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PREVIEW

Unfortunately, not enough light surrounded the area for me to get a clear view of the camper or campers through the telescope. The place was pretty much a blur against the dark background of the ridge, though there was enough light to clearly see the terrain and the steepness the hikers had to climb down to get there.

“No. No.” Dana had moved back to me from helping the other guest at the other telescope. “You don’t need to move the telescope. They’ve been strategically placed for the best views of Orion tonight.”

With my eye still looking through the scope, Dana rolled the dial and returned the telescope to the position it had been in before I started fiddling with it. She had to have known the exact number on the dial, which I was sure Claire had already thought of.

My eye took in something hard to identify. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I had an inkling, and I gasped.

“No.” I jerked my head back and eye away from the scope as I squinted toward the ridge and looked at the zip line cord.

“Oh yes.” Dana nodded and pointed. “That’s exactly how I feel when I see Orion’s Belt. Next!” She called for the next person behind me.

“I, um, no.” I held up a finger and bent back down to check if I’d seen what I thought I’d seen.

Someone was dangling from the zip line.


CHAPTER ONE



Iknew today would be bad when it started off at the National Park Committee meeting.

I was seated across the long conference table alongside fourteen other committee members. We were staring at Judge Gab Hemmer, who was eating a donut.

Or should I have said the donut appeared to be eating him?

It was a maple long john too. My favorite. At least, it was.

I gulped, wondering what on earth Stella did at home after she’d cooked a big meal for him and he wore it on his face.

The emerald engagement ring on my finger suddenly felt tighter, almost strangling my circulation.

I fiddled with it and was happy to report the ring could twist and turn like my mental images of a much older Hank years down the road with a half-eaten s’more in one hand, chocolate dripping out of one side of his mouth and marshmallow out the other.

“Do you agree, Mae?” Gab asked, bringing me out of my thoughts—or, rather, my waking nightmare.

“You have something…” I trailed off as I gestured to my own chin.

“Oh. Yeah,” he said in a gruff voice. Then he grabbed the plastic wrap Christine Watson, owner of the Cookie Crumble, where I’d picked up the donuts for the early-morning meeting, had used to fold up each individual donut only because she knew I didn’t like them to touch in the bag.

The parchment paper crinkled and rustled when he swiped it across his chin as though it were a napkin.

“Thank you.” He nodded and got back down to business, just like he did in his judge’s chambers. “Do you agree?”

“Yes,” I gave a solid answer, though I’d no idea what I’d just agreed to.

“That settles it. Lloyd, you get the Zip Line Adventures assignment, and Mae will report back on the Star Gazer.” The sharp, loud, and crisp sound of Gab Hemmer’s judge’s gavel echoed through the conference room.

“Wait. Zip Line. That was the one I wanted.” I shuffled through the paperwork in front of me and found the printed copy of the online form I’d filled out and printed. “See.”

Gab Hemmer looked over the top of his reading glasses at Veronica Chestnut, the committee secretary.

“Ahem.” She cleared her throat and flipped over the top sheet of paper in the notebook to reread the minutes she’d just taken. “Judge Hemmer said, ‘We have two members who want to attend the new zip line inspection. Mae West and Lloyd Hornbuckle.’”

She glanced up to make sure we were all listening.

“We don’t have anyone who wants to do the Star Gazer inspection. Mae, would you consider switching to the Star Gazer inspection tonight?”

I leaned in on the conference table and slightly turned my ear to hear exactly what he thought I’d said because I didn’t recall this conversation even happening.

“’Do you agree, Mae?’ Judge Hemmer asked Mae.” Veronica looked up with a slight grin on her face, as if preparing herself for what was coming next. “Mae replied to the Judge, ‘You have something,’ and then she pointed at her chin.”

“Veronica.” Judge Hemmer jerked around and looked behind him, where Veronica was sitting. “We don’t need to hear all of that. Just get on with Mae agreeing.”

“Yes, sir.” Veronica nodded and scanned down the piece of paper, which she flipped back. “Judge Hemmer asked Mae, ‘Do you agree?’ Mae said yes.”

“But I didn’t know what I was agreeing to. I was so preoccupied with the donut dancing on your chin as you talked that I didn’t hear the motion on assignments.” I wanted to blurt out that no one who lived here wanted to stargaze, so it made no sense that we had to even be there for the inspection.

“The gavel has hit.” Lloyd jumped to his feet. “I’m heading on down to Deters’s Feed-N-Seed before all the ziplining equipment gets bought up. It’s gonna be a great activity.”

“Wait!” My response was crisp and to the point, almost on edge. “What? No?” I said, my voice cracking.

“That settles it. Lloyd, you get the Zip Line Adventures assignment, and Mae will report back on the Star Gazer’s.” He slammed the gavel one more time. “This brings the monthly National Park Meeting to a close.”

The big comfy conference-room chairs’ wheels squealed as everyone but me pushed away from the table and got up. Each person took another donut from the bags and refilled their coffees as though everything was fine and dandy.

“Where are you going?” Judge Hemmer stopped me when he noticed I’d gathered my things and was heading out the door. “You brought the donuts and the coffee. Usually when it’s your turn, you hang around a bit.”

“Not today. I’ve got to finish getting all the items for the S’mores and Snores Happy Trails Campground monthly party that I put on for the community and my campground guests.”

“Now, now, May-bell-ine, I could ride that pouty lip of yours all the way to town.” He pointed at my face with the donut in his hand. “You should’ve been listening and not daydreaming.”

If he only knew I was in the midst of a total nightmare when he asked me the question.

“I’m not pouting. I’m just doing my job, and stargazing is not part of it. I like adventure.” I threw my chin toward Lloyd as I juggled all the files in my hands. “He’s got a foot in the grave. And the zip line is meant for someone in a little better shape.”

Judge Hemmer glared at me.

“Why, May-bell-ine, I don’t like hearing you talk like that. Are you sure you’re not all stressed out over this wedding of yours?” His brow wrinkled.

I sucked in a deep breath to give my head and my mouth some space. I didn’t want to say anything I’d regret. I’d taken pride in being on the board and loved my life. One little stargazing night in the grand scheme of things wasn’t going to hurt me.

Or was it?


CHAPTER TWO


The National Park building was in the next town over from Normal, where I lived. It gave me some time to think in the car or calm down before I got back to Happy Trails Campground, the campground I owned and operated.

On my walk back to the front of the National Park building, I let my mood shift by looking at all the big windows that wrapped around the building. The views of the forest and mountains were breathtaking. The dense, green trees stretched as far as the eye could see, their leaves rustling in the gentle breeze. The mountains rose in the distance, their peaks piercing the blue sky and casting shadows on the landscape below.

The sunlight filtered through the trees, casting a warm glow. I stopped and closed my eyes, letting the sun shine on my face.

It was a welcome respite from the internal dialogue I was having about what Hank might look like eating a donut when he was Gab’s age.

“The view is truly a sight to behold, and it is no surprise that many people flock to this office just to enjoy the stunning views.” Veronica had sidled up to me without me even hearing you. “Lost again in your thoughts?”

“You couldn’t see it, but when Gab was talking about the zip line and the stargazing, he had this piece of donut dangling.” I raised my finger to my chin and wiggled it to mock what I’d seen. “It was disturbing. I couldn’t peel my eyes away.”

Veronica was hysterically laughing.

“You are so fun. I’m so glad you’re on the board. They are so stuffy in there.” She put a hand on my arm. “But from the report Claire Patton from the Star Gazers filed, it sounds remarkable. She’s got the best spot for it too. A lot of people have been trying to get that property for years. Including the university.”

“I think you’re trying to talk me into just going with it and not grumbling about it.” I watched her smile like I’d caught her.

“All I’m saying is that I think you’ll come away from the experience a little shocked.” She shrugged. “Tourists come a long way to see the night sky here in the Daniel Boone National Forest. There’s no big city lights to skew any of the darkness, and the Star Gazers have really got some great things planned.” She placed her hand on the stack of files in her arms. “Good for the economy too.”

“You know I can’t argue about that.” I gave a quiet snort in the back of my throat, since I’d been able to help the economy in Normal after bringing the campground back from less-than-stellar accommodations to the hottest place to stay in the forest.

“I can’t wait to hear what you think.” Veronica was about to say something else before a couple of the inspectors with the National Park barreled their way between us.

“Neil Lipman is awful, and I’m the one who has to approve the zip line.” They didn’t appear to even notice they’d completely come between Veronica and me. “I’m telling you, Ace Price pulled the permit for him.”

“Or her.” The other snorted.

Veronica headed down the hall to her office, which was near the Daniel Boone National Park Museum. She was the director of activities there.

A lot of people who worked in the forest held a couple of different jobs. Not that we had to, but we loved the forest so much, we would do anything to keep it. If that meant I had to stargaze for a night, then so be it.

Several tourists were milling about in the front area of the building, where they seemed to be picking through the hundreds of brochures on the wire racks.

I loved seeing the Happy Trails Campground brochure at the very tiptop. I’d had a professional photographer take the photos, and they were gorgeous. They stood out from the rest, but the dark blue one with the bright twinkling stars next to it caught my eyes.

I walked over to the wire sleeves and plucked out a brochure, which I read as I started to walk out of the building and to the parking lot.

“Star Gazers.” I smiled. That they’d gone to the expense of creating a gorgeous brochure told me they did want to make theirs a true business that could stand the test of time. Plus they had the brochure made before the inspector came to make sure it deserved any sort of funding they might’ve secured for the National Park.

Instead of leaving, I sat down on the reclaimed cedar bench and flipped through the trifold brochure.

Experience the stars in the Daniel Boone National Forest like no others. This tour is a true treasure for those seeking astronomy and star-filled skies. The National Park offers a rare opportunity to experience nearly perfect star-gazing conditions. The International Sky Seekers Association considers the National Park’s sky “Gold Tier,” a title only earned by some of the darkest and most remote locations across the globe. With rarely a cloud in the night sky, our three nights spent in the heart of the Daniel Boone National Forest are quite possibly the best stargazing you'll ever experience.

That was quite an experience they were offering, I thought and folded the brochure up. It would be one of the things I’d ask Claire Patton on my tour tonight.

Speaking of tonight, there wasn’t much time between now and the time I had to be at the Star Gazer tour. I had to start preparing Happy Trails Campground for S’mores and Snores. After all, if I was going to do my part to help my best friend, Betts Hager, make a few good deed items from the list her deceased husband left behind, I had to get a move on. Part of the proceeds from S’mores and Snores would go to one of those charitable foundations on the good deed list.

Every month, I hosted a countywide get-together, which I thought of as a meet and greet of sorts. I encouraged all the campground guests to participate by cooking one dish over their campfire to share with the community.

The term “community” referred to all the other guests staying in Happy Trails as well as the entire town of Normal. I also allowed the vendors and shop owners of Normal to set up booths in the recreational building, mostly outside underneath the covered area, since the inside was full of entertainment for the guests. We had a large population of children, so I liked to keep that area available for the kiddos at all times.

It was a fun night of community. Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys, a local band, was scheduled to play some great toe-tapping bluegrass music while everyone walked around with a plate and sampled what the campground guests cooked over their firepits as well as delicious food from the Normal Diner.

I lived on the campground property in a small travel trailer I had completely gutted and made a perfect place to share with Fifi, my sidekick poodle. My engagement to Hank Sharp, the local private investigator, had really got me thinking about where we were going to live once the fall arrived and we were hitched.

Fifi, Hank, his dog, Chester, and I would be in tight quarters in my little camper. Hank lived a few camper lots down in a huge fifth wheel that would be plenty of space for us.

I was a little hardheaded and had worked so hard to get where I was that I was still a little cautious when it came to letting people in. After all, all my trust in men went down the toilet after I was married to the most notorious Ponzi-scheme criminal in the United States. Then someone got to him before I did… They murdered him.

That was why I lived in a camper in a campground in the middle of Kentucky. Yes, it was an actual National Forest, but when you broke it all down, it was literally in the middle of nowhere in Kentucky.

The forest made it hard to differentiate between leaving one small town and entering another. It was easy for me to get wrapped up in my thoughts on my way back to Normal as I drove along the curvy, wooded roads.

The Daniel Boone National Forest was a truly breathtaking place. The winding roads twisted and turned through dense forests of tall trees, their branches forming a canopy overhead.

The last day’s sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows on the ground. A sense of peace and serenity washed over me as I took in the narrow and winding road, taking a couple of sharp turns before I had to really focus on the steep inclines so I wouldn’t drive off the curve of the road.

That was the thing about the forest. There were so many steep cliffs where making one wrong move could send you straight to your death. And stargazing at night would be one of those moves if you didn’t have a really good guided tour.

My mind came up with even more things to look for and ask Claire about, since I’d accepted my job as a committee member. If I had to do it, I might as well make it as good as possible.

Civilization faded away as I got closer and closer to Normal.

The early spring day had actually warmed into the sixties. There was something about the changes in seasons, especially spring.

In the distance, I noticed something in the road. I brought my little Ford Focus to a crawl as I watched a couple of does cross the road, bringing a smile to my face.

I rolled down the window and took in the sounds all around me while I watched the deer sprint over into the woods. The gentle rustling of leaves underneath their hooves crunched as they made their way.

The Kentucky bluegrass was starting to pop up in patches, and soon whatever was left over from the winter would be buried in the lush landscape.

My phone buzzed with a call, and I hit the button on the steering wheel to bring it up on the Bluetooth speakers.

“Mae, where are you?” Ellis Sharp, now Ellis Randal, Ty’s new wife.

“Ahem.” I had to clear my throat. Just the thought of her being Ty’s wife stuck like a hard rock in my throat. “Ellis, what’s up?”

Hank’s sister alone was a hard pill to swallow in doses, but now that she lived full-time in the campground with us, she was a thorn in my side.

Dottie Swaggert, the manager on the Happy Trails property, said of Ellis, ‘Every rose has a thorn.” That described Ellis perfectly.

“Where are you?” she whined.

“I’m on my way back from the National Park Committee meeting.” I heard the birds chirping and singing, filling the air with their melodies, but I couldn’t really enjoy it, so I rolled up the windows and hit the speed limit to get back to the campground.

“I have a problem,” she said in a hushed tone as if she were trying not to be heard. “Ty is getting ready for work. Yes. I gave him the order for the Snores and S’mores.”

“S’mores and Snores.” I had no idea what on earth had gotten into her because I never asked about Ty, but the one thing I would correct was the event’s title. “We eat the s’mores first, then we do the snores. Get it?”

“Mmm-hmmm, cute.” She was talking in code or something.

“I guess I’m not understanding why you’re calling me, so I’m going to hang up now.” I wasn’t going to be at my soon-to-be sister-in-law’s beck and call every time she needed something.

She never gave me the time of day before she was married to Ty. Hank’s parents had sort of cut her off when she up and got married to Ty Randal after a few weeks of dating.

It wasn’t that they’d dated for only a few weeks that put her mama in a tizzy, a downright hissy fit. It was that their mama had spent all of her life providing everything for Ellis to become some big model. I mean every decision the family made, every penny went to Ellis, leaving Hank to be raised by his granny Agnes. I was so thankful he was raised by her.

But Ellis had always been spoiled and rotten to the core. If I put her in the middle of tonight’s Star Gazer event, she’d honestly think the stars and the moon were out for her and would start revolving around her head.

And to see her living in a camper with Ty and his siblings beside his ill father was pretty entertaining.

“Tell Mae hello,” I heard Ty call out from Ellis’s end of the phone.

“Okay, dear. I love you.” I heard kissing too.

“Yuck,” I groaned and took the right path of the fork in the road, which led me straight back to the campground. “You could’ve waited until I got back.”

“You don’t understand. I think I’ve messed up the plumbing.” Her voice cracked and trembled as she tried to speak through what sounded like tears.

Sounded like.

Ellis was great at acting. The modeling gig and beauty pageants didn’t work out so well for her, but the acting was spot on. She probably should have pursued being an actor.

Too late now.

"I don't know what to do. I’ve tried so hard to live in a camper. I don’t know how you do it. I feel so alone.” This was the part during which she wanted sympathy from me.

Oh, Ellis, you’re not alone. We love having you in the campground. Don’t worry about it. Whatever it is can be fixed, was what she wanted to hear from me.

Over the past few months, I gave her that safety and comfort, but she hit my limit when she called me in the middle of the night asking if we could put out Havahart traps for raccoons so they didn’t come into her garbage at night.

In the middle of the night, and we lived in the middle of a forest. Things she should really know, since she did, in fact, grow up here. Again, she was shielded from the everyday life by her parents.

I did give her credit. Somehow, she kept Ty from realizing she didn’t know a thing about camping and stole his heart right out from underneath him.

“What do you mean, you think you broke the plumbing?” Curiosity tickled my brain.

“Ty had told me how I had to use septic-safe camper toilet paper, but it’s all scratchy and stuff.” I could already see where this was going. “So I kept a little bit of soft cloud toilet paper for me hidden, and when I tried to flush just now, it all puffed up, and other things bubbled up in the toilet.”

“Stop trying to flush it.” Immediately I could picture what might happen if she continued to try to make it go down. I started to giggle at the images of her standing over the RV’s already tiny toilets.

“Are you laughing at me?” Her ability to shift her tone was remarkable. “You said you’d help me get used to full-time RVing.”

“I never said I would help you, Ellis,” I reminded her. “You expect me to. You two only rent one of the full-time spots I allow to be rented on a yearly basis, so it’s up to your husband to show you how to live in his hundred-thousand-dollar RV.”

“Hundred thousand?” she gasped.

“I don’t know if you realize the RV you are living in is well into the middle one-hundred-thousand-dollar range.” Most people didn’t realize how expensive RVs were until they decided to purchase one. “From what you told me at the beginning of this conversation, he told you to use RV toilet paper. You choose not to use it on your precious hienie.”

“It’s like using a fingernail file.” She made me snort another laugh. “I see you think this is funny. I’ll just call my brother.”

The phone went silent.

“Ellis?” I waited a couple of seconds. “Ellis?”

The radio popped back over the speakers of my car, letting me know she’d hung up on me.

I should’ve known right then and there that my day would only get a lot worse.


CHAPTER THREE


After Ellis hung up on me, I might’ve sped up a little. Not because she’d threatened to call Hank—that was fine and dandy—but I had to see Ellis trying to clean out the hose from Ty Randal’s big RV that housed the family. That hose went to the underground septic point of entry we provided for all the camper sites.

Happy Trails Campground really wasn’t a year-round living campground. We served the purpose of campers who were tourists to the Daniel Boone National Park. When I became the owner of the campground and moved to Normal, citizens were already living there.

Those people included Dottie Swaggert, the campground manager, as well as Ty Randal’s father and siblings. The campground also became my home when I parked my little camper on site and Hank moved his fifth wheel there after he’d moved off his parents’ property.

Currently, there were four full-time residents, and the rest were tourists. Some tourists would stay up to a couple of weeks at a time, since there was so much to explore in and around the park, but mainly the guests stayed for one week only.

That we offered full water hookup, sewage, internet, and electricity was rare for one campground. We received so much interest in the campground that we had to make it reservation only, which kept our wait list very long.

I’d gotten so lost into my thoughts and tickled about Ellis’s damage to Ty’s RV that the drive back home seemed shorter than it was. Before long, I was driving under the original wooden arch sign that read Happy Trails Campground and taking the long gravel drive up to the actual campground.

The five-mile-an-hour speed limit made it easy for me to glance to the right, look at the office—the first outbuilding—and see the lights were on inside. The chair next to the office door wasn’t occupied by Dottie, so I knew she was inside working.

Dottie Swaggert was a great employee. She would work day and night if I asked her to, but as an on-site owner, I made sure I was available anytime. That made it easy for Dottie and me to not only rotate out as we needed to but also take morning and afternoon shifts in the office so the days weren’t too long.

Of course, those long days consisted mainly of walking around the campground and making sure all the guests had what they needed.

I rolled down the window and let the fresh air that came with the warmer weather whip in. A couple of deep breaths were so good not only for my lungs but for clearing my head of any prenotions of what Ellis had done.

It filled my heart to see campers sitting outside their campers with big smiles on their faces, talking with their neighbors. Henry had gotten out the pedal boats, and a few guests were enjoying the activity on the lake.

I took the road to the left around the campground so I could check on everyone before I took on the task of trying to get Ellis’s sewage line cleaned out, or attend to whatever was happening with it.

The recreation center was filled with children not only playing video games but standing by the vending machines to see what tickled their fancy for a snack. Earlier, we’d taken down the Tiki Hut decorations for the brutal and cold, snowy winter season that just left us. Henry had already put them all back.

The sounds of birds singing and chirping and leaves rustling in the breeze created a lively and vibrant atmosphere that one expected to hear when they came to Happy Trails.

Even the stationary campers, which I’d kept on-site purely for rental, had been rented, as had the fun bungalow-style cabins. These were perfect for the people who wanted to either try out camping or just loved nature but had not taken the leap or had the desire to own their own campers.

Happy Trails Campground offered everything, even the flat piece of land off a little from the bungalows, where many people did good old-fashioned tent camping.

A long sigh of relief escaped me as a feeling of satisfaction curled inside of me. All was right with the world.

In Happy Trails Campground, anyway.

“Mae!” Ellis waved her arms above her head to flag me down and ran into the middle of the gravel road. “Stop!” she wailed as if I was going to hit her.

“I see you.” I waved a finger toward the concrete parking slab to let her know I was going there.

She ran alongside my car, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. The beauty queen had appeared to take a fall from grace—or at least a few stumbles. Her long hair was stuck to her face in strands, almost like it was glued or something.

When she tried to shove her hair behind her shoulders, her manicured nails, which she’d paid Sally Ann Dean to work on at Cute-icles, were chipped and broken.

“Ty can’t know I used the regular toilet paper.” The sparkle had left her eyes, leaving them dull. “Can you please help me?”

“Yes I can.” I really wanted to make some sort of smart-aleck comment, but with the shape she appeared to be in, I wasn’t sure she could take it like she normally did. “Let’s see what’s going on. I’m sure it’s fine.”

I wasn’t really that confident, but as the owner of the campground, I had to put the tumultuous history between Ellis and me behind me and treat her like I would any other guest.

She’d already gone into the camper before I could get out of the car. Once inside the RV, where I’d been several times before she moved in, I marveled at the changes.

“Ellis,” I gasped. “This place looks great.”

Long gone was the couch where Ty lived and helped raise his brothers, the one with the stains and rips. The toys were picked up, and knickknacks were sitting around.

“Don’t you love those?” Ellis pointed out the framed prints. “Those were done by a local artist. Amazing.” She stood there for a moment as if the time had faded away and stared at the photos.

“That is some talent. I love the seasons.” I’d realized the four prints represented the four seasons we had here in the area. “That’s one thing I really do love about living here.”

“Living here.” She twisted around and frowned. “I need help. I’ve got the kitchen covered and have been cooking some basic things, but the toilet is killing me. I can’t use that scratchy paper.”

“There is a soft tissue made for campers. I have a few rolls at my place I can drop off. You and Ty can order them or go on down to see Alvin Deters because he keeps it stocked for the tourists,” I told her.

“I’m not sure why Ty would have this, then.” Her lips pursed, and her eyes darted as if she were trying to figure it out at the moment.

There was only one explanation. I said, “Men. Boys. Money.”

“Huh?” Her brows furrowed.

“I’m sure before Ty’s mama passed, she used softer tissue. But guys pick the cheapest stuff.” It came as no surprise to me, since I’d been out in the world and on my own for a while, but Ellis hadn’t.

She’d been sheltered all her life, and her parents gave her the finest things.

“Is that what Hank does?” She tried to lump her brother into that category.

“Agnes taught him well,” I assured her. “We better get a look at the toilet before the kids get home from school.”

“Right this way.” She led me down the hall, where they had a much larger bathroom than most.

When Ty had moved back from Los Angeles where he was a big-time fancy chef after his father had a heart attack, he knew he would have to stay, help raise his brothers, and run the Normal Diner, their family-owned business in downtown Normal.

He made a lot of changes then, and getting a huge RV with the big family bathroom option was a must for him.

“What’s on your face?” I asked, almost fearing it had something to do with her trying to fix the bathroom issue.

“Maple syrup.” She glanced into the bathroom mirror and started to peel the strands of hair stuck to her cheeks off her face. “That’s how long I’ve been working on this toilet.”

We both stood over the demon piece of plastic and looked down into the dry bowl.

“I got the kids off to school after I made them pancakes and came into the bathroom so I could get my shower before I started my day. And here we are. Hours later.” The frustration rolled off her.

“Okay, push the pedal.” I knew she didn’t have long until the boys would be home and the race to get them a snack, take them to any sports practices, and bring them back for supper would ensue.

When she pushed on the pedal attached to the commode, the small hole on the bottom opened. Inside the tube, I could see globes of white fluffy cotton-like toilet paper all swelled up.

Luckily, it appeared the bodily fluids had already been flushed, and the toilet paper at the top was what clogged it up.

“This is the reason you have to use special RV toilet paper. The RV’s mechanics are much smaller and can’t break it down like a house toilet.” Not that I wanted to give her a lecture, but she’d asked me to help her learn how to live in a camper, and this should’ve been lesson number one.

Especially when she shared a bathroom with a lot of family members.

“Do you have a snake tool?” I asked her.

“I think Ty does.” She gnawed on the side of her jaw and stared at me.

“Can you go find it?” I asked.

“Oh yes.” She hurried out of the bathroom as I continued to push up and down on the pedal to see if I could get some water flow. I knew if we could get it out of the RV’s system and out of the tub to the septic hook-up, that would be a whole lot easier than taking apart the components of the RV. In that situation, we wouldn’t be unharmed from the bodily fluids I didn’t want to even think about.

It also meant I would have to call Henry here, and Ellis’s secret would be exposed. As a sister-in-law-to-be, I was willing to do what I could to help her out. Even if I wasn’t so sure she’d do the same for me.

Nothing was happening with the toilet. The only difference was that the water had started to back up, and that wasn’t a good sign.

“Is this it?” I heard her voice coming down the hall before she’d rejoined me with the snake tool I’d seen Henry use on other campers.

“It is.” I took it from her and eyeballed it from all angles.

“You don’t know how to do it, do you?” The sheer look of horror on her face gave away that she knew my secret. “Oh my gosh. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’ve never done it, but I also have seen Henry do it and I’m your only shot.” I unwound the steel rod and put it in the hole of the toilet, continuing to unwind it as it went farther and farther down.

We held our breath, hoping the tool was going to work as Ellis pumped the pedal.

Slowly the water seeped down, but the toilet was still not fully functioning.

“I need you to go boil me some water and bring me back a plastic garbage bag.” She gave me a strange look before opening and then quickly shutting her mouth as if she were going to say something but decided against it.

Again, she rushed out of the bathroom. The sounds of pots and pans clanging together, cabinet doors slamming, and the faucet running were quickly followed up by her heavy footsteps.

Another personality trait I’d never seen of Ellis—the heavy walking. It might not seem like a personality trait to some, but she made it a mission to walk, talk, and be as elegant as she could be, and that included the way she walked.

“Hello?” a very familiar voice called out from the front of the RV.

“Hank,” Ellis gasped with wide-open eyes like we were doing something secretive.

“Back here!” I called out and stretched enough to peep around the bathroom door and see him.

“We are decorating, Hanky Panky.” Ellis left me standing there holding the snake tool, which I wanted to put into the garbage bag because the contents dripping from it really weren’t wholesome.

“No we aren’t,” I said.

“We are,” Ellis insisted and shook the bag. “We are getting rid of things we don’t need in the bathroom. Things that have expired, like my moisturizer.”

“Okay, let me see what’s going on.” Hank moved past Ellis. I could hear the back of his shirt sweep along the wall of the small hallway as he positioned himself sideways to come to the bathroom. He had to move that way because of how small the space was. “Hey, honey.”

“Hi. Do you mind getting the garbage bag so I can put the snake in it?” I asked, quickly nodding a couple of times toward Ellis.

“Did you use regular toilet paper again?” he asked Ellis, though he already knew the answer. His question was closer to a scolding, which told me she’d been doing this for a while and somehow Hank had known. “What did I tell you? What did Ty tell you?”

“Er, I, um,” Ellis started in a whiny voice, the one she used when she wanted to get out of a sticky situation.

“You mean to tell me they’ve told you a million times not to do this and here you’ve done it again?” I shoved the dirty snake into the garbage bag Hank was holding open for me.

“If you can’t do the RV life thing, Ellis, you need to take Mom and Dad up on their offer.” Hank tied up the bag and handed it to her. “You are going to clean it this time. What’s the deal with the boiling water?”

“The one and only time I did this,” I said, my voice rising to emphasize “one and only time,” since I’d learned my lesson that time. It only took me one time to clean out the hoses after I’d gotten it clogged to realize I didn’t want to do that again. “I was able to use boiling water to break up the toilet paper enough to get it to flow out, and then I bought RV toilet paper.”

I shoved my gaze past Hank and gave Ellis the stink eye.

“Okay.” Hank assessed what was going on in the toilet before he told us his plan. “I’m going to help you this last time and that’s it. After today, Ellis, if anything else happens, you’re on your own. You’re going to ruin the RV, and Ty spent a pretty penny on it.”

Hank’s attitude immediately changed the tone of the situation at hand. Even I felt like I was getting a spanking from a parent, and by the look on Ellis’s face, she did too.

“You go clean that and let me and Mae fix this,” he said. That was an instruction for her to pretty much leave us to do the work.

Fine by me because I wasn’t about to clean the tool. Yuck job.

“Do you need the water?” she asked, referring to the boiling pot.

“No.” Hank gave a stern one-word answer. More than likely to emphasize his seriousness.

Ellis disappeared, and I heard her murmur, “I’m not wasting the opportunity of boiled water.”

The sound of her smacking cabinet doors and the ripping of a cardboard box preceded a slight splashing sound like macaroni hitting the boiling water and a few hissing noises.

“I’ll feed the boys macaroni and cheese for a snack.” Ellis was smarter than I’d thought if she was even thinking about using the boiling water to make her life a little bit easier instead of dumping it out.

Hank let go of a long sigh and shook his head before he leaned into me and gave me a soft, gentle kiss.

“Thank you for trying to help. I knew something was wrong when I saw your car parked here.” Gratefully, he smiled. “I know it’s been hard putting up with her antics over the last couple of years, but it’s your heart that always overlooks her.”

He pointed at my heart.

It had been a rough few years with her. Once I got past her spending the better part of the first six months of my relationship with Hank trying to split us up and have him date her best friend and her way of always making it a point to outdo me on anything and everything, I was more than happy to give her the limelight when she not only announced she was dating Ty Randal but that they’d gotten hitched.

And over Christmas.

It was like she’d given their mama a dagger as a present by sticking it right in her heart. Their mama and I had a hard enough time getting along as it was. She didn’t like that I’d been married before. When you added his criminal past to that, it sent her over the edge.

Mary Elizabeth, my adoptive mother, had been working very hard over the past few weeks using her Southern manners to butter up Mrs. Sharp. I wasn’t sure how it was going and would be able to tell if any change occurred because Mary Elizabeth had decided to give Ellis a proper wedding reception at the Milkery.

The reception was this upcoming weekend, and I was sure Mary Elizabeth spared no expense.

“You’re welcome,” I whispered and gave him another kiss. “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to keep your foot on the pedal and let the water continue to flush while I go work on the outside hose. Listen for me to yell when to stop.” He gave me a quick peck on the lips before he headed out of the RV.

I listened for him to tell me he was out there. While doing so, I heard him and Ellis talking. It was nice to hear them getting along and know that Hank never harbored any ill feelings toward her because of the favoritism in the family. His conduct toward her really did show what kind of upstanding guy he was.

“Okay!” His voice penetrated the thin wall between us.

I pushed down on the toilet flush pedal and watched the water continue to roll around and seep through the wadded-up toilet paper. I could hear Hank and feel the floor beneath my feet moving. He had to be up under the RV near the black tank.

Within a couple of minutes, the movement in the toilet changed and flowed freely.

“Thank you!” Ellis squealed from outside.

“Stop!” Hank yelled to me. I let off the pedal.

Hank and Ellis met me in the kitchen of the RV. Ellis stood at the stove and stirred the boiling pot of macaroni, profusely thanking us.

Hank gave her one more stern warning that she was on her own if she didn’t start living her life according to the RV rules, which meant the logistics of keeping the RV in good running condition.

“Let me know if you need anything for the Snores and S’mores,” she told me on the way out.

I was going to correct her about the s’mores coming before the snores, but it wasn’t worth the hassle. One little victory at a time, and the unclogging of the toilet was today’s.

“Guess what I got a ticket to?” Hank walked me back to my car. “The zip line. What time should I pick you up?”

“You are going to the zip line?” I snarled and gave him a no-fair look.

“Yes. You said you were going to go as the committee representative, so I called up Bent Tinley, and he gave me a pass.” Bent Tinley was the inspector the National Park Committee used for most projects. This time, he was hired for the Zip Line Adventures project.

“I didn’t get it.” I frowned. “I got Star Gazers.”

While Hank stood there and laughed, I got into my car, grabbed the brochure from the passenger seat, and shoved it out the open window for him.

“How on earth did that happen?” He opened the brochure and scanned through it.

“I was daydreaming during the meeting,” I said. “You know they ramble on about things that are of no real interest.” Most of the time, the men on the committee took the time to talk about their recent hunting trip, card game, and other things that didn’t involve me. It was easy to sit there and daydream or imagine new additions to the campground. “Gab hit the gavel and it was settled. I got the stars and Lloyd got the zip line.”

“I’m sorry. I knew you were looking forward to zipping down over the forest. But I’ll let you know how it goes.” He winked with a tease.

“Whatever.” I shoved the gearshift into reverse. From my rearview mirror, I watched him smiling, walking behind my car, since he walked faster than the five-miles-an-hour speed limit, and entering his RV.

My little camper was so cute. It was a small, old, drivable type that I’d gutted and made over to fit my needs. Like I mentioned, it was the perfect size for Fifi and me.

I could hear her toenails clicking on the vinyl floor behind the door before I got it open.

“Hey, girl,” I greeted her, sending her small tail, which had a white puffball the groomer had left on the tip, into a twirly whirl of excitement. “Let’s go potty.”

She bolted out the door and darted around the grass to see if there were any new smells since the last time she’d gone out. By the way she was hemming and hawing around, I knew Dottie must’ve let her out recently.

That was how things were around these parts. Everyone took care of everyone else. When I was gone, Hank and either Dottie or Henry would let Fifi out or take her with them. We did the same for Chester.

Ellis had yet to get the hang of doing things for others just because it was nice, but I had hope for her. Though no one expected anyone else to do these things, it was part of the kind community found in a campground.

Fifi was able to run around on her own during daylight hours. When it was dark out, she went out on a leash. There were coyotes and other nighttime creatures who’d love to have her as a snack and any other little fur guests who visited Happy Trails with their families.

When guests told us on their reservation form they were bringing a pet, it was always a priority to remind them of the carnivorous wildlife. We’d never want any of them to get hurt.

I took what little time I had to head up to the office and check in with Dottie before I had to get Fifi back in the camper, feed her, and get on my way. If I had to do the Star Gazer, then I wanted to get there in plenty of time before dark to talk to Claire about the project. The brochure made me more curious about why she thought she’d get the go-ahead after tonight’s inspection.

They were pretty fancy and were already on display for a tour that was yet to be approved.

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Dottie had her cell phone snugged between her ear and shoulder while she filed her nails. Her legs were propped up on her desk, and she leaned back, stretching the office chair to its maximum potential.

“May-bell-ine just walked in. I can’t wait to tell her.” She shoved off the desk and planted her feet on the floor, giving her nails one last look before she put the file on top of the piled high stack of files on her desk. “Mm-hmmm, I can do that.”

“It looks like you’ve been busy.” I stared at the files she should’ve already gotten through. They comprised the stack of current guests’ contracts that needed to be finalized and paid.

“All this business about the new tours in town is exciting. But that’s not all.” She was good at ignoring my question and giving herself an excuse, even making me believe it. “Neil Lipman and Claire Patton are in a downright fight.”

“Neil who?” I asked, taking a very vested interest in this new gossip. It’d been kind of quiet around here lately, and any sort of hearsay right about now was welcome.

“Neil Lipman. That zip line company.” She wiggled her freshly dyed red eyebrows that made her eyes look they were having their own little firepit.

In fact, Dottie’s new short red hair reminded me of Heat Miser from the children’s Christmas cartoon, but I dared not tell her that. She spent a lot of time in pink sponge curlers to get the look she had, and I didn’t need her on my bad side.

“Why on earth would he and Claire be in a fight?” It didn’t make sense to me because there was plenty of room for more tourist-type activities in the park. There were more than just their adventures being inspected every day.

“Apparently, this Star Gazer has been built around Tipping Ridge, and we all know those are where the biggest cliffs are located.” Dottie reached across her desk over the files as if they weren’t there and grabbed her pleather cigarette case. “The best views for not only stargazing but also”—she held the case in one hand and put her arms out like Superman while tilting at the waist to look down—“zip-lining.”

“Tipping Ridge is huge. I’m not following.” I walked over and rested my hip on the edge of her desk.

“Neil put the second platform of the night zip line right at the edge of Claire’s property. Zip.” Dottie made a funny noise and used her hand to make a line out in front of her. “There are little lights on the lines, making it a little too bright for stargazing from Claire’s property but a great view of the constellations if you’re on the zip line.”

“Are you telling me this wasn’t approved beforehand and Neil just did it?” I wasn’t sure how property lines and zoning worked when it came to something like a zip line. This was certainly something Lloyd needed to ask this Neil Lipman fellow.

“I don’t know all of that, May-bell-ine,” she snorted. Then she unsnapped the cigarette case and tapped out a smoke before she nestled it in her mouth and waited for the opportunity to light it. “All I know is that it’s going to go down.”

“As in a huge fight?” I asked.

“Yep.” The cigarette bounced as each word came out of her mouth. “Oh. I need to call Waldo. He’ll love to get this story.”

She grabbed her cell phone off her desk and jumped to her feet. I heard the small click of Dottie activating her lighter before she even closed the door as the cigarette hissed just before my mind turned on.

Those two going head-to-head might just be something to see, I thought as my memory returned to the brochure I was sure Star Gazers spent a pretty penny on.

I thought of how just one little cloud popping up at night could ruin a full night of star gazing. But a zip line running right through it nightly after people paid good money to see all the constellations could be the very thing I would ask Claire about.

Suddenly, I was looking forward to my little event and what I would have to report back to the Laundry Club Ladies. We’d have material for a little gossip.

After all, we’d been bored over the last few months, and this would give us something to talk about at tomorrow night’s book club.


CHAPTER FOUR


Claire Patton couldn’t’ve been a nicer woman. After giving me a piece of paper with tonight’s scheduled events, she hurried me over to the end of Tipping Ridge.

“Look at that!” She stood on the edge of Tipping Ridge. A little too close to the edge for me. “See?” She waved for me to come closer.

“I’m fine back here.” I smiled and gestured “no thank you” but curled up on my toes, acting as though I could see exactly what she wanted me to see.

“It’s a clear night for stargazing.” She put her hands on her hips and tipped her torso back, taking her gaze up to the sky as her body teetered.

A smile crossed her face, telling me she was very passionate about the sight.

“The stars look like they are flickering, but they are really just moving through the earth’s atmosphere.” She resumed her posture and turned to face me.

Anxiety coursed through me when, for a split second, I thought she was about to take a step back and plunge over the cliff.

My heart settled down once she took a few steps away from the ridge and headed over to the small outbuilding she’d placed on the property as the office for the event.

She greeted the guests she was allowed to invite for a personal viewing while the inspection was going on. When a new business like Star Gazers got past all the stages and arrived at the final inspection, the committee allowed them to invite guests as a preview so the inspector could give the final approval.

Though Claire had already made the brochures and was pretty confident the tourist venue would open, there was a slight chance the inspector would hold them off for a few weeks, though that was highly unlikely, since we’d already gotten to this stage of the process.

I did the normal assessment of the event. It was getting very dark out, and from overhearing her talking to the guests, they all seemed to be from the local extension office of the university.

The dark silhouettes of the mountains against the night sky were gorgeous. Even though Claire burst my bubble about the truth behind why the stars appeared to be twinkling, that didn’t drain my joy when I looked up at them.

Star Gazers truly did provide a beautiful view of the star-filled sky, creating a stunning and memorable sight like their brochure had boasted.

“Just think of the research that can be done out here.” Claire’s voice was at a whisper but loud enough for me to hear her. “The mystery of the universe is all out there,” I heard her say before someone walked up next to me.

“How do you know Claire?” the man asked.

“Just about twenty minutes.” I snickered. He drew his head back and smiled. “Are you the inspector?”

“I’m on the National Park Committee.” I put my hand out. “Mae West.”

“Harry Waller.” He gave my hand a solid shake. “I’ve always been a big fan of your films.”

“Aww, yes.” I nodded as he referred to Mae West the actress.

“I see by the look on your face you get that a lot,” he said. The moon gave enough light for me to see his grey hair and well-groomed appearance. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.”

“No problem at all. If I got offended every time someone said the same thing to me, then I’d stay offended.” I shrugged. “Besides, I like her and her films, so it’s fun.”

“Yeah. I bet.” He nodded. “Claire has done a fine job here, hasn’t she?” He, too, gestured to the same spot over the ridge.

“Mm-hmm.” I pinched a grin and simply agreed, though I’d not really seen what she’d been pointing at.

He rambled on about how the constellations looked tonight, his finger pointing all around our heads.

“The one constellation Claire was hoping to see tonight was Orion, the hunter. It is one of the most easily recognizable constellations in the sky and is visible from late fall to early spring. This would be the perfect clear night for it.” His passion shined brighter than the stars overhead. “Orion is made up of seven bright stars arranged in a roughly hourglass-shaped figure.”

Uncomfortably, I shifted when I saw the whites of his eyes rake over my body as he mentioned “hourglass.”

“The three brightest stars in the constellation form a line known as Orion's Belt. Have you ever heard of it?” he asked.

I shook my head and continued to pretend to listen as I tried to come up with an escape plan.

“You’ll be able to see Orion’s two brighter stars, one at each shoulder, and two dimmer stars, one at each knee.” He hit each one of his body parts as he mentioned them. “I’m boring you.”

“No. I’m just making sure I get all the information I need,” I lied. He was totally boring me. I just loved looking at the stars. I didn’t give two hoots what they were called or how they were made. “How do you know Claire?” I asked, thinking he was her father.

“I’m a teacher over at the extension office for the university. I teach astronomy and am considered an expert in this area and my academic community.” He drew his shoulders back and stood with a proud posture. “Claire was a five-star student. She had always been fascinated by the stars and the constellations since the first day of class. She spent many hours studying and learning about the different patterns and meanings of each celestial body. This is a labor of her love and dedication. Nothing was going to stand in her way.”

“She certainly has outdone herself.” I sucked in a deep breath, hoping to get enough gumption up to escape this conversation.

“She has. She’s been wanting to show me around here, but I’ve been going back and forth between the university and Lexington over the past few days and will be doing more of that in the upcoming days. It’s grant time.” He waved at someone off in the distance. “I’m sorry. I need to go say hello to a colleague. It was nice to meet you, Mae West.”

“You too, Professor.” I wasn’t sure what to call him because it seemed like he was very proud of his job and would like to be referred to as his title.

Claire’s excitement seemed to build as more and more of her friends showed up. I took the opportunity to walk to the front of the field away from the ridge where the hot chocolate stand was located. Bent Tinley, the inspector, had arrived and stopped at the stand.

The small wooden stand with a red-and-white-striped awning had a line. The stand was decorated with twinkling lights and a hand-painted sign that read Hot Cocoa Here! Behind the counter, the hot chocolate vendors were bustling about. Steam rose from the spout of a large thermos as they poured rich, velvety hot chocolate into mugs for customers. The smells of chocolate and marshmallows wafted through the air, making my mouth water.

I noticed as more of Claire’s guests proceeded through the gates and onto the grassy field where they'd be gazing at the stars along with me, they, too, couldn’t resist stopping by the stand to get a warm mug of hot chocolate to take with them.

I couldn’t help but think how cute it all looked when I walked by the old bourbon barrel Claire had used for extra condiments to put in the hot cocoa.

“Good evening, Bent.” I greeted him at the barrel, where he picked up the cinnamon shaker before offering the cup to me.

Out of nowhere came a low humming noise that caught my attention. For a second, I looked up to see what the faint whir might be and swatted my hand around me. There were many flying insects in the forest, and it was hard to spot the ones who only came out in the dark.

“Hey. How did you get stuck here?” he asked. I waved off the cup he offered, but he continued to shake the cinnamon on top of the whipped cream.

“I have to admit I was a bit jealous I didn’t get the zip line, but this actually turned out to be nice.” I watched him pick up the peppermint, which he squirted in a splash.

My mouth started to water.

“Me too. I was for sure thinking I was going to get the opportunity to take the zip line.” Disappointment curled the edges of his mouth down. “I even went to Deters’s Feed-N-Seed to purchase my own clamps.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I let him fuss and moan because I’d felt the same way but was starting to warm up to the assignment I’d gotten.

“Hot chocolate, the gorgeous sky, and possibly Orion.” I giggled as his frown turned to a curious snarl. “Professor Waller excitedly told me about the constellation we might get to see.”

“Stars are stars,” he groaned and took a sip of his hot chocolate.

“You’ve got a little whip mustache,” I pointed out. He plucked a napkin from the holder on the barrel and dragged it across his lip to clean it off. “I’m going to go grab a hot chocolate,” I said.

The long line that’d formed didn’t deter me.

“I’m going to go see our host and let her know I’m here.” He held his mug up in the air before he left to go find Claire.

He would have to wait because Claire had taken the microphone from a portable karaoke-type machine and begun her welcome speech.

The temperature had dropped. More and more people had stopped at the hot chocolate stand. I noticed a few walked away and cupped the mugs in both hands like they were warming them up.

The hot chocolate vendor was ready with a smile when I made it to the front of the line.

“I’d like a hot chocolate with extra whipped cream, please.” While I waited, I looked back toward Claire and her speech and noticed something I hadn’t before.

Just beyond the ridge, I saw what looked like a line of lights we’d strung along my camper.

“I’m so grateful for the opportunity to share my passion with friends and overjoyed that you’re already planning your next stargazing adventure,” Claire said, her voice tensing as she finished up her speech. She threw the microphone down on the ground before she stormed off.

A low murmur fell over the group. I glanced around to see if Harry was going to rush after her, but I didn’t see him anywhere.

“What do you think that was about?” I sidled up to Bent.

“No clue. But she’s pretty mad.” He threw a chin toward the parking lot, where I saw a vehicle’s headlights come on.

It was way too dark to see what type of car it was or even who was behind the wheel.

“Now what?” I asked. My eyes darted around to see what everyone else was doing, and I noticed I wasn’t alone in wondering what was going to happen next.

“Hi.” A young woman with long braids that hung down both sides of her face alongside a set of binoculars had grabbed the microphone. “I’m Dana, and I’m an employee at Star Gazers. While we wait for Claire to point out the Big Dipper, Orion’s Belt, and the North Star, I thought I’d tell you a little bit about the telescope you’ll have the opportunity to look through.”

She rambled on about the equipment, but my mind wouldn’t let me listen. I was still caught up in Claire’s temper tantrum, though it seemed like everyone else had moved on.

“We at Star Gazers encourage you to pick up a sketch pad and pencil to draw what you see when you look through the telescope because you won’t be able to see it with the naked eye.” Dana sounded like a robot reading from a teleprompter.

The lights behind her were shaking. Then it dawned on me.

The zip line Dottie had been talking about. The one Neil Lipman had installed from the second platform of Zip Line Adventures.

Claire had a right to be upset, and I bet that was where she’d gone. The night lights of the zip line shined like those in a city, which would light up the sky and make it much harder for the guests of Star Gazers to see the stars vividly. Or see the stars on any night, really.

“Ma’am.” Dana got my attention and waved me up to the telescope. “Would you like to see Orion’s Belt?”

“Sure.” Why not? I was there. I might as well do all the activities.

“Here’s a sketch pad and pencil,” she offered.

“No thanks. I don’t draw.” I leaned down and looked with my right eye into the eyepiece so I could get a quick glance and report back to the committee that I’d done my job.

It took a few minutes for my eye to adjust and focus on the red dot I’d immediately seen when I first looked through the scope.

I put my fingers on the telescope and scrolled the dial to magnify the red dot.

“Huh.” I was surprised to see the red dot was a pop-up tent at the bottom of the ridge, which I knew was off the beaten path for even the most skilled hikers in the Daniel Boone National Forest. “There sure are a lot of daredevils out there,” I muttered to myself as I continued to roll the dial a little more.

Unfortunately, not enough light surrounded the area for me to get a clear view of the camper or campers. The place was pretty much a blur against the dark background of the ridge, though there was enough light to clearly see the terrain and the steepness the hikers had to climb down to get there.

“No. No.” Dana had moved back to me from helping the other guest at the other telescope. “You don’t need to move the telescope. They’ve been strategically placed for the best views of Orion tonight.”

With my eye still looking through the scope, Dana rolled the dial and returned the telescope to the position it had been in before I started fiddling with it. She had to have known the exact number on the dial, which I was sure Claire had already thought of.

My eye took in something hard to identify. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I had an inkling, and I gasped.

“No.” I jerked my head back and eye away from the scope as I squinted toward the ridge and looked at the zip line cord.

“Oh yes.” Dana nodded and pointed. “That’s exactly how I feel when I see Orion’s Belt. Next!” She called for the next person behind me.

“I, um, no.” I held up a finger and bent back down to check if I’d seen what I thought I’d seen.

Someone was dangling from the zip line.

They appeared unconscious, hanging limply from the harness.

“Ma’am, everyone gets a turn to look through the telescope. Your turn is over.” Dana touched me.

“Where is the magnify thingy to bring things closer to sight?” I asked her frantically.

“These are telescopes, not microscopes.” Dana’s flat voice told me she was getting a little lopsided with me.

“Bent!” I screamed. When I got his attention, I waved him over. “Hurry!”

“Ma’am, you’re going to have to move and give another guest a turn,” Dana demanded.

“What’s going on?” He rushed over. “Something cool?”

“I don’t think so.” I pointed for him to look through the telescope. “Is that what I think it is?”

He pulled back, his mouth dropping open. His face paled with a slack facial expression.


CHAPTER FIVE


The first call I placed about what turned out to be a body on the zip line was to Tucker Pyle. As the park ranger, he held the jurisdiction over Al Hemmer, the sheriff of Normal.

Tucker had called in Al for some backup help with deputies, with whom Al came right away to Star Gazers.

The third person I called was Hank.

“Yep. There appears to be a person passed out on the zip line.” Al Hemmer’s thin silhouette was shadowed in the light of the moon as he stood on the edge of Tipping Ridge.

When Al got there, he pushed Dana, Bent, the other guests Claire had invited, and me behind the hot chocolate stand. The barista had graciously made a lot of hot chocolate and offered it for free as we all stood there shivering in the cold.

Al had told us all to stay put until he got a statement from each one of us.

“Al is here.” I let Hank know so he didn’t feel like he needed to come here. “What’s going on there?”

“While we were all waiting for Neil after we got the call that he was on the way, his wife and high school best friend were in a heated argument.” By how Hank was describing that situation to me, I could tell these two were already on his list of suspects.

“Names?” I wanted them for my reference.

“Kimberly Lipman and Ace Price.” As he said them, I repeated them in my head so I’d remember them.

“Mae!” Al yelled into the night. His voice echoed around us. From what I could see through the darkness, he was waving me over.

“Say, I’ve got to go. Al is hollering for me.” Hank and I hung up. I grabbed two hot chocolates, hurried back across the grassy area, and handed one to Al when I made it to him.

“Tucker is on here.” He tapped the Velcroed walkie-talkie on his shoulder. His finger had the button pushed down so Tucker could hear. “He said you told him it was the second platform to the zipline.”

“Yes,” I confirmed and looked out at the poor limp body still hanging there.

“Got it.” The beep from Tucker’s end meant he’d clicked off.

“Excuse me!” I heard Claire yell from behind us. “What is going on here?”

“Stay back, ma’am!” Al warned in a loud and stern voice, catching me off guard because the sheriff he’d been since he was elected was never this authoritative.

“That’s the owner of Star Gazers, Claire Patton,” I told him because he needed to talk to her and see what she knew about the zip line.

Al started to walk toward Claire, and from what I could make out, Harry Waller stood next to her. He was using a stick to pick what looked like clumps of mud off of them.

Al stopped to take the walkie-talkie call. He reached up and hit the button before he said, “Go ahead.”

“Can I talk to Mae?” I heard Tucker’s voice come over the small speaker. Al let go of a loud, long sigh, turning back around and coming back to me.

I heard the Velcro being ripped apart as the hooks on one side of the Velcro strip tore from the looped fibers on the other side before Al took off the walkie-talkie and shoved it in my hands.

“Here.” He made sure I had the instrument in my grip. “You talk to him while I go see where she’s been. I asked everyone here where she was when I got here.”

That statement was interesting. I’d seen her leave but didn’t put much thought into it.

“I’m here.” I kept the exchange brief because of the nature of the situation and how fast the authorities needed to reach the person on the zip line needing medical attention.

“I’ve got someone coming down the second platform on the zip line. Can you tell me if there’s any movement from Neil?” he asked.

“Neil?” My jaw dropped. Was it the same Neil? The one who Dottie told me about? The one Claire carried on about before she stormed off? “No. No movement.”

A brief pause passed before the walkie-talkie clicked back on and broadcast Tucker’s voice.

“Neil Lipman. He’s the owner of the zip line. He didn’t show up on the third platform, and he was the only person on the zip line tonight.” Tucker’s words sent chills along my arms leading to my neck as my body gave a little shiver.

“Who did you send out there?” I’d moved over to the telescope to see if I could detect anyone coming. The lit-up zip line was jiggling up and down. “There’s movement on the zipline.”

“Good. I sent an EMT to check the medical emergency. I’m not sure why the zip line stopped in the middle, but we have rangers on both platforms. Let me know when the EMT gets there.”

The line shook more as the EMT zipped into focus on the telescope. They didn’t seem to have a problem zipping down and physically had to use what I could see were their gloved hands on the zip line to stop themself before they got to Neil.

“The EMT is there,” I confirmed to Tucker.

Behind me, I could hear Al and Claire talking with some interjections from Harry, but I kept my eye butted up to the telescope to see what the EMT was doing. I watched as the EMT took some sort of belted tool to hook Neil to him and then clipped their zipline pulleys together before the pair zipped past the ridge.

“The EMT has hooked him, and they are going in the direction of the third platform.” Literally, I had no idea what second or third platform meant, but I was smart enough to catch on to Tucker’s lingo and use it.

“Mae. Where is Al?” Tucker’s question held an ominous tone.

“He’s talking to the owner of Star Gazers.” I turned back to make sure. The three of them were still in a huddle. “What’s wrong, Tucker?”

“We’ve gotten word from the EMT that the person we believe is Neil Lipman has a knife sticking out of the area where his neck meets his back. And there’s no pulse.”

I steadied myself while my body went through very brief moments of shock, disbelief, anger, sadness, and even guilt for not being able to help him.

“This is a crime scene. Do not let any of those people leave there.” I heard Tucker’s orders, but I couldn’t believe it. “Mae?”

“Yeah. Yeah. I heard you.” I blinked myself out of my own head. “I will tell him and give him back the walkie-talkie so you two can discuss this.”

“Wait. I want to know if anyone saw or heard anything while you were there. The second platform is literally across the Tipping Ridge Trail going toward the Dansberry Peak Trail. According to Jay Radford, Neil’s business partner, they own this part of the Dansberry Peak where the second platform is located, so the killer might have taken Tipping Ridge Trail and possibly blended in with the group there.”

As I turned around to look back at the crowd gathered at the hot chocolate stand, anxiety knotted in my gut. I wondered if one of them was a killer and we were all in danger.

My eyes raked over the dark and tried to see facial features by the illumination from the lights of the hot chocolate stand. I wanted to discover if I could recall seeing any of these people’s faces before Neil took his one and only ride down his zip line. But nothing clicked. I needed light.

“Here’s Al.” I hurried across the grass and shoved the walkie-talkie back in his hands. “We need everyone to stay here, but first I need them to go to their cars and turn on their headlights.” I figured that would give us light.

“What on earth, Mae?” Al asked in a sarcastic tone, since he wasn’t privy to the murder yet.

Now was better than later, but I made sure to focus on Claire.

“That was Neil Lipman on the zip line and he was murdered.” I glared at Claire, totally not expecting her reaction.

“What?” she spat out the word and appeared very angry.

I could feel the tension coming off her in spades. She seemed agitated, with clenched fists and a scowl.

“Now I’ll never get them to take down that darn zip line.” She turned to Harry.

“Claire, a man has been killed.” He put a hand on her back and gave her a disapproving look. “The zipline. This”—he gestured around—“is nothing compared to a life.”

“I know.” She stomped. “But the man has been a thorn in my side this entire twelve-month process. Here we are the night I can at least show people what I’ve created, and the inspector is here. I’ll never get this open to the public.”

“Do you understand that the man you’ve had a yearlong feud with has been murdered?” Harry asked her under his gritted teeth, trying to get her to stop talking.

“Do you think I killed him?” Claire was digging her hole deeper and deeper, as far as Al Hemmer was concerned.

“Mae, I want you and Harry to get all the guests’ keys so none of them take off. Then I want the two of you to start turning on the cars’ headlights while I have a little chat with Ms. Patton.” Al had at least gotten the reason why I’d told him about the headlights. “If you don’t mind, Ms. Patton, we will take our conversation into your office.”

“This is ridiculous. There’s no way I hurt him.” She stomped off with Al in front of us but turned to go into the office while Harry and I went around the side to the hot chocolate stand.

“Excuse me, I need your car keys.” Harry received a less than warm welcome to his suggestion as he tried to use his professor voice to get the guests to do what he expected.

“Ahem.” I cleared my voice and spoke above their chatter. “Hi, I’m Mae West, and I’m with the National Park Committee. No one is in trouble here, but we need to create some light, and the only way to do that is if our car headlights provide it for us.”

I’d always found it was a much better situation if people were informed. That was why I went for it.

“A murder was committed tonight on the zip line. No one here is in danger, but the Tipping Ridge Trail and the Dansberry Peak Trail meet in a little corner right off into the woods. The possible killer could’ve taken the trail here or be in there now.” I heard the sound of feet shifting and moving uncomfortably as I noticed the wave of movement.

“It seems like we should be getting into our cars and going home for our safety,” one person said as she shuffled out of the crowd.

“Excuse me!” I called out to stop her. “If you leave, you will be placed under arrest. Like I said, I am with the National Park, and I have the authority to do so.”

I lied. I had no more authority than she did to arrest someone. She didn’t know that, though. Neither did any of the other guests.

“In fact, Sheriff Al Hemmer is in the office giving Claire the latest details of the murder.” Technically, if she told him how she’d stormed off, he was in there reading her the riot act about her behavior and trying to find if she had probable cause to have murdered Neil. I would storm off later if she didn’t.

“He wants everyone to give a statement, so none of us will be leaving until he tells you to leave.” Again, I was met with groans and murmured comments I didn’t care to entertain. “So if everyone would please give your keys to either Larry, Inspector Tinley, or me”—I pulled Bent into it because the process would go much more quickly that way—“we’d really appreciate it.”

My phone started to ring in my pocket as the guests put their keys in our hands, telling us which car was theirs.

On my way to the first car, someone called, and I reached into my pocket to see who it was. I thought it was going to be Hank.

It was Ellis.

There was no way I would call her back. After all, I was in the middle of what appeared to be the newest murder investigation.

That didn’t mean I would avoid calling anyone else.

I hit my message button on my phone and found the group I was going to text.

The Laundry Club Ladies.

Not that Tucker or Al had asked me to help. It was kind of our thing.

Ladies, our boring spell is over. There’s been a murder. Meet me at the Laundry Club in about thirty minutes.

Yep. The few months of having nothing to do but chat about books and gossip were fun, but boy, was I ready to dig my teeth into some good sleuthing.

By all the thumbs-up reactions to my text, I knew the ladies were already on it.


CHAPTER SIX


“Iknew I should’ve gone to that Star Gazing junk you were going on and on about.” Dottie showed up with her hot pink sponge curled up tight around her red hair.

She had not bothered to change from her purple pajamas or the matching purple slippers underneath her jacket.

“I always miss the good stuff,” she moaned and shucked off her jacket, which she laid over the back of the Laundry Club’s couch before she got situated with her cup of coffee between her hands.

The Laundry Club was an actual laundromat owned by Betts Hager. Along with Betts, Dottie, and me, the Laundry Club Ladies also included Abby Fawn Bonds and Queenie French. We all had jobs, and we were all best friends. We were dubbed the Laundry Club Ladies because it was here in the laundromat where we met for coffee, chat, book club, and trying our hand at sleuthing.

It might’ve seemed a little morbid or off-color for us to get excited about a crime, specifically a murder, but we’d proven over time that we had a knack for finding clues the sheriff or the rangers couldn’t seem to figure out. Not that we were any sort of professionals—we weren’t—but we had a way of putting pieces of clues together to form a whole picture.

Like I said, we’d had a boring dry spell the last few months, and it was about time we got a little excitement. We could at least put our heads together to help bring justice to Neil. At least that was the spin we put on it to give ourselves permission to be, well, nosy.

“What do we have so far?” Abby, our official secretary, had our sleuthing notebook open and her pen at the ready.

“I told May-bell-ine early how I was on the phone with Christine Watson about our cookie order for Happy Trails. Christine told me about Claire Patton and Neil Lipman getting into a downright fight,” Dottie mentioned but didn’t elaborate.

“I didn’t really hear what you said in detail, so I think it’s best we start with our victim,” I suggested before we jumped ahead to make a suspect list.

“Neil Lipman was a very nice man.” Betts was walking down the line of clothes dryers. She was opening the doors of each one, pulling out the lint trays, and cleaning them. This was part of her nightly duties, and since it was already close to eleven o’clock p.m., she was going down her to-do list before she left for the night, even though the laundromat was open twenty-four hours.

“How do you know him?” I asked and moved to the opposite side of the machines to help her out.

“He was a member of the Normal Baptist Church when Lester was a preacher.” Betts was Lester’s widow, and she was an active member of the church. “He stopped coming after Lester went to prison. He had a moral compass, he told me. He said he didn’t feel right coming to a church since it’d been delivering the good word under someone so evil.”

“We all know Lester didn’t do it.” Dottie tsked.

We ignored her rude comment.

“Who would want him dead? And why?” I had a gut feeling someone had more of a motive to kill him than just being offended by him.

“He was still very kind to me and even checked in on me a time or two after Lester died.” Betts sighed, slammed the dryer door, and moved on to the next. “Still. Another citizen is gone too early.”

“Do we know any other details about him?” Abby asked.

“He was on the Historic Committee.” Queenie was bending at the waist, doing stretching exercises. The pair of red spandex exercise pants made a good combination with her black Daniel Boone National Park sweatshirt. “He never showed up to any of the meetings but the one on the solar farm.” She drummed her fingers together. “The solar farm and zip line property are fairly close, so there could’ve been some zoning issues.”

Queenie pushed the headband up on her forehead to keep her short blond hair back.

“Solar farm?” I questioned. “Zoning laws?”

“I heard about the solar farm a long time ago but figured it was a dead deal, since nothing else came of it.” Abby put the pen down. “In fact, I don’t think Ace showed up to the council meeting when it came up for discussion on the docket.”

“Ace?” I knew I’d heard that name before.

“Yeah. Ace Price.” Queenie held her arms out in front of her as stiff as boards while she bent her knees in deep squats. “He and Neil are best friends. They even went off to college together.”

“Wasn’t Lester in the men’s group with them?” Dottie called over to Betts.

Betts didn’t have her normal turned-down lips or sad eyes when asked about Lester these days.

I knew Betts pretty well, and she didn’t have to tell me the two little words that turned her frown upside down.

Ryan Rivera.

Mm-hmm. I knew he had to be the reason for the glow on her face and twinkle in her eye, along with the recent total makeover she’d gotten.

“What do you know about Neil’s involvement on the committee?” I asked and took the lint from Betts as I got a better look at the new highlights in her wavy brown hair.

“I’ve got more lint in the office.” Her eyes held so much joy in them. Betts was never this energetic and lively over the lint she collected for me to use in the homemade kits we gave to the guests to help start their campfires.

“What’s up with this excitement and enthusiasm over lint?” My brow was cocked, and I had a slight grin. My attention had completely drifted from Queenie as she told us about Neil’s participation on the committee where she was the president.

Since Abby took great notes and Neil’s murder wouldn’t be solved tonight, it was my opportunity to question Betts.

“There’s a lot, and I know…” She stopped herself and looked at me. Her smile was so big that it was contagious. “Come get the lint.”

Eagerly, I followed her into the office to get the scoop on the excitement she was bubbling over to tell me.

“Where are y’all goin’?” Dottie hollered.

“To get the lint before I forget.” Behind me, I held my fist up with the lint we’d just collected from the dryers as I disappeared into the office.

Betts moved around the small desk she kept in there and grabbed a garbage bag she’d filled over the last few weeks with the collected lint. She put the bag on the desk and pulled the puckered mouth of the bag open so I could throw the rest of the lint inside.

“This has to do with Ryan Rivera.” My finger made circles in front of her face.

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but we’ve made our dating official.” Betts bounced on her toes. “I know I’ve not been a very good friend, and certainly my head isn’t in sleuthing mode, but we just told Carson last night.”

I didn’t even need to ask her how Ryan’s adult son had taken the news. He did live with his father after a horrible accident had left him handicapped. If it really came down to it, based on what I’d learned from knowing Carson and his family, Carson could completely live on his own, but I had a feeling he stayed with his dad after his parents had divorced.

“I can see by the smile he took the news very well.” Even though I didn’t have to say it, I could tell she was eager for me to mention it.

“You wouldn’t believe how amazing he was. And Ryan’s ex-wife. From what I understand, she’s seen a shift in Ryan’s personality over the last few months and attributes it all to me.” Betts laid her hand flat on her chest and held back tears.

“I’m a better person since knowing you,” I said with sincerity and walked around the desk to hug her. “I’m so happy for you. You deserve an amazing man, and I do think Ryan is that.”

“I do too.” She gave a few quick nods before she composed herself. “We have to get back in there and figure out what we are going to do about trying to get Neil’s murder solved.”

“Are you going to tell them?” I asked and looked out the office window to where the others had stopped our little meeting.

They had refilled their mugs and opened the donuts from the Cookie Crumble.

“I will. I didn’t want to take away from the seriousness of why you called the meeting, so I was going to wait until book club to tell you, since I get to pick the next book we read.” Quickly, she added, “It’s going to be a romance.”

“Of course it is.” I laughed. “You know, we’ve been picking so many thrillers lately. But it gives us good ideas on new ways to sleuth. I’m glad you picked a romance.”

“Yeah. Me too.” The smile looked like it was tattooed on her face and wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

“Are you two coming or not?” Abby asked on her way past the door. I nodded. “I’m going to the bathroom, and we can pick up where we left off.”

“In a sec,” Betts called out. “I’m giving Mae the scavenger hunt information.”

She handed me a piece of paper describing the campground’s role in the Education Foundation fundraiser.

“So it doesn’t look like I’ve lied.” She smiled. “I’ve got all the things ready for Henry to pick up and all the rules listed for the scavenger hunt here.”

I scanned down the paper.

“Lester would love this.” I gave my friend a smile, knowing she’d taken on the burden of carrying out the tasks on the list Lester had left in the journal of good deeds he regretted not doing while he was living.

The scavenger hunt was her fundraising idea to get donations for the local Education Foundation. Lester had apparently turned down helping that organization while he was a preacher.

I understood how she felt. After my dead criminal ex-husband, Paul, had conned everyone out of their millions of dollars of savings, I’d made it a mission to correct all his wrongs. The campground was proof of it.

I’d come to grips with the knowledge that Paul’s wrongdoing really had nothing to do with me, but it did feel good to right some of those wrongs, and I was sure Betts would come to that same conclusion when it was time.

On her time.

“Git on outta there!” Dottie’s patience was being tested.

Betts and I skirted out of the office. I was good at keeping secrets, and this was something I held dear to my heart. Betts was a good—make that a great friend to everyone in this community. Even though I knew the excitement and overjoyed feelings that came from her finding love again would make the community very happy, keeping it close to her chest was like basking in her own little secret of joy for as long as she could. I was sure she hadn’t remembered feeling that way in a long time.

“You’ve got to tell me what moisturizer you’ve been buying,” I overheard Queenie saying to Betts as we all got situated again.

“Just the basic brand at the Piggly Wiggly.” Betts’s glow had nothing to do with a bottle, and it couldn’t be found in a grocery store. If only I could find a way to bottle and sell that glow, wouldn’t that be something?

“It’s good ole-fashioned elbow grease that keeps her lookin’ young and actin’ spry.” Dottie was certain she had the answers about Betts’s glow. “When you work as hard as Betts Hager does, she gets in there to clean them darn campers, and she puts some elbow grease in it.”

Dottie was right about Betts’s convictions when it came to taking her cleaning jobs seriously. When people rented my campers, they didn’t take care of them as well as they would if the campers were their own. It was Betts who spit-shined them and made them pretty again.

“Yes. Everyone needs to pick up a duster, a scrub brush, and some bleach.” Betts giggled and shifted her focus to Queenie. “What did you say again about Neil and the committee?”

“There’s not much to say. He and Kimberly were always picking up the slack where it needed to be, but most of the time, he waited to see what was open before jumping in headfirst.” Queenie made me question something.

“Why would he want to be on a committee if he wasn’t going to do anything?” I asked. “Like me, I was appointed to the National Park Committee because of my commitment and dedication to do what I had to do to keep our part of the forest economically viable.”

The only reason I spoke up was because it was a big responsibility—not only the time I committed to serving but to be a representative of the community.

“Honestly, I think it was because Kimberly told him and Jay if they wanted to have an attraction here, they needed to show the community they were in the community and part of it, not just people who wanted to make money off the tourist attraction.” Queenie shrugged and then continued the movement with a few shoulder rolls.

“Jay who?” I asked.

“Radford.” She moved the roll to her neck and said his name on the upswing. “Jay Radford, the co-owner of Zip Line Adventures with Neil. He and Neil met in college.”

“Neil and Ace Price are best friends. Were.” I nibbled on a theory, which I then decided to talk out. “I overheard a couple of inspectors at the office.”

The ladies all leaned in a little more to hear the juicy gossip.

“‘Neil Lipman is awful, and I’m the one who has to approve the zip line’ was exactly what one of them said.” I paused because I didn’t want to rush the words so I could get them out exactly how I’d heard them. “Ace Price pulled the permit for him. Or her.”

“Him or her? Who are him or her?” Abby asked.

“I think he meant Neil or maybe his wife, Kimberly?” I shrugged. “There seems to be a history there. I mean, you said Neil and Ace were best friends. Grew up here. Is Kimberly from here?”

“They met in college. But I’m not following you.” Queenie had finally stopped moving around and joined us.

“This solar farm didn’t come across my eyes at the National Park Committee, which meant it didn’t get any sort of funding or grants. That means the funds went to a different new business, like a zip line.” I had a nigglin’ I was on the right track with the funding. Only I wasn’t sure this theory was the reason Neil was murdered. There was only one way to find out. “Or was there something going on with Kimberly and Ace?”

The reaction the ladies gave me sparked the idea of a real possibility that Kimberly and Ace might’ve been having an affair.

“Kimberly could’ve persuaded him to pull the solar farm for funding this year. I know Neil spoke out about the solar farm, saying it was going to take up too much land for the panels and alter the historical preservation of the forest.” Queenie’s brow rose.

“You’ve just given us two reasons why Ace Price had a motive to kill Neil Lipman.” I glanced around and rattled them off. “Ace and Kimberly could’ve been having a relationship, for one. She had Ace withdraw his solar-farm proposal.”

“And she told Ace once Neil’s zip line was up and running, she might divorce him?” Abby suggested something far-fetched as of now but not impossible. We’d snooped out worse possibilities.

“We might have our first suspect,” I pointed out, and Abby wrote it down.

“Yes.” Betts slapped her hands together and started to pace. This was the best part of our snooping.

The theories.

“We can’t forget Neil’s business partner.” Betts threw a wrench into things.

“What if Neil was taking the attraction into a different path than he and Jay had initially wanted?” Betts asked.

“Or the other way around.” Abby put in her two cents but never looked up from the notebook. She scribbled away, trying to keep up.

Here, we considered who could have the biggest motive to extinguish Neil Lipman.

“Why was Neil the one to go from the second platform?” Dottie asked. “You reckon Jay wanted to do that leg of the attraction?”

“Could be. How many platforms are on the zip line?” I asked but met with dead silence. “That’s where we need to start. Whether or not Jay Radford had anything to do with it, I say we check out Kimberly Lipman for details on how the attraction came to fruition, and then we pay a visit to Jay Radford to see what type of ground their relationship was on at the time of Neil’s murder.”

Just then, the bell over the door dinged.

“And where he was when Neil was murdered.” Tucker Pyle stood at the door, obviously having heard what we were discussing. “It appears our victim was alive on the platform when he took off but was stabbed in the back of the neck while zipping through Tipping Ridge.”

“Are you saying someone was on the zip line and killed him?” I had to clarify. “I didn’t see anyone but him on the zip line until the EMT took him. And we would’ve seen it because the zip line suddenly lit up, and that was when I noticed the body.”

“We aren’t sure how it was done. We have the video footage from his helmet.” Tucker walked over. He brought the video footage up on his phone and played it for us. “Neil had put a camera on the front of his helmet so he could have the first footage of the scenes and use them to make marketing videos.”

“That’s so smart.” Abby was a marketing genius outside of her full-time librarian job. She was always looking for ways to help me market Happy Trails Campground.

If it weren’t for her efforts when I first took over, the campground would have probably not become as successful as it did.

“Right here, you can see he steps off the platform completely alive.” We gathered around Tucker to watch. “And right about here, you can hear him slightly groan above the noise of the forest, and his head appears to go from here to here.”

Tucker gave us an image of what was in his mind. It was as if Neil was looking forward before his chin fell down.

“Wait.” I saw the red blob. “Go back a little before he completely comes to a stop.”

“That too. The stop. The zip line should’ve kept going and not stopped. We are looking into it.” He used his finger to move the video back a little.

“Right there!” I jumped and pointed. “I saw that before I saw Neil. It was a red tent.”

“A tent? In the bottom of Tipping Ridge?” Tucker shook his head. “No way. That’s so far down, not even the most experienced hikers and climbers want to go down there for a night.”

“Maybe they went down during the day, but there’s a red tent there. I even pointed it out at Star Gazers because I was so shocked.” I put my hands up. “I’m not saying it’s the killer, but I am saying they might’ve seen something way down there.”

Tucker’s silence told me he was digesting what I’d seen.

“Why are you suddenly our friend?” Dottie was a straight shooter. She knew Tucker Pyle wouldn’t give us all this information out of the kindness of his heart. “Spill it, Tucker.”

“I interviewed all the people at Star Gazers. I even have Claire Patton leaving the scene without an alibi. Said she drove around. We impounded her car to get the mileage from it and the GPS system to see if it tracked her near the second platform, since it was so close to Star Gazers. We didn’t find motive, though.” He paused to fiddle with the phone before he put it back in his pocket. “The GPS won’t be back for a day or so. But her timeline of events fits.”

The entire time, Dottie fidgeted around as if she wanted to speak up about what Christine Watson had mentioned about Claire and Neil’s fight. I slid my finger across my throat when I got her attention so she’d get the point to not tell him. It would be a good lead for us to follow while the rangers could do more of the nitty-gritty investigating, like collecting any sort of evidence from the scene. Or whatever it was they did backed by science.

Little did they realize most cases we solved didn’t have anything to do with science. Sheer luck, clues, and real motives were all we needed to get Neil’s killer behind bars.

I was confident we would have this all tidied up before they did.

“Can I count on you ladies to put your ears to the ground and see what y’all come up with?” Tucker asked us to help in his own way without really asking us to help.

We all agreed, and after he left, I said, “We need to know what the zoning laws are on Tipping Ridge when it comes to the zip line and Star Gazers. We need to hike down Tipping Ridge and see who is in that tent or if they are gone, what they left behind. And we need to go see Jay Radford and Kimberly Lipman.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


S’mores and Snores was a fantastic idea Abby had when we were planning the events for this year. She’d come up with this whole marketing campaign to use for the entire year of events taking place in Happy Trails Campground.

As soon as she posted it on our social media accounts, the online reservations skyrocketed. This was the first year we’d redone the campground and had a waiting list for sites that was over three pages deep.

Having a waitlist wasn’t unusual, but one that long was really something.

The office was sure to be busy today. The weekend was coming, and it wasn’t uncommon for RVers to show up at the campground a day or two earlier than the weekend. It was a good time for them to get settled and situated so they could fully participate in the weekend event.

S’mores and Snores was a great way to kick off the spring season, which was one of the busiest times in the park. It was also one of the most gorgeous seasons in the Daniel Boone National Forest.

“Come on, Fifi!” I called out into the morning fog that’d settled in and around the campground on my way to open the office and get ready for the new arrivals.

The fog lay densely over the lake and soon would give way to the sun once it popped up over the mountains. Spring was delightful. The mornings were nice and cool, making snuggling up in your camper or even sitting by an early-morning campfire like some of the guests were already doing capable of turning you all warm and fuzzy inside.

As the day would drag on, the weather would warm to a comfortable sixty degrees that would make you peel off your sweatshirt for something with short sleeves. Everyone knew to keep their sweatshirt handy because when the sun disappeared behind the mountain, the temperatures dropped quickly.

“There you are.” I greeted the excited pup as she dashed her way around the lake to meet me before we headed inside the office.

With so many things to do, investigating Neil’s murder had to be put on the back burner, at least until I’d consumed the morning pot of coffee I quickly made once I got the lights on. Fifi had eaten at our camper van, and running around the campground to sniff out all the new scents had completely exhausted her.

She jumped in her dog bed next to Dottie’s desk and scratched the surface until she fluffed it up to the way she wanted before she lay down. It didn’t take too long before the little cutie was fast asleep, leaving me to work through the pile of files Dottie hadn’t gotten to yet.

Over the next couple of hours, I sat with my coffee and the files at the computer, where I entered the invoices for today’s guest arrivals. I liked to print out their invoices and stick them in a welcome packet to give them when they arrived.

All monies were collected on the internet, but I found it was easiest to give guests a printed receipt. It let them avoid the hassle of asking me for one if they needed it and the ability to discard it if they didn’t. I tried to make their experience here as comfortable as possible.

Once I was finished with those, I took the stack that had special requests. We offered gift- style baskets for purchase, another one of Abby’s wildly popular ideas.

They were themed baskets filled with products from local business. For example, we had a morning wake-up. That basket included homemade scrubs from Cute-icles, the local hair salon, a coffee mug and coffee from Trails Coffee, a couple of prepackaged cookies in the shape of an RV and the forest from the Cookie Crumble, and a few other little knickknacks with the Happy Trails logo on them.

My phone rang. When I glanced up at the clock, it was almost lunchtime. Time had gotten away quick.

“Good morning, or should I say afternoon?” I asked Agnes Sharp. Seeing her name pop up on the phone screen instantly put a smile on my face.

“I thought I’d see you here this morning. I even skipped breakfast.” Hank’s granny implied she fully expected me to stroll into the sheriff’s department with a box of long john maple donuts from the Cookie Crumble to bribe her for a peek at the investigation file for Neil’s murder. “I could use a little chicken pot pie if you were stopping by here soon.”

“It was my morning to work at the office, and I’d not even taken a break to look at the time until my phone rang.” I finished putting all the baskets out on Dottie’s desk with the lot number of the camper rental so she’d have something to do when she switched shifts with me. “Dottie should be in soon, and I’ll make my way to the Normal Diner before I stop by to give you a big hug. Any news?”

I didn’t even have to say what I meant by “news.”

“You know Al. He keeps trying to take the lead from Tucker, but Tucker won’t give him any information. Which was honestly why I called you. It’s a mystery, really. This case.” Agnes spoke in broken sentences. “Tucker has obtained the footage from Neil’s camera, and the timeline is like someone killed him out of nowhere.”

“That would be impossible.” I remembered that Tucker had come into the laundromat and said someone had killed Neil while on the zip line—but from nowhere? I still didn’t buy it. There had to be someone, somewhere that wasn’t seen.

“Nope. Al did go to the zip line office. They have cameras set up on all the platforms. Each platform has two employees. They are really there for safety and if the rider decides not to continue, but that night they said it was all systems go. They said Neil was excited and jumped off the platform. The security camera even shows exactly what they said happened,” Agnes said. “It was like some UFO dropped down and an alien stabbed him before they zoomed right back into outer space.”

“Oh, Agnes.” I groaned from the other end of the line. “Please don’t tell me you’re starting to agree with all those crazy outer space zealots out here that believe in UFOs.”

It was true. So many little groups of people who believed in them traveled to the forest around this time every year.

“Next thing you’re going to tell me is that someone has seen Bigfoot taking the zip line away from the murder.” I snickered to the silence on her end. “You’re joking with me, right?”

“No Bigfoot sightings yet. But it’s that time of the year.” She snickered.

It fascinated me how people just came up with things and really believed them.

“You’re going to crack up at some of the interviews in the report. So be prepared. This is a good one.” Agnes had my interest up, and I couldn’t wait to get my hands on the report to see what she had to say.

I heard the rumble of a dually truck coming up the campground gravel road before I heard the gravel spitting up from underneath the tires.

“One of my guests is arriving. I’ll be sure to grab two pot pies, and we can sit and chat for a while.” I made the plan before we hung up. “Fifi has a grooming appointment, so I can drop her off early and hang out with you for lunch.”

Fifi raised her head. She got to her feet and ran to the door before I could, and when the door swung open, she darted out.

“I reckon she’s got to go potty.” Dottie stood at the door, looking like a fresh daisy. Her bright red hair was neatly fixed, whereas she usually ran her fingers through the curls left behind from a night of sleeping in her pink sponge curlers.

“What’s going on with you?” I asked and got close enough to see she’d put on makeup. Even her lips were lined so the lipstick didn’t run down the wrinkles that years of smoking cigarettes had left around them.

“Are you crazy, May-bell-ine?” She swatted me away. “I see you’ve not done a darn thing with the invest-i-gation.”

She moseyed over to the whiteboard where we wrote down all the activities happening around town and on the campground for when guests came into the office.

“I’ll be sure to write down all the clues. You go on now and do whatever it is you need to get done today for the S’mores and Snores.” Dottie started to usher me toward the office door.

“You’re not fooling me one bit, Dorthea Swaggert. You’ve got something up your sleeve.” I glared and said her name in the same drawn-out way she said mine. “You never get this all dolled up for work, much less for a day when guests arrive. And you have on a matching outfit with shoes and jewelry.”

“I might’ve turned over a new leaf and all. There’s nothing like a full night’s sleep to make you feel good.” She shoved her arms over her head and did a big stretch.

“Wooowee!” At the office door stood a man with a big ole belly plopped over his jeans. His huge belt buckle had steer images imbedded into it, and his blue plaid shirt tucked into a pair of the bluest jeans I’d ever laid my eyes on.

“Look at you.” His eyes were like tiny marbles as his cheeks balled up from the large smile on his face. He waved the large cowboy hat in the air. “You better get over here and give Big Colt some sugar.”

“Mae was just leaving.” She gave me a good shove past Colt.

“Hi, Colt.” I planted my feet. “Are you the guest with the big dually?”

“Yes, little ma’am, that’s me.” He winked. “I drove all the way from Texas to get a little gander at this little filly. She’s as pretty in person as she is on Zoom.”

“Zoom?” I drew back and looked at Dottie. She was fidgeting.

“Darlin’“—Colt had a much different accent than we Kentuckians, but it was endearing—“you look as nervous as a cheating spouse when the kids start doing one of them DNA tests for fun.”

“I’m not sure who you are, but I like you.” I didn’t quite understand what was going on, but it appeared to me Dottie had been doing some online dating, and she just might’ve met her match. “How long are you in town?” I glanced out the door and saw his big fifth wheel.

“As long as it takes me to court her for a while.” He nudged me and then put his big ten-gallon hat back on his head. “If it takes all year, so be it.”

“Dottie, can I see you outside for a minute?” I didn’t give her any time to protest before I addressed Colt. “It is so nice to meet you. I’m Mae. Dottie has forgotten her manners. I’m delighted to have you here, and if you need anything, you come straight to me.”

Dottie rushed by me, took my hand, and dragged me out the door.

“And I know all the dirt on Dottie.” I got out the words before she flung me outside and slammed the office door behind her. “Who is that?”

“He told you his name. I know you ain’t hard of hearing.” Dottie tugged the cigarette case out of the pocket of her leisure pants.

“And what about Henry?” I asked and watched her bat out a cigarette. “He’s going to be heartbroken to know you’ve been cheating on him.”

“Cheatin’?” The lighter sprung to life. The end of the cigarette lit up red as fire as she puffed on the other end. “Where on earth did you come up with that?”

“The amount of time you two spend as dancing partners and going to all of the competitions tends to make me think the chemistry you have is—” I was going to tell her my observations, but she stopped me.

“Chemistry?” She snorted. “We ain’t got no more chemistry than oil and vinegar. Besides, we ain’t danced all winter long, and I couldn’t wait around for Henry Bryant no longer. I took matters into my own hands, only I didn’t know Colt was going to show up.”

“Did you tell him where you lived?” I asked and couldn’t help but notice the truck and the fifth wheel were top-notch. The best in the industry.

“No, but he’s a bounty hunter, and he’s good at findin’ things out. But I had a feelin’ he’d sniffed out where I lived last night when we Zoomed because I spied with my little eye a map of Ken-tucky behind him.” She tapped the side of her eye with her cigarette finger. The smoke whirled up around her face. “I ain’t dumb. I figured on him finding me at some point, but I was thinkin’ I’d have a little more time. So, just in case, I got ready.”

“You look great, and he seems nice. He sure was happy to see you.” I watched her pick at her nails more than she puffed on her smoke. “If you don’t want him here, we can make him go to another campground. I mean, we are full.”

There was one space we kept open in the far back of the campground for emergency purposes. One of them was if someone famous rolled in and all the lots were booked. We had the one spot we used sometimes to keep the golf cart Henry drove as well as the other equipment, like the riding lawnmower and the four-wheeler we used to get things down the Red Fox Trail path, where we offered water activities.

“You go and hang out with him. I’ll take your shift,” I told her, but she waved me off.

“No. I ain’t gonna do that. If he wunts to git to know me”—Dottie’s words came out all hillbilly when she was stressed, and I could hear in her voice that she was unsure about Colt—“he’s gonna have to see me in my element.”

“Are you sure? Because if you aren’t, I’m just a phone call away.” I looked back when I heard the hum of the golf cart. Henry was driving toward us with Ellis in the passenger seat. “Though you don’t care”—I wasn’t so sure how accurate that statement was—“Henry is here all day, too, if you need help.”

Dottie took another drag off her cigarette and blew a stream of smoke toward the golf cart as Henry brought it to a stop.

“Henry,” Dottie said in a confident voice, “my friend, Colt, is in town for a few days, and he needs to be shown the extra lot.”

Henry’s eyes moved past us and took in the truck hauling the fifth wheel. It screamed money, and most of the time, we didn’t get fancy big rigs like that around here.

“Fancy truck.” Ellis jumped out and walked around the truck and RV. “If you tell me Ty’s RV is expensive, this one is a mansion.” Ellis smiled at Dottie. “What kind of job does Colt have?”

“He’s a bounty hunter. Big money,” Dottie said loudly enough for Henry to hear. “He drove all the way from Texas to see me.”

“Texas?” Ellis made it sound like he’d driven from the other side of the world.

“Yes, ma’am, little lady. You must be Ellis.” Colt appeared at the door of the office. “The newest resident at the campground.”

“Why, yes I am.” Ellis was all too excited to see Colt. “I can’t believe it. Colt Lincoln. I’m such a fan, and Dottie never told me she knew you.”

“Wait.” I knew I’d recognized him but couldn’t remember where. “You’re Colt Lincoln from the reality television show.”

He winked and clicked his tongue.

“My goodness. We are honored to have you here.” I swung my eyes and looked at Dottie. “Did you know?”

“Don’t you got some investigating to do or something?” Dottie muttered and swung around, taking ahold of Colt’s arm before she dragged him back into the office.

“Are you kidding me?” Ellis couldn’t contain her excitement. “Colt Lincoln in our campground.”

“Our?” I shook my head and watched as poor Henry jumped back into the golf cart. He drove off toward the big lot where Colt would have to park for the visit.

“I was going to go with you today, but I think I’ll stick around here.” Ellis was going to hang her hat on Colt, which was fine with me. I didn’t need her sticking to me like glue.

“How’s the toilet situation?” I asked.

“I came clean to Ty about it. I had this weird sort of guilt thing happen that I’ve never experienced before.” She curled her arm into mine like we were the best of buds. Fifi ran alongside of us as we walked down the campground towards my camper van.

“That happens when you open your heart.” I patted her hand before I broke free.

“He’s great, you know.” She had a huge grin on her face. “I think I want to be a mommy.”

“Whoa!” Abruptly I stopped. “Isn’t helping him raise his siblings enough right now? You aren’t even used to RV living.”

“He mentioned last night that he was thinking about buying the house for sale between Ava Cox and the Greers. That makes me want to have a family. Nothing wrong with you and Hanky Panky doing that, but it’s not for me.” She talked about the conversation she and Ty had, but I could only think of ways I could encourage her to move. “Oh well. I’m going to stick around here today.”

She gasped.

“Mae, do you think they need someone to join him on his show?” She shook her head a few times with a wide-open mouth before she ran off. She called out, “I’ve got to go get dressed and fixed up! I’m going to take him my résumé. I’ll see you at the fitting!”

There she was. The old Ellis we all knew was back.

“The fitting.” I expressed my disgruntled feeling in a long sigh. The obligation of having bridesmaids at a wedding who would need a day for trying on their dresses was something I’d dreaded and put off thinking about.

No longer.

I’d made it easy on myself when I had to schedule the fitting. It was based around Fifi’s grooming appointment, if that told you anything how much precedent the fitting took place in my life. I’d deliberately scheduled it for that time so I had an excuse to get out of there to pick Fifi up from the Smelly Dog Groomer.

I was looking forward to getting married. It was the other stuff that I’d not been so keen on. If I’d only gotten Hank to go to the justice of the peace, none of this would’ve mattered.

It wasn’t like I was batting a thousand in the marriage department. Making a big to-do of things wasn’t a high priority. It was for Mary Elizabeth and Hank’s mama.

The huge sigh came out of me at the thought of seeing those two this afternoon.

After I got Fifi’s leash and collar on her I asked her, “Are you ready for your spa day?” She knew it was spa day. There was always a different attitude in the feisty poodle when I put her pink diamond-studded collar around her little neck with the matching leash.

She pranced to the car and took her spot in the passenger seat. Her head lifted high, and the way she looked out the window made me wonder exactly what she was thinking.

On the way into downtown, I rolled down the window to let Fifi stick her nose out for some fresh air as I took in the gorgeous spring scenery.

The trees were getting their full bloom for this time of the year, and they stood like soldiers on each side of the curvy country road on the way into town, giving a nice shade that sent a cool breeze through the rolled-down car windows.

Though the campground was considered part of the country at the base of the Daniel Boone National Forest, it only took a short five to ten minutes, depending on whether you got behind a tractor or a slow driver, to enter the cozy downtown area, which was bustling.

That was what spring did to the forest. It brought out not only all the tourists who loved to make day trips to the area but also campers who filled up all the surrounding campsites in the region.

The grassy median in between the one-way streets was a combination of grass and stepping-stones, and it was packed with people walking around or sitting on the picnic tables under the pavilion. There were more picnic tables among the large oak trees on each side of the amphitheater. A few children were running around, apparently playing freeze tag. It was refreshing to see them running, enjoying the great outdoors instead of scrolling through their phones like I’d seen most children do these days.

Even the businesses were filled with people coming and going. The sidewalks were full of what looked to be customers window-shopping.

All the shops had something different to offer, not like big box stores. The shops in Normal were small mom-and-pop shops that ranged from the Smelly Dog Groomer to the Laundry Club Laundromat.

Each shop was freestanding, and the small courtyard between each one allowed every store to have a unique feature to offer customers.

Deters’s Feed-N-Seed had an adorable pop-up tent with a campfire and a s’more-making station customers could use.

The tented chalkboard sign in front of the Sweet Smell Flower Shop mentioned a succulent plant craft in their courtyard. Succulent plants were a perfect touch for an RV and easy to take care of.

I circled the median when I noticed a parking space right in front of the Tough Nickel. It was perfect because it was just a couple of shops down from Deters’s Feed-N-Seed, where I needed to stop and get the s’mores kits from Alvin. Then I would need to hit the Normal Diner.

The Smelly Dog Groomer was located across the street, which meant Fifi and I had to walk across the median to get there.

It seemed like the tourists either hadn’t heard of or didn’t care about the latest victim that’d succumbed to the forest. Though Neil’s death was a murder, it was sadly not uncommon to hear about a hiker going missing and being found at the bottom of a cliff months or even years later. If the tourists hadn’t been keeping up with Neil, they might only think it was another case of a missing hiker.

The picnic tables were full, and blankets were dotted across the grassy lawn, occupied by people eating picnic lunches or playing fetch with their dogs.

Many dogs hiked with their owners. Fifi didn’t pay them any attention, even when a few tried to come up to her. I smiled watching her tiny little hips swing as she strutted her stuff, ignoring the other dogs.

I glanced around to take in the moment and the cuteness of the downtown area on our way to the groomer.

The real gas lanterns hanging from the lampposts added to the charm, as did the ceramic planters that showcased the amazing wildflowers that bloomed in the springtime. Like the campground, twinkle lights were strung all over the place.

It truly was a magical little town in our part of the world, and I’d never taken it for granted. The thought of someone killing Neil, tarnishing the image we’d worked so hard to achieve, didn’t sit too lightly with me.

The bell over the Smelly Dog Groomer door made Orlene Roth and Ethel Biddle jump to high heaven. Orlene knocked over a cup of coffee.

The steam rose from the pile of papers haphazardly strewn about. Orlene tried to frantically clean up the spill with tissues she plucked from the tissue box sitting on the counter.

“Mae,” Ethel greeted me. “Is it already Fifi’s appointment time?” She looked at Orlene nervously and tried to scoot the papers closer to her.

Both women looked visibly stressed and anxious. Orlene muttered something to Ethel before she rushed off cursing under her breath with the dripping papers in her hands.

“It’s not for thirty minutes, but I have a bridesmaid fitting to go to.” I didn’t tell her anything about me going to see Agnes first. “What are you doing?”

My eyes raked over the counter and at the one piece of paper Orlene didn’t grab. The one Ethel kept blotting with the tissue.

“Is that a brochure from Star Gazers?” I asked before it suddenly hit me. “You are snooping around.” I gasped and pointed a finger at her.

“Orlene, come on out!” Ethel called from the corner of her mouth. “What?” Ethel’s lip curled up, and she scrunched her nose. “You think you and the Laundry Club Ladies are the only sleuths around here?”

She scoffed.

“Yeah.” Orlene came back with the wet pieces of paper in her hands. From the looks of it, the ink had all run together, and the papers looked like watercolors. “We are the Smelly Dog Sleuthers.”

“Are you two serious?” I gave them a blank stare. “We saw how this went the last time.”

I didn’t need to remind them of last Christmas when Orlene’s boyfriend and Ethel’s band mate, Otis Gullett, had been accused of murder. They’d decided they were going to prove his innocence. Let’s just say it didn’t go so well.

“I don’t think it’s any of your business,” Orlene quipped. “If me and Ethel want to try our hand at solving a murder, then we can. Besides, we heard from Celena Rose that Delilah Pickering said Verla Jane was at the Bible-thumpers this morning saying her husband Carl mentioned Wayne Newton said it was a UFO.”

“Can you keep your mouth shut, Orlene?” Ethel elbowed her in the ribs.

“Ouch, what you do that for?” Orlene rubbed her side. “Oh, yeah. Forget I said all that stuff about the UFO.”

“UFO?” I giggled at the absurdity of it. “Come on. You two don’t believe any of that UFO sighting stuff.” Their silence told me different. “Do you?”

“Wouldn’t you like’ta know,” Orlene said in her thick Appalachia accent.

“Fifi, are you ready for your spa day?” Ethel, ignoring my question, came around the counter and picked Fifi up. “My favorite client. She’s so good.”

“Are you not going to answer my question?” I asked Ethel. “I mean, a UFO. Really?”

“Mae, you never know about these things.” Ethel took a treat out of her apron pocket and let Fifi, who was tucked up under her armpit, eat it out of the palm of her hand. “I’ll call you in a few hours.”

I stood there waiting for Ethel to disappear into the back room where they groomed the animals, leaving me there with Orlene.

Alone.

“Orlene, a UFO?” I crossed my arms and leaned my hip on the edge of the counter. “Who’s this Wayne Newton? It isn’t the singer, is it?” I snickered.

“Take a look at yourself. Mae West?” Orlene had me on that one.

“Where can I find Wayne Newton?” I asked.

“He’s a drifter, and only me and Ethel will know where his tent is located.” Orlene’s eyes grew, and her lips tucked in. She threw her hand over her mouth.

“The tent down in Tipping Ridge.” I recalled the tent from the night of the murder. “I saw that tent, but I wasn’t sure if it was a tourist or a drifter.” I used her word. “Have you talked to him?”

With her hand still over her mouth, she shook her head. She mumbled something that sounded a lot like her saying she’d already said too much.

“No worries. I’m sure Betts heard it all.” I shrugged and pushed off the counter. As I turned to leave, I said, “I bet she has all the details and the rest of our clues.”

“You Laundry Club Ladies aren’t the only ones who can snoop!” Orlene yelled after me. “Smelly Dog Sleuthers is on the case!”


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Smelly Dog Sleuthers.” I snickered at the name and hurried back across the street to run into Deters’s Feed-N-Seed.

Okay, so the Laundry Club Ladies wasn’t the best name, either, but we didn’t name ourselves. The town folks did. It certainly wasn’t because we snooped around crimes and tried to figure them out.

The name was given because we met up at the Laundry Club to chat. The moniker was convenient and it stuck.

Still, it wasn’t something I wanted to hear this morning. I wasn’t worried about the dog groomers joking around and trying to come up with reasons for someone to kill Neil, but I saw that one of the papers was a map. Clearly, I knew maps, since the National Park Committee gave them out like pieces of candy. That Orlene and Ethel had a map only told me they were trying to find a way to get down to talk to Wayne Newton, which was tricky for the best of hikers and climbers.

“Hi, Alvin.” I put the idea of the Smelly Dog Sleuthers in the back of my head and decided to move on with my day. After I saw him in the store, I asked him, “How’s it going?”

“I was wondering when you were going to come in here and get these.” Alvin had a big cowboy hat pulled way down over his brows.

The big ole hat was so low I had no idea how he could see past it. He grabbed a salt block from the wood pallet and stacked it up on the display.

“You wouldn’t believe how many people have come in here looking for these kits.” He stacked the last few as I made my way across the store. Then he stopped and brushed his hands off. “Ain’t your party soon?”

“Yes. I hope you can come.” I looked around at all the farming equipment and tools. “We got us a big celebrity at Happy Trails.”

I eyeballed his blue jeans, plaid shirt, cowboy boots, and big silver belt buckle. That ensemble was going to give Colt Lincoln a run for his money.

“Colt Lincoln,” I said as Alvin used his finger to push up the front of the cowboy hat just enough for me to see his interest.

“Colt Lincoln, huh. The guy from the television show?” he asked with curiosity. “What’s he want? Is he here to hunt down Neil’s killer?”

“Good thought, but no.” I wondered, though, if I could run some things by him about the murder and get his expert opinion. “He and Dottie met on a dating website.”

“Dottie? What on earth happened to Henry?” He gestured for me to follow him to the customer service counter, where he had already packaged up the items I needed for the s’mores that I’d bought in bulk for him.

“I think it was over before it started.” That actually felt hurtful to say because I’d witnessed a little bit of chemistry between Dottie and Henry when Hank and I had taken dance lessons with them.

They were a natural too.

“Maybe the chemistry on the dance floor didn’t carry over off the dance floor.” Alvin had a really nice way of putting it. “Let me help you to your car. There’s a lot of boxes.”

“Are you sure?” I was grateful for the help but didn’t want to take advantage.

“Of course I am. Besides, it gives me a second to get some much-needed fresh air. We can chat about the kayak schedule too.” Alvin stacked some boxes on top of the counter.

I couldn’t help but notice the turnstile brochure holder sitting next to the register with several brochures and maps.

“You didn’t by chance sell one of these maps to Orlene or Ethel, did you?” I asked, twirling the holder to one of the maps.

“Orlene came in this morning and got one.” He reached across the counter and swirled the holder to show me. “Said something about UFOs.” He shook his head and went back to stacking the boxes.

“UFOs, huh?” I asked.

“Yeah. You know. People always saying they’ve seen UFOs in the forest sky. Really, they are probably seeing shooting stars, meteors, that kind of thing.” Underneath his cowboy hat, his eyes darted around the store as if he were looking around to make sure no one heard him whisper, “I’m sure they see a lot of things when they smoke those funny cigarettes.” He winked. “If you know what I mean.”

Oh. I knew what he meant. It was an ongoing battle around here with the illegal drugs.

We each took a stack of boxes. Both of us dropped the UFO subject.

Alvin was a very skilled outdoorsman and even won several kayaking competitions in his younger days. When I took over the sporting activities at the bottom of Red Fox Trail at the campground that led to the babbling brook, it was a no-brainer for me to ask Alvin if he’d like to partner with the campground and offer a kayaking experience open to any tourist, not just the campers.

It was wildly popular, and we’d grown to offer lessons, canoeing, floating, whitewater rafting, and archery. The kayaking experience was another great incentive for campers to book a stay at Happy Trails Campground. I was more than happy to offer it.

Alvin and I discussed when we’d get together to head down to the brook to check on the equipment, clean up from the winter months —we’d yet to do that—and get all the activities up and ready to go before the start of the new season, which was only a couple of weeks away.

“I’ll definitely be at S’mores and Snores now.” Alvin put the last of the boxes in the trunk of my little car before he slammed it shut. “I’m going to get Colt’s autograph before Dottie runs him out of town.”

“Can you imagine Dottie dating a celebrity?” I asked with a laugh, just imagining the tabloid coverage she’d get.

“Can you imagine this town when people find out?” Alvin asked something I’d not given thought to, but I knew right now wasn’t the time to have Normal in the spotlight, since Neil’s murderer was still on the loose.

“Thanks for your help. I’ve got to go grab some pot pies.” I saw him back to his shop and proceeded to maneuver my way around all the tourists meandering along the sidewalk to the Normal Diner.

The diner was like most typical small diners that’d been around for a long time. It was your standard greasy spoon with homecooked meals and was a diamond in the rough, our little secret that wasn’t really a secret. Once a tourist ate there, they ended up telling people about it when they got home, and word of mouth was the best advertisement for the Randal family.

The L-shaped diner had a row of stools against a counter to the left and a few booths along the right side in front of a wall of windows.

Every chair and booth had sparkly, fake leather vinyl that’d seen better days, but I chalked it up to adding character to the place. The diner was a hole-in-the-wall that was a treasure to find.

Ron Randal waved at me from down the counter as I approached the register to get my to-go pot pies from the employee.

“Did you hear the news?” he asked.

“Colt Lincoln,” I said.

“Colt Lincoln? The bounty hunter cowboy?” He definitely wasn’t talking about the news I thought he was talking about. “What about him?”

“Nothing.” I mouthed, “Thank you,” to the server who set my brown to-go bag on the counter in front of me. “What news are you talking about?”

“Ellis wants to move out of the camper and get a house.” Ron, Ellis’s father-in-law, didn’t sound so happy about it.

“You don’t want to live in the comforts of a nice big, warm house?” I asked, even though I’d heard the complete opposite. “I heard you wanted to move to the neighborhood,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.

“Don’t get him started.” Ty walked behind me, holding a tray of food that he would drop off at one of the tables. “He’s mad because we will have a fenced-in yard, a place for the boys to play, even though we really only have one young enough to enjoy a neighborhood.”

“There’s no greater place to grow up and learn than the middle of the forest. That was what we did with you,” Ron retorted.

“That was why I ran off to California. To experience life.” Ty put the plates in front of the guests and still argued with his father. “Let me know if you need anything else,” I heard him tell the customers.

I patted Ron on the back and frowned.

“Don’t feel sorry for him.” Ty came up to us with the tray under his arm. “He will have his own bachelor pad. Instead of a mother-in-law suite, he will have a father-in-law suite.”

“It sounds like you two have some things to work out while I go and eat my pot pies.” I grabbed the top of the bag and picked it up off the counter. “I don’t envy you,” I whispered to Ron and winked at Ty, knowing Ty wanted me to be on his side.

Oh, I was. No doubt that life would become much less stressful without Ellis at the campground, standing in front of me every single time I turned around.

Maybe it was something I could fuel while we were trying on the bridesmaid dresses. That would really make Hank’s mama happy. She detested that we lived in the campground. At least I made a good argument that I owned the place, and it was a bonus for campers to know the management and owner were on-site.

But not for her precious daughter Ellis. She was too good to live in an RV.

“Say, Mae.” Ty stopped me shy of the door. “Please don’t say anything to Ellis about UFOs and all that stuff.”

“UFO?” Was I not privy to something that everyone around me knew about?

“Ellis mentioned something when I was half-awake this morning about her helping out with Neil Lipman’s death,” he said. I simply stared at him. “The Laundry Club Ladies,” he confirmed.

“Yeah. I know the Laundry Club Ladies, but Ellis?” I tried not to sound deeply unnerved.

“I’m guessing you didn’t ask her to join in.” His lips turned up in a soft smile. “She just wants to fit in. She’s never had any good friends and—”

“Stop right there.” I put my free hand up. “Ty Randal, you got a first-class seat to how she and her best friend, Natalie, tried to take me down when I first moved here and well up into the next year after I decided to stay.”

There was no need to remind Ty. We had a little fling once, and he heard me complain all about her after we’d decided he and I were much better off as friends.

“I know, but can’t you just let go of the past and be nice?” His big eyes stared into my soul. The place that made me feel kind of bad.

“No UFOs?” I asked. “Because there is going to be talk of UFOs.”

I shrugged, not promising anything but certain I was going to mention UFOs somehow at the dress fitting.

“Pot pies on me.” He smiled. It was so good to see he still wore his hair in the shaggy blond curls that peeked out from underneath the bill of his turned-around baseball cap.

There was a moment when everyone wondered if Ellis would try to change his appearance.

“No, no.” I shook my head and headed toward the cash register.

“Don’t let her pay!” Ty called to Shannon Mitchell, his main server. She lifted her chin and smiled before she went back to the customer she was cashing out.

“Thank you but not necessary,” I called out and started to walk past Shannon. Then I overheard her talking to the woman.

“I’m so sorry to hear about Neil,” Shannon said in an empathetic tone, which didn’t sound like something anyone would use when speaking to someone who simply knew Neil. The emotion in her voice made me do a double take at the customer.

“Excuse me,” I interrupted. Really, it was none of my business, at least to them, but it made perfect sense to me. “Are you Kimberly Lipman?”

“Yes.” The woman nodded. The red rings around her eyes were a big contrast against the dark circles under them.

“I’m so sorry to hear about Neil too. I know you are on your way out.” I reached into my bag and took some cash out. “Please, let me get your bill.” I handed the money to Shannon. “Actually, I was the one who called Tucker Pyle about Neil.”

“You were the one at Star Gazers?” she asked. Her body language changed. “Are you Claire?”

“No, ma’am.” I felt honesty was the best policy when I needed to get some answers, especially when it came to a member of a murder victim’s family. “But I am helping authorities with your husband’s death.”

“Murder,” she corrected, grabbing the paper bag on the counter. “He was murdered. Taken from me.”

“Kimberly, Mae is really good at this. You might want to hear what she has to say,” Shannon said over us.

Kimberly looked at Shannon. Shannon nodded, then Kimberly turned back to me.

“There’s a booth right there.” I pointed at the one close to the door. “My questions will only take a second. And if you don’t answer them now, I’ll be coming by your home.”

We made our way over to the booth.

“I only came out to get some good greasy fried cornbread. I’m so tired of all the casseroles,” she joked and sat down across from me. “I’m grateful. All the ladies from church and the women’s club have been great.” She leaned over the table. “Greasy food gives me some comfort.”

“Donuts do that for me.” I felt an instant connection with her in that regard. “Thank you for answering some questions we have.”

There was no chance I would tell her that we were the Laundry Club Ladies.

“Anything to help find my husband’s killer.” She picked at the edges of her nail polish until she had pieces scraped off.

“What can you tell me about Ace Price?” I watched her uncomfortably squirm in her seat.

“He and Neil were high school friends. He’s always been jealous of Neil. Even made a pass or two at me.” Her eyes held a determined look. “Are you saying he killed Neil?”

“I’m not saying he did or didn’t, but we were wondering why he would withdraw his solar farm proposal from receiving a grant that we believe would’ve made room for Zip Line Adventures.”

“You know about that?” Her lips pressed together. Then the floodgates opened. “Ace was a pain in Neil’s you-know-what.” She looked around to see if anyone was watching before she scooted to the edge of her seat. “He always wanted to go into business with Neil. A few years ago, over a campfire while drinking. I don’t mean light drinking.”

She waved her hands like she was waving away what she’d just said.

“Anyways, Neil, Ace, and Jay sat there all night coming up with all sorts of ideas for businesses. Jay came up with Zip Line Adventures and it was a concept. There’s so much that goes into something as big as a zip line. Plus a lot of land.” Her lips dipped. “Ace Price’s family owns a small piece of land in the canyon off Dansberry Peak Trail.”

“Where the zip line crosses over? Near the Star Gazers?” I wanted to make sure I had a clear idea of the land she was referring to.

“Yes. So when Neil asked to join them as a third partner, he offered the land because without the land, there would have to be an easement, which didn’t come with a lot of tax exemptions, since it was in the National Forest. Neil was fine with it. It was Jay who said no. He didn’t trust Ace.” She stopped picking her nails and began to drum her fingers on top of the table. “That was why things turned ugly. Ace told them they’d never get an easement or the funding or grants they’d discussed the night around the campfire.”

“They knew about the grants because they were made public.” I didn’t have to understand the particulars, but I offered what I knew. “How did Zip Line Adventures get the easement?”

“The solar farm…” Her voice trailed off, and she looked up underneath her brows at me.

It was one of those not really illegal types of deals she was preparing to tell me about as much as a morality issue.

“Neil made an agreement that if the Prices gave us the easement and the funding for Zip Line Adventures, we would fight against the university extension office.” And here was where Harry came in and made me stick him at the top of the suspect list, even though I’d yet to confirm with the Laundry Club Ladies.

“Is that all?” she asked and sat back.

“One more question. We have an eyewitness the night of, um”—I didn’t want to say

“the murder,” so I danced around it—“and you were seen arguing with Ace while you waited for Neil to show up.”

“That,” she said flatly with an exaggerated eye roll. “It was time to send in recommendations for recipients for next year’s grants and funding. When Zip Line Adventures got up and running and using the grant monies as well as the easement in place, he wanted me to get Neil to the National Park Building to fill out the form. I told him Neil wouldn’t miss the deadline, which was a few months off. We had time. I told him that he’d get his day. Let Neil have his.”

She reached for the to-go bag and then stood up.

“I guess Ace didn’t do it if he was with everyone at the third and final platform.” She was staring off.

“We have no idea how your husband was stabbed. I mean especially since his helmet didn’t show anyone on the zip line. He dropped off the platform, talking and telling his adventure and in the middle of the line was when he was murdered.” That had to be hard for her to hear, but she needed to know the truth if she didn’t.

Her eyes snapped to life, and she shoved her gaze at me. “Unless.”

She jerked around and hurried to the door of the diner, leaving me hanging.

“Unless what?” I called out. I stepped outside the Normal Diner and watched Kimberly disappear among tourists wandering along the sidewalk. She got lost in the sea of backpacks and other gear they appeared to have for their camping adventures.

I glanced around at the heart of Normal, taking in the shops deep in the mountains, surrounded by towering peaks and the lush greenery spring in the forest had to offer.

The trees held so many secrets. So many unsolved mysteries and crimes and so many places to hide bodies, among other things. Right now, I felt like Neil’s murder wasn’t as complicated as we thought, and for a moment, it looked like Kimberly had an idea about how her husband got murdered.


CHAPTER NINE


The sheriff’s department was in the town’s business district. Now that the Cookie Crumble was in the loft of the Tough Nickel Thrift Shop downtown, there were no real businesses for tourists there unless they wanted to go to the Normal Public Library.

Or they might want to turn to Normal’s tallest building, the courthouse where the department was located, but now that the Cookie Crumble had moved, there was plenty of parking, and finding a space was easy. I pulled right up to the front door of the department, where Agnes Sharp sat behind a glass window.

“Knock, knock,” I said and lifted the sack in the air. Agnes had her head down working on something.

She was the cutest little thing with her saggy jowls and soft grey hair. The sweet exterior didn’t betray the bulldog attitude inside of her, though. Agnes was a force in her own right, and I loved that she molded Hank into the man he was today.

Too bad Ellis didn’t get a dose of Agnes. She’d have turned out a whole lot different if she had.

Agnes hit the button to buzz me back into the guts of the department, where she had a Diet Coke waiting on my desk.

“Thank you.” I sat the bag on her desk and opened it to take out our lunch. “How’s it going around here today?”

“I told you Al was beside himself to take orders from Tucker. You know he’s hardheaded and thinks he’s better than the rangers.” She popped the lid off the container of food and ripped open the plastic around the spork so she could dive right into the warm pot pie. “When Tucker came in here and told him he stopped by the laundromat, Al nearly had a heart attack.”

I pierced the top of the pot pie’s brown crust. The steam rolled up from the break as the inside oozed out, large chunks of vegetables and pieces of chicken rising to the open surface. The buttery, flaky aroma made me all warm and comforted inside, and I temporarily forgot about Tucker and Al.

“Did you hear me?” Agnes didn’t let that feeling linger in me long. “I said, did you find anything out yet?”

“Nothing solid.” I forked a large piece of chicken. “I talked to Kimberly Lipman right before I got here. She gave me some good reasons for Ace Price to be a suspect, but that didn’t make sense because Hank saw him arguing with her at the zip line while Neil was being murdered.”

“Murdered by what is the big question.” Agnes toyed with her pot pie before she took a bite.

“I want to see the autopsy report if Colonel sent one over. I want to go talk to Jay, Neil’s business partner and Kimberly, Neil’s wife. See if anyone had any arguments or disagreements other than Claire.”

Agnes handed me a file. “What?” She saw the shocked look on my face. “Hey, Tucker said to give it to you.”

It was nice not having to sneak around to get some solid information. In the past, I had to be sneaky when I came to visit Agnes for information about a crime I clearly didn’t have any business nosing into.

“What about Neil’s helmet camera? Do you have a copy of that?” I asked.

“Tucker didn’t give me one,” she said.

“Where is Al?” I looked around.

“He’s off trying to see if anyone has heard about this UFO sighting.” She pulled another file with a report from the stack of folders on her desk.

“UFO?” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve heard that so many times today.”

“It ain’t unusual this time of the year. We usually get a couple, but every so many years, we suddenly get a ton of calls.” She flipped the file open. “We had at least fifteen calls come through the night of Neil’s murder. Three were reported in Tipping Ridge.”

I glanced over the file as I continued to eat the pot pie.

“Can I get a copy of this one?” I asked.

“Now you know I can’t do that,” she said, wiped the napkin across her mouth, and got up. “I need to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

I smiled and eagerly took the time to snap some photos of the file about the UFO sightings while she was gone. It was a little game she and I played. She couldn’t dare give me anything about the file, but what I did when she wasn’t around was a different story.

It was not a big secret. Al Hemmer knew it was how I got information without Agnes technically giving it to me, though he never really arrested me for it. If I had to believe one thing, I’d say Al was kind of grateful for the tips the Laundry Club Ladies and I came up with because we always made it easier for him to look like the hero.

We didn’t care about looking like we solved them. We only wanted what was best for the community and that meant safety.

“What’s going on with S’mores and Snores?” Agnes asked on her way out of the bathroom.

“It’s part of the list of good deeds Lester left behind.” This was something Betts had found in a journal Lester had kept. It contained a list of good deeds he’d intended to carry out while he was living and things he’d regretted not carrying out while he was here. “The S’mores and Snores was already on the calendar for this year. We just added part of the scavenger hunt to it as a fraction of the whole donation for the local school’s education foundation.”

My phone’s alarm sounded.

“What’s that?” Agnes asked and looked at my phone.

“It’s the doom bell.” I eased up from the chair. “Time to meet at the Milkery for the dress fitting.”

“Oh.” The wrinkles around Agnes’s lips deepened. “That’s exciting.”

“As exciting as getting a hemorrhoid.” I groaned underneath my breath. “I wish I was more excited about this big shindig.”

“You and Hank need to remember this is your wedding. Not my daughter’s, not your mother’s.” Agnes was so wise.

“Why couldn’t you be his mother?” I pleaded out loud. “I don’t even like the dresses picked out.” I gave her a hug and she took my hand.

“I’m sorry.” She patted my hand and held it underneath her matured, wrinkled hand, which had a few age spots. “Your happiness is all that matters. You remember that when you’re feeling like you’re spiraling out of control.”

“I know. Really, Hank does want the big wedding. That’s why I’ve been so agreeable. It’s the long-haul marriage to him that keeps me going.” My head tilted as I looked at her. “Why don’t you come?”

“I can’t leave here. There’s no one to take dispatch.” She glanced at the phone. “Though it’s been quiet, and I could forward them to my phone.”

“It sounds like a plan.” I leaned back into her. “I need you there to be on my side.”

“Let me get my bag.” She jumped around and headed down the small hallway to the holding cell and interrogation room that doubled as an employee kitchen to get her purse.

I took a minute to thumb through the Neil Lipman file Tucker had left for me. The initial autopsy report was there, as were some witness statements, but vital items were left out. Things like motive and suspects, though I didn’t expect Tucker to give me all the good details. He knew he was giving me just enough information to make me curious. Think outside the box. That was hard for the educated and skilled professionally trained law enforcement to do. They always looked at the concrete hard facts, not the what-if-this-happened theories I saw.

Regardless, this was a good starting place for the Laundry Club Ladies and me.

“Harry Waller?” I saw the name with a big question mark next to it. “As in the university professor?” I asked about him on our way out the door to the parking lot, where I helped her into the car.

“Al said he was a little shifty.” Agnes took the seat belt from me when I handed it to her before I shut the door and joined her inside the car. “I told him shifty didn’t mean they killed someone.”

“Right, but…” I put the key in the ignition.

“But what?” Agnes folded her hands on top of the pocketbook resting in her lap.

“Nothing.” I started the car engine. “We need to forget about Neil Lipman for the next couple of hours and enjoy the experience Mary Elizabeth has waiting at the Milkery. You know, I was thinking maybe Hank and I should have a small wedding at Happy Trails.”

“I think that’s a great idea.” She rubbed her hands together before putting them back in her lap. “You can use the family china.”

I knew giving her a little bit of information about my thoughts on the wedding would take her mind off the murder. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell Agnes the theory coming together in my head about who killed Neil, but I had to mull over what I was thinking and possibly run it by the Laundry Club Ladies. As a member of the National Park Committee, I would hear rumblings about the yearly grants and funds.

I was never on the committee to approve who got what monies. I was the one who checked out possible new trails and attended the inspections of new attractions.

As much as I tried to sort out what I’d overheard, since I wasn’t listening too closely, I did recall the university funding mentioned.

If Zip Line Adventures and the Star Gazer attractions got funding, it must have been pulled from somewhere. Kimberly also mentioned that about the university funding.

Was Harry Waller a suspect? No funding could mean no job.

He’d never hurt his star pupil, Claire Patton. After all, they could possibly do events together that would benefit the university and Claire’s bottom dollar.

Now the zip line was a whole different issue. That wasn’t benefiting the astronomy department at the university. The zip line not only disrupted the land but hindered the views from the Star Gazer attraction.

Did it also hinder views from the university extension office Harry worked in?

These were a lot of unanswered questions that could point at Harry as Neil’s killer. The key word was “could,” which was why it was best not to tell Agnes.

A lot of snooping around needed to be done, so the quicker I got these bridesmaids’ dresses all fitted, the quicker I could get answers to my questions.


CHAPTER TEN


There was one thing Mary Elizabeth knew how to do and do well—weddings and all the events that went along with them. What she didn’t know how to do well was settle tension between a very headstrong Dottie Swaggert and a very loving Betts Hager.

Agnes and I had barely made it to the back of the Milkery bed and breakfast before we heard the two of them in a heated discussion about Lester.

“I guess I don’t know why you’d take on the burdens of his sins.” Dottie gave her crossed arms a slight lift and let them fall in a gesture of frustration.

“I was the one who was married to him and didn’t pay enough attention to what was going on.” Betts threw her hands up in the air. “I’m the one left on this earth to be judged in all the eyes of those he did wrong, not him.”

They were so loud it was hard to even take in the beautifully decorated garden. There, Mary Elizabeth had set lush florals and string lights, and lit candles were in the chandeliers that dangled down from the low branches of the trees. Several freestanding champagne buckets were positioned strategically underneath the covered area.

Strategically because Mary Elizabeth made sure there was one in the designated sitting area, in the dress fitting area, and by the snack table.

A few months ago, Mary Elizabeth had put a small carport-type structure behind the bed and breakfast. It’d made a great outdoor space for entertaining and guests who stayed at the Milkery.

Today, it was transformed into a gorgeous bridesmaid fitting. Everyone’s dresses were hung on the clothing rack for them to try on. Abby was standing on a platform in front of a big mirror. The glow from the candles that burned in the chandelier hanging from the covered structure was a perfect spotlight and even made an amazing backdrop for perfect photos.

“Smile,” Waldo Willy told Abby as he bent down to take the candid snapshots Mary Elizabeth had hired him to do.

I loved the natural light but was not really fond of the dresses they’d picked out. It was one of those things I really didn’t care or at least didn’t think I cared about.

Over the New Year’s Eve celebration, I’d gone to Holiday Junction to visit Violet Rhinehammer. She used to live here and had Waldo Willy’s job before he did. Anyways, it was after Ellis’s big news that she and Ty Randal had gotten married.

To smooth things over with her mama, she offered to help the bridesmaids pick out dresses that Mary Elizabeth insisted we order from a woman back in Perrysburg, my hometown, while I was away on vacation.

They were the ugliest things I’d ever seen in my life, especially for a fall wedding, but I never said a word after the Laundry Club Ladies showed them to me. None of them said anything, so I guessed they liked them enough to order them.

Abby’s big bright smile still didn’t make the dress look any better. But I offered a grin back.

“Beautiful,” I lied and watched the seamstress, who seemed focused and precise in her actions, make sure that every detail was perfect.

She ran her hand down the outside of the dress along Abby’s hips before she took the pin out of her mouth and tucked it into a piece of fabric. She had a pincushion wristlet and used several more pins to complete the fit she was going for because she tapped Abby and gestured for her to go take the dress off.

“Ask Mae,” Betts said, trying to corral me into her conversation with Dottie. “She took on her dead husband’s sins.”

Mary Elizabeth had joined us, giving us a flute of the champagne.

“Must we talk about this today?” Mary Elizabeth ran her fingers along the pearl necklace fastened around her neck.

It was a gesture she made when she was nervous in social situations.

“We are just discussing something. Right, May-bell-ine?” Dottie jerked up and looked at me.

My jaw clenched, my brows rose, and my eyes glared. It should’ve been enough of a sign for Dottie to hush up, but she kept right on.

“All I’m sayin’ is as a man of the cloth, Lester made an oath. He didn’t just do bad things to good people. He led the flock.” Dottie took her finger and pointed it at everyone at the gathering. “I love doing good things and good deeds, but why does it have to be in Lester’s name?”

“Don’t participate, then.” Betts hurried away from Dottie and gave me a defeated look when she passed by me and headed inside the bed and breakfast. “I’m going to see if they need a hand in the kitchen.”

With a sympathetic smile, I laid my hand on her as she strode by. Mary Elizabeth followed behind Betts in what appeared to be an attempt to console her.

“Why would you do that?” I walked over to Dottie, who was now puffing away on her cigarette.

“I know churches split when their preacher goes to start another church, or they divide when the elders don’t agree the pastor is going the way of the church, but I’m having a hard time helping Betts complete Lester’s list of good deeds.” She pulled her ankle to rest on the opposite thigh, shaking the foot like she was trying to get something off it. “Betts is a good person too.”

“It is her life,” I said, leaning my forearms on the top of my legs so I could lean in a little to Dottie. I wanted to be a little more private after I noticed Ellis and Mrs. Sharp had come around the corner.

The last thing I needed was Hank’s mama having an opinion on the church. I wasn’t sure what her stance on Lester had been, but I did know she had a lot of opinions.

“I know. That’s the problem. Ryan brought her to the campground today to drop off some items for the S’mores and Snores. I overheard them arguing. He said something about how long it would take her to mark these things off, and she told him as long as it took.” Dottie had witnessed something that stung her to her core, and it was becoming abundantly clear why she felt like she did.

“I think maybe you don’t like seeing her change her life or maybe miss out on something.” It was just my observation. “She might like having something to fill her days.”

“Ryan left. He stormed off and Betts was crying.” Dottie took a long drag off the cigarette. “She’s missing the boat on that one if she don’t make time to live her life and let the dead be dead. Taking their sins with them.”

“I think you need to give her time. When I moved here, I was grieving, but I didn’t have good friends like you guys. I had to deal with it on my own. Betts is pretty private, and this is no different. Let it keep her busy and let her work it out in her head.” I sat up straight when out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ellis and her mama walking over. “We are here to support her in whatever she needs. If that means throwing a party to help her raise funds for something in that darn book, we are doing it.”

“Keeping her busy, huh?” Dottie stared at me.

I nodded.

”Well, it’s keeping her busier than a cat burying poop on a marble floor while what could be a good man waltzes right out of her life.” In her own way Dottie was trying to say Betts was so busy doing Lester’s list that she was letting a good man go.

I laughed and patted her on the leg before I stood up.

“Go on in there and have a private conversation with Betts. Because today is my day,” I proclaimed and planted a big fake smile on my face. “Welcome,” I said to Ellis and Mrs. Sharp.

“Dottie.” Ellis hurried past me and squatted next to Dottie. She swatted away the stream of cigarette smoke I was sure Dottie had blown at her. “Do you think I could have a few minutes of Colt’s precious time?” She laid her hand on her chest. “I’ve got a proposal for him. I could be a spokesperson for his show. Or I could help him with it. After all, I am an honorary Laundry Club Lady, right?”

“Honorary?” Dottie snorted.

“Dottie, there’s more to me than this pretty face.” Who in the world was Ellis trying to kid?

Now she was pretty, and I was sure she had some sort of skill that I’d not seen yet. I was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt and watch her closely at Happy Trails. Surely to goodness her talent or whatever it was she felt could contribute to even be a Laundry Club Lady would show itself.

The fact was that she could be a member if she was just nice. Not so conceited. That was Ellis’s downfall.

“Don’t forget to talk to Colt,” Ellis told Dottie, and Dottie didn’t like to be told.

“I’ll let him know.” Dottie bent over and smashed the cigarette out on the floor before she stood up. “If you’ll excuse me, my water has dropped.”

“Oh.” Ellis joined her mama and me with a disappointed look on her face. “She has no couth.”

“I don’t know what someone like Colt would see in her anyways.” Mrs. Sharp apparently didn’t care how her words sounded to other people as long as what she said made Ellis feel good.

“Thank you for coming. You can be next to try on your dress.” I looked around for Agnes as we made our way over to the seamstress. “Your mama is here.”

“Granny?” Ellis squealed. “I have to go find her. I want to see if she’ll give me the family china early. I mean, I’m sure you and Hank don’t want it even though she’s said she’s giving it to him.”

What was it with this family china?

“Ellis is moving into a house, and it is the family china.” Mrs. Sharp gave no regard to who Agnes wanted to receive the china.

“She’s not going to use it.” Ellis lifted her chin, scanning the garden. “Where is everyone? Isn’t this a party?”

Ellis excused herself to go find Agnes.

“Mae, dear. Please tell Hank you want Ellis to have the china. She will take care of it, and I’d hate to see it go in the storage unit at the trailer park.” Her words made me grind my teeth.

Not that I wanted the dishes. Hank might. I wouldn’t agree right here when I needed to talk to Hank or at least they could talk to Hank. More importantly, I needed to talk to Agnes.

“It’s a campground.” I swallowed the rest of the words I really wanted to say.

“Trailer park, campground.” She fluttered her hand in the air. “Not a place for a family heirloom like china.” She shot me a dull smile.

“I’m not even dead yet!” Agnes’s words were heard before she’d hit the screen door of the bed and breakfast, carrying a tray of snacks Mary Elizabeth had prepared. “Besides, I think Hank and Mae are going to use it for the wedding reception.”

“Wedding reception.” Mrs. Sharp scoffed and took the time to look at each bridesmaid dress hanging from the rod. “I’m sure the country club has plenty of dishes for the event.”

“Haven’t ya heard?” Dottie had joined us and was bursting at the seams to say it. “May-bell-ine and Hanky Panky are thinkin’ about gettin’ hitched at Happy Trails.”

“Oh dear.” Mrs. Sharp put the back of her hand up to her forehead like she was about to faint. She tumbled backward, and the top of her head hit the chandelier, causing it to fall to the floor.

“The candle!” Queenie French grapevined her way over to the chaotic scene, but it was too late.

One of the bridesmaid dresses caught on fire, engulfing all the others in flames. We all stood there in shock as the intensity of the fire grew while the dresses burned fiercely, creating a large plume of smoke.

“Don’t just stand here!” Dottie took over, grabbed the closet champagne bucket, and tossed the contents on the fire.

The crackling of the fabric popped as the dresses disintegrated before our eyes.

A spray of water came out of nowhere, and I turned around to see where it was coming from. Dottie had the water hose from the spout off the bed and breakfast at full blast.

She swiveled her body from side to side, sending a little too much toward Mrs. Sharp if you asked me, putting out the fire before it spread.

The smell of burning fabric and smoke was strong and acrid.

To say the fire dulled the event was an understatement. Mrs. Sharp sobbed uncontrollably, muttering something under her breath about what on earth she’d done in her life to warrant the children she’d gotten and the lack of respect. Then she and Ellis abruptly left.

“Good riddance, and no, you’re not an honorary Laundry Club Lady,” Dottie called after them. She turned back around to face Abby, Betts, Queenie, Agnes, Dawn Gentry, Mary Elizabeth, and me. “My, y’all look like drowned rats. And those.” Dottie pointed at the pile of charred bridesmaid dresses. “They look better now.”

We all looked at one another and burst out laughing.

“They were outdated,” I snorted.

“Poor-quality fabric or construction if they just went up in flames,” Abby whispered, trying to be nice.

“They were unflattering.” Betts found her voice. “And uncomfortable.”

“And the colors are ugly,” Mary Elizabeth added.

“Overly ornate and busy with unnecessary embellishments.” Dawn pointed out the puffy sleeves and sequins along the front.

“Just call it like we saw them.” Dottie stomped. “Ugly.”

“Why on earth did you pick them out?” I glanced at each one of them for an explanation.

“Because Ellis said you’d love them. She was in charge, since you were off visiting Violet. We only wanted to do what you wanted, so we kept our mouths shut this whole time.” Abby shrugged with a wry smile.

“This calls for a celebration!” Agnes turned the mood around. “Now you can have the wedding you and Hank want.”

“It should’ve always been about you and Hank. Let’s go inside and get changed.” Mary Elizabeth looked at Dawn. “Can you grab some dry clothes out of the lost and found?”

The bed and breakfast always had a lot of clothes that guests left behind. Those clothes remained unclaimed even after Mary Elizabeth had called and emailed the guests. She did everything but drive to the guests’ residences and drop off the clothes.

“What does your wedding look like?” Agnes asked once we were all changed and sitting around the large farm table inside the working kitchen. Each of us had a large cup of coffee in our hands.

“Simple. Fifi and Chester there. All of you.” I glanced around the table at them. They were all smiling. “The sunset going down over the mountains and glistening off the lake.”

“Happy Trails?” Dottie asked and cut herself a piece of the coffee cake Mary Elizabeth had taken out of the refrigerator. She kept that cake just in case people dropped in.

If there was a time we needed the coffee cake, it was now.

“Yeah.” I smiled, knowing Hank and I had talked about a very small and intimate wedding with just our friends. “It was where we first met and fell in love.”

“That settles it.” Mary Elizabeth looked a lot less stressed. “Now, what will you gals wear?”

The bridesmaids all looked around at one another before their eyes all settled on me.

“Whatever you want that’s going to be comfortable so you can eat and dance to Blue Ethel and the Adolescent Farm Boys all night long.” That made them all hoot and holler. “Speaking of Ethel Biddle, did y’all know she and Orlene are snooping around Neil Lipman’s murder?”

“Mmm.” Abby nodded with a mouthful of cake. “They came in the library asking if we kept zoning permits in there, calling themselves the Smelly Dog Sleuthers.”

“I dropped Fifi off there this morning.” That reminded me to look at my phone in case I’d missed Ethel’s call to pick Fifi up during all the fire hullabaloo. “They mentioned UFOs and Wayne Newton.”

“Lordy be.” Dottie’s stare flattened, as did her voice. “He’s one of the UFO zealots. The man never wanted to live in a house because he claimed the aliens were gonna rip the roofs off our houses and suck us up.”

“I remember that. Lester said he tried to talk to him on several occasions.” Betts ran her fingers along the rim of her coffee cup. “Before we go any further, I just want to tell you that I’ve almost gotten Lester’s list completed. The education foundation is the last big thing on there.”

“I want to apologize to you publicly.” Dottie must’ve taken my earlier advice to go in and talk to Betts. “I know the heart loves what it loves, and I’ve never been in your situation. Widowed, yes, but not to a fallen preacher.”

I closed my eyes and hoped Dottie would find the right words.

“But I do know that we love you, and if that means we need to hurry up and get through the rest of the list so you can live a happy rest of your life and let us enjoy it with you, lay it out there. What do we need to do?” Dottie’s way was her way. Though not as elegant as it could be, it was still Dottie’s way and we loved her.

“Nothing. You helped me more than you know with Ryan today. He, too, was getting a little tired of us basing our dates around doing good deeds for Lester.” Betts seemed to have been completing the items on the list on her own, which I’d not known about.

“Now we can all focus on the last thing—S’mores and Snores—as well as getting Mae and Hank married. And solving Neil’s murder.” Betts’s rare but devilish smile crept up on her face. “The other day at Bible study, I heard Celena Rose mention that Delilah Pickering said Verla Jane was at the Bible thumpers that morning saying her husband Carl mentioned Wayne Newton said it was a UFO.”

“I’ve heard this before.” It was exactly what Orlene and Ethel had told me. “So, who is going to go down to the bottom of Tipping Ridge with me?”

“Don’t look at me.” Mary Elizabeth got up from the table to grab the coffee pot and pour refills for those who wanted more to drink.

“I would, but I’m covering for someone out on vacation,” Abby said.

“I have a busy cleaning schedule.” Betts also cleaned houses as a side hustle outside of the laundromat.

“You know I’m working at the campground.” Dottie wouldn’t be much help anyway. She didn’t even like hiking. “Besides, Colt is in town.”

All of a sudden, the spotlight was taken off the burned-up bridesmaid dresses, Neil’s murder, and me, leaving me with one person to hike down Tipping Ridge.

Myself.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


After we had all sat around enjoying the coffee cake—and, of course, some coffee, Agnes had hitched a ride back to town with Betts. We had some good laughs about the dresses, and Mary Elizabeth had to calm the seamstress down with an afternoon cocktail.

I begged the ladies to let me pay them back for the dresses they’d never wear, since they’d already prepaid, but they insisted the entire scene was worth seeing.

The only thing I had to do tonight was make sure the boxes in the back of my truck were put in the recreational building where Henry had asked me to put them so he could get them set up for S’mores and Snores.

Ethel hadn’t called me about Fifi yet, so it was a perfect time to drive over to the National Park Building and snoop around about the park funds and grants. I also had to wrap my head around this UFO business.

It was so late in the afternoon that not too many tourists were milling around. It was busier in the morning hours before lunch, when people were trying to figure out what attractions or tours to do or if they even wanted to buy tickets.

Though I let my guests have first priority on the canoe and kayaking types of activities, I did allow the public to sign up online or, if they were here, through the National Park Building.

When I found Veronica Chestnut in the committee office, I was a little surprised.

“Mae, what are you doing here so late in the afternoon?” she asked and stopped typing on her computer.

“I didn’t expect to see you here either.” I sat down in the chair in front of her desk.

“I’m always here until at least five.” She smiled. “But you’re never here at this time.” Her chair squeaked when she leaned back and gave me her full attention.

“I was going to see if I could find out anything on the allocation of the funds and grants. Would you happen to know anything about them?” I asked her.

“Sure. I file those for this area of the park. Is that what you’re looking for?” she asked.

“I’m specifically looking for funding for the university extension program.” As soon as I said “the university,” she went back to typing on her computer. “Ah. Harry Waller,” she sighed.

“From your reaction, I’m guessing you’ve had to deal with him.” I smiled in response to her rolling her eyes.

“He’s a shifty one.” She swiveled her computer monitor around so I could see it. “I put in all the requests for funding, as you know since you…” Her jaw dropped. “You were assigned to the Star Gazers. Does this have to do with that zip-lining guy’s death?”

“I’m not sure. Harry Waller was at the Star Gazers event.” Something I said must’ve sparked Veronica to move the monitor back to her.

She typed, scanned, and typed again.

“I didn’t put two and two together until you mentioned Harry Waller and Star Gazers.” The printer next to her desk went off, and she snapped the piece of paper out of it when it finished.

She looked at it and then went back to her computer and pushed the print button again.

“Claire Patton has been writing the university funding letters and filling out the forms for years. This year, when one of the research grants for the university came up, I immediately recognized it wasn’t the same,” she said over the whirring sound of the printer.

“What do you mean the same?” I asked.

“The wording was off. It wasn’t good and didn’t really explain why the university should continue to receive the monies.” She put the printed piece of paper on the desk and used her finger to push it across for me to see. “The signature is Harry, not Claire.”

She took the other pages out of the printer and looked at them before she handed them to me.

“Those are the past five years of grant requests from the university extension. Claire Patton,” she stated. “Grants and funding are really based on the description and how well they’re able to convince the committees they’ll put the monies to good use.”

I scanned each document from the previous approved grants, and there it was—Claire’s signature at the bottom.

Underneath her signature was a list of people who would be working on the grant. I picked up this year’s proposal and noticed Claire’s name wasn’t on there at all. I reread the names and it wasn’t there.

“Claire Patton got the grant.” Veronica’s words were music to my ears. “I’m not sure if this will help you any.”

“It helps more than you know.” I gathered up the documents. “Do you mind if I keep these?”

“No. They are public documents. Any monies given to or by the National Parks for grants and funds are always made public. Is there anything else I can help with?” she asked.

“What do you know about UFOs?” I asked.

“Oh geez. Are you talking about Wayne Newton? Because if you are, that man is crazy.” She circled her finger around her ear. “In fact, he came in here today saying he saw a UFO. There’ve been no sightings of UFOs.”

“Who did he talk to about it?” I asked.

“Tucker Pyle is who’ve we pulled in because he’s on duty this month.” I was never so happy to hear her say Tucker’s name.

“Is he here now?” I asked.

“No. He left about two hours ago, but I can leave him a message for you,” she offered.

“Nah. I have his number. I can call him.” I was going to ask her about Wayne and if she knew anything else about him, but her office phone rang.

“Excuse me while I get that. I’m on phone duty today for the entire building.” She was so polite.

“No problem. I’ll get out of your hair. Thanks.” I was glad I didn’t have to explain to her why I wanted to know this information.

Sometimes it was just best to keep things close to the cuff so I could sort them out in my head before I could really explain it.

When I got back into the car, I took my phone out to see if Ethel had messaged me.

She did.

Then I sent a text message to the Laundry Club Lady thread asking when the ladies could meet to discuss some new information. After that, I put in a call to Tucker using my phone’s Bluetooth.

“I heard about the dresses,” Tucker said without saying hello. “I’m sorry about that.”

“How on earth did you hear that already?” I asked. Then I said, “Never mind. I don’t even want to know.”

Honesty, I didn’t even have to ask because his mama was Helen Pyle, who owned Cute-icles, the only hair salon in Normal. Tales there got twisted more than hair.

“I’m sure you do. So, did you hear anything about Neil?” There was no beating around the bush with Tucker.

He took over Hank’s job as a national park ranger. Hank was part-time and really loved it, but then he became the sheriff, so he had to step down as a ranger. He went back to being a ranger in a different area of Kentucky, and then he returned here to take Jerry Truman up on his offer for them to open a private investigation office.

They were busy too. He was always willing to help the ladies and me find information that we couldn’t get from our contacts. Hank had those contacts.

“I talked to Kimberly Lipman, and she told me about a gentleman’s agreement among Neil, Jay, and Ace. Nothing illegal but not what I’d say was on the morality scale.” I gave him a brief rundown. “When I told her the argument she and Ace were seen having while Neil was murdered pretty much took Ace off the suspect list, it made her pause. She said something and then ran off.”

“What did she say?” he asked.

“‘Unless…’” I muttered now wishing I’d run after her.

“Unless what?” he asked.

“‘Unless.’ She said ‘unless’ and then took off.” The momentary pause was needed for Tucker to digest the word. “She said ‘unless,’ and I couldn’t find her after that.”

“When did you talk to her?” he asked.

“A little before lunch today.” Why did he ask that? “Why?”

“I followed up with her a few hours ago. Now I’m wondering why she never mentioned talking to you.” I didn’t have anything to say to him, so I went ahead and moved on to the next suspect on my list.

“I know Al talked to Claire. I’m beginning to think she didn’t do it because over the last five years, Claire has written out all the grant proposals for the university extension office. Harry Waller—”

“Didn’t you say in passing that night when Al was taking statements that Harry and Claire disappeared after the lights of the zip line came on? Before Neil’s body was discovered?”

“Yes, and I clearly remember Harry using a stick to pick dirt out of the soles of his shoes.” A lot of us around here did that on a regular basis. “I know that seems pretty natural for us, but what if the killer did take Tipping Ridge Trail and the Dansberry Peak Trail, where the second platform was located? The mud on his shoes was from the trail.”

“That’s a great theory, but what about the video footage from Neil’s helmet?” He pointed out a great question and the possibility of me getting a copy of the footage.

“Just another mystery in this strange murder.” That reminded me to ask him about the footage. “Can you send me the footage of Neil’s helmet?”

“That’s evidence.” Was this his way of telling me no?

“And if you want me to help you, the helmet footage might have something I can pick up on that no expert could.” I wasn’t about to say that he couldn’t detect something. “There might be something I recognize that might’ve been missed.”

“Since there aren’t any signs of Neil’s death on there, I’ll send you a copy.” He made me smile.

“I don’t know. All I know is that Harry had a lot at stake too. Claire Patton and Neil Lipman’s Zip Line Adventures took Harry’s funding, not for all the university extension projects but the one Harry was the most passionate about.” I picked up the papers Veronica had printed off for me and laid on the passenger seat. “Astronomy. So I don’t know yet about the footage and how Harry managed to do it.”

“That’s what’s got everyone stumped. How did the killer do it?” Tucker asked the million-dollar question.

I would have to get an answer to that question before he went and arrested Harry on the evidence of muddy shoes.

“I’ll keep digging. I only wanted to tell you why Harry would have a motive.” Though I wasn’t satisfied with Tucker’s reaction to the outcome of my discovery, I did feel like I was a little further along in the investigation with still Harry and Claire at the top of my suspect list.

That meant I had to go see them, which would make my list of stops over the next couple of days longer.

As I pulled out of the parking lot of the National Park Building, my phone rang and it was Hank.

“Hey there. I have something to tell you,” I told Hank because I couldn’t wait to tell him about the fiasco at the Milkery.

“I heard. My mom called me. Then Ellis called me. Are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m good. Great, in fact, because I finally told your mom we were going to have our wedding at Happy Trails.” It was going to be perfect. Hank would love it.

Or so I thought.

“What? The campground? She didn’t mention that.” He didn’t sound as thrilled as I’d hoped. “Are you sure? The campground?”

“Yes. The place where we met and fell in love.” Just saying it sounded so romantic. “Isn’t it perfect?”

“Why don’t I stop by the Normal Diner and grab us some supper, and then we can talk about it.” That was not what I was expecting him to say.

“We can talk about it now. I’ve got a bit of a drive to get Fifi from Smelly Dog, so we can just discuss it now because I can tell you aren’t as excited about the location as I am.” It made perfect sense to me, and I could feel my heart starting to race, which told me something was wrong here.

“I’ll get Fifi. I’m about to pass it right now, and I’ll just bring home some supper.” He clearly wanted to look at me while we talked about it—or tell me his own ideas.

“What did your mother say?” I asked before agreeing to anything. “She is why you don’t want to do the campground, isn’t she? Your granny told me that we needed to do what we wanted to do. I want to marry you on our terms.”

“I know that. I understand that, so let’s talk when we get back home.” He wanted to be the reasonable one, the levelheaded one, but I wanted it solved now.

I was never good at being patient.


CHAPTER TWELVE


The sunset was so breathtaking I had to stop my car as soon as I pulled into the campground’s entrance. I watched as the deep oranges, reds, purples, pinks threaded in the sky while the sun dipped below the trees.

You’d think you would get used to seeing Mother Nature show off on a nightly basis, but I never did.

I sucked in a deep, satisfying breath as the last bit of the day’s light cast a warm glow on the surrounding landscape, illuminating the trees, mountains, and valleys.

Off in the distance, just shy of the tree line, I watched a doe and her white-speckled babies grazing and a red-tailed hawk soaring overhead.

“This is why I want my wedding here,” I told myself. I slowly drove up the long gravel drive, passing the office and the storage units on either side.

Instead of taking the long way around the lake to get to my camper van, I went straight home and parked the car.

Chester was probably about to burst, since Hank hadn’t made it home yet with Fifi, so I walked down to his fifth wheel and let the baby out.

“Hey, buddy!” My overexcited voice got his tail wiggling all around, and his low growl turned into a playful bark as I gave him a good scratch on his back.

He sped off into the dusk with his nose down to the ground, darting from here and there to take in all the new-to-him smells.

I heard the familiar sound of Hank’s truck coming before it was visible. I stood in the middle of the road, waving my arms over my head so he’d see me and know I’d let Chester out. That way, Hank would be on the lookout as he drove down to park.

“Fifi,” I giggled when I saw her new haircut. “Aren’t you the fanciest?”

Oh boy, did she know it. Hank had put her on the ground, and she looked like she wore a pair of high heels as she strutted over to me with her head held high.

Ethel had cut Fifi’s body hair short but left a big puffball at the end of her little tail, around all four knees, and on top of her head.

“Plum.” I bent down and patted my dog when I noticed the plum-colored polish Orlene had applied to Fifi’s nails. “Aren’t you all fancy for spring.”

Fifi jerked her head up. Her ears perked, and she took off running once she saw Chester hanging out with a group of campers on the other side of the lake.

“She’s not about to miss out on any treats.” Hank came over and wrapped his arms around me. “I’m sorry, baby. I know you’ve had a rough day, thanks to the dresses on top of my mom and sister.”

I could stay wrapped up in his arms forever. It was safe and home.

“It’s all fine. But you should’ve seen Dottie squirting the water hose to put it out.” I tried not to laugh as I told him how she’d intentionally drenched Ellis. “I know it was awful, but Ellis kept begging Dottie to not only agree she was an honorary member of the Laundry Club Ladies but get Dottie to introduce her to Colt.”

Hank had let go of me. He reached inside the truck and took out the to-go bag of food from the Normal Diner.

“I forgot to tell you Dottie has been talking to Colt Lincoln online.” I clicked my tongue to grab Chester and Fifi’s attention, so they’d leave the campers alone while they were trying to use their fancy portable grill.

“I saw him at Smelly Dog Groomer. At least I thought it was him.” Hank pointed the bag at his camper and then at mine, which was his way of asking where we were going to eat.

“Smelly Dog?” I pointed at my place because I wanted to get the notebook the Laundry Club Ladies and I used when we were snooping around so I could write down all the clues and theories rolling around in my brain. “Are you sure it was the television-star bounty hunter, Colt Lincoln?” I asked.

Fifi and Chester had taken a spot on either side of Hank as we walked to my camper van. They had their noses up in the air to get a whiff of the food in the bags he held in each hand.

“Yeah. Big cowboy hat and buckle.”

He sure did have the clothing right, but why would he be at the Smelly Dog?

“It was strange,” Hank said. “He was all standoffish like. I knew I recognized him from somewhere, but I didn’t place it until after Fifi and I got into the truck.”

“Did you hear them talking about anything? Him and Ethel?” I asked.

“No. I mean, when I walked in the shop, they were all hush-hush, and Ethel was busy gathering up some papers on the counter. Ethel told me she’d be right back with Fifi and took off to the back room.” When he opened the camper door, the dogs ran up the single metal step to go inside. He let me go in front of him.

“Smelly Dog Sleuthers,” I mumbled.

“What?” Hank asked and set the bags of food on the small café table.

“Nothing. What did you get us to eat?” I asked, filling the dog bowl with some kibble so they could eat while Hank and I did.

“The meat loaf special.” He had opened the Styrofoam boxes. Inside was meat loaf smothered in gravy, mashed potatoes, green beans, and coleslaw along with some homemade biscuits.

My mouth watered at the sight. I grabbed us a bottle of water from my mini refrigerator and picked up two forks before I sat down across from him.

“You know it’s my favorite, and you’re trying to butter me up over this wedding.” I figured we might as well get the conversation over with.

“I’m not. I want you to be happy.” His brows hooded his eyes when he looked at me from across the table. “Getting married in a campground is fine, but what if years down the road, you regret the wedding? I grew up with Ellis, and she always played bride.”

“She got married by the judge, or did you forget?” I reminded him that Ellis hadn’t been Ellis in a long time.

“I’m worried she’ll regret it one day. That’s all.” He forked a piece of meat loaf and dragged it through the coleslaw before he ate it.

“I want simple.” I didn’t have to tell Hank that I’d lived lavishly before and it wasn’t that great. “I want to be in nature. Did you see the sunset tonight? Can you imagine us standing there in front of family and friends as the sun goes down behind us?”

“Very romantic, I agree, but what if there’s not a gorgeous sunset that night? Will you be upset? Disappointed? Regretting not having it inside? The fall has tricky weather.” He was covering all the bases.

“This has nothing to do with your mama?” I asked and went for the biscuit first. I pulled it apart and unpeeled the film from the little butters. I dug the fork down into the melty butter and smoothed it over each half of the biscuit, letting it ooze all over.

“Do you honestly think my mom really cares? She was so floored by Ellis and Ty that I think she’s just happy we are having a wedding.” The edges of Hank’s lips turned up in that sexy smile that made my toes curl, and his green eyes softened. “Mae, it took me this long to chase you. I’m not letting you go now. If you want an outside wedding right out there, I want it too.”

“All of the stuff on the phone was about me not regretting things, right?” I was good at beating a dead horse.

“I wanted to look at you while we talked. I am so in tune with you, and I can feel you want to have it here now that I’m staring at you. Though I don’t want to bring up the subject, if you want to live right here, Chester and I can squeeze in.” Hank addressed the long-standing issue of where we were going to live.

“I will tell you this one thing. I will not move out of Happy Trails.” I had Ellis in mind when I said that. “As for Ellis, I think she’s coming around. Say, what do you know about Wayne Newton?”

“The singer with the black wig?” Hank asked with a snort and dipped his biscuit in the meat loaf gravy.

“No. The UFO guy around here,” I said and offered him one of my biscuits.

“It’s a little early for Wayne to be on his UFO crusade. He usually starts in the hot summer months when he makes the rangers hike during the ungodly hot days when it’s even difficult for them to hike.” Hank broke the biscuit in half then picked off pieces to sop up what little gravy and mashed potatoes were left in the tray.

“You’ve met him?” I wanted to know exactly what Hank thought of him.

“Met him? I’ve had a few words with him. He’s been a living hermit since I was a kid. He goes down to the soup kitchen most days and during the winters, he stays in some of the shelters, but he loves living on the land.” Hank sat back and put his arm behind the chair, resting his armpit on the back. “Are you thinking he saw something? Because if you are, I can assure you, he’s had me on so many wild goose chases, I’ve wasted a year on his shenanigans if you count up all the hours.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I was really hoping Wayne might’ve actually seen something from his tent at the bottom of Tipping Ridge. Though Hank tried to discourage me from the idea of Wayne possibly seeing something, I still wasn’t convinced Wayne didn’t, so I planned on leaving him on my list of people to talk to.

“What’s going on up there?” Hank moved his eyes to my head as if it were a crystal ball showing my future.

“I did some digging around about Neil’s case.” I saw the familiar gleam in his eye that screamed how much he hated that I looked into dangerous crimes, but he knew enough not to say something to me because it would set me off.

I didn’t bother taking the files Agnes had given me, leaving that to do later when Hank left. However, I did want to get his take on the funding theory I had been mulling over and hear about his history with Wayne.

“I have two main suspects—Claire Patton and Harry Waller.” I told him about the past university funding proposal that Claire wrote and added that Harry had written it this year because Claire was doing her own proposal to seek the funding. “Veronica showed me and printed out the individuals who’d applied for those specific grants and dollars.”

Then I got the papers out of my purse so I could show him.

“As you can see, Zip Line Adventures, Star Gazers, and the university extension office are all on there.”

His eyes scanned over each page.

“Then there’s Ace Price’s solar farm.” I told him about the conversation I had with Kimberly Lipman and what she’d said about the gentlemen’s agreement.

“As a matter of fact, while I was taking video of the zip line and waiting for Neil to come zooming past, I overheard the inspector talking about that farm.” Hank pushed the Styrofoam tray a little bit away from him to make room for his folded hands. Then he scooted up on the edge of the chair.

“Do you have video? Did you get Ace in it?” I asked, hoping I could see the argument between Ace and Kimberly.

“I haven’t even looked at it.” He eased up, making more room, reached into the pocket of his jeans, and got his phone out, which he handed across the table. “I took a lot of photos you can swipe through. I thought it would be cool to show Neil zip lining. He never made it to us.”

I searched through the photos and couldn’t stop the smile when I saw all the photos he’d taken of Chester when they were home without Fifi and me around.

Chester’s past owner kept him as a hunting dog. After that owner died, Hank took Chester in, and they were so good for each other. Chester had taught Hank how to be responsible for more than just himself.

I played the only video I noticed grouped with the photos he’d taken that night. The zip line had lit up, and Hank had zoomed in a little, as if he were expecting Neil to come zipping onto the screen at any moment. After about a minute into the recording, Hank pinched the screen back out and moved the lens around to show all the people gathered there, waiting.

Hank got up and cleaned up the table while I went to sit down on the couch and played the videos he’d taken at Zip Line Adventures.

I used my finger to roll back the video to the part with Ace and Kimberly. There was something about their body language. The more I played the video over and over, the more I noticed they were intently talking about something before Kimberly hurried off.

“Did you ever see Jay Radford, Neil’s business partner, there?” I asked.

“From what the inspector told me, Jay was there at the beginning. I believe I heard he was on Neil’s helmet footage.” Hank gathered up the trash and tied it tight. He left it to sit in the kitchen sink, since we didn’t have a lot of room to put it in until we took it out to the dumpster near the front of the campground.

“The Zip Line Adventures track Neil was on had three platform stops. The one that went down the Dansberry Peak and over the Tipping Ridge was the first platform where the inspector started his inspection. After Neil took off to the second platform, I understand the inspector said Jay stayed at the first platform where all the tracks ran.” From what Hank was saying, there were several different zip lines to choose from, and they all started at this first platform. “It was pretty short from what I understand, so when Neil got to the second platform, he called Jay to let him know. Jay did call the inspector while I was standing there and tell him Neil was at the second platform. That was when I started the video.”

He came and sat down next to me on the couch. I snuggled up to him and laid my head on his shoulder to watch the video over and over, hoping I’d see something.

Anything.

More times than not, a killer loved to go to the crime scene or, even more morbidly, show up at the victim’s funeral. There was some sort of joy in seeing the faces of the victim’s loved ones. It was sick.

But it was also a way to see if anyone looked out of place or was being way too observant, as if they were anticipating what was soon going to occur.

“It wasn’t until Tucker showed up fifteen minutes later that we understood something had happened. He took Kimberly aside from everyone.” When he paused, I looked up at him.

“Did you remember something?” I asked and pushed myself up to sit, curling my leg up under me and twisting my body sideways on the couch to face him.

The slight movement caused Fifi and Chester to jump to their feet like we were about to go for a walk.

“Ace Price stood next to her the entire time, consoling her.” Hank blinked a few times before he scowled. Though he’d denied it several times before, this was the look he’d get when he was the sheriff and something didn’t add up.

“Strange consoling?” I asked.

“Almost like he was prepared. He and Neil Lipman had been old college buddies. I really do think that was why my mom told me. Huh,” he muttered and shrugged. “I’m sure Tucker is on it. Let’s take these two out before I get home. I’ve got to get up early in the morning to meet a new client.”

Hank could easily put the thoughts behind him, since he was no longer dealing with these cases, but I was.

Everything he said and all the statements in the files had me asking more questions. But another lingering question almost made me sick to my stomach.

What on earth was Colt Lincoln really doing in Normal, Kentucky?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The only way to get some clear answers about Neil’s death was to go pay a little visit to someone who knew him better than anyone.

Kimberly, his wife.

In fact, visiting her was the last thing I remembered thinking about when I fell asleep.

“No, no.” I rolled over on my side, away from Fifi. She’d gotten in my face, licking me to let me know she was ready to get up. “Please, just ten more minutes,” I begged her with my eyes still closed.

She danced around my head and stood on the little nightstand next to the bed, giving me more morning kisses.

“Fifi, please?” I asked and slightly opened my eyes. “It can’t be morning. We just went to bed.”

The sun was shining through the closed blinds of a small camper window, casting a diffused warm glow into the bedroom. It made a small, dotted pattern created by the tiny holes in the blinds along the walls and floor.

A few sounds of clanking pots and the crackle of early-morning campfires through the thin walls of the camper let me know it was in fact the morning.

“We must’ve slept really soundly.” I threw back the covers, the signal that Fifi had won.

Neil’s file, the one I’d gotten from Agnes, was strewn all over my bed because I’d fallen asleep thumbing through it.

“I’m coming,” I told Fifi and picked up the papers. “Kimberly Lipman.” I picked up her statement paper last and quickly scanned down to where she mentioned talking to Neil on the phone before he stepped off the second platform, but his phone wasn’t on him when they searched his body.

Fifi jumped off the bed and ran down the hall. After I threw my sweatshirt and sweatpants over my shorts and sleeping shirt, I found her there, sitting patiently next to the door, ready for me to open the door so she could go running around for her morning sniffs.

I hit the button that turned the coffeepot on before I opened the door.

“There you go,” I told Fifi, letting her out.

“Oh good, you’re up!” Ellis was sitting on the picnic table in front of my camper with the awning rolled over. She wore a pair of brown pants with all the pockets, a zip-up hoodie perfect for the morning’s chilly temperatures, and a pair of hiking boots that looked like they’d just been taken out of the box. “I’m ready to go. Well, I was ready a long time ago, but Hank told me that I better let you sleep.”

“He did, did he?” I looked down past her toward Hank’s camper, and his truck was gone. He’d already left this morning for work.

“He did. And this is for you.” She picked up a thermal mug. “Ty brought home some grinds from Trails Coffee, and I thought you’d like some. I’ve been up all night since that loud truck pulled through about two a.m.”

She looked back to where Colt Lincoln’s rented lot was. I must’ve been dead asleep to have missed it.

“Thanks.” I kind of liked morning Ellis. “About yesterday.” I sat down on the bench of the picnic table and watched Fifi run around the campground.

“Don’t worry about it. I should’ve sent you photos of the dresses while you were visiting Violet instead of picking out something I would’ve liked for my wedding.” She looked down and fiddled with her ring.

“Are you okay?” Hank was in my head because of the whole regret-the-wedding thing he’d mentioned.

“I’m fine,” she lied. I wasn’t going to push it. “I’m here to help you today. I heard you mention something yesterday at the Milkery about going to see people about the murder, and I thought you’d like the company.”

“Oh. No. I’ve got more than that to do today.” No way would I be bothered with Ellis while I made my rounds to see Jay Radford. Or if I got the opportunity to hike down Tipping Ridge.

“Okay.” She stood up and tugged on the zipper of the hoodie. “I was hoping we could spend some time getting to know each other. I mean, I’ve never truly done that, and to be fair, I want us to get along.”

Okay. That feeling of guilt, the tug at my heart, the voice in my head saying it was fine and I should just take her along bubbled up inside of me.

“Sure. You can come.” I pinched a smile.

“Thank you!” she squealed and threw her arms around my neck.

I held on to the top of the picnic table so I didn’t fall over, even though I was sitting down.

“We are going to be best friends,” she said.

I forced myself to keep my lips shut even though another voice inside my head was screaming, I’m not in the market for new friends.

“What’s going on here?” Dottie Swaggert asked. The morning’s rays struck her just right for the sparkles coming off her bedazzled shirt to nearly blind me.

Her red lips matched the red on her head.

“We are going to go out and find some clues.” Ellis dropped her arms from around my shoulders and stood up straight, her hands on her hips. “She invited me.”

“May-bell-ine ain’t clearly thinkin’ this morning. She’s been so upset about them dresses catchin’ fire and all that I’m going with her today as a member of the Laundry Club Ladies.” Dottie shoved her hand down the neck of her shirt and pulled out her pleather cigarette case. “Besides, I like to smoke in the car, and you don’t like smoke.”

“I am an honorary member now that I live here, right Mae.” Ellis nudged me. “Even Hank and Ty suggested I come along.”

“That was because he didn’t want you in his hair. And Ty doesn’t want you to destroy his camper.” Dottie’s words made me cringe.

“Dottie, I am not going to take Mae away from you, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Ellis was not being… well… Ellis.

Normal Ellis would’ve made some snotty remark, showing her snobbish ways, but instead I watched with disbelief as she walked over to Dottie and took Dottie’s unlit cigarette out of her mouth.

“Now, give me the case so we can put this in there for later.” Ellis put her hand out. “It’ll be like a little reward for when we go on our first clue-finding stop.”

I’d never seen Dottie speechless.

“Are you wearing that?” Ellis pointed at Dottie’s bedazzled outline of a travel trailer camper.

“What’s wrong with my shirt?” Dottie wagged her head. “I put a lot of work in this one,” she barked.

“I love it. I do, but it brings a lot of attention to you, and aren’t we kinda undercover?” Ellis asked. “I was up all night listening to some crime podcasts, and they talked about going undercover.”

“Really, no one needs to go.” I wasn’t about to put up with the two of them bickering back and forth. “Honestly, I’m going to drive to the—” I was unable to finish my sentence because my phone rang inside my camper, interrupting me. “I’ll be right back.”

Thank you, thank you, I said in my head to whoever was calling and taking me away from the squabble between Dottie and Ellis.

I felt some confused feelings between excitement and anger when Hank’s name appeared on the cell’s screen.

“Hank, what did you do?” I went with anger, which seemed to override the lovey-dovey one. “Why on earth would you encourage Ellis to keep begging to come with me, hang out with me, or try to be the sister I never had?”

“Whoa, I told Ellis to back off and not inject herself into things. I told her to let things happen. I even suggested that she should offer you a coffee if she saw you walking Fifi.” Hank hesitated then asked, “What did she do?”

“She was sitting on top of my picnic table, so when I opened the door to let Fifi out, Ellis was waiting for me with a big cup of coffee. And the coffee was going to be really good until she spoiled it by telling me she was going to go with me today while I checked out some information I’d gotten about Neil.” I barely took a breath between sentences. “She said you had suggested she tag along.”

“Why does she do this?” he grumbled under his breath loudly enough for me to hear. “I told her she had to ease into things.”

“The last thing Ellis ever does is ease into anything. Her marriage included.” I shouldn’t talk about her to her brother, but I was frustrated. “And she insulted Dottie.”

The shade over the sink of the camper was still pulled down. I pushed it up slightly and peeked out the sliver of uncovered window to see if they’d started wrestling, but the two were actually sitting at the picnic table and laughing.

“You tell her no.” Hank’s suggestion was easier said than done. She had a way of breaking me down by her determination. No wonder she did well in the modeling industry for so long.

“I called to ask you out for a date.” Hank always could turn my mood around. “Would you go out to dinner with me at the Red Barn?” he asked, melting my heart and all the issues away.

“I would love to.” A calmness washed over me, putting my head in the right place.

When I looked back out the window at Dottie and Ellis, there wasn’t the tension I’d felt when I came inside to answer the phone. It was no big deal. The situation they had presented to me, which made me feel like it was this major problem, truly wasn’t one in the grand scheme of things.

“Thank you,” I told Hank. “Thank you for asking me to marry you. Thank you for wanting to spend the rest of your life with me because when it’s all boiled down, we are the only thing that matters to me.”

“You remember that, Mae West.” The deep rich Southern drawl that I fell so in love with came through the phone, reminding me of all the goodness that I had to look forward to. “I’ve got to go. The new client just knocked on the door. I love you and will pick you up at five o’clock.”

“I’ll be ready.” I hung up the phone, and the pot of coffee was ready. “Who needs a refill or a cup?”

The pot dangled from my grip on my way back out of my camper van.

“We decided we are better in numbers. I might not be a Laundry Club Lady yet”—Ellis shifted her gaze to Dottie and smiled—“but I can at least be helpful. And I’m sorry I even thought Dottie should change her shirt. It’s not my place to even say that.”

“And I’m sorry you think you were an honorary Laundry Club Lady,” Dottie shot back.

“Okay, then.” I had to stop them from going at it again. “Now that we’ve come to an agreement, here is what I’m doing today. I’m going to go to the courthouse and get the plat for the area where Zip Line Adventures and the Star Gazers are—and for the university extension land.”

“Why?” Ellis asked.

“Because that’s what we Laundry Club Ladies do.” Dottie wouldn’t let the idea of Ellis wanting to change her outfit go. “We don’t ask if we need to do it. We do it because there’s a good reason why she wants to do it.”

“It’s a good question,” I said. “The reason is because those three businesses have all filed for the same grants and funding. The zip line goes straight through the view of the night sky for the Star Gazers, and if there’s no clear view of what the Star Gazers are promoting, that will mean a loss of business and bad reviews and more than likely make them go out of business.”

“So the owner has a motive.” Ellis looked pretty proud of her conclusion as she nodded slowly with a big smile on her face. “I heard that in one of those podcasts too. Motives.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Dottie shuffled around the picnic table. She batted a cigarette out. “I’m gonna go up to the office. You let me know when you’re ready to go.”

“What?” Ellis asked. We both watched Dottie walk up the campground toward the office. The smoke rolled behind her. “I’m right. Motive?”

“Yes.” I decided to let go of any sort of explanation and roll with it. “That’s why I also want to see the lands and where they intercept and who would gain the most from Neil’s death.”

“And how will the land deeds give you that insight?” Ellis asked.

“It will give me an idea of who will be at the top of my suspect list, which will make me go see them first.” I smiled and noticed Ellis pull her phone out of her pocket.

“Okay, I’ve got to take this, so when are we leaving?” She took a few steps, protecting her phone in her palm in a way that indicated she wanted to make sure I didn’t see the screen.

“Give me time to grab a shower, like twenty minutes.” I clicked my tongue. “Fifi! Come on, let’s eat!”

Yelling “eat” to Fifi always worked like a charm.

“Why is it all of us girls hear the word ‘eat’ and act just like that?” Ellis observed, actually making me laugh out loud.

“Tell me about it.” I picked up Fifi so she wouldn’t dart off. “Your brother is who called earlier, and he mentioned going out on a date to the Red Barn. I was like putty in his hands.”

Ellis shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“Okay, see you in twenty.” She turned around, and I heard her say, “Good morning,” to whoever was on the other end of the phone.

And by the mysterious tone in her voice, I knew it wasn’t her mama or husband. I remembered past experiences of Ellis Sharp Randal acting this way, and my internal meter rang like a loud gong, letting me know something was off.

I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could say one thing was for certain—Ellis Sharp Randal was up to something.

In the words of Mary Elizabeth, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Abit of shuffling came from outside of my camper. I pulled out the drawer where I kept the sleuthing notebook and glanced out the window.

It was Ellis. She was pacing next to my car and talking on the phone.

“What is your aunt up to?” I asked Fifi and handed her a treat. “You be a good girl today. I’ll be back soon.”

I’m on my way to pick you up. Don’t come out. I will come in. I texted Dottie with the plan to leave Ellis in the car.

“We are leaving now,” I heard Ellis say into the phone. Her back was to me, so she didn’t realize I’d heard. “There you are.” She twirled around with a huge smile on her face. “All ready.”

“Mmmhhhm.” I hit the key fob to unlock the doors, and she opened the front door. “I’d sit in the back if I were you. I mean, if you want to get on Dottie’s good side.”

Ellis still opened the door as though she were trying to be defiant.

“Suit yourself. That’s not a way to become a member of the Laundry Club Ladies.” I shrugged and took a little joy in how she immediately changed her entrance and got into the back seat.

“Listen, Ellis,” I told her once I got into the driver’s seat and fastened my seatbelt. “I have no control over who is in our club. I didn’t start the club or make any sort of rules. Mary Elizabeth isn’t even in it.”

“She’s an honorary member. I heard them say it,” Ellis said.

“That doesn’t mean anything. Really, Mary Elizabeth rarely comes to anything, and she never snoops around.” I backed my little Focus out of the camper’s concrete pad and decided to drive the long way around the lake so I could at least talk to Ellis about how she needed to handle Dottie this morning.

“The Laundry Club Ladies do more than just pretend to be armchair sleuths.” I glanced at her from the rearview mirror, and she appeared to be listening to me. “We like to hang out, discuss books, go to movies, take walks—you know, friend stuff. You make it seem like you only want to snoop.”

“I’d love to have friends.” She laid her hand on her chest. “I think I try too hard.”

“That’s it.” Everything looked calm in the campground, so I was good with taking Dottie with me and leaving Henry in charge. “You need to be you. Don’t try so hard.”

Ellis’s brows dipped, and she gnawed on her bottom lip, as if her thoughts were consumed with how she could just be and not push.

“I’ve got to go inside to sign some paperwork before we go.” I put the car in park when I pulled up next to the office building. “You stay here, and we will be out in a minute.”

“Okay.” Immediately, she grabbed her phone and tapped on the screen.

I gave one glance to the back seat when I got out and saw she was texting someone. The font was too small for me to see the message, but she was typing away.

The office door swung open before I even got a chance to open it, and Dottie stood on the other side.

“Why on earth would you send me a text like that and then drive all the way around the lake, leaving me hanging?” Dottie made it sound like I went to Florida and back.

“I was warning Ellis not to make you mad, but there’s something going on with her. For some reason, she really wants to hang out today, and I’ve got this sneaky feeling that there’s more to it than really wanting to be a Laundry Club Lady.” The more I told Dottie my feelings, the more her eyes got really big, like she was taking it all in.

“What do you want me to do?” Dottie asked.

“I’m not sure. But she’s been on the phone, and it doesn’t sound like she’s talking to Ty.” I tried to think of something, but I drew a blank.

“Do you think she’s spying on you for her mama?” Dottie asked a very good question. “I mean, you did sorta say no to everything she’d wanted you to do for hitchin’ up with Hank.”

“The china. The dresses.” I snapped my fingers. “I bet you’re right. I bet she is setting me up for something and her mama has put her up to it.”

“You let me deal with her today.” Dottie snickered as if she’d already come up with a plan.

“I can’t have you making her mad. That’s not right,” I warned Dottie.

“Nah. You said you heard her on the phone?” she asked.

“And texting.” I nodded.

“I’ll see who it was.” Dottie winked. She grabbed her purse and tossed her cigarette case inside. “You leave it up to me.”

“Is Henry set for this morning?” I asked Dottie on our way out to confirm Henry would keep an eye on the campground. He knew he could call us at any moment, but the calls we did get during the day were usually about something that needed fixing in guest campers or a restock of the wood. Henry already did those things.

“He’s fine. Except that he’s a bit ornery about Colt.” Dottie used her key to lock the office door behind us.

“Speaking of Colt.” I opened the car door. Ellis put her phone down on the seat next to her.

“Why don’t you get up front?” Dottie asked Ellis, taking my opportunity to ask Dottie why Colt would be at the Smelly Dog.

“Are you sure?” Ellis asked, her mouth slightly open. She looked at me from the corner of her eye for some sort of validation.

“I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t sure,” Dottie said in a flat tone.

Ellis sprang out of the car and was in the front seat with her seat belt buckled before Dottie could change her mind.

I glared at Dottie in the rearview mirror, and she put her finger up to her mouth and winked. I wasn’t sure what she was up to, but I trusted Dottie. She was a lot of things, good and bad. Her one great trait was her loyalty.

“You know I was talking to Carrie Patillo, and she said the boutique had ordered some really nice fall dresses.” Ellis’s attitude was very chipper now that she’d gotten her way and was sitting in the front.

I focused on the curvy road and tried not to let on that Dottie was mimicking Ellis behind her back, hand gestures and all.

“I think May-bell-ine and Hank have decided on a campground wedding and letting us wear whatever we wunt.” Dottie’s hillbilly accent started to sneak up. It was how she responded when she didn’t agree with conversations.

“That means you won’t be using the china?” Ellis couldn’t be more pleased with Dottie’s news.

“Hank and I haven’t really discussed anything.” I gave Dottie a hard look using the mirror. Dottie took advantage of my slow drive through the downtown area to unbuckle and quickly slide to the other side of the car so it would be hard for me to glare at her in the rearview.

“Mama said Granny Agnes called her and gave her an earful last night.” Ellis rambled on about the conversation between the mother and daughter, making my head spin.

It also confirmed to me that the secretive phone call and texting was between Ellis and her mama, which was why Ellis had decided to tag along. They were up to something, and I wasn’t about to give in.

I kept reminding myself of how Hank made me feel this morning and to just be nice. Be kind, I repeated over and over until we were parked in front of the courthouse in the business district.

The three of us got out of the car and headed inside the courthouse. It was unusual for me to come here and not go to the sheriff’s department to just stop in to say hello to Agnes.

There was no way I was taking Ellis in there.

The records room was down the long marble hallway in the county clerk’s office. They were the ones who kept the deed records in big old cloth books until recently, when they’d gone electronic.

“Pearl.” I was shocked to see the young woman with long red hair. “Did you leave the sheriff’s department?”

“I’m still there.” She smiled and shifted her eyes among the three of us. “They didn’t have many hours for me, so I was hired on as a deputy clerk here in the clerk’s office. What are you doing here?”

“I’m looking for land deeds for the Star Gazers, Zip Line Adventures, and the university extension office near Tipping Ridge,” I said and reached for a piece of scrap paper left so customers could write down what they wanted the clerks to go pull from the records.

“That’s odd. You’re the second person to come in here for those today,” she mentioned and waved me off from writing down the information I needed.

“Who? Al?”

She shook her head.

“Tucker?”

“No. I don’t know her name. But she just left.” Pearl pointed, causing Dottie to take off from the clerk’s office. “I didn’t have time to put the information back, so I’ll print you off a copy. Excuse me.”

She disappeared into what used to be the public records room, where we had to go thumb through the books after the clerks gave you a number. Now, however, it was where they had their computers and easily looked up the information.

“I bet it was one of the girls.” Ellis wiggled her shoulders. “You guys amaze me how you’re all on the same page.”

“Yeah, could be,” I replied, but I’d not gotten a text from Abby, Betts, or Queenie saying they were going to check on this part of our investigation.

Something was just off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but in due time, it would raise its head, and I’d had a feeling that wouldn’t take long.

Ellis and I stood there waiting for Pearl and Dottie. They both returned at nearly the same time.

“Here you go.” Pearl waved the documents in her hands.

“It was Orlene Roth! I’d know that LaSabre from anywhere.” Dottie was out of breath. “I tried to run her down. I knew she saw me. I could see her eyes looking back in her car door mirror before she laid a heavy foot on her gas pedal. And she wasn’t alone.”

“Thanks, Pearl.” I took the documents and gestured for Ellis and Dottie to come on.

“Where’s the bathroom?” Ellis danced in the hallway, stopping Dottie and me. “It’s all the coffee I drank.” Her legs were tucked together as she wiggled about.

“Down that way.” I pointed at the far end of the hall from where we parked. “We will be in the car.”

Dottie’s frustration came out in her loud stomping down the hall. She didn’t say a word, but I could feel the anger as I tried to keep up with her.

“What is Ellis’s wedding date?” Dottie asked and hit the handicap button on the side of the wall so the doors would automatically open.

I rattled off the December date and asked, “Why?”

She stopped shy of the car and pulled Ellis’s cell phone from her bra.

“She left her cell phone in the back seat, and I bet her wedding date is her phone’s passcode.” Dottie’s nails clicked on the phone’s locked screen. “Told ya.” She shook her head and continued to hit her finger pad on the phone. “I wouldn’t trust her even if she came notarized.”

“Well, sheeeyut.” Dottie’s twang even made a cuss word interesting. She shoved Ellis’s cell phone in my face. “Looky here.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I reread the text message and couldn’t wait to get to our first stop so I could confront Ellis.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Dottie and I had promised to keep our mouths shut when Ellis got back into the car. Of course I could do that, but Dottie was itching to say something.

“I was looking for my phone when I went to the bathroom.” Ellis was so delighted to find it on the floor by the front seat. Dottie had put it there as part of our plan to keep Ellis from knowing we’d used her wedding date as a passcode to break in to see who she had called, who was the same person she’d been texting with.

“I bet you were.” Dottie’s sarcasm came out so strong that I had to turn around and give her a hard look over my shoulder.

“What was that look?” Ellis asked.

“Nothing. Everything is going well between you two, so I want to keep it that way.” I smiled, sucked in a deep breath, and gripped the wheel so I didn’t go crazy on my dear, sweet, soon-to-be sister-in-law whose every single strand of hair I wanted to rip out.

“Where are we off to first?” Ellis asked in a chipper voice.

“Star Gazers,” Dottie blurted out, which was a lie. We were really going to go straight to the second platform. “Then we are going to the university and then the second platform.”

According to the deeds, the three pieces of property came together at that point, and I wanted a bird’s-eye view of what Neil might’ve seen in his last few moments of life. Also, I wanted to get an eye on exactly how someone stabbed him without appearing on Neil’s helmet camera.

Ellis’s text messages were going off, and she was replying. I kept my cool because I knew what she was up to.

“I talked to Colt,” Dottie said. Another lie. “He asked me about how you got started in modeling and stuff. So how did you?”

Dottie was good at keeping Ellis talking. Talking about herself was an activity Ellis was good at doing.

“I thought you said we were going to go to Star Gazers first.” Ellis had looked up from her phone and realized we’d parked next to Orlene Roth’s LaSabre car near the trail that led to the second platform of the zip line.

“We lied.” Dottie jumped out of the back seat of the car and hurried down the trail.

“Mae,” Ellis gasped, a look of horror on her face. The kind that told me she knew she’d been caught. “I can explain,” she cried out.

“Leave it, Ellis,” I told her with disgust and got out of the car. “I need to get to Dottie before she throws Orlene off the platform.”

I didn’t worry about how Ellis was feeling. She’d betrayed Dottie and me, and her lies had caught up with her from the obvious texts she was sharing with Orlene Roth on what we were doing and where we were going.

When I followed the Dansberry Peak Trail to the second platform, I could see why Dottie was screaming at the top of her lungs.

“All of this time you played me!” Dottie had her finger stuck up at Colt Lincoln’s nose. Orlene stood on the edge of the platform behind him as he shielded her from Dottie. “And you! You and Ethel Biddle think you’re smart trying to tell Ellis she can join the Smelly Dog Sleuthers after she told you at Cute-icles about us not letting her join.”

“No wonder you were seen at the Smelly Dog. You’ve been in cahoots with them for a while!” I yelled at him.

“Hold on, little lady.” Colt tried to lie his way out of his earlier lies to Dottie and ignored me. “I didn’t come to town without having some feelings for you, but you’re right. Orlene called me a few months back about Otis and his case. She wanted me to come here and investigate. But by the time her messages got to me from my people on the production side of the show, you and your friends had solved the case.”

“Mae, I’m sorry.” Ellis continued to plead and beg with me as I stood there watching Colt break Dottie’s already fragile heart. “Please look at me.”

“I really wanted to think I was going to have a sister. Someone I could trust. That trust is built over time and over actions.” My eyes filled with tears as I looked at her. “This could’ve been a good relationship. Please leave.”

“Mae,” she cried and reached out to touch me.

I jerked away.

“Please,” Ellis said.

I shook my head and stepped up on the zip line platform, which still had police tape on it. Orlene, Colt, and Dottie also ignored it and went underneath to get up on the platform.

“You’re as cute as a button and feisty too.” Colt took his big cowboy hat off as if he were trying to gain Dottie’s respect back. “I like my women feisty. It’s fun to tame them like a colt.”

“You won’t be taming me. I oughta push you right off this platform.” Dottie seethed.

“We aren’t going to do that,” I interjected and got between her and Colt. I swore I could hear Orlene’s teeth chattering. “Mr. Lincoln, this is your notice to immediately leave and vacate your camping spot at Happy Trails Campground.”

“You can’t kick me out,” he snarled.

“Yes sir, I can. You violated the no-noise ordinance in the contract with your big diesel truck when you drove back in last night. Ellis Randal pointed it out to me this morning when she brought me coffee to butter me up so she could report back to Orlene and you.” I could hear Ellis blubbering behind me. “I’m going to call my handyman right now to get the sheriff over there to escort you and put a lock on your fifth wheel so you can’t move it.”

“Now, little lady, I wouldn’t do that.” Colt and I came chest to nose, and he stuck his hat back on his head.

I slid my chin up to the shell button of his shirt and stared back at him, looking underneath his hat.

“You try this little lady.” I glared at him.

“Henry, I need you to call Al Hemmer.” Dottie had taken the liberty to call Henry, though I was bluffing with Colt so he’d take Orlene and leave.

“Come on,” he told Orlene. “Where’s the keys to your car?”

“Oh, take that with you!” Dottie yelled to them after they started heading down the Dansberry Peak Trail to get back in Orlene’s LaSabre.

“No.” Ellis shook her head. “I’m staying with you.”

“I’m afraid you’re not getting back into my car,” I told her. “If you want to get back to Happy Trails, you can either run and beg Orlene for a ride or you can walk.”

Ellis bolted.

“I’ve never seen her run so fast.” Dottie cackled. “You better run faster!” Dottie put her hands over her mouth and screamed.

“Quiet down, crazy lady.”

There was a distant echo from down below.

Dottie and I looked down from the edge of the platform. A tiny figure stood by that red tent, yelling up at us.

“You’re gonna scare away the UFO!” He flailed his arms in the air.

“Wayne Newton,” I whispered with intrigue.

“You crazy old zealot!” Dottie yelled into the canyon, snickering as her voice echoed around us. “Get back in your tent and take a nap!”

When I turned around to go back to the car, I heard a buzz coming from underneath the boards of the platform.

“What is that?” I asked and got down on my knees. I took my phone out and hit the flashlight so I could shine it in the small space between the boards. “Dottie, I think it’s a phone. Neil’s phone.”

Dottie and I eagerly discussed how we were going to get the boards up from the platform.

“How did it get under there?” Dottie wondered. She looked into the edge of the surrounding woods for anything to pry up the boards.

“Through that opening.” I stood back and looked at the platform from where we were standing to join her search for some sort of tool. A board was missing from the side of the platform. Through that space, someone could easily throw something as small as a cell phone. “The killer took the cell phone from Neil and threw it under there. They thought the cell phone would die and never be found.”

After a few minutes, during which I found a long stick, I had Dottie on the missing-board side of the platform pushing the phone to the opposite side. I reached my hand in and grabbed the phone from there.

“It’s a burner phone.” I was never so happy in my life to see the type of phone that had no code we had to break to open the messages. “And it looks like his best friend, Ace Price, was the last person to text him.”

Dottie stood behind my shoulder, and we read the messages.

“‘If you tell anyone, it’ll be the last thing you ever tell anyone,’” Dottie read out loud.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

“Let’s go,” I told her and looked over my shoulder to see where she was going. “This way.” I gestured with my head for her to follow me when I noticed she was heading back to the car.

“Ain’t we going to take this to Tucker or Al?” Dottie asked.

“Nope. We’re going on a little hike.” My gaze moved from Dottie to down and past the cliff. Slowly, I lifted my arm and pointed.

“Wayne Newton?” Dottie shook her head and finger. “No, no. There’s no way I’m going down there where there’s no one around to save us from crazy.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The rocky terrain that led down into a deep canyon of Dansberry Peak Trail was rough and uneven. Every once in a while, I grabbed one of the large boulders or jagged rocks to look back at Dottie.

“Ridiculous. Don’t you know I’ve already got a broken heart? Are you trying to break the rest of me?” She muttered things of this sort under her breath almost the entire way down the trail.

“Exercise is good for your mental health, and it helps repair anything broken.” I placed a hand on each side of the wall of the rock formation we had to walk through.

The sun cast a deep shadow, almost making you think it was already night, but at the end, I was greeted with sharp drops and sudden changes in the elevation.

“You’re gonna owe me a few weeks off for this.” Dottie continued to talk to me, though my mind was strictly on getting us safely to the bottom.

The air was dry and hot against my skin. Rocks crunched under our footsteps, and the occasional bird or animal call echoed through the canyon. I was sure it was their way of telling the other animals around that there were two unfamiliar creatures coming into their area—Dottie and me.

The closer we got to the bottom, the louder the sound of rushing water from a stream or river at the bottom of the canyon became, making me wonder how many other trails came down here and if the area had any undiscovered gems.

“That was too bad.” I put my hands on my hips and looked up to see what Wayne Newton could see from way down here.

“Wooo-hoooo!”

The screaming sounds caused Dottie and me to extend our gaze upward in a different direction.

“The zip line is open?” Dottie’s jaw dropped, and she looked at me as we both saw what looked like an ant-sized person, harnessed and in a pulley system attached to a cable that was nearly invisible to us from down here.

I watched as the person hooted and hollered, passing what had to be the exact spot where I’d seen Neil dangling. The cliff had fixed telescopes, so I knew the spot I was looking up at was the Star Gazer property.

My eyes scanned back down the cliff and over to the right, where the trickling water had caught my ear, and saw several panels that could be used for a solar farm.

Ace Price.

It was like I could pinpoint where Zip Line Adventures and the property shared by the National Park, Star Gazers, and Price all came to a zoning issue. What the property lines meant was a little skewed, but the wooden stakes driven into the rock formation had to be from a recent surveyor because the orange flag tied around the top was still bright, not faded like most of the stakes I’d come across in the forest while hiking.

“I’d never get on that thing.” Dottie must’ve recovered from her big hike down. She leaned against a big rock and propped a solid foot on it as she smoked her cigarette.

The cable was anchored on one end to the canyon wall near the bottom and on the other end to the opposite canyon wall, high above.

If I eyeballed the property lines correctly, the cable anchored at the bottom was near the solar panels.

“There had to be a deal struck there.” I pointed it out to Dottie.

“Yep.” We both stood there looking up at the zip line. The rider was long gone, but we weren’t alone. I’d heard some shuffling from the other side of the rock.

“Wayne? Is that you?” I called. Dottie pushed herself up to her feet and quickly snuffed out the cigarette.

“Wayne Newton, git your skinny hienie out here,” Dottie demanded. “Your crazy hermit act isn’t gonna fly with May-bell-ine.”

“It’s just you.” He appeared from around the rock. “I thought it was an alien.”

“When are you gonna learn there’s no such thing as UFOs and stop mucking up the poe-leese department with your nonsense?” Dottie walked over to him. “We are here about that man’s death.”

“You mean the one where the UFO came down and sucked the life out of him?” Wayne had a hard stance and a serious face.

“Whut did I just say to you?” Dottie asked him through her gritted teeth, her patience being tested.

“Hi, let me properly introduce myself.” I walked over to the man and noticed he was not at all like I thought he would be. He was clean-shaven and showered and even wore a nice pair of hiking pants and boots that told me he wasn’t some sort of hermit in the canyon but had a home somewhere. “I’m Mae, and we are working alongside Ranger Pyle to get some answers. I actually am on the National Park Committee.”

“Oh, jeez, Mae, you shouldn’t’ve mentioned that.” Dottie pushed a rock with the toe of her shoe. “Wayne can’t stand the committee.”

“Not after they decided to sell off these parts of land and put things like that up.” He told me in no uncertain terms he was a member of one of the many protesting groups in and around the forest.

“If I were on those particular committees back then, I would not have allowed it to go through.” I didn’t lie to him to get me to tell me any information. I was truthful. “I don’t like seeing the land get sold either.”

It was a losing battle. Then I rattled off the statistics about how parts of the forest were protected by the National Park Protection Act way back in the 1800s.

“Unfortunately, the land you see here has been in families way before that, so the National Park has done the best it could up until then and is very vigilant to what goes on now.” I waved a hand. “But that’s not why I’m here. We came down here to get a look at the zip line and see if there was any possible way someone was on it when Neil was murdered.”

“I’m telling you.” He was as serious as a heart attack. “I was down here that night. It was a full moon, and I like to get photos. I don’t bother no one.”

“We didn’t say you did, Wayne,” Dottie said. “Did you see anything that night?”

“Hardly. The zip line lights came on and skewed the moonlight.” His face looked as if the gloomy memory repeated in his head.

“Not the moon, the man.” Dottie had to rephrase what she was asking him.

“Did you see anything like another person or even Neil getting stabbed?” I asked more specifically.

“I’m telling you this one last time, I saw a UFO come down and suck the life out of him.” He used hand gestures to mime Neil’s trajectory until he visibly became limp. “He was over there with his arms out and saying something. Then the UFO zoomed out of nowhere and got real close to his body. He went limp, and that was when the UFO zipped right into the darkness, taking the man’s soul with it.”

“There ain’t no such thang.” Dottie’s frustration came out in her tone.

“Tell me about the UFO,” I encouraged him, making Dottie huff and puff.

“It’s much smaller than I’d thought. I mean, you don’t see it coming, but you can hear it. Like a zipper before it appears. Sometimes you can see a small red light on the top, but then it’s gone. Disappears.” For a minute, he had me believing in the UFO. He was so confident and animated that he sucked me right in.

“May-bell-ine!” Dottie’s hands smacked together, getting my attention. “He’s been hooting about these UFOs for years.”

“There’s been a lot of sightings over the years. Agnes told me.” I continued to stare at Wayne so I could read his body language. Was he trying to pull my leg? Make me wonder?

I wasn’t sure.

At no point did his body language tell me he didn’t believe in what he said he saw.

“I wouldn’t’ve believed it if it weren’t for my own eyes.” He nodded. “And the picture I took of it.”

“You have a picture?” My insides climbed with excitement.

“I told you I was taking photos of the full moon.” He tsked and pointed back behind him. “I’ve got it with me in my tent. I’ll be right back.”

“I’m leavin’.” Dottie snorted and turned to go back the way we came. “You’ve seen how crazy he is, and now you’ve seen where the zip line intersects with all these properties. I’ve done my job. I’m goin’ home and gettin’ in bed.”

Dottie was heartbroken over Colt, and I’d made her come down here.

“I’ll be right behind you after I see Wayne’s photo,” I called to her and turned back to Wayne, who approached with his camera in his hand.

“Now don’t be going and telling people I’m not crazy.” He handed me the camera with the digital photo frame on. He gestured for me to use the arrow bottom to thumb through the photos of the night. “It keeps them away from me.”

“Your photos are gorgeous.” I was shocked to see the beauty he’d captured this far down in the canyon. “You should sell these.”

A photo taken from deep within the canyon showed a beautiful close-up shot of the full moon shining brightly in the dark night sky.

He was able to capture canyon walls as they framed the moon, creating a dramatic contrast between the dark, rugged rock and the glowing white orb.

The large, luminous moon cast a soft, ethereal light on the canyon from where we stood.

“I’m not going to go through that again.”

The word again caught my attention.

“Again?” I asked. Without letting him answer, I said, “Your photos are a stunning and peaceful depiction of the natural beauty of the canyon at night. Most people never get to see this part of the forest. But you used the word ‘again.’ Have you tried selling them before?”

I wondered and continued to go through the photos until I stopped on one in which the night zip line lights really skewed the shot he was trying to take.

“I tried to get that criminal preacher from the local church to take them as a donation to help raise funds when we had that big forest fire years back.” He pointed at the screen. “Right there is the UFO.”

I squinted and didn’t see what he was talking about in the photo.

“You mean Lester Hager?” I had to know.

“Mm-hmmm, I said the criminal preacher.” He took the camera and hit a couple of buttons, making the photo zoom in. “Right there.”

“My goodness. I do see something.”

“It’s not very clear because I had on a filter for the best moon shot, trying to get rid of the zip line’s glare.” He did capture something, and it was flying pretty close to what appeared to be an outline of Neil on the zip line. “That was when it zipped away.”

He hit the arrow button to show me he hadn’t taken any more photos.

“I stopped taking pictures because I was afraid they’d know and somehow come down here and zap my soul.” He turned the camera off. “I left that night too. I had planned on staying down here that night, but after that, I ‘bout killed myself getting up to the top of the trail.”

He showed me his scratched-up elbow, indicating that he’d apparently taken a few tumbles in the dark.

“Do you think you could send me that photo?” I asked.

“Sure. But if it gets into the wrong hands and I suddenly disappear, you know the UFO’s gotten me, and my death will be on your hands.” He was so serious that again he made me believe him.

Wayne and I had exchanged information. He said he’d attach the photo to an email. I thanked him for his time. The entire climb back up the trail should’ve been a lot harder than it was, but I was so wrapped up in thinking about what he’d said about Lester, I wondered if he was in Lester’s good-deed book.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“What is wrong with people?” Queenie helped me put the finishing touches on the community campfire sites around the lake at Happy Trails Campground. “Dottie seemed like she really liked him too. And Ellis.” She groaned and put a skewer in each of the seats while I set a kit I’d gotten from Deters’s Feed-N-Seed on the ground.

Each kit included a bag of marshmallows and graham crackers along with the chocolate. Everything the entire campfire needed for the event’s guests.

“I just heard about Dottie.” Betts left Ryan under the cover of the recreational area where Ty and Hank were setting up for the buffet-style meat station. “What can I do to get everything set up?”

“Nothing. I think everyone is good.” I looked around and saw most of the camper guests had participated in the progressive dinner-style S’mores and Snores party.

“What movie are you showing?” Abby asked.

“Troop Beverly Hills.” I’d never seen the movie, but Mary Elizabeth told me it was good clean fun for the family night. “The popcorn smells so good.”

Henry had spent most of his day turning the tiki hut into a popcorn stand. It was so adorable with the red and white awning and the popcorn maker bubbling to life with the cooked kernels spilling out over the top. He’d even made a topping station complete with chocolate candies, caramels, and other delicious treats to top the buttery corn.

“Before we get too busy with the event, can we talk about Dottie?” Abby asked. She glanced around at Dottie, Queenie, and me.

“Orlene Roth was the mastermind when it came to wanting to be famous after Colt got in touch with her about Otis’s problem back in December.” I was going to tell them what I knew, but Dottie walked up, and I didn’t want to talk about her behind her back, so I changed the subject. “Henry did a great job with the popcorn tiki hut.”

I didn’t know what else to call it.

“You don’t have to stop talking about it on my account.” Dottie was too smart. She knew me so well. “We can talk about Colt.”

“No. It’s fine,” Abby said. Dottie already looked like a sad sack, so Abby was determined not to cause her any more hurt.

“Well, if she wants to.” Betts was curious.

We all stared at her.

“What?” she asked.

“Yep. He told me he used the small fact I was on the dating app to lure me in after Orlene told him I was on there. Big mouth Sally Ann Dean.” Dottie slugged her hand with a fist like she was going to sock someone.

“He also claims that he really did find me unique and was interested in us going out, but I told him he was lucky if he drove out of here with his heart still beating.” The look in Dottie’s eyes reminded me of a woman scorned.

“I know it hurts.” Queenie and Dottie had been friends for a long time, and from what I understood of their friendship, they were great comfort to each other when their husbands had died.

Queenie put her arm around Dottie, curled her in, and guided her up to the front of the campground, leaving Betts, Abby, and me to talk about her.

“How do you think this is going to turn out?” Abby asked and wrapped her arms around herself as if taming the riot inside of her.

“Between Orlene and Dottie? Sally Ann and Dottie? Or even Dottie and Ethel?” There were too many ways this could spin out, and no one could know what Dottie would do or how she would deal with it more than Dottie.

“All of them.” Abby gnawed on her lip. Her unwelcome tension lay over Betts and me. Abby pulled her phone out of her pocket to see who was calling her. “It’s your brother.”

Abby walked away, leaving Betts and me the last two standing.

“We just need to listen to her and be there when she’s ready.” Betts curled her arm in mine.

“Let’s walk all the way around.” I led the way, both of us arm in arm. Now felt like a good time to ask her about Lester’s good-deed list. “I know you said there were only a couple of small things left for you to do to check off all of Lester’s list, but was there anything in there about photos from Wayne Newton?”

“Photos?” She stopped walking and dropped her arm from mine. “The zealot?” She nodded. “There was something in there about photos and a town zealot, but I wasn’t sure what it was, so I thought maybe it was someone in the prison.”

“No. I think it’s Wayne Newton.” We continued to walk around the lake and toward the bungalows.

Located at the far end of the campground, the bungalows were perfect for large families or events. Not all people owned or even wanted to travel in a camper, so it was nice to offer bungalows for those tourists.

Those filled up fast, especially on the weekends when we hosted big events like S’mores and Snores.

“He sent me an email of some great photos. He said he and Lester had talked about…” I waved to a few campers as we passed them.

“Yes. I have that in the book.” She faltered in silence for a few more feet before she spoke again. “I’d love to make it right with him. Can you get me in touch?”

“Of course I’d love to.” I made a mental note to get Betts his information so she could not only mark it off Lester’s good-deed list and get on with her life but do right by Wayne Newton.

“Now if we could just get Neil’s murder solved, we’d be doing good.” I sighed and noticed Hank had already started helping the citizens of Normal who were coming to help Betts check one more item off the good-deed list.

“We have the best community.” She teared up and rushed off to greet some of them as I made eye contact with none other than Kimberly Lipman, who walked toward me with a man.

The lively atmosphere curled around the campground, filling the air with some background of music, chattering, and laughter.

The smells of campfires and grilled food and the earthy aroma of the surrounding woods were part of the experience.

“Hi, Mae,” she said to me.

“Kimberly. I’m shocked to see you here.” I looked between her and the man. He had very short, almost buzzed grey hair. He wore a camo shirt along with some hiking pants and boots. “Hi, I’m Mae.”

“I’ve heard about you.” He nodded with a pleasant smile. “I’m Jay Radford. Nice place here.”

The campground did look great, thanks to the combination of the setting sun and colorful festival lights strung around all the campers, creating a warm and inviting ambience for everyone here.

“You can’t beat the view.” I pointed at the mix of warm colors in the sky. “I’m so glad you came.”

“I love Betts. She was so kind to Neil and me when we saw her at church.” Kimberly frowned. “When I heard about the list, I knew I had to support her.”

I kept my knowledge of Neil’s unhappiness with how things turned out with Lester to myself. All of that had to be water under the bridge. It was time for everyone to move on.

“I understand you’re helping the rangers with Neil’s case.” Jay opened the door wide open for me to ask him a few questions. “Let me know if I can help. I’ve told Ranger Pyle everything I can even think of, from Claire Patton’s crazy razor-knife-wielding on the zip lines to her late-night text messages about how she was going to make sure we didn’t have customers.”

“She sure did that by killing Neil.” Kimberly wiped away a tear.

“You really think she did it?” I asked, having put Claire down on my list of suspects.

“Yes. Did you see the video of her at Zip Line Adventures?” he asked with a hint of anger. Then he pulled his phone out to play me the video.

“Oh my goodness. You showed this to Tucker?” I was shocked to clearly see Claire Patton on the video waving her razor knife at the security cameras. “I still can’t figure out how she would’ve killed him.”

“They need to arrest her and get it out of her,” Kimberly demanded. The movie flickered on the side of the recreational building, which got people moving over to the grassy area with their blankets and chairs. “I love this movie. I went to see it at the theater when it first came out. Are you coming?” she asked Jay.

“Can I have a minute with Mae?” he replied.

“Sure. I’ll grab us some popcorn.” She told me goodbye and headed over to the popcorn tiki hut.

“Do you happen to know if Neil got any threats from Harry Waller?” I could see his wheels starting to turn.

“Neil did mention something about him. But he said he took care of it.” He shrugged it off like it was no big deal.

“What about Ace Price?” I was going down my suspect list to see what he knew, since he was half owner of Zip Line Adventures.

“No way. I was confident we would get the funding over any sort of solar farm, and I think Ace knew it.” Jay’s head twisted, and he pointed at me. “Do you think Ace killed him? Maybe over Kimberly?”

“Kimberly?” I asked.

“Oh yeah. Ace has been in love with Kimberly since Neil brought her home from college. I mean, she was a big catch in college, and when Neil was the one who stole her heart, we were shocked, but in the end, they were perfect together.” He snickered. “I remember Ace came to visit, and he hit on her at a party. Now that was a long time ago, but I do remember Neil going nuts over it. I can’t remember all the details, but I do know he sent Ace home.”

“How was it as they became adults?” I asked.

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but if you think he’s the killer, maybe I should.” The genuine concern for his friend Neil and drive to find Neil’s killer were written all over him. The muscles along his jawline tensed. His hands fisted, and he stood up taller. “I hate to think it, but Neil did say something about Ace coming around more and that he was afraid Kimberly and Ace might’ve been, you know…” He rolled his finger around and hesitated.

“Fooling around?” I finished it, since he seemed to be having a hard time even saying it.

“Yeah.” He looked down and then away as though the idea was impossible. Oh, it was all too possible. “If you’ll excuse me, the movie is starting, and I did hear it was fun.”

He took a couple of steps and then stopped. He put his hand in his back pocket and took out his wallet.

“Let me give you my card. I understand you’re really good at partnering with local business.” I took his card. “Maybe we can come to an agreement for promoting each other.”

“Yeah.” I waved the card in the air. “I’ll be in touch.”

The sound of the movie was background noise to all the chatter in my head. The one thing I did take away from my conversation with Jay was that Ace had more reasons than just the solar farm to kill Neil.

He wanted Neil’s life and wife.

“Say, I meant to tell you that I’m sorry about your bridesmaid wedding dresses.” I guessed my dumbfounded look made him say, “I saw it in the society page of the Normal Gazette.”

If I got my hands on Waldo Willy, he might have the same fate as Neil.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The S’mores and Snores was a success. Not only did we raise a lot of money, but I also got some great information from Kimberly, Neil’s wife, and Jay, his business partner, about Ace Price and Harry Waller that I still needed to check out.

Unfortunately, Betts had a full day of cleaning, Queenie had back-to-back Jazzercise classes, and Abby was on reference desk duty at the library, which meant I was on my own.

Well, Dottie was left, but when I took Fifi out this morning, Dottie’s camper was shut up tight, and no sign of smoking came out of any cracked window. She was still in there nursing her broken heart.

Even the guests were still in the campers from the late night of activities. All was well in the campground, giving me the ability to visit at least one of the two people left on my list so I could ask any questions that might be necessary for making an amateur-sleuth guess about which one killed Neil and how they pulled off something so mysterious.

“If I look at all the clues…” I flipped the pages of the notebook and peered down at all the bullet points Abby had written next to Ace and Harry’s names.

Fifi’s ears perked.

“I think Harry is our first stop this morning.” I tapped the one specific clue.

His muddy shoes.

With my keys, purse, and phone in hand, I hit the road. I’d always wanted to see exactly what a university extension office was doing anyway. There were so many buildings deep in the forest with titles that left me with multiple questions on what people did in there to not only help with the forest as intended but how they did it.

Stopping in front of the university extension office made me think there was no better time for a real National Park Committee member to go in and check it out.

I had to use both hands to open the large glass door with long wooden handles. When I was dumped inside of the building, I saw the typical office spaces to my right and left. The big wall had a gallery display of photos, mainly of the sky at various times.

I walked up and took a closer look at one of the moon photos that kind of reminded me of the one Wayne Newton had showed me, only the zip line wasn’t in the photo, and neither were the solar panels.

But the nameplate underneath it gave accolades to Wayne Newton. One photo after another had Wayne’s name on it. Pretty much all of them did.

Interesting.

I made my way around the building and noticed some of the offices had different items inside. I saw some that had only desks, a few with computers and filing cabinets, and even a room labeled Reference Library.

At the laboratory space, I found myself standing in front of the glass wall looking in. There were so many different sizes of telescopes, cameras, and other pieces of equipment I assumed were used for observing and studying the stars and other celestial bodies Harry spoke of so fondly.

When I saw no one was in there working, I meandered down the hall to another room, which looked like a small classroom or seminar room with large whiteboards and an overhead projector for teaching or group discussions.

The most interesting feature in the building was the winding metal staircase. Those always intrigued me, so naturally I had to walk up this one to see where it went. The destination turned out to be the roof.

“Wow,” I gasped when I saw the view.

“Now this is a view.” Harry Waller scared me to death.

I jumped, putting my fists up like I was some boxer or something.

“Whoa now.” He laughed.

“You should’ve announced yourself.” I huffed and put my fists down, tugging on the hem of my shirt to pull it back down from where it’d ridden up on me.

“I think it’s you who should’ve announced yourself. I work here. I should be here.” Harry didn’t bother paying attention to me. He was too busy looking through the telescope, scrolling the ball on the side to zoom in on whatever had his attention. “Mae, right?”

“Yes.” I stepped closer to the edge of the roof to see what he was possibly trying to see. “I wanted to stop by because, as I’m sure you could tell from the Star Gazer event, I’m in the loop with Sheriff Al Hemmer. In fact, Ranger Pyle, who is the lead on the Neil Lipman murder, has asked me to help in the case.”

“And it led you to me?” Harry took his eye off the scope and looked back at me but only for a moment before he peered through the lens again. “You think I killed him?”

“I didn’t say that, but I do know you not only lost your funding but that it was partly because you didn’t write as good a proposal as Claire had for the extension office over the last few years. Or maybe if you took out Zip Line Adventures, it would free up some discretionary funds that could possibly fall back on the extension office.”

None of my theories made him flinch.

“Or,” I continued, “maybe you want Claire to succeed so bad because you have more feelings for her than a teacher has for a perfect student and will do anything to make sure her passion comes true? And if I recall, you told me her passion was to open something like Star Gazers.”

Nothing was better than using someone’s own words against them.

“And I did notice the night of Neil’s murder how you suddenly disappeared and reappeared after Neil’s body was dangling from the zip line. But your shoes were muddy. Star Gazers's grounds were dry as a bone, but Dansberry Peak Trail does stay pretty wet, since it’s literally filled with trees and vines, making it very hard for the heat of the sun to dry it out enough,” I said, hoping he would at least give me a harumph, grunt, or snort.

Nothing. Slowly, I reached inside my purse, took out my keys, and hooked the longest one—not the camper key but the office key—in between two fingers with the bites and cuts side out to use as a knife if I had to stab him.

“That makes me wonder when the zip line lights came on and ruined Star Gazers’s customers’ view of Orion’s Belt, you noticed how upset Claire had gotten. We who work and live in the forest all know the Dansberry Peak Trail is just a hop and a skip from the second platform, where Neil took the zip line.” I took a couple of steps back from the roof’s edge just in case he got a funny idea about tossing me over.

“Wow.” He pulled back from the telescope and clapped. “You sure do have a very active imagination. And part of what you’ve concluded is true.”

I gulped, fearing that what was going to happen next would be something I didn’t anticipate.

“Claire is a great student of astronomy. But it was her that wanted a relationship with me.” He smiled. “As flattering as it was, I could never have pursued the relationship. She has so much in store for her with her knowledge that this”—he drew his arms out in front of him—“is a playground for her brain. She needs to go where there’s more. Yes. I did take the trail to the platform.”

“So you killed Neil?” I asked and backed up a little closer to the entrance to the stairs.

“No. I went there because I noticed Claire had jumped into her car. I feared she was going to go there, and I was going to stop her from doing something that would change her life.” He frowned. “I saw Neil jump off the platform. He was alive, and she wasn’t there, so I turned around and came back. That was when I found out about Neil’s limp body. I figured he’d passed out, so I didn’t say anything.”

“You saw him jump off the platform?” I asked.

“Yeah. I didn’t go any farther. I came right back, and a few minutes after that, Claire showed up, and I never even mentioned it to her.” Harry shook his head. “I’m more than happy to tell the sheriff or even Ranger Pyle about it. I just figured that, since Claire wasn’t there, and I saw him jump, my observation didn’t matter.”

“Are you willing to take a lie detector?” I asked as though I had the ability to order such a test.

“Sure. I’ll go now.” He didn’t hesitate as he moved over to the door to leave the roof. “Coming?” he asked before he darted down the steps.

“Can I ask you one more thing?” I asked while he got his coat on. He grabbed a set of keys and glanced at me. “Did Wayne Newton, the man who stays in that red tent at Dansberry Peak, really take the photos you have out on display?”

“Yeah. He’s great. He loves astronomy too,” he confirmed and we headed out to our cars.

That didn’t go as planned, I thought and stared at his taillights as he took the curvy road toward town.

I made a quick call to Tucker to let him know what I’d done and see if the sheriff’s department where I told Harry to go even gave polygraph tests.

He laughed. He launched into a great big belly laugh with a quick follow-up about how he was at the department and would interview Harry to see if he should dig deeper into Harry’s story about seeing Neil jump off the platform.

“It only tells me Neil was in fact still alive like the helmet video footage proved.” That was the last thing Tucker said before we got off the phone.

Tucker was going to take over the interview with Harry, so instead of going there, I decided to stop by Happy Trails before I went to grill Ace Price about Jay’s speculation that Ace was Neil’s killer. I was close to the campground, after all.

“Hey, how are you?” I hit the Bluetooth button on the Focus when I heard my phone ring and saw it was the campground office phone. At first, I thought it was Dottie.

“I’m not good at all,” Ellis cried across the car speakers.

“Ellis, why are you in the office?” I asked, giving her a chance to explain before I hung up on her.

“I came in here to see you, but Henry told me you were out, and I knew if I tried to call you from my phone, you wouldn’t answer.” She at least thought it through to get to me.

“What can I help you with?” I asked, wondering what on earth she’d done this time to Ty’s camper.

“You won’t have to bother with me much longer. Ty and I signed to buy the house in Homelock Grove.” She referred to the neighborhood where Ava Cox, Abby, and Bobby Ray lived.

“You got the house?” I was thrilled on so many levels but most importantly for Ty’s littlest sibling, Tim, who was now a very active teenager and needed friends, not woodland critters.

“We did, but I can’t possibly be happy if you aren’t going to be part of it. I want to apologize.” She started on a speech about sisters, forgiveness, and family just as I turned into the entrance of Happy Trails. “Is that you driving up?” she asked.

I tooted the car horn and kept driving past the office.

“I’m coming down there.” She hung up before I could tell her no and had run down to my camper van before I even got out of the car.

“Thank you for letting me come over,” Ellis said, opening my car door and gasping for air.

“I didn’t invite you, but come on.” I got out and noticed my little campground fire from late last night still had some red coals. I stacked a few pieces of wood up to restart it. “I’ve got the ingredients to make homemade campfire beer cheese and some pretzel bites for dipping. Come on in.”

Carbs always made the bitter pill, as I called Ellis, go down a little better. There was no better time to eat the high-carb food than when she was pleading her case in front of me.

“How fun. I need the recipe,” Ellis haphazardly said in a polite type of way as we made our way into the camper. “Are we good?” she asked and made room for Fifi to dart out the door and do her business.

I peeked around the camper van’s door to see if there was any movement from Dottie, since Fifi had hurried out to potty so fast, a sure sign Dottie hadn’t let her out. It sure didn’t seem like Dottie was up.

“There’s only one thing I want to understand—why? Why would you tell Orlene and Ethel everything we were doing?” I asked. “That’s not a way to get in tight with people you want to be friends with.”

“Colt Lincoln.” Ellis picked up the pretzels and uncurled the twisty tie, opening the bag. “I’d asked Dottie if she would put in a good word for me with him. You know, for a television spot or something.”

“Were you going to up and leave Normal? Ty? If he gave you a shot?” I asked and took out the cheddar and cream cheese from the small refrigerator.

“No. I was going to try to do something to bring some income to the family.” It was strange to hear Ellis talk with some sort of common sense that involved helping others and not just herself. “When I approached him about it, he had some inside knowledge of my relationship to you from Orlene Roth.”

I unwrapped the cream cheese and placed it into the skillet next to the cheddar cheese, trying very hard not to interject and let Ellis finish her story.

“Orlene insisted she and Ethel start this entire sleuthing gig—even go as far as contacting Colt’s team when Otis was in trouble. He found the case to be so interesting.” There was an uncomfortable pause from her.

I turned around.

“What?” I asked.

She sighed. Her perfectly shaped brows took a downward turn, and her chin jutted as she pressed her lips together.

“Well, Sally Dawn overheard Dottie telling Helen Pyle about her doing the online dating thing, and let’s just say Colt didn’t find her by accident or by how compatible they might be.” She frowned.

I couldn’t stop myself from interrupting her. “Ellis, why didn’t you say anything to Dottie?”

“I didn’t know it at the time. It wasn’t until Orlene had run into me at Trails Coffee that she roped me into sleuthing with them.” She frowned again. “After she heard me tell Gert that no matter how hard I tried, there was no way you were going to let me in the Laundry Club group.”

“Don’t put this on the Laundry Club,” I warned. “All of this is on you. You alone. If you’d told Dottie, I bet you’d be an honorary member.”

Probably not, but I had to be harsh to get Ellis to realize the harm she’d caused Dottie.

“Dottie is a grudge holder, so you can kiss even a mere mention of your name in the laundromat, much less in the group, goodbye.” I hated to be the bearer of bad news, but the facts were the facts. “I know people that cut Dottie off with their grocery carts in the produce aisle down at the Safeway. She’ll never speak to them.”

I referred to the local grocery store and how Dottie still complained about a local who beat her to the fresh tomatoes.

I tsked and walked out of the camper with the skillet in my hand so I could put it over the campfire.

“Colt was coming to town, and Orlene took our little competition to see who could figure out crimes faster a little too far, huh.” I pondered the horrible idea Orlene had had and added a few spices to the mix on the hot skillet sitting over the fire. “Now the little scheme has gotten you on Dottie’s horrible, no-good-ever side, even forgetting the issue of the heartbreak she’s suffering because of Colt Lincoln.”

“Are you sure she’s heartbroken?” Ellis asked and put a log on the campfire.

“All the shades in her camper are pulled down, and she’s not been outside to smoke.” I glanced past the kids running down the campground along the banks of the lake to look toward Dottie’s camper. “I’d say that’s a pretty good sign.”

“I’ll make it better. I’ll make it good.” Ellis could try, but she really had to do something big for Dottie to even think about letting this deep-seated grudge go. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I have this thing about me.”

“Just don’t try so hard,” I suggested and began to stir the cheesy goodness into what would soon be some wonderful homemade beer cheese.

“Not that it’s right, but I’ve always used my looks to get me places, and it’s about time I start using my brains.” She followed me back inside of the camper. “If there was something I did hear them talk about, it was a guy named Ace Price.”

I took out the notebook in which we’d written down all the clues the Laundry Club Ladies had gathered. I didn’t want to give Ellis any information, but if she was willing to spill it, I was willing to compare to see if she had any information we didn’t.

“I know a way you can redeem yourself if you swear you won’t go back to the Smelly Dog Sleuthers.” It was hard to keep a straight face when I mentioned their name.

“How? I’ll do anything.” Ellis took a step toward me and got so close I could see the deeps of her soul through her eyes.

“Here.” I slapped the notebook to her chest. “This is the notebook where we keep all the details about the crimes we like to try to help solve.”

She sat on the couch, and Fifi jumped up next to her. Ellis couldn’t be all that bad if Fifi liked her. Fifi was a good judge of character. Though people said dogs liked everyone, that wasn’t true in Fifi’s case. There were many camper guests who she didn’t like, and they did turn out to be people we’d not welcome back.

“Ace Price. That man.” She mentioned him again, getting my attention. “Orlene said he’d hit on her, too, at the Red Barn.”

“Hit on her too?” I asked. “Isn’t he a bit old for you?”

“Yeah. I almost fell for it too,” Ellis scoffed and flipped the notebook page. “I swear if it weren’t for Natalie…” That she said Natalie’s name in front of me made me want to kick her right out of the camper.

“Ahem.” The bad taste of the mention of that name made me want to gag, and I cleared my throat.

“Now, I know you don’t like Natalie, but she did save me from going out with Ace. Pilot,” she snorted and gave the next page a flip with a bit more force, ripping the edge a little. “The fact he was much older than me suddenly didn’t matter when he told me he was a pilot.”

“Who’s a pilot?” I asked and put the cheddar, cream cheese, garlic, chives, and beer in a cast-iron skillet before I topped everything with some cayenne pepper.

“Huh?” Ellis picked at the small pretzel bite and put it in her mouth.

“You said ‘pilot.’” I glanced out the window over the kitchen sink to see give a quick glance at the skillet over the campfire.

“No one. That’s the problem,” she said to me on my way out of the camper to grab the dip.

“Problem?” I asked and sat the hot skillet on the dish towel in the middle of the table.

Ellis put the notebook aside and picked up another piece of the pretzel bread.

“I almost went out with him. He flipped open his wallet and showed me his pilot’s license. After that, I let him buy me a drink and then another and another.” She racked a piece of pretzel bread across the warm dip.

I grabbed my plate and sat down across from her. Her mouth was moving, but in my head, I wondered how much longer she would be here. I knew if Hank got home, he’d come up, and that would keep her here.

Hank and I needed a night alone without Ellis, but it was proving to be really hard with her living right here.

“The more Ace talked, the more I dreamed of us jetting off in a private jet to Cabo, Paris, really any tropical place.” She heaved a big sigh and raised another piece of pretzel bread to her mouth. Before she bit into the bread, she said, “I can’t go anywhere on a drone.”

“What?” I started to laugh.

“You think it’s funny.” Ellis started to smile before she giggled. “It really is funny. I mean, what a pickup line. I’m a pilot,” she said, trying to mock how Ace talked. “It was Natalie who told me he was a drone pilot. It was a pickup line he’d used on someone she knew.”

“It’s pretty clever.” I had to admit Ace hadn’t lied. He was truly a pilot, for a drone.

“Buzzzz.” Ellis ran her bread through the air like an airplane, mimicking a drone before she spiraled it down into her mouth.

“Buzz,” I repeated. “Buzz.” I stopped and grabbed my phone.

“What?” Ellis asked. “Are you okay? You’ve zoned out.”

“Drone pilot.” I looked at Ellis but didn’t really see her. I blinked a few times. “Buzz. I heard a buzzing sound right before I looked into the telescope. Was it an insect?”

I scrolled through the photos on my phone to find the footage from Neil’s helmet Tucker had sent me and hit Play.

The gorgeous images of the moon above the canyon along the Dansberry Peak Trail were almost painful to watch now that I knew what was coming next.

“What are we looking for?” Ellis had gotten up and stood behind me to watch the video.

“Shh!” I said with urgency, knowing the buzz was coming right after the red tent.

“Buzzzzz.”

I hit Pause and tried to turn up the phone’s volume even more, but it was already at capacity.

“Did you hear that?” I asked and used my finger to drag the player back to the scene before the tent came into focus.

“Buzzzzzzz.”

As soon as the noise went away, Neil stopped his commentary.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Ellis could’ve just told me she won a million dollars, and I wouldn’t have heard her.

“He’s a pilot!” I jumped up, ran over to Ellis, and threw my arms around her neck. “He’s a pilot! A drone pilot!” I picked up her fork and did the airplane thing. “Buzzzzzzzzzzzz and bam!”

Forcefully, I stabbed the air like I had a knife in my hand.

“Mae, you’re scaring me.” Ellis looked at me like I had lost my mind.

“No. Ellis! You just solved the murder.” I stood over her, grabbed both sides of her face, and planted a huge kiss on her cheek. “You solved the murder, and I’ve got to go!”

“Wait!” Ellis jumped to her feet, knocking over the chair. “I’m coming with you.”

Fifi’s high-pitched yelps came out, sounding as excited as the expression on Ellis’s face looked. They both danced around me trying to beat me to the door.

“No!” I yelled and pointed at them both. “You stay here with Fifi, and I’ll be back. I’m only going to talk to Kimberly. That’s it. I have to tell her she’s in danger.”

“If I helped you solve this case, then I’m going.” Ellis planted herself in front of the camper door with her fisted hands on her hips.

“Ellis. Please move.” I tried the kind route before I tried to shove her out of the way. She didn’t budge. “Wow. You’re actually strong for a skinny gal.”

“Don’t underestimate me, Mae West.” Her brows rose. I could see the seriousness in her eyes. “If you’ve not noticed, I’ve been trying really hard to turn over a new leaf, and this will help me get some street cred with the Laundry Club Ladies.”

“Street cred? Ellis, this isn’t some game. We are dealing with a killer, and your brother will kill me if I take you along.” It was the truth. I knew Hank didn’t want me to get in trouble, but his sister was a different story.

They might’ve had two different experiences with their parents, but when you broke it all down, they were still brother and sister. There was an unshakable bond between them.

“I’m a big girl. I’ll take care of Hank. Besides”—she shrugged and opened the door of the camper van—“you said you were only going to see Kimberly. What’s the harm in that?”

She was right. There was no harm in going to see Kimberly.

Until there was.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Mae.” Kimberly opened the door. “What are you doing here? How did you know where I lived?”

“I told you I was helping with the investigation.” I gestured behind me to Ellis. “My soon-to-be sister-in-law and I were talking, and I wanted to know if I could talk to you about Neil and specifically his friendship with Ace.” I twisted my shoulders enough for me to look back at Ellis. “Ellis Randal, Kimberly Lipman.”

“Sorry to meet you under these circumstances, but I think I figured out who killed your husband.” Ellis let it rip.

“Ellis,” I gasped through gritted teeth and gave her the side eye.

“What?” She shrugged. “You said I did.”

“Please come in.” Kimberly swung the door open, letting us in. “I’m expecting company but not for another hour or so.”

“We will be finished before then.” Ellis suddenly took control of the situation. As we walked down the hall leading into the family room, Ellis said from behind me, “Mae, go on and tell her what information I gave you and who killed her husband.”

A table set up for a romantic dinner stood next to the large window overlooking Daniel Boone National Forest.

It was close to sunset, and the sky was such a beautiful, peaceful sight, painted with vibrant shades of orange, pink, and purple.

“Wow,” I gasped in a whisper, looking at the sun as it slowly dipped below the horizon.

“Gorgeous, right?” Kimberly walked up behind me. “That was why Neil insisted on us purchasing the run-down cabin.” She laughed at the fond memory. “We loved how the trees of the forest looked like they were bathing in the warm glow of the sunset.”

She pointed out the trees casting their long shadows across the landscape.

“I’m so glad you got to experience those with him.” I felt a sense of comfort from her as she looked out into the soft, golden light that cast a serene atmosphere over the entire scene.

“I’d like to think he’s up there showing off and saying, ‘I told you so,’” she joked. “After all, he did have to talk me into buying this place, but the first night I saw this, I didn’t care what the cabin looked like.”

“The sunset might be cozy, but what you’ve got going on in here looks even better.” Ellis pointed out the fire in the fireplace, the soft music playing in the background, and a table set with candles, fresh flowers, and place settings including steak knives.

My mouth watered at the thought of a big juicy steak. Maybe I’d reward myself with one after getting the information I needed from Kimberly so I could take back my theory to Al Hemmer.

“I’m having a good friend over for dinner.” Kimberly smiled.

“It looks like more than a good friend.” Ellis was about to get knocked in the teeth by me.

“We will get out of your hair in just a few minutes.” I gave Ellis a hard stare. “Ellis was telling about Ace Price being a drone pilot.”

“Yes. He loves that thing.” She laughed. “He was always here talking to Neil about the importance of solar and how he’d used a lot of the data he’d gotten from the drone flights on where the best solar energy in the forest was.”

I continued to ask Kimberly questions while Ellis took the liberty to walk around the warm, rustic cabin with touches of reclaimed wood and plush throws that complemented the feel of the area.

“He hit on me with that pilot stuff,” Ellis blurted out and walked along the bookshelf filled with photos. She took her time looking at each one of them.

“He hit on everyone. Including me.” Kimberly had hit the nail on the head.

“Right. That’s why I’m here. I understand you dated Ace at university before you dated Neil.” I could tell by her doe-eyed look she was surprised I’d known about the relationship. “And it came to my attention that over the past few years, he’d been trying not only to put some solar panels on your property but also get zoning laws passed on the area where Zip Line Adventures was eventually built, but Neil shot it down.”

The secrets between Neil and Ace were coming out from underneath the rug like dust bunnies. Something on her face told me she’d thought these secrets had been buried with her late husband.

“I also knew the samples of the different areas of the forest Ace told Neil he’d collected for the best solar were probably places that were hard to get to, so a drone was the best way to collect those.” I brought it back to my theory that Ace Price was the killer. “Wasn’t it true Ace hit on you a few months back, and Neil caught him? You had to call Al Hemmer to come here and break it up?”

“Yes. It was awful. I had no idea why Ace would think I would leave my husband.” Tears gathered in her eyes. “Do you think he killed Neil?”

A knock came at the door just as it opened.

Kimberly wiped off her tears and hurried past Ellis and me down the hall. There was a bit of whispering, and when she came back, she wasn’t alone.

“I’m sure you remember Jay Radford, my husband’s business partner.” Kimberly clapped her hands together. “He’s my dinner guest. A dear friend who went to university with Neil and me.”

“I never went to college.” Ellis’s mouth twitched. “I wish I had some good lifelong friends.”

“Jay, this is Ellis Randal,” Kimberly said, properly introducing them.

“Any kin to Ty?” Jay asked.

“That’s my husband.” Ellis’s face lit up, a sure sign that she really did love him, even though I’d had my questions.

“I love that place. Neil, Kimberly, and I had a lot of meetings there the past couple of years trying to get the zip line up and running.” He confirmed what Ellis had mentioned about Ty seeing them there all the time. “We made many business decisions over Ty’s brown beans and cornbread.”

The mention of the brown beans made me lick my lips. My stomach growled. I was hungrier than I thought.

“We are discussing the future of the zip line and where we need to go from here now that the sheriff has removed the crime scene. The inspector and I went on all the lines.” He clapped his hands together and vigorously rubbed them in a victorious way. “We are officially able to open for business.”

“That’s wonderful!” Kimberly squealed, threw her hands up to her mouth, and bounced in delight before she threw her arms around Jay. “Neil would be so happy,” she cried.

Another knock came at the door, stopping the celebration.

Like before, Kimberly excused herself and headed down the hall but quickly returned with Ace Price.

“Looks like I interrupted something.” He looked among us and then finished by focusing on Kimberly.

“I think you need to tell him what you told me.” Kimberly wanted me to tell Ace that I thought he was the killer. “Mae thinks you killed my husband.”

“Me?” Ace snorted. “Why would I kill my best friend?”

“So you could have his wife,” Ellis shot back.

“That and because he wasn’t going to give you any zoning privileges for you to propose a solar energy farm in the forest. You’d have to get an easement from Neil to go through any of the property he owned.” I’d learned when it came to business and one’s livelihood, people would do anything to make sure their futures were secured.

“Why would I kill him? I already got a grant for the university and me to work together on land they already own. That was where I was that night. I had a meeting with Harry Waller, and it just happened to be on the night Neil was murdered.”

Ellis was distracting me by walking around slowly, like she was on a catwalk. She stared as she passed each person.

I tried not to look at her because she looked like she was trying to figure it all out, and she got on my nerves.

If there was a next time, I’d definitely insist she didn’t come with me.

“Ask Al Hemmer. Harry told Al I was with him, and I gave Al the okay today to check out my cell phone pings.” Ace sure wasn’t budging.

“What about the drone, Mr. Pilot?” Ellis asked with a snarl.

“That’s where I know you from. The Red Barn bar.” He laughed. Jay and Kimberly stood silent, watching with wide eyes. “Yeah. I almost had you believing I was a pilot.”

“And it’s very mysterious that Neil was killed on the zip line after he left platform two. We couldn’t figure out how someone could have come on the zip line after him, but no one did. It was your drone.”

“My drone?” Ace glared at me. “You’re nuts.”

“Or am I?” I asked confidently.

I walked back and forth, feeling sure I was safe in a room with three others who I hoped would defend me as I stood there and told Ace Price that I knew he was the killer.

“It’s not like I’m the only drone pilot around who has a specific drone to drop things and pick them up. Or use the license to pick up women.” He winked at Ellis. Her body did a little shimmy, and she wiggled her ring finger in the air at him, as if she were telling him she was already spoken for. “We”—he gestured between him and Jay Radford—“Jay and I used that all the time once we got our licenses.”

We? My head jerked to look at Jay. His shoulders dropped, and his eyes shifted to look at me.

“That’s right.” Ellis nodded a few times, smiling, and pointed at Jay. “I thought I recognized you, but I couldn’t place it. I mean, I go to all the ribbon-cutting ceremonies and see so many people.”

“Stop talking, Ellis.” I snapped a finger at her so I could concentrate on the mental images formed by all the clues we’d figured out along the way.

“Mae West,” she scoffed. “Where are your manners?”

“She could say the same to you,” Ace told her. “Accusing me of being a killer just because I have a drone.”

“Oh my gosh.” I blinked my eyes as another piece fell into place. “Why didn’t I see this?”

Slowly, I looked up at Kimberly.

“All this time, it was staring me in the face. The subtle meetings about where the company went from here, the initial meetings. And it wasn’t Ace who you left to date Neil. It was Jay. You two started your affair up as the Zip Line Adventures was in the planning, didn’t you?” I shook my head in disbelief as they both shifted as if they were uncomfortable in their own skin.

“Jay is a drone pilot.” I turned my attention to him, since he had to have been the one to drop the knife. “You argued about who was going to do the zip line inspection that night.”

I remembered Bent telling me that he’d heard it from the other inspector.

“You set up the fight between Ace and Neil.” I shifted my focus to Kimberly. “You did come on to Ace, and when he thought you were going to rekindle the flame, you led him here and knew Neil would be home. You knew Neil would kill him, and you made sure someone saw the fight.”

“Not just saw it but had it recorded by the sheriff. Making Ace look like the killer once the killer stabbed your husband.” Ellis sort of finished my thoughts. “Wait.” She looked at me. “Who’s the killer if it’s not him?” Ellis pointed at Ace.

“Kimberly Lipman and Jay Radford are the killers.” I threw a chin at her and watched her squirm.

“What?” Kimberly tossed her head back and let out a big laugh. “That’s ridiculous. Go back to your trailer park.”

“It’s not a trailer park. It’s a campground.” That got me fired up. Not that anything was wrong with a trailer park. But there was a huge difference between a trailer and a camper. “And I make a great living off of it. You two had a grand plan to use Neil’s brains to set up the company. Am I right, Ace?”

“You literally stabbed your best friend in the back,” I snorted in shock and watched him reach for the knife sitting on the fancy table for two. “You knew no one would see the drone at that time of the night. You were manning the video camera on Neil’s helmet so it would be broadcasted to the inspector and guests you’d gathered for the event, but really, you had the drone remote in your hand instead. You didn’t show me that one. Everyone said you were present at the event and never left. You didn’t have to leave in order to kill him.”

“This is really good, Mae. You should join Hank.” Ellis’s words dripped out of her, and she stood there with her mouth gaping open in awe.

“I heard a buzzing noise that night, but I couldn’t place it. Was it an insect? A strange noise coming from the forest that couldn’t be identified. We all know the forest has a lot of strange noises. It was easy to disguise the whir of your drone as you kept a close eye on Neil from above before you flew it down right on top of him, stabbing him in the back of the neck, severing his brain stem, causing him instant death.” I’d gone in for the kill.

“Really?” Ellis broke the silence. “A drone can do that?”

“Not just any drone. But the kind Jay has can because it has this clip…” Ace had started to explain the difference before the theory had enough time to penetrate. “Wait. You killed Neil?”

“We were going to kill you tonight to make it look like a suicide as you proclaimed your love for Kimberly.” Jay grabbed a steak knife from the romantic table and eased his way around us. He stopped at the clear path to the front door.

“The sheriff had it on file that you were coming here to rekindle our relationship or try to get me back.” Kimberly swept across the room and stood next to Jay. “Tonight, you showed up here, forced me to make a romantic dinner, held me at knifepoint, and turned it on yourself after I denied you.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Ace scoffed. “Ridiculous, right?” He looked at me. “You don’t look so certain.”

“Why again would you kill Neil and not just have an affair?” I asked them for clarity’s sake in case I got out of here alive and could tell the truth about what really happened to Neil Lipman out there on that zip line. “Wait. I bet it doesn’t stop there. If this got messy, you could’ve somehow blamed Kimberly.”

“Me?” She pulled back in shock.

“In case you spilled the beans, did you know he had you on videotape going crazy at one of the meetings, cutting the zip line, and threatening Neil about funding, finances?” I asked, hoping she’d turn on him.

“Neil owned sixty percent of the company because the zip line was on his land. I did ninety percent of the work.” Jay didn’t even address what I’d said to Kimberly.

He was so egotistical, he didn’t even notice the anger swelling up inside of her. Her face contorted with several emotions as she continued to stare at his profile while he defended himself to us.

“Funny. That was how it worked in college. He got you all the ladies while you got him the good grades.” Ace spat out the frustration of years. “The two of you thought you were something. And you.” He pointed at Kimberly. “You should be ashamed of yourself. After all this time, Jay finally got you back after you left him for Neil.”

“And that was part of this, too, right?” I built on what Ace was saying. “The idea of the zip line was yours, so you wanted it back. Kimberly was yours before, and you wanted her back.”

“I was sick and tired of him taking and taking from me. When Kimberly opened the door to her heart, I took it.” The story seethed out of his gritted teeth. “It felt good, so I took the rest of what was rightfully mine back, and no two-bit environmentalist, nosy campground owner, or beauty queen is going to stop me now.”

“Did you call me a beauty queen?” Ellis smiled, tossing her hair back over her shoulder before she swung her leg up and around, knocking the steak knife out of Jay’s hand before leaping on him like a spider monkey.

Kimberly screamed and yelled, holding her hands up to her mouth. “Stop!” She frantically tried to get Ellis off Jay’s back. “Stop it!”

“Get him!” I ordered Ace.

Then I dialed the phone and said, “9-1-1.” It was like I had to tell myself the orders so my body would respond.

“9-1-1. What’s the emergency?” Agnes asked on the other end of the phone.

“Agnes, send Tucker or Al to Lipman’s. Jay Radford is Neil’s killer, and I have the confession.” It was out of my mouth. I knew all of this would be over soon.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“Where on earth did you learn that kick move?” I asked Ellis. She was sitting in the back seat, looking all cozy with Chester.

I was checking my messages to see if Wayne Newton had texted me about our upcoming meeting where I suggested we incorporate some of his photos at the National Park Building.

“You don’t think this is just another pretty face, do you?” She smiled and fluttered her eyes. “I had to learn a talent for all those beauty contests. Jujitsu it was. And I had a younger brother who was a pain in my…”

“Hey now.” Hank stopped her from telling anything.

The three of us had decided to put the whole Neil sleuthing thing behind us after we’d come together earlier today to solve it—albeit on accident, but we did it.

Even Dottie’s grudge against Ellis was broken after she heard Ellis was the one who saved me from the point of Jay’s knife after Al had let us leave Kimberly’s house. That was when we went back to the campground and caught Dottie leaving in her car, only briefly stopping to let us tell her what happened.

“Wait. Tell me. I want to know some stories,” I said, encouraging Ellis to tell me about Hank as a little boy on our way to drop Chester off at the groomer and grab a coffee from Trails Coffee. It was one thing that would help calm my nerves from today’s earlier events.

Ellis was more than delighted to stand up and not only act out but elaborate on some stories about Hank that I’d never heard, leaving Hank and me in stitches.

“So, do you think I’d be a good candidate for a Laundry Club Lady?” Ellis asked as we pulled up in front of the building to park in the only spot open in the downtown area.

“Don’t push your luck,” I told her and turned off the car. “I’ll go take Chester, since I want to talk to Orlene and Ethel about Colt and how we can move forward.”

Chester danced in the back seat, making it hard for me to grab the leash.

“What do you want to drink?” Hank asked as he bent down and patted Chester on the head.

“I’ll take a white chocolate mocha.” No one could make the delicious special coffee better than Gert Hobson.

“You be a good boy for Ethel,” he told Chester, giving the dog one more good scratch. Then Hank turned to me. “I’ll see you in a minute.” He gave me a kiss.

“Aw, you two are so cute. I can’t wait until you tie the knot.” Ellis giggled and jogged across the street ahead of Hank.

“Just let it go.” Hank could see the fear in my eyes that Ellis would always intrude on our marriage. “She’s moving soon to the new house, and just think of all the income a new camper spot will be for our bottom line. I’ll see you over there.”

“Come on, Chester.” I tugged on his leash. We went one way, and Hank went the other.

I didn’t mind taking our time on this gorgeous spring day. Downtown Normal had such a peacefulness now that Neil’s murder was finally solved. Or maybe it was the peaceful and picturesque atmosphere given by the renewal of spring with the sights and smells of blooming flowers and freshly bloomed greenery that made my soul come alive.

“That feels so good, Chester.” I stopped to let him go potty and put my face up to the brightly shining sun as it cast a warm golden light on us and all the charming storefronts and brick buildings.

While Chester sniffed a few more times around the carriage light base, I watched Hank from across the median go into Trails Coffee. The aromas of fresh baked goods and coffee wafted through the air.

“I better get you to the groomer so I can get my coffee.” My stomach growled over the chirping birds and the bustling tourists, who were out enjoying the beautiful weather.

Today would be perfect for taking a leisurely stroll through the streets, perhaps stopping to browse the local shops, something I would suggest to Ellis and Hank after we got our coffees.

The bell dinged over the door of the Smelly Dog Groomer’s front door when I walked in, reminding me of the bell that’d dinged a few days ago when I brought Fifi in. I’d not seen or talked to Ethel since then. She wasn’t in the front room of the store to greet me, so I couldn’t help but wonder if she was a tad bit embarrassed.

“Help! Help!” The scream was heard before the footsteps.

Chester growled before he let go his low, hunting howl just as Orlene Roth barreled out of the back room.

“Mae!” She gasped and pointed at the back. “C… C…”

“Orlene, what’s wrong?” I asked as she fell and fainted. “Orlene.”

I bent down and couldn’t bother with Chester tugging on the leash. I let go of it to attend to Orlene.

She was alive.

I reached for my phone and called the emergency squad.

“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?” I heard Agnes’s voice come across the line.

“Agnes, it’s Mae. Can you send an ambulance to the Smelly Dog Groomer? Orlene Roth has passed out.” My voice got louder with each word so I could talk over Chester. “I’m sorry. Chester seems to be getting louder.”

“I can’t hear you, Mae,” Agnes chirped into the phone.

“Orlene is passed out.” I debated on whether to leave Orlene lying on the floor or go get Chester to stop barking so I could get the right help. “Chester! Stop barking!”

“What is going on with Orlene?” Agnes asked.

With a quick check of Orlene’s pulse, which she had, I left her there to get Chester to be quiet.

“She passed out!” I called into the phone on my way to the back room, where I found Chester standing near a body.

Not just any body.

It was Colt Lincoln.

The Colt Lincoln.

The famous bounty hunter from television.

He wasn’t sleeping. His eyes were open, and he was lying in a pool of what appeared to be his own blood.

“Make that Al Hemmer and Colonel Holz,” I told Agnes just as my eyes slid down Colt’s body, where a hot pink sponge curler was clipped on his finger.

THE END
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Grab your hammock and your bug spray, and join Mae and the Laundry Club Ladies on a wild ride through Happy Trails Campground, where the only thing more dangerous than the handguns is the gossip.
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Chapter One of Book Thirty One

Hammocks, Handguns, & Hearsay

Hell in a handbasket.

Mm-hmm, that’s what I’d call how this day, this week, heck, this month was turning out.

“Hell in a handbasket,” I muttered and shifted a little bit in my seat.

I had to get a gander at was going on across the grassy median at the Smelly Dog Groomer shop.

“What’s happening now?” I asked and leaned a little more to the right. I had to get a clear vision of what was going on. After all, I was the one who’d found the dead body inside.

Not just any dead body.

Colt Lincoln.

As in the Colt Lincoln.

Yep. The famous bounty hunter who had his own television show, Colt Lincoln.

I looked out the window and took in all the surroundings. The sun had started to set, and several tourists noticed, taking their phones out to get that amazing shot so they could put it on their latest social media with #sunset or #Daniel Boone National Forest.

Off in the distance, I noticed Wayne Newton—not the Wayne Newton like the Colt Lincoln, but our local Wayne who did take professional photographs of the national forest we called home.

It was my meeting with him to discuss hiring him to take photos of my upcoming fall wedding that even brought me to the Smelly Dog Groomers.

In a roundabout way.

Chester, my soon-to-be step-dog, had an appointment to get a bath and nail trim at the Smelly Dog, so I thought it would be easiest to kill two birds with one stone. Not happen upon the body where it was a “kill one bounty hunter with one bullet” kinda thing.

I’d been waiting on Wayne to text me back, and when he did, it was after finding the dead-body bounty hunter, after which Sheriff Al Hemmer told me to wait outside of the shop. So I’d found myself wandering over to the coffee shop, where it was much easier to wait with a cup of coffee.

Still, I glanced around and noticed just how deceiving the Daniel Boone National Forest was.

It was like a seduction by a beautiful woman who on the outside was stunning but where on the inside deep and dark secrets loomed.

Pulling up the mug to my lips, I let out a little snort. The tourists lying on the blanket in the middle of the grassy median between me and the Smelly Dog Groomer had no idea that just a few feet away, the star of the show they loved and the bounty hunter they’d made famous, Colt Lincoln, lay in there.

Dead.

My eyes lowered as they warded off the last little bit of sun as it began to dip toward the horizon, the sky transformed into a stunning canvas of warm hues. Shades of orange, pink, and gold streaked across the sky, blending together seamlessly like a watercolor painting.

Again, my eyes wandered to the grassy median, the parklike setting between the one-way streets of downtown Normal, Kentucky.

The lush green trees and rugged hillsides of the forest were bathed in a warm, golden light, creating a serene and tranquil atmosphere, but here I was, anxiously awaiting what questions Sheriff Al Hemmer had for me.

I looked back behind me into the Trails Coffee Shop, the local coffeehouse, and over to the living wall that Gert Hobson, the owner of Trails Coffee, had paid a pretty penny for a fancy architect to design to reflect the seasonal foliage of the forest.

Wildflowers popped around in vibrant colors, which would make anyone smile, but not me.

Not today.

Chester was lying up against the wall next to the fountain-style dog bowl kept there for the four-legged friends since most of the time the patrons, who were mainly hikers and campers, traveled with their furry companions.

Seeing he was settled, I turned back to the window.

The colors of the sky intensified as the sun sank, casting a rosy glow across everything the last bit of rays touched.

The familiar shuffle of Gert’s hiking boots echoed closer and closer. Without looking, I slid my coffee cup along the table just shy of the edge for her to refill.

“Colonel Holz is there,” Gert Hobson said, spilling the turned coffeepot away from my mug at the reminder of the murder that’d taken place a couple of hours earlier across the street. “I’m so sorry.”

She plucked a couple of napkins from the center of the table and wiped up the steaming liquid crawling to the edge of the table before it could waterfall to the floor.

“Here comes Al.” I scooted my chair back in place and acted as if I’d not been glued to Trails Coffee’s front window.

“Don’t forget the packages I put together for the campground,” she reminded me.

I’d called Gert earlier in the day to let her know I was dropping Chester off at Smelly Dog and needed to pick up the packages of coffee and filters that she graciously donated for the rental campers and the bungalows. Instead of grabbing the boxes after I dropped Chester off, Hank, my fiancé, his sister Ellis, and I were going to stick around downtown and have a good cup of coffee, maybe visit with Gert, and wait for Ethel Biddle to finish grooming Chester.

Speaking of Ethel, my mind curled back to me finding Colt. Ethel wasn’t there. Orlene Roth was though.

I shook my head to clear it of even the inkling of the idea that I was going to put my nose into another murder when a flash of a shadow outside the window took me out of my thoughts.

“I also put some special Hiker’s Morning Blend in the complimentary box,” she noted as she put an empty mug on the table and filled it up. “That’s for you,” she told Sheriff Al Hemmer as soon as he walked through the door.

Al gave a solid nod to Gert before he reached for the back of the chair across from me. The legs screeched across the floor as his eyes fixed on me like he was trying to study what I was thinking.

"All right, Mae, let's start from the beginning," Sheriff Al said, his brow furrowed in confusion after his attempt at trying to read me.

It went without saying that Al Hemmer got the sheriff’s job after his uncle, Judge Gab Hemmer, had appointed him for the job as a temporary replacement.

Like most things around these parts, we didn’t like change, and well, once you got into an elected official job, it was hard to be scooted or booted out. That’s how we got stuck with Al.

Dottie Swaggert was right when she said he was fumbly like the old television deputy sheriff Barney Fife from The Andy Griffith Show. He even had the appearance of a much younger version. The tall, thin, long-legged man with a goofy sense of humor. At times it was endearing. Not so much today.

“Me, Hank, and Ellis were going to meet with Wayne Newton here at Trails Coffee to discuss wedding photos.” It wasn’t like Ellis, my soon-to-be sister-in-law, had a say in it or that we were very close, but I’d started seeing a side of Ellis where just a kind hand, or even a nice gesture, would help her blossom into the person I often saw her hide behind.

I didn’t include how I’d made the meeting with Wayne to be around Chester’s appointment. Again, kinda like that “kill two birds with one stone” thing I’d said about Colt.

“The door was open, like always, and I walked Chester inside.” I shrugged. “I didn’t see Ethel in there, but I heard Orlene scream.” I also left out the part about Chester’s hunting-dog howl he’d let out. “And I found her standing over Colt’s body, freaking out.”

“How did the body look?” he asked.

“Dead.” I knew what he was trying to get me to say, but I wanted him to say it, not me. Not me on the record of whatever it was that he would write down in his little notebook.

"You found Colt dead inside the Smelly Dog Groomer, holding a hot-pink hair curler that belongs to Dottie Swaggert.” He took a small notebook from the pocket of his brown sheriff’s vest and tossed it on top of the table like it had some sort of effect on me.

I pushed a strand of my long, curly honey-blond hair behind my shoulder and raised a brow.

“Is that correct?" he finally asked, slowly draping his right arm over the back of the chair and then using his other hand to reach for the full cup of coffee Gert had left for him.

I could still hear how the bell dinged over the front door of the Smelly Dog Groomer.

“Help! Help!” I’d heard Orlene Roth screaming at the top of her lungs, and it was like I wasn’t even in my body. Chester had growled like he’d done when he was a hunting dog right before Orlene barreled out of the back room.

“Mae!” The way Orlene had gasped my name still sent goose bumps up and down my spine, leaving me with a cold shiver.

You know those kind of bone-chilling colds that no matter what you do, you can’t get them to leave your body? That kind of shiver. And it’d settled deep inside my bones and was still there.

“I am not going to say it was Dottie Swaggert’s pink sponge curler.” I wasn’t going to peg my best friend as a murderer, though her sudden disappearance had me slightly baffled.

It did look bad on Dottie’s part. She’d kinda been dating Colt Lincoln. She’d found out he’d only dated her to get information, probably for one of his upcoming shows, and she did give him the old heave-ho, but not without publicly trash-talking him, which didn’t look good on her when I found him dead with the sponge curler that suspiciously looked like the kind she used.

Plus she wasn’t answering my calls or texts. That didn’t look good, but I wasn’t going to tell Al any of my thoughts.

"And you didn't see anyone else inside the groomer’s when you found him? Besides Orlene, that is,” Al asked, scratching his head and curling his forefinger around the handle of the mug.

"No, Al. I was just there to drop Chester off to be groomed. I didn't expect to find Colt there," I replied in a shaking voice. “I figured on Orlene and Ethel to be there, but not Colt.”

"Well, it just doesn't add up," Al said, leaning back in his chair, letting go of the mug. "Why would Dottie's hair curler be there, and why would Colt be holding it?"

“Maybe it wasn’t Dottie’s.” I threw it out there. “Why don’t you get it tested for any sort of DNA, if there’s a hair on it or fingerprints?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He was quick to answer before he excused himself for a moment to make a phone call.

It didn’t take a master sleuth to see Dottie Swaggert had popped onto Al’s suspect list, taking the number one spot. A list where number one was not a winning spot.

I tried to recall the sponge curler in my mind to see if there were any sort of details I could compare to the ones Dottie used, but nothing was coming to me.

Time. I needed some time to process.

It wasn’t unusual for a little shock, after something like finding a dead body, to wash over someone, and for the events right after to become a little less clear. In time small bits and pieces would come back, but right then all I remembered was bending down to see if Orlene was okay after she fainted and calling 911.

Al came back to the table and sat down.

“Do you know what is going to descend upon Normal if we don’t find out who killed the Colt Lincoln?” Al’s confidence waned, giving me a slight edge to this here conversation.

“When the world finds out the most famous bounty hunter in America is murdered?” I snorted and nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

Boy, did I know. Better than anyone in Normal, Kentucky.

Heck. For that matter, better than anyone in Kentucky after my history of being the wife of the biggest Ponzi scheme crook in all of American history.

“Yeah. I reckon you do.” He sat up and leaned on his elbows on the edge of the table.

My phone vibrated, facedown on top of the table.

“Dottie?” Al asked after I picked it up and sent it to voicemail.

“No. I was hoping.” My lips tugged in a smile. “It was Wayne Newton.”

“The zealot?” Al’s eyes narrowed.

“He’s not a zealot. He’s passionate and a great artist,” I said, though Wayne was one who liked to live as a nomad in the forest. It was like his art and life being one with each other gave him the opportunity to take in the real beauty, not the surface things, of the forest.

The way the lens of his camera had captured the stars and night sky over top of the Daniel Boone National Forest was something I’d never seen before, and soon he was going to be world-famous. Or at least he would be after I got Abby Fawn Bonds, my sister-in-law and marketing genius, to spread the word about him.

He would be a viral sensation.

“I need to take this.” I wagged the phone.

“When you’re finished, I want you to come back over to the Smelly Dog.” Al stood up. The chair smacked the floor after he fumbled around a bit, then he went to pick it up and his rump hit the table, almost knocking the coffee mug over again.

I waved a hand and put the phone up to my ear.

“Hi, Wayne ,” I greeted him and dug down into my jean’s pocket to grab some cash to leave for a tip. “I know we were going to meet up tonight, but something has come up. Can we meet up later this week to discuss the wedding?”

Wayne mumbled something about some of his buddies coming in and he was going to be busy for the week. I’d seen him in the park a few minutes before Al had walked into the coffee shop, so I glanced out the window to see if he was still there. I didn’t see him.

“That’s fine. The wedding isn’t until this fall, so we have some time,” I told him as the coffee shop’s glass window rattled from a gang of motorcycles driving past.

It was hard not to notice them. There had to be at least fifty of them. They were so loud even the conversations in the coffee shop had stopped, and a few customers had walked near the window to watch them drive past.

It wasn’t unusual for people to drive their motorcycles through the forest on a gorgeous day. The scenery was breathtaking and the weather was perfect, but I didn’t recall ever seeing that many. It was unusual to see a lot of them wearing the same jacket and motorcycle clothing that got your attention and said that this was a real motorcycle gang.

“I heard there was a biker’s convention.” Gert had joined me at the window. “Maybe I need to make a biker’s brew,” she said as I hung up with Wayne .

“You are so smart.” I laughed and pointed to Chester. “Do you care if he lays there until Hank is done?”

Hank and his partner, Jerry Truman, had rented out the empty back room of the coffeehouse when they decided to quit law enforcement altogether and open a private investigation office. They’d only gotten tedious jobs that kept them busy, and today was no different.

While Chester was going to his appointment at the Smelly Dog Groomer, me and Ellis were going to hang out at Trails Coffee to visit with Gert while Hank did some work in the office.

Colt Lincoln changed all of that. Well, at least most of the plans had changed.

Ellis had walked down to the Normal Diner. Ty Randal, her husband, and his family owned the diner. Al had asked me to stay around to get my statement, and there was no need for Ellis or Hank to hang out. They’d not seen anything.

“Yes. He’s always welcome to stay here,” Gert said.

I knew she wouldn’t’ve had a problem, but it was always nice to ask and not assume. Chester would come to Trails Coffee with Hank, so he truly was no trouble, and he was fast asleep like he’d be if he was in Hank’s office.

“I’ll be back after I answer all of Al’s questions,” I told her and stepped out onto the sidewalk, stopping to watch even more motorcycles roll past.

There was a brief opening between riders for me to run across the one-way street. Like the customers at the coffeehouse, the people on the grassy median, the parklike setting between the one-way streets, had stopped what they were doing and watched too.

It was interesting to see what got people’s attention and what didn’t.

Take the Smelly Dog, for an example.

There was a sheriff car, a ranger truck, and a hearse all parked in front of the groomer’s. No one seemed to even bat an eye at the three vehicles.

Then there was the slew of bikers driving through town, and everyone stopped.

Out of the corner of my eye near the far left of the amphitheater, I noticed someone standing in the shadows of one of the pillars with his eyes focused on the Smelly Dog.
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RECIPES AND CAMPING HACKS FROM MAE WEST AND THE LAUNDRY CLUB LADIES AT THE HAPPY TRAILS CAMPGROUND IN NORMAL KENTUCKY.


Campfire Beer Cheese

Ingredients

	3 c. shredded cheddar

	1 (8-oz. block) cream cheese, softened

	2 cloves garlic, minced

	1 tbsp. freshly chopped chives, plus more for garnish

	1 c. lager beer

	Kosher salt

	Pinch of cayenne pepper

	Toasted baguette



Directions

	Place a grate over a campfire. In a large cast-iron skillet, add cheddar, cream cheese, garlic, chives, and beer and season with salt and cayenne. Cover with foil.

	Cook over campfire until melty, about 15 minutes. Serve with baguette slices. tte slices, for serving




Camping Hack 1

Camping Handwashing Station

This DIY handwashing station is awesome! You just use an old empty laundry detergent bottle, and create the perfect place for kids and adults to keep those germs at bay.

You can even add a paper towel holder to the top. Just fill the bottle with water, sit a jar of liquid soap next to it, and you’ll be able to keep dirt and grime away easily.


Camping Mac-n-Cheese

Ingredients

	1 (16-oz.) box elbow pasta

	Kosher salt

	1 (12-oz.) can evaporated milk

	1/2 c. (1 stick) melted butter

	1 tsp. ground mustard

	1/4 tsp. cayenne pepper

	Freshly ground black pepper

	2 c. shredded yellow cheddar

	2 c. shredded white cheddar

	1/2 c. crushed Ritz crackers

	1/2 c. freshly grated Parmesan



Directions

	In a large pot of boiling salted water, cook pasta according to package directions. Drain.

	In a large aluminum pan, combine cooked pasta, evaporated milk, melted butter, ground mustard, cayenne, and black pepper. Add cheddars and stir to combine. Cover with foil and cook over a campfire until cheese is melty, 15 minutes.

	Stir mac and cheese, then top with crushed crackers and Parmesan.




Camping Hack 2

Oranges Makes GREAT Candles

Take a long a few oranges the next time you go camping. Not only are they a delicious and healthy snack, you can turn the peels into candles.

You can use any citrus actually, like lemons, grapefruit, or limes, too. You’ll also need some standard kitchen oils like vegetable, olive, etc. Not only does this help light up your camping world, it smells wonderful!


Camping Gnocchi Kababs

Ingredients

	1/4 cup fresh parsley

	1/4 cup fresh basil

	1/4 cup + 2 tablespoons Fustini's Basil Crush olive oil, divided

	2 teaspoons capers

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

	1 garlic clove

	Kosher salt

	1 12 oz package of fresh gnocchi

	2 pints of cherry tomatoes

	2 small red onions, cut into 2" pieces



Directions

	In a food processor, combine parsley, basil, 1/4 cup olive oil, lemon juice, capers, and garlic. Blend until the mixture is smooth, season to taste with salt, and chill until ready to serve.

	Preheat the grill to medium-high for 3 minutes, and soak skewers in a shallow pan filled with water for 10 minutes to prevent scorching. In a large bowl, toss gnocchi, tomatoes, onions, and remaining olive oil until coated. Season with salt and pepper then thread gnocchi, tomatoes, and onions onto the soaked skewers.

	Grill the kebabs, flipping halfway through, until the tomatoes are blistered and the gnocchi is browned, 7 to 8 minutes. Transfer the kebabs to a platter, drizzle with salsa verde and serve.




Zoning, Zealots, & Ziplines

The 30th book in A Camper & Criminals Cozy Mystery Series.

Below are some questions that can be used for a book club.

Question #1

Mae is sitting in a meeting with the National Park Committee, her mind wanders as she watches Judge Gab Hemmer eat a donut. When asked if she agreed with the question, she said yes, not knowing what she was agreeing to. Unfortunately, she agreed to an assignment she didn’t want.

I think all of us have been in Mae’s shoes one time or another. How did you recover with your answer? Did you agree with the question? Or did you throw out whatever you thought it might be?

Question #2

Mae ended up with inspecting the new Star Gazers activity. Although a little skeptical, Veronica puts a positive spin on it, by talking about the night sky in the Daniel Boone National Forest.

Have you ever been star gazing? Sometimes you can visit a planetarium, set up a telescope or just watch from the comfort of your own yard. Being away from the lights of the city, make a huge difference when viewing the stars. 

Question #3

While thinking about the Daniel Boone National Forest and Happy Trails, Ellis, calls her asking for help with the RV’s plumbing. She used the wrong toilet paper because she didn’t like the septic-safe camper toilet paper. The scene that ensued was quite comical although it could have been a disaster!

What were your thoughts when you knew Ellis was on the phone, having problems, and not wanting Ty to know what was going on? There is septic safe toilet paper, but did you know there was toilet paper made especially for RVs?

Question #4

Mae always creates fun activities for the campground, especially in ways that help benefit the community. This event is called S’mores and Snores with proceeds going to another charitable that was on Lester’s good deed list.

Some people would really like this activity. S’mores, do you give them a thumbs up, or down?

Question #5

It appears the owners of the two properties, the Zipline Adventures and Star Gazers, have been arguing. The owner of the Zipline Adventures activity, Neil Lipman, added a platform with lights making too bright for the Star Gazer activity.

Ziplining has become more popular over the years. Given the opportunity, would you go on a zipline? Have you ever gone? What are your thoughts?

Question #6

A BODY! 

Mae is impressed with the Star Gazer owner, Claire Patton. She was very passionate about her business and wanted the best viewing experience for all those involved. While talking to her audience, Clair suddenly storms off. While Clair is gone, her assistant Dana takes over. Mae becomes distracted by lights shaking behind her and realizes it’s the zipline. Looking through the telescope, Mae can see a body dangling from the zipline.

Where did your thoughts go?

Question #7

While talking to Tucker Pyle, who has jurisdiction over the Daniel Boone National Forrest, Mae discovers the body is Neil Lipman, the owner of Zipline Adventures. He wasn’t unconscious as first thought, he had a knife sticking out of his neck. Both Claire and Professor Waller, whom Mae met earlier, had disappeared from the event. Claire had been angry with Neil and the Professor also had disappeared as well, returning with mud on his shoes.

Did you put Claire or the Professor on your suspect list at this point? Why or why not?

Question #8

After getting the Laundry Club up to date and on board, Mae turns her attention back to the campground. When Dottie comes into the office and is all dolled up, Mae knows something is up. After meeting Colt who was there to meet Dottie, Mae realizes Dottie has been doing some online dating. Seems like Colt has a larger-than-life personality, as well as a celebrity.

What did you think about this “new” Dottie; about the whole online dating thing?

Question #9

Once again, Ethel and Orlene, the Smelly Dog Sleuthers, are attempting to investigate. Of course, Orlene lets the cat out of the bag when she mentions Wayne Newton, a drifter and tent in the same sentence. Mae recalls the tent she saw the night of the murder. UFOs though? That matched up to something Granny Agnes said earlier. That was an interesting twist.

Did you give any thought as to why the Smelly Dog Sleuthers were investigating again? Or that they knew Wayne Newton who lived in a tent with a view of the zipline. The UFO put a new spin on the murder. Was this clue going to pan out?

Question #10

Mae seems to be coming up with clues right and left in this story, but some of those clues were going to have to wait until after the dress fitting for the bridesmaids. Ellis helped to pick out the bridesmaid’s dresses, that Mae thought were horrid and today was the fitting. Dottie startles Mrs. Sharp, who then sets off a chain of events ending up with all the bridesmaids dresses go up in flames. Mrs. Sharp and Ellis leave, and after overcoming the shock the rest of the group begin laughing.

Sometimes picking out a bridesmaid dress can be tricky. Taking into consideration of the varying sizes, color options, well, sometimes it can be a nightmare. Is there a memory that comes to mind involving bridesmaid dresses? The good, the bad, the ugly?

Question #11

This story had us going in several different directions. There were the zoning laws, did they lead to the murder? UFOs were brought up several times. Ellis, wanting to become an honorary Laundry Club Lady which Dottie as not in favor of. The Smelly Dog Sleuthers and let’s not forget Colt Lincoln, the bounty hunter and Dottie!

THE ENDING! Did you figure out who the killer was, or were you surprised? Remember NO SPOILERS! 

Question #12

We can’t have a discussion without sharing a favorite Dotti-ism! Did you come across a favorite saying in this book? 

The one that stuck out to me was when Mae was talking to Dottie about Betts and the argument they were having when she walked up. Mae mentioned that maybe Betts might like having something to fill her days and keep busy. Dottie’s response was “Well, it’s keeping her busier that a cat burying poop on a marble floor.”


A NOTE FROM TONYA

Thank y’all so much for this amazing journey we’ve been on with all the fun cozy mystery adventures! We’ve had so much fun and I can’t wait to bring you a lot more of them. When I set out to write about them, I pulled from my experiences from camping, having a camper, and fond memories of camping.

Readers ask me if there’s a real place like those in my books. Sadly, no. It’s a combination of places I’ve stayed and would own if I could.

XOXO ~ Tonya

www.Tonyakappes.com

For a full reading order of Tonya Kappes’s Novels, visit www.tonyakappes.com
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About Tonya

Tonya has written over 100 novels, all of which have graced numerous bestseller lists, including the USA Today. Best known for stories charged with emotion and humor and filled with flawed characters, her novels have garnered reader praise and glowing critical reviews. She lives with her husband and a very spoiled rescue cat named Ro. Tonya grew up in the small southern Kentucky town of Nicholasville. Now that her four boys are grown men, Tonya writes full-time in her camper she calls her SHAMPER (she-camper).

Join my newsletter.

and see all of my books on Amazon.

Find all these links on my website, Tonyakappes.com.

For a full reading order of Tonya Kappes’s Novels, visit www.tonyakappes.com
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