nodded my head.

      “Ma’am, your granddaughter says it’s diabetes.” The EMT looked up at me again.

      “Granddaughter?” Dottie jerked then winced in pain. “Ohhh. Ohhh.”

      “Just stay right there. We’ll get you on the board to stabilize your neck and back in case your injury has extended to those areas, but I believe you have a broken bone either in your hip or leg.”

      “She is my boss.” Dottie looked up at me when they flipped her over. “Nosy friend too.”

      “She has been passing out lately. We went to the ER the other day, and they ran a battery of tests before they discharged her.”

      “Is ‘Dorthea Swaggert’ your name?” The EMT was looking at the phone in her hand. “I’m on the hospital portal.” She waved it in the air. “Technology.” She shrugged. “Anyways…” She rattled off Dottie’s personal information so she could let the hospital know they were bringing her in. “It says here that you signed yourself out the other night in the middle of the night.”

      “You what?” My jaw dropped at the news. “You told me they discharged you. No wonder there weren’t any phone calls to me from the hospital staff.” I gave her the stink eye with a long sigh, letting go of the fact that she lied to me. “I’ll follow behind in my car.”

      “No. No,” Dottie protested. They had already put her on the spinal board with a neck brace to stabilize her. “You go take care of Fifi, and I’ll call you.”

      “Absolutely not.” I followed them to the ambulance and confirmed I’d be right there.

      Before they could even shut the door, Betts’s cleaning van was zooming up the drive, gravel spitting up under the tires.

      “What’s going on?” Abby jumped out of the van before Betts had applied the brakes. “Betts said she heard on the scanner that Agnes called an ambulance.”

      “I found her on the floor of the office. She said she passed out, and I think she broke her hip. I’m going to the hospital.” I jiggled my keys.

      “No! We are going.” Betts had rolled down the window. “Jump in!”

      It took me a split second to make the decision to leap into the van and go with Abby and Betts to the hospital to support Dottie. While Betts followed closely behind the ambulance, I quickly texted Hank to let him know what I was doing and called Henry to see if he wouldn’t mind letting the dogs out.

      Of course Henry was more than willing and sounded very concerned about Dottie. I told him she was still her ornery self, and I’d keep him posted.

      “Could life get any crazier right now?” I asked Betts and Abby. “I mean, all of this seems to be happening all at once. Yaley’s murder, Dottie passing out, Joel being a suspect, and now Bonnie Turner dead with Shane Holland as the killer the entire time.”

      “Wait?” Abby jerked around. “What? Shane Holland? Bonnie Turner is dead?”

      “You two better hold on, I’m about to take you on a wild ride.” I told them about Bonnie threatening me when I was at the undercroft of the Normal Baptist Church.

      “I wondered why you left so quickly.” Betts pulled into the emergency room parking lot while I kept my eye on the ambulance as they backed up to the emergency patient entrance.

      “I don’t think Bonnie had a clue what I knew, but I do think she thought I knew how they’d practically stolen the land from Yaley and Ted.” We got out of the van, and from a distance, we waved at Dottie when the emergency room staff whisked her away.

      While we waited in the waiting room for someone to come tell us about the results from the X-rays they’d taken from Dottie, I told them how Gert had to pick up the bourbon barrel lids from Shane and had invited me to go tour the place.

      “Abby, you knew I was going to go there. And when you had to cancel our tour, I knew I had to jump at the opportunity to go with Gert.” I proceeded to tell them how Shane was showing us around the distillery and how, when he opened the barrel, Bonnie’s hand popped out. “That pink scarf she had tied around her neck was in her hand.”

      “Come on.” Abby smiled. “You’re saying that Shane Holland killed Bonnie Turner because she was holding the bribe over his head, which is possible. But why would he take you and Gert to the warehouse or wherever you were if he’d killed Bonnie and dumped her body in some bourbon? Come on.”

      “I don’t know all the details. I just know that Hank felt pretty confident they had their man. But the fingerprints they’ve not been able to identify on Yaley’s necklace and her purse will definitely be compared to Shane’s.” I looked up when I noticed a doctor was walking toward us.

      I wanted to talk to Abby and Betts a little more about what Abby had brought up. It was a great point, and as much as I wanted to think Hank had put all the pieces together with the killer in jail, Abby made me second-guess him.
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      I wished the doctor would’ve had better news about Dottie’s broken hip and how she had to go straight into surgery in the morning. They were going to keep her as pain free as possible, and even though she put on a brave face for me, Abby, and Betts, I could see the pain in her eyes.

      With her encouragement and the fact the nursing staff was keeping her pretty doped up with some heavy painkillers, making her sleep, I agreed to leave with Betts and Abby but promised I’d be back in the morning.

      “What are you going to do tonight? Do we need to keep you company?” Betts offered for her and Abby to hang around the campground with me. “We can get some work around the campground done. Whatever you need.”

      “It’s still early.” Abby made a good point about how daylight savings time created longer days. The sun wouldn’t even be going down until closer to nine, which made it feel more like four o’clock than eight.

      “No. I’m going to actually just forget about calling the reservations who canceled. It just seems like one thing after the other is telling me to let it go.” I wasn’t big into superstition, but there was no denying the fact that every time I thought I was going to be able to make good with the canceled guests, something else popped up, making it virtually impossible to continue with opening the season this week. “I think I’m going to take Fifi and Chester for their walk, maybe grill a hot dog on a campfire, and go to bed.”

      “I’ll pick you up to take you to the hospital.” Betts and I had decided to come for Dottie’s surgery because Abby and Queenie both had to work. Queenie had moved her earlier Jazzercise classes to tonight because the repast cooking had taken place during her class.

      “Are you sure we can’t stay to keep you company?” Abby questioned. “I know I would love to take the dogs for a walk. Betts can go home, and you can take me home later.”

      “If you want to stay, you can, but you don’t have to. I’m always up for company, but I’m really fine.” I was blessed to have such great friends who really wanted to make sure I was okay.

      “Are you sure?” Abby gave me a sideways glance.

      “I promise. I’m exhausted and really need to get some sleep before tomorrow, so I’m sure my walk with the dogs will be a quick one.” I felt my body relax as we pulled into the campground. “Just let me off at the office. I parked my car there.”

      When we pulled up, Henry had Chester and Fifi on the dock while he used the pond rake to grab any extra moss that had formed. Fifi’s ears perked up when she heard the van park.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told Betts. “Abby, have a good day at work. I’ll be fine,” I assured them when I noticed they’d given each other the look where they were trying to decide if they should stay with me.

      “Thanks, Henry!” I yelled over after Fifi and Chester darted toward me. I bent down to let them rub and jump on me while I gave them a few good pats. “Let’s go check the messages.”

      The three of us headed inside the office. I hit the Play button and cleaned up all the papers that’d fallen on the floor when Dottie had taken her spill. There was a message from one of the honeymooners who had initially canceled, along with three more families who had canceled. They’d heard Normal was safe and sound, so they were still coming, putting me in overdrive to really make sure all of their accommodations were ready before they got here tomorrow at noon.

      Even Joel Grassle had called.

      “Hey, Mae, it’s Joel. I took your advice and started to write down things I’ve remembered that Yaley had mumbled when she broke up with me. She honestly made no sense but talked about new trails and how she wasn’t going to be able to do her job and something about moving away. If I remember anything else, I’ll let you know. I would’ve called your cell, but I don’t have the number, and Bobby Ray has left for the night.”

      “New trails?” I questioned and flipped Fifi and Chester a treat. “There’s always new trails popping up.” I talked to the fur babies as if they understood everything I was saying. “Unfortunately, those new trails are blazed from people who go off-trail hiking when they shouldn’t.”

      It was one of the dangerous facts we tried to tell hikers and campers who were new to the Daniel Boone National Forest. Every time I saw campers from my campground heading out to hike, I’d tell them to make sure they stay on the paths that are marked with the national park symbol. Those were the real trails, and any offshoots were not made or maintained by the park, which could become very dangerous with drop-offs and even wildlife.

      When the rangers were called about missing hikers, nine times out of ten, the hiker was safely found on a trail that wasn’t a real trail.

      “People need to follow the rules.” I grabbed the extra leashes I had in the office and flung them over my shoulder. “Who wants to go for a nice walk?”

      Fifi and Chester danced around my feet. They darted out the door before I could get the thing fully open and straight across the parking lot, past Dottie’s camper, and into the woods.

      “Where are y’all going?” I questioned and headed down the marked trail right behind Dottie’s camper.

      It was one of the moderate trails that Fifi and I were used to, but I was not sure how familiar Chester was with it. He and Hank did do some hiking without me and Fifi, but I never really asked what trails they took.

      Chester seemed to know. He darted off down the path, and before I could keep up with him, I heard him barking like the hunting dog he used to be.

      Fifi wasn’t as brave as Chester. She hung back with me.

      “Chester! Come here!” I demanded of the dog, though I was happy he was still barking so we could find him. Even though Hank had gotten him after an investigation, he’d grown to love the pup, and I couldn’t even imagine if I lost him or worse…let some sort of wildlife kill him.

      “The Daniel Boone National Forest had the trail on the registry,” I told Fifi and pushed away any of the branches dangling down into the path.

      I knew every trail around Happy Trails or near Happy Trails, so this was probably one of those trails that were forged by a group of yearly hikers who enjoyed spending weekends in the forest without adhering to the rules. Hank used to tell me stories about how he’d spent most of his time tracking down the people who made these trails, and here we were, hiking on down it.

      Chester’s bark was getting louder and louder with each step I took, so I knew we were close to him. The deeper into the woods I followed the homemade trail, the more intrigued I became to see where it led and exactly what Chester had found.

      When I came to the clearing, I was a little taken aback by the five or six tents that were set up. Chester was going from tent to tent, barking and growling.

      “Tourists,” I groaned and recalled what Hank thought about them.

      “Those were the types of tourists we didn’t want in Normal.” I could hear Hank now. He believed it was due to these types of campers who dropped tents, smoked pot, drank, and left their trash for us locals to deal with. In fact, the few fires we’d had in the Daniel Boone National Forest were started by these visitors who had no regard about camping or keeping our park clean or safe.

      “Chester!” I hollered from the edge of the clearing and bent down to clip the leash on Fifi’s collar.

      “Hey buddy.” I heard a familiar voice as someone emerged from a tent.

      “Skip,” I greeted Skip Toliver as relief settled over me. “I’m so glad it’s you. I was afraid Chester used his crazy hunting skills to find some sort of pot field or something Hank is always trying to find.”

      Skip and I started to walk toward each other. Chester darted off behind the tents into the wooded area.

      “Chester!” I screamed.

      “What if Yaley had stuck her nose into something that it wasn’t supposed to be stuck in? She got caught up in it and decided she was going to take matters into her own hands by threatening to go to the authorities.” Skip spread his arms open. “You were almost right.” He pushed up the bandana he had holding back his curly hair.

      “Right?” A nervous laugh escaped me. Chester’s bark had abruptly stopped. “Chester!” I called and looked past Skip.

      “When I talked to you downtown outside of that hair place...” He snapped his fingers and looked up as if he was searching for the name.

      “Cute-icles?” I questioned and wondered if what my gut was saying about Skip Toliver was true. “Chester!” I nervously screamed in hopes to get him and get out of there.

      Was he Yaley’s killer? Was he Bonnie’s killer?

      “What are you saying, Skip?” I had to know. “Good boy!” I yelled when I saw Chester come back with a stick in his mouth. I was so grateful to be getting out of there.

      “You are a good boy.” Skip bent down and plucked the leafy vine out of Chester’s mouth. “But these are new babies, and you shouldn’t have picked this one.”

      The last little bit of daylight was about to go down past the trees, but I could clearly see the leafy plant Skip was twirling in his finger and thumb.

      “You see, Yaley was hiking some new trails, and she just so happened upon my little secret.” He was clearly telling me without telling me he was growing pot in the forest. “She said that I had to come clean to the authorities, or she wouldn’t put my whitewater rafting and canoe business in her tour schedule.” He carefully untied the bandana and pulled it taut.

      “I’m guessing you’re getting good at strangling women.” I gulped and felt my neck tighten. “How did you do it? How did you pull it off?”

      “Easy. When you’re as low-key as I am, no one around here notices you. I don’t make money on the whitewater gig, but I make a ton off the pot, and I’m not willing to give it up. I know these trails like the back of my hand. I know where they lead and where they end.” He talked and twisted the bandana as though he was mentally sizing up my neck and how much strength it was going to take to get it around my neck.

      I dropped Fifi’s leash in hopes she’d run back to the campground, but she didn’t. Faithful Fifi stood right there with me, Chester, and Skip.

      “I heard Yaley and Joel break up one night right outside of the tree line near his backyard. I kept an eye on her in case she told anyone about the pot. She didn’t, but she threatened me. I also overheard Joel on the phone with Steve about picking up his car.” He had such a pleased look on his face.

      “How did you pick her up? How did you know?” I couldn’t imagine.

      “What part of me keeping an eye on her every day are you not getting?” He spoke to me as if I was stupid, and I didn’t like that at all. “I know every single trail from here to the Sierra Club offices. I watched the delivery people deliver the flowers. I heard her read the envelope from the open window. It was perfect. It was like it was meant to be. I heard her call Joel and leave him a message about meeting him. I ran through the forest and slipped out of the woods to where the junkyard is located. I took the truck.”

      “And she just got into the truck with you?” I couldn’t imagine if Yaley had something over him that she’d trust him like that.

      “Oh no. She was definitely hesitant. The power of love is strong.” The corner of his lip twitched up. “I told her I was at the gas station, and Joel had an accident. He had me take his truck to meet up with her. I merely suggested she get in, and I’d take her to him. That’s when it was easy. I always heard Joel’s truck rumble through Happy Trails, so I simply dumped her body in your dumpster. I never figured you’d find her. Which is unfortunate for you.”

      I put my hand out to stop him from walking toward me. Chester moved in between us. Skip looked down at him and stopped.

      “What about Bonnie?” I had to know how he pulled that one off.

      “She was a little trickier. After Yaley went missing, she showed up at the river and asked me if I had anything to do with Yaley going missing. She said she knew Yaley had something over me, and Yaley was going to tell them why she refused to put my gig on the tour schedule at the meeting that afternoon. I played dumb but knew I had to get rid of her.” He gripped the bandana with both hands. “She was a little harder to follow, but there was one place she always showed up. That new bourbon place. I had to jump on it when she showed up there today. I stuck her body in an open bourbon barrel and skedaddled.”

      “I-I…” I stammered when I saw I wasn’t going to get out of there without a fight.

      “I really liked you too. But you date Hank, and Hank hates people like me.” He shrugged as if he had no other option before he leapt forward, using his foot to trip me to the ground.

      Before I knew what was happening, my head bounced on the ground, and he slipped the bandana around my neck and threw me over on my stomach, my hands up under me and his knee in my back. He twisted and twisted the cloth until I was gasping for breath.

      “Pha…pha…” I wanted to beg for my life. I tried to kick him with the heels of my shoes, but his body was up on my back so far that I couldn’t reach him.

      The sounds around me became silent. I gave one last thrust of my legs before, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Chester jump in the air with his mouth wide-open. He clamped down on Skip Toliver’s arm.

      “I’ll kill you.” Skip fell off me. His arm was covered in blood. He tried to grab Chester a few times when Chester got between me and him.

      Chester moved into a downward-dog position with his butt in the air, his teeth gnawing against each other. I scrambled to my heinie and gasped for air as I scooted back to sitting.

      “No one, not even your little dogs, will get out of here alive.” Skip used the bandana as a tourniquet, wrapping it around the dog bite.

      A gunshot rang out like a firework. I threw my hands over my head to protect myself.

      “Hold it right there!” someone yelled from the edge of the woods. “I swear I’ll shoot you.”

      Bert Erickson, in his tiny running shorts and tank top, moved into the clearing with the gun set on Skip. With the gun on Skip and Chester still growling, I felt safe standing up.

      “Call your boyfriend.” Bert threw me his cell phone.

      “Thanks, mine is in my purse at the campground.” My hands shook while I tried to recall and dial Hank’s number from memory.

      “I never jog without my cell or my gun because you never know what kind of crazies you might run into out here.” Bert walked closer to Skip, keeping the gun pointed on him the entire time.
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      “Lookee at that,” Dottie snarled from the bed. The lower half of her body was in a cast from the hip break. She pointed out the door of her room at the older man rolling down the hall in a wheelchair. “This place is for old people. I want to go home.”

      Betts, Abby, Queenie, and I planted smiles on our faces so we wouldn’t give into Dottie’s negative attitude she’d had since the doctor ordered her to make a full recovery in the live-in rehabilitation center. That news didn’t sit well with Dottie, giving me a headache, and it’d only been a week since her surgery.

      The care facility was very nice. Dottie had her own room with a bathroom and a spectacular view of a pond. There was a bridge leading out to a gazebo in the middle of the pond. Today, there were a few people out there reading.

      “Don’t you worry about anyone in here but yourself.” Queenie hopped up out of the chair and grapevined over to the door to shut it. “If you do what the doctor says, then you might get out of here faster. I can give you a few strength exercises.”

      Dottie snarled then fixed her attention upon me.

      “So tell me all about where the case is now.” She was talking about Yaley Woodard’s murder and all the secrets that’d gotten swept right on out from underneath the rug.

      “I read that Ted Woodard wasn’t going to press any sort of extortion charges,” Abby commented. She was leaning up against the ledge of the big window that overlooked the pond. The sun was shining and cast a shadow of Abby on the floor of Dottie’s room.

      “Technically, he can’t anyways. Though it was extortion, wasn’t it?” Betts confused us all. “Ted and Yaley willingly gave the property over to Bonnie without question. She didn’t forcibly make them give her the land. In the eyes of the court, they offered her the land in exchange for the money Ted and Yaley had put her out in rent when Yaley was really illegally funneling all the tourist accommodations to her brother’s property.” She sighed. “Both parties were doing illegal things, so it kinda evens them out in Ted’s eyes.”

      “That’s so crazy. It makes my head spin.” Dottie laid her head back on her flat pillow.

      I walked over and fluffed it up so she could try to rest better. She looked up at me. Her eyes softened, and we smiled at each other.

      “I just can’t get over Skip Toliver growing illegal pot and right behind my house.” Dottie huffed. “I sure could use a cigarette.”

      “Now is the time to quit that,” Queenie snapped at Dottie.

      “I was so shocked about it, too, but Agnes Swift did mention that Jerry had been really cracking down on the illegal growers.” I took the conversation back from Queenie. The last thing Dottie needed was to be fussed at. Her fuse was already so short that she was about to explode.

      “I’m glad Bert Erickson came along the way he did.” Abby’s eyes grew. “And to think he jogs with a gun. That’s some talent. I’d be afraid to shoot my foot off.”

      We all laughed. Even Dottie.

      “There’s the real hero,” I said, my eyes lighting up when Hank walked into Dottie’s room with Chester on a leash.

      “Nah.” Hank waved off my comment.

      “I wasn’t talking about you.” I bent down, and Chester ran over to me. “I’m talking about you,” I baby-talked Chester. “If it weren’t for your furious growl and bite, I might have been strangled.”

      “Hunting dog turned police canine.” Hank walked over to Dottie’s bed. “How are you doing? Need anything?”

      “Nah. I’m fine.” Dottie patted his hand. “I just can’t get over it.”

      “Yeah. Yaley’s final autopsy report came back, and she was strangled like Bonnie. We even found Yaley’s heart pendant from her necklace in one of the tents. I hate it too. Skip could’ve had a great business with the whitewater rafting and canoes if he’d just stuck with it.” Hank shook his head.

      “What is going to happen with the distillery and the board members who were bribed by Shane Holland?” Betts asked.

      “The distillery will be fine. Shane had to pay a hefty fine, and the board members resigned, though we couldn’t find the money trail where Shane had bribed them. The only thing we could fine him on was the dates on the permit were too soon.” He walked over and put his arm around me. “Didn’t Mae tell you the news?”

      “What news?” Queenie asked. All of them looked at me.

      “They asked me to take one of the vacant positions on the board.” I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I didn’t know all the rules and regulations regarding the Daniel Boone National Forest to even feel qualified.

      “You’re going to do it, right?” Abby asked with excitement.

      “I’m thinking about it. With Dottie gone for a few weeks, I’ve got a lot to do at the campground.” I looked over at Dottie. She was awfully quiet for Dottie. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just want out of here,” she spat with a curled nose. “And Hank,” Dottie called, waving him back over.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He walked back to her bed.

      “You just make sure all the things are getting done around the campground while I’m gone.” She wagged her finger at him. “Don’t you let her replace me either.”

      “Dottie, do you think anyone can replace you?” I asked her, standing up.

      “Never.” Dottie’s mouth grew into a big grin.

      All of us belted out in laughter. Even Chester barked. That’s when I knew that everything was going to be okay. Dottie would do her rehab and be back in no time. All was going to be good in the camper-hood.
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      Have you ever been around one of those people who say there’s something coming or something about to happen? Or you’ve been thinking ’bout her and she calls at that moment, that instant?

      My best friend, Iris Peabody, she’s not one of those psychics or anything, but she does get those weird feelings every once in a while. The first time we were in third grade. She swore to me how she’d seen a vision of Bobby Peters, the cutest boy in school, kissing me on the old rubber tire that was cemented into the ground on the playground. As soon as the teacher said it was time for recess, I darted out to that playground and perched myself right on top of that tire.

      Until…

      Bobby Peters himself ran by and pushed me right off, sending me to the ground and breaking my wrist. Boy, was Iris wrong.

      Then there was another time when we were in high school and Iris told me she’d had one of them visions where Bobby Peters was going to ask me to prom. When I saw him walk over to our table in the cafeteria, my heart went pitter-pat.

      Until…

      He up and asked Iris. She went.

      It wasn’t until years later, when I’d already gotten married to Richard Butler—making me Bernadette Butler, stay-at-home mom and ex-United States postal worker—and Iris was already divorced from Bobby Peters when she called me up at three p.m. one afternoon. I was getting ready to head on over to the high school football stadium to watch Grady. Oh no, he didn’t play football; he was the Sugar Creek Gap grizzly bear mascot that did get promoted to manager of the team the following year. Still, I went to every game Sugar Creek Gap High School played to watch my boy run up and down the sidelines in the ridiculous bear outfit, waving the high school flag in our very small town of Sugar Creek Gap, Kentucky.

      Anyways, back to Iris. Well, she called me right before I was setting out for the game, asking all sorts of questions about Richard and whether I’d talked to him. Her exact words were, “I feel like something is wrong with Richard.”

      To this day, I still get chills thinking about it.

      Iris insisted I call him, but I knew Richard was away on business in our neighboring state of Tennessee, according to the online calendar we shared. There was no reason to bother him, especially when Iris’s little “feelings” had never come true yet.

      I was cheering on the cute bear when I noticed the state Sheriff had showed up at the game. It was like a slow-motion scene when I recalled seeing them ask someone a question, and the person had pointed directly at me. The Sheriff officers’ eyes met mine, and my stomach dropped. Iris Peabody’s feeling about my beloved Richard had come true: he had been killed in a car wreck on his way to his meeting.

      I’m Bernadette Butler, United States postal carrier. Mom to Grady Butler. Widow.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Vince.”

      Vince Caldwell was sitting outside on one of the many swings across the long covered porch at the Sugar Creek Gap Nursing Home, looking at the morning paper.

      My phone rang just as I’d walked up. It was Iris. This was the second time she’d called this morning and the second time I’d sent her to voicemail.

      “Mornin’, Bernie.” Vince pulled the readers off the bridge of his nose and looked up through his bushy gray eyebrows. He patted the open space next to him and put down his crossword puzzle. “I was thinkin’ of you this mornin’. About to turn cold. I hope you start dressing warmer. I’d hate for you to catch a chill.”

      “Thank you. I think about you every morning.” I took a seat and at that moment realized exactly why Iris had called me but hadn’t left a message.

      Earlier I had been running late for my route, and I wanted to try to finish a little early since it was game day.

      “I still can’t believe it’s been ten years.” Vince reached over and patted my leg. “We sure still miss Richard and his guitar.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” I sucked in a deep breath. My heart sank into my stomach when I looked at my watch to see the date.

      The anniversary of Richard’s death. Something I’d never forgotten…until today.

      “You and Grady headin’ over to the cemetery before the big game?” Vince asked, because it was high school football season, and wouldn’t you know, my son Grady had gotten his degree in sports management with a minor in English and was now Sugar Creek Gap High School’s English teacher and head football coach.

      “I’m sure we will.” I tugged open my mailbag and took out Vince’s mail. We probably weren’t, but I wasn’t going to tell anyone. I usually went to see Richard alone. “You want this or want me to put it in the mailbox?”

      It wasn’t long after Grady was born that Richard and I had decided I’d be a stay-at-home mom and quit my job as a mail carrier. Childcare was expensive, and Richard had just gotten his first good sales job, which took him out of town a lot. It made more sense for me to quit my job than to try to find somewhere or someone to watch our son.

      After Richard had passed, I’d gone back to the post office. They’d offered to give me my route back, which was a driving route, but the downtown-area walking route was available. It was much harder to walk and carry the mail, but staying outdoors kept my mind clear and helped me escape from thinking too much about Richard.

      “I’ll take it,” Vince said, bringing me out of my thoughts. Vince was one of the many elderly citizens who had moved to the retirement condos the nursing home offered. My parents lived here too. They weren’t retired by any means, but it was a low-cost and low-maintenance way of living, and they loved it here.

      “Well, if I’m going to get to the game on time, I better get hustling.” As I stood up, the chains holding up the swing clanked. I handed him his mail.

      “Growllll.” Vince did his best impression of the grizzly bear sound the football crowd made when someone scored a touchdown. He got up too. “Goooooooo Grizzlies!”

      “Rah, rah.” I laughed and pumped my fist in the air. I noticed an Uber driver had pulled up. “Where are you going?”

      “Emergency city council meeting today. I’ve heard of some rumblings about Chuck Shilling selling his majority share of the country club to someone. Apparently, at last night’s commissioners’ meeting, things got a little heated.” He didn’t mention who might have bought the country club. “From what I understand, Dennis Kuntz is all up in arms. Should be a good one.”

      “Maybe I’ll stop in on my route.” I waved him off before I made my way into the building.

      Dennis Kuntz and Chuck Shilling owned the one hundred twenty acres the country club sat on, so why would Dennis be so upset?

      I pondered the question as I dropped the mailbag to the floor and filled the small community boxes as quickly as possible before I locked them back up and headed out in record time.

      In light of the news of the sale of the country club—which was huge if what Vince had told me was true—maybe no one would remember what today meant to me. Not that I didn’t love the way my community rallied around me and Grady, but it was as if they rehashed it every year when I was just wanting to grieve on my own.

      The bright sun had warmed the autumn day enough that I could take off my sweater. I tied it around my waist and walked over the Old Mill Creek bridge. Once over the bridge, I was standing right where I’d started my morning: next to the post office and across the street from where I’d begin the rest of my morning route. The downtown businesses were on the left side of Main Street.

      Eventually, I’d get to the small neighborhoods on the west side of downtown then make my way back to downtown, where I’d deliver all the mail to the business district of Sugar Creek Gap, which included the courthouse, doctors’ building, bank, and various other businesses. I liked to finish my day with a few neighborhoods just east of downtown that circled back to the post office.

      Briefly, I stopped to listen to the sound of the babbling brook swimming across the rocks as the old mill pushed the water down the creek. It was a daily ritual that I loved, only today there were a lot more cars on the bridge than usual.

      When I crossed the street, I noticed the cars were pulling into the courthouse parking lot.

      Out of curiosity about what Vince had said about the country club, I decided to switch up my route and deliver the mail to the courthouse just so I could pop my head into that emergency meeting.

      Social Knitwork was the first business I came to. It was our local yarn shop, owned by Leotta Goldey. She was a whiz with any sort of material. She was the go-to gal for anything that needed to be altered and lettered and had a monopoly on all things with names on them, including all the business she got from the Sugar Creek Gap schools and sports teams.

      When I pushed through the door, the bell above it knocked against the glass. Leotta looked up.

      “Morning, Bernadette,” she greeted me with a pair of knitting needles in her hand. “You doing all right today?”

      “I sure am.” I headed over to the counter. I reached around and grabbed her mail out of my bag, putting it in the basket that sat next to the register. “No mail today?”

      “Nope.” She stood over a customer’s shoulder, watching them knit something. I generally was here at the same time each day, which was when Leotta gave lessons as well. I was not a knitter or any type of crafter, but I did enjoy watching. “I’ll have some tomorrow. I’ll be writing out my bills this afternoon.” She pointed one of the needles to a coatrack, where some fluffy knitted fall-colored scarves hung. “I made some new scarves for tonight’s game. You take one if you like. It’s gonna turn real cold this week.”

      “These sure are pretty.” I thumbed through them. “Grady and Julia gave me the personalized scarf for my birthday this summer that I think you made. I better use it, or they’ll tan my hide,” I joked, thinking Grady probably had no idea that Julia had given it to me.

      “That’s right.” She looked up at me and smiled from over the student’s shoulder. “He’s such a good boy, Bernadette. And that Julia. She’s a quick learner.”

      Julia Butler was his wife. They’d met at college. She worked as a secretary for Mac Tabor, a good family friend who was the local architect. She’d graduated from business school. She and Grady had gotten married a couple of years ago and had yet to give me a grandbaby.

      “Quick learner?” I asked.

      “Yes. She’s been coming over here and taking a class from me during her lunch break.”

      That was news to me, but it didn’t seem odd, since Julia’s office was just a couple doors down.

      “You be careful out there this morning.” She pointed her needle toward the window at the street. “All sorts of people cancelled their knitting appointments because they are up in arms about the sale of the country club. Did you hear about last night’s meeting?”

      “Somebody said something about it over at the nursing home this morning.” I watched alongside her as another car zoomed down the street.

      “I wonder why so many people care.” Leotta shrugged and walked back to her student.

      “I have no idea. I’m not a member of the country club.” I put my hand on the handle of the door.

      “I’ll see you at the game,” Leotta called out to me from across the shop.

      “Sounds good.”

      My phone buzzed. I stopped on the sidewalk and pulled the cell out of my pants pocket.

      When I saw it was Iris for the third time, I figured she really wanted something, so I answered it.

      “Hey, Iris,” I answered as I continued to deliver the mail of the local businesses. Mostly the owners were busy with customers or not in the fronts of their shops when I delivered their mail, so I’d pop in and out as quickly as I could.

      I’d pretty much perfected my system over the last ten years.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been calling and texting all morning. I about left pies in the oven to come find you.” Iris sounded a little more on edge than the typical yearly feeling-bad-for-her-friend call.

      Maybe she was calling about the pumpkin sugar cookies I’d volunteered us to make for the high school boosters.

      “I’m fine. I’ll meet you at my house right after I get finished delivering my route.” I didn’t tell her how I’d already baked several dozen of the pumpkin sugar cookies last night when I couldn’t sleep. “I totally forgot it was the day until Vince Caldwell reminded me. I feel awful. I bet Grady wonders why I haven’t texted him.”

      “Huh?” Iris sounded all sorts of confused on the other end of the line.

      “Richard’s date of death.” Was she pulling my leg? Iris never forgot.

      “Oh my God!” Iris’s voice was so loud it made my brain rattle. “Bernadette, I’m so sorry. How are you? Did you get any sleep? You’re working? Of course you didn’t get any sleep and you just said you were working. I’m a bad friend.”

      “You’re a great friend. I’m fine. I slept,” I lied. “I just told you that I totally forgot.” I stopped shy of Tranquility Wellness to make sure I didn’t disturb any sort of class or clients’ quiet time. Tranquility Wellness was a one-stop Zen shop that did all the things the name would suggest, like spa treatments, yoga classes, meditation classes, nutrition classes, and any sort of spa treatments that I wanted to check out.

      “So if you weren’t calling to check on me so early this morning, then what’s up?” I asked.

      “First off, I think it’s a good sign you forgot. Maybe you can start dating now.”

      Leave it up to Iris to fix me up. She’d been trying to do so for the past nine years, leaving me one year to grieve.

      “Not on your life. The last thing I want is a man to have to cook and clean for.” I looked in the window to see if there was a class before I crept in and laid the mail on the counter. “What’s up?”

      For a brief moment, I stopped and took a deep breath. Even though I knew Peaches Partin, the owner, used a machine to pump a spa smell from a bottle into the vents, it still made me feel good to inhale and exhale the fragrance.

      “I had me a feeling. I know you don’t want to hear about it, but I was wondering if you’ve been by Mac Tabor’s house yet?”

      I’d asked her to stop telling me about her “feelings” after Richard’s death.

      “No. I haven’t gotten that far in my deliveries,” I told her. “I’m about to stop at Pie in the Face. You there?”

      Iris had created her business, Pie in the Face, after she’d caught Bobby Peters cheating on her in their own bed. Not only were he and the girl all snuggled up, they’d been eating Iris’s homemade pie right out of the pie plate.

      Forget he was cheating; Iris never let anyone eat out of the pie plate.

      “You didn’t even cut a piece out of the pie plate?” was what Iris had told me she’d said to the cheating couple when she found them in bed with her pie plate. “You get a pie in the face!” she yelled at them as she picked up the pie and slammed it into his face.

      She had come to our house all torn up, but Richard and I couldn’t stop laughing. Richard had suggested she make her baking side hustle into a real business. That was also when he had jokingly said she should call it Pie in the Face so whenever Bobby had to drive downtown to get to his lumberyard, the name on the bakery would be a constant reminder of his philandering ways.

      She ran with Richard’s idea and had a very successful bakery now.

      I did bake some items for her, and she paid me for them, but most nights, we were still baking in my farm kitchen, keeping each other company. If not for Iris and our friendship or our fun nightly baking sessions at my house, I didn’t know what I’d do with all my free evenings now that Grady was married off.

      That was when being a widow was the hardest. Night.

      “I’m not at the bakery. I had a few deliveries this morning, and now I’m off to the high school to help teach Cake Decorating 101.” Iris was also the baking consultant for the high school’s home economics department.

      “Anyways, when you get to Mac’s house or business, make sure he’s all right. And I have some outgoing mail, so be sure to grab it, because I’m not sure Geraldine even heard me when I left. She was on her phone Instagramming some of the pies.” Geraldine Workman was Iris’s only employee.

      Iris and I hung up. I quickly texted Grady.

      I knew Grady would be too busy in his classroom to even read my text, but I still didn’t want the day to go by and Grady think I didn’t remember.

      A group of men was standing on the sidewalk in front of the Wallflower Diner, my mom and dad’s place. One of them was Dennis Kuntz. I walked slower and pretended I was going through the bag to collect the diner’s mail.

      I recognized the other men from the football games. They all liked to hang over the chain-link fence instead of sitting in the stands with their wives.

      “I’m telling you, Mac Tabor threatened me last night when I told him I didn’t agree with Chuck selling his part of our country club to him. He’s not going to get away with it.”

      When anyone mentioned Mac’s name, it got my attention.

      Dennis Kuntz’s big belly hung over his pants, and a toothpick stuck in the corner of his mouth. His thin brown hair was combed to the side to help try to cover up the baldness, but he didn’t do a good job of it. He had plump cheeks.

      “I heard it,” I heard one of them say, but I didn’t look up to see who it was. “This emergency city council meeting better settle it, because I don’t have time to listen to this crap at tonight’s game. We’ve got to bring home a win.” The man shook his head. “The city council and the commissioners better get on the same page before this little town implodes.”

      As the mother of the coach, it was hard to pinch my lips shut. These men loved to give their two cents on how they’d run the plays that Grady gave the boys on the field. Once, I hadn’t kept my mouth shut, and Grady had been mad at me for a week. He said I should know better and it was part of being a mom of a coach.

      Nonetheless, I was a mom—a Sugar Creek Gap Grizzly mom that was a bear in her own right.

      “Mac Tabor and Chuck Shilling will regret it if they show up this morning.” Dennis Kuntz folded his hands over his big belly.

      If it hadn’t been for them talking about Mac and how Iris was hell-bent on those feelings of hers, I would probably have just walked on by with that night’s game my only care in the world.

      “You only own forty percent of the country from what Chuck Shilling told me last night after football practice it was a done deal.”

      Another one of the men had spoken up, and I recognized the voice as Peter Dade’s. Peter’s son, Samuel, was the star of the high school team. I knew his wife, Eileen, from the boosters.

      “Chuck pretty much said it was a done deal. Said it right there while we were standing on the fifty-yard line.” Another one of the men in the circle had stuffed some money into his wallet and was trying to put it in his back pocket when his elbow hit me. “I’m sorry.”

      “No problem.” I stopped, nearly stumbling over my own feet. “I should’ve been watching where I was going instead of sorting the mail.” I sucked in a deep breath and slid my gaze over to Dennis.

      “Ain’t you Richard’s widow?” Dennis asked me with furrowed brows.

      “Yes.” It was a title I hated, but it was what it was.

      “You got a great son. Good football coach. I’m really looking forward to tonight’s big game.” He smacked Peter on the back. They all nodded. Well, not Dennis.

      “Your husband and Mac Tabor were best friends.” Dennis’s chin lifted. He stared down his nose at me.

      “Yes, they were,” I confirmed. My stomach tightened. I could feel the gut punch coming.

      “You tell him that if he thinks he’s going to get his hands on my country club, he’ll have to go through me to do it,” Dennis said through gritted teeth.

      The other men laughed.

      “I’ll see you gentlemen tonight.” I hurried past them and pushed the diner door open.

      “Go, Grizzlies!” My dad sat at the counter with the other regulars.

      “Go, Grizzlies.” I pumped a fist in the air and weaved in and out among the full tables. “Here’s the mail.” I handed my mom the stack of various food-service bills and magazines she loved to display throughout the diner for those who were eating alone. “What’s the deal with the country club?”

      “Sure enough, there was a line out the door when we got here.” Mama shook her head.

      Her hair was still nice and brown, giving me hope I wouldn’t inherit the gray hair my father had gotten in his fifties. Mama was a little plump around the waist and hips from all those years of good cooking for all the people in Sugar Creek Gap. The years had been kind to her. She had very few wrinkles and wore very little makeup.

      “You know I can’t make hide nor hair of the truth, but I do know something about Mac Tabor,” she continued. “I was gonna ask Julia about it this morning, but she grabbed a biscuit and coffee before she headed out. Something about a long day.”

      Julia and Grady lived in the one-bedroom apartment above the diner. It was perfect for them because it was fairly close to their jobs. Julia’s office was a few shops down at Tabor Architects, and the high school was just about a mile down the road. Really, I should have been living in the apartment and they should have had the farm. But I couldn’t think about that right now.

      “Uh-oh, you got that look in your eye.” Mama handed me a Styrofoam box filled with some biscuits. “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged and took the box. “Harriette?” I asked with a nod at the biscuits.

      “Yes. She’s got the ladies coming over this morning for some front-porch gossip.” Mom winked. “I told her I’d send the biscuits with you.” Mom always had me delivering food, as if I was Uber Eats or something. “Gertrude has made some of her blueberry jam and canned a lot for the winter. I think I’ll get some for the diner.”

      Gertrude Stone, hands down, made the best jam in Sugar Creek Gap.

      “You in a hurry?” Mom asked when I put the container in my mailbag and started to wave.

      “Yes. I’m thinking about switching up my route and heading over to the city council meeting to see what’s going on around here.” I sighed. “It appears as if everyone has lost their minds over this.”

      “Rightfully so. When changes happen in a community, every one of us is trying to figure out where we will belong in the new system. I think that’s what’s going on.” Mom swiped the towel across the counter before she tucked it back into her apron. She took a to-go bag from underneath the counter. “For Rowena. Tell her they are from Granny.”

      “Aww.” I took the bag of leftovers my mom liked to give my cat. “She’ll love it.” I stuck it in my bag. “Will I see you tonight?” I asked her.

      “Of course you will,” she said. Mom and Dad never missed anything of Grady’s. Even now in their mid-seventies, they were just as active as the day I’d brought him home from the hospital.

      I gave her a quick hug and my dad a kiss before I headed out the door.

      Quickly I delivered the mail for the other shops between the diner and Tabor Architects.

      “Good morning. I’m so glad to see you,” I greeted Julia, my daughter-in-law, when I walked into the front office.

      “You won’t believe how crazy people have gotten over Dennis Kuntz and his partner, Chuck Shilling, selling the country club.” Then Julia told me some news I’d yet to hear. “And how Mac is buying it.”

      So it was confirmed. This was news that would travel fast in Sugar Creek Gap.

      “He is?” I wondered if Iris had had a feeling because she’d heard about the big news.

      “Yes. Mac has been doing some layouts for the new condos he wants to build. He told them about his plans at the city council meeting last night. Worst mistake ever.” Julia shook her pretty blond hair and put her hand up to her head. “I’ve already got a throbbing headache from people calling and protesting. What am I to do? I don’t make the decisions around here.”

      About that time, the phone rang. Julia raised a finger to signal me to hold on.

      I glanced out the door and noticed a few of the city council members and the mayor walking toward the courthouse with some signs under their arms. I almost got a crick in my neck trying to see what the signs said but couldn’t get past their glares at me through the window. What had I done? I shook my head and turned back to my daughter-in-law.

      “Tabor Architects,” she answered the phone. “I’m sorry. Mr. Tabor isn’t in right now. May I take a…” Julia pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it before replacing it in the cradle. “This town has lost their minds.” The phone rang again. She grabbed it but put her hand over the receiver of the phone and mouthed, “I’ll save you a seat tonight in the stands.”
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        RECIPES AND CLEANING HACKS

        FROM MAE WEST AND WOMEN IN
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        CAMPFIRE BREAKFAST HAMBURGER

      

      

      

      INGREDIENTS

      2 cups flour

      3 teaspoons baking powder

      1 Tablespoon sugar

      1 teaspoon salt

      6 Tablespoons dry milk powder, which is best when camping

      2 teaspoons black pepper

      4 Tablespoons canola oil

      1/2 cup shredded cheddar cheese

      1 cup water

      12 sausage patties

      12 eggs

      

      DIRECTIONS

      1. In a medium bowl, whisk together flour, baking powder, sugar, salt, dry milk powder, black pepper and canola oil until well blended.

      2. To mix the biscuits, pour dry mix into medium sized bowl and add 1/2 cup of water. Slowly add the remaining 1/2 cup of water 1 Tablespoon at a time until the biscuit mix is thick batter. Stir in cheddar cheese.

      3. Set cast iron pan over medium heat and add oil to coat. Scoop biscuit mix by the scant 1/4 cup onto pan. Be sure you’re only doing small batches at a time.

      Allow to cook until first side is golden brown and flip once. Cook until biscuits are fluffy and cooked through.

      4. Add sausage to a cold cast iron skillet and then set it over medium high heat. Cook until sausages are golden brown and cooked through, flipping once. Remove and set aside.

      5. Cook eggs in cast iron skillet until desired doneness. Split biscuits in half and top with sausage and egg.

      *Add ketchup or hot sauce if desired and place other half of biscuit on top.

      

      
        
        SKILLET BACON CINNAMON ROLLS

      

      

      

      INGREDIENTS

      A can of Pillsbury Grands! Cinnamon rolls

      5 slices of cooked bacon

      a 12 inch pre- seasoned skillet

      

      DIRECTIONS

      1. First, cook your bacon until it’s nicely done with a little bit of soft fat still remaining.

      2. Peel apart each cinnamon bun just enough to lay that piece of bacon inside then roll it back up again, pinching the dough to seal it up.

      3. Place the buns in a well-seasoned skillet with room between them.

      4. Place these over the campfire by covering them in tinfoil to ensure that the heat is kept inside. You will have to watch the bottoms like a hawk.

      5. Slather on the icing and enjoy!

      

      
        
        Campfire Meatballs

      

      

      

      1 pound lean ground beef

      1/4 cup Italian style bread crumbs

      1 egg, slightly beaten

      1/2 teaspoon garlic powder

      1 teaspoon onion powder

      1 teaspoon dried Italian seasoning

      ½ teaspoon each salt and black pepper

      1 (24 oz) jar marinara sauce

      Grated Parmesan cheese, as desired, for serving

      

      Directions

      1. Preheat the grill to medium-high heat or get the campfire started.

      2. In a medium-sized bowl, combine the ground beef, breadcrumbs, 1/4 cup marinara sauce, egg, and seasonings; mix well. Shape into meatballs, each about 1 1/4 inches across.

      3. Cut pieces of aluminum foil about 18″ x 12″ each. Place equal amounts of the meatballs in the center of each piece of foil. Top each meatball with 3-4 tablespoons marinara sauce. Fold the short ends of the foil together over the center and seal, allowing room for expansion and circulation. Fold in the open edges, sealing each packet securely.

      4. Place the packets on the grill for 20 to 25 minutes, or until no pink remains in the meat, turning the packets over once during the grilling.

      5. Carefully open the tops of the packets to avoid steam burns and sprinkle with cheese just before serving. Enjoy!

      

      
        
        Camping Hacks

      

      

      HACK #1

      Know Your Wood – There are two types of wood when it comes to maintaining a campfire, softwood, and hardwood.  Softwoods, pines or firs ,will light easier but will burn down quickly. This makes softwoods great for the early stages of a campfire while you’re in the building stage.  Hardwoods, oak, maple, and ash, will not light as quickly but have long burn times. Making hardwoods great for maintaining a fire without having to constantly add new wood. So be sure to check out what Softwoods and Hardwoods look like. Even take photos of them on your phone so when you’re in the wild looking for the best wood for your campfire, you have photos to match up.

      

      
        
        RV Trashcan Hack #2

      

      

      RVs can be cramped, and standard size household items rarely fit where you want them to. Need a trash can? Try using a dry food container that will fit snugly into a small space. Simply add a trash bag and you have an instant trash can. They fit perfect next to the toilet in the bathroom too!

      

      
        
        Black Out RV Curtains Hack #3

      

      

      If you’re like me, you like it to be nice and dark when sleeping. In a RV sometimes you park near bright lights or even parks have overhead lights that shine in through the RV curtains. An easy way to make black out curtains is to simply purchase sticky Velcro from a fabric store to the backside of your curtain at the top. Use Velcro to attach your own black-out lining to your curtain panels! It’ll change your life!
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        Like this book?
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      Learn more about her books here. Find her on Facebook, Twitter, BookBub, and her website.

      Sign up to receive her newsletter, where you’ll get free books, exclusive bonus content, and news of her releases and sales.

      If you liked this book, please take a few minutes to leave a review now! Authors (Tonya included) really appreciate this, and it helps draw more readers to books they might like. Thanks!
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